GREAT BRITAIN HISTORY
Celtic Britain (The Iron Age - 600 BC - 50 AD)

· Who were they?
Over the 500 or so years leading up to the first Roman invasion a Celtic culture established itself throughout the British Isles. The “Celts” were warring tribes who certainly wouldn’t have seen themselves as one people at the time. The Celts were a group of peoples loosely tied by similar language, religion, and cultural expression. They were warriors, living for the glories of battle and plunder. They were also the people who brought iron working to the British Isles.
· Where did they come from?
The Celts gradually infiltrated Britain over the course of the centuries between about 500 and 100 B.C. There was probably never an organized Celtic invasion; for one thing the Celts were so fragmented and given to fighting among themselves that the idea of a concerted invasion would have been ludicrous.

· Family life
The basic unit of Celtic life was the clan, a sort of extended family. Clans were bound together very loosely with other clans into tribes, each of which had its own social structure and customs, and possibly its own local gods. 

· Farming
The Celts were farmers when they weren't fighting. One of the interesting innovations that they brought to Britain was the iron plough. The heavier iron ploughs constituted an agricultural revolution all by themselves, for they made it possible for the first time to cultivate the rich valley and lowland soils. They came with a price, though. It generally required a team of eight oxen to pull the plough, so to avoid the difficulty of turning that large a team, Celtic fields tended to be long and narrow, a pattern that can still be seen in some parts of the country today.

· Language
There was a written Celtic language, but it developed well into Christian times, so for much of Celtic history they relied on oral transmission of culture, primarily through the efforts of bards and poets. 
· Druids
Another area where oral traditions were important was in the training of Druids. They were a sort of super-class of priests, political advisors, teachers, healers, and arbitrators. They had their own universities. They had the right to speak ahead of the king in council, and may have held more authority than the king. They acted as ambassadors in time of war, they composed verse and upheld the law.
· Religion
The Celts held many of their religious ceremonies in woodland groves and near sacred water. The Romans speak of human sacrifice as being a part of Celtic religion. One thing we do know, the Celts revered human heads. Celtic warriors would cut off the heads of their enemies in battle and display them as trophies. This might seem barbaric to us, but to the Celt the seat of spiritual power was the head. It was a kind of bloody religious observance.

· The Celts at War
The Celts loved war. If one wasn't happening they'd be sure to start one. 
They took tremendous pride in their appearance in battle, if we can judge by the elaborately embellished weapons they used. The main problem with the Celts was that they couldn't stop fighting among themselves long enough to put up a unified front. 

Roman Britain (43 - 410 AD)
· Why Britain?
The invasion of Britain was a war of prestige. The emperor Caligula had been assassinated in 41 AD and Claudius had been elevated to the throne. The new emperor faced opposition from the Senate. Claudius needed a quick political fix to secure his throne. The army was the core of the Roman state. In a few centuries, it had transformed Rome from a small city-state into the greatest empire of antiquity. 
· Invasion and conquest
A century before, in both 55 and 54 BC, Julius Caesar had invaded Britain with the aim of conquest. But Britain had remained free. For the Claudian invasion, an army of 40,000 professional soldiers were landed in Britain under the command of Aulus Plautius. Then, in the presence of Claudius himself, they stormed the capital of the enemy. Later, under the provincial governor Gnaeus Julius Agricola, the Romans occupied northern Britain, reaching what is now called the Moray Firth in 84 AD. 

· Occupation
Elsewhere, the empire's frontiers were under attack. Reinforcements were needed. A phased withdrawal was carried out from the far north, eventually bringing the army to a line that stretched across modern Northumberland from Newcastle-upon-Tyne to Carlisle on the Solway. This was the line along which Hadrian's Wall was constructed in 120s and 130s AD. The line stretched for 73 miles across northern. Here, through some 350 years of Roman occupation, the army remained dominant. Settlements of craftsmen and traders grew up around the forts. Local farms supplied grain, meat, leather, wool, beer, and other essentials. But change was limited. The land was impoverished and sparsely populated, and the army took what little surplus there was, so there were few of the trappings of Romanised life. 

· Romanisation
It was only in the lowland zone  where parts of Britain began to look distinctly Mediterranean. Iron Age tribal centres were redesigned as Roman towns, with regular street-grids, forums, basilicas, temples, theatres, bathhouses, amphitheatres, shopping malls and hotels. The models of town planning and public architecture were Roman, but the people in charge were local gentry. The empire was ruled from the towns, where councils formed of local gentry were responsible for tax-collection and keeping order in the surrounding countryside. 

· The decline and the fall

It could not last. The empire had been buoyed up by war booty. The end of expansion meant the end of subsidy. They allowed the army to 'live off the land' as it marched across the empire. In the meantime, Rome's enemies were getting stronger, especially the Germans and Goths of central Europe. By the mid-third century AD, the great boom was over, and resources were ploughed into defence. Walls were built around the towns, turning them into fortresses. Inside, a slow decline had begun. Public buildings were boarded up and old mansions crumbled and became overgrown with weeds. Society became apathetic, civic spirit dwindled, the towns continued to decline, and even the villas eventually succumbed. By about 425 AD, Britain had ceased to be in any sense Roman. The Roman armies withdrew from Britain early in the fifth century because they were needed back home to defend the crumbling centre of the Empire. Britain was considered a far-flung outpost of little value.
 Anglo-Saxon and Danish Britain 
The term Anglo-Saxon is a relatively modern one. It refers to settlers from the German regions of Angle and Saxony, who made their way over to Britain after the fall of the Roman Empire around AD 410. From about 406-410 A.D., then, the Germanic tribes known as the Angles and the Saxons gradually invaded Britannia. It is from the Angles, actually, that we get the name England: "Angle-land" or "the land of the Angles". In their own lands, most Anglo-Saxons were farmers. They lived in family groups in villages, not cities. Since they lived close to the sea and big rivers, many Anglo-Saxons were sailors too. When the Anglo-Saxons arrived in Britain they preferred to live in small villages. 
However, warrior chiefs knew that a walled city made a good fortress. So some Roman towns, like London, were never completely abandoned. Some Saxons built wooden houses inside the walls of Roman towns. Others cleared spaces in the forest to build villages and make new fields. Some settlements were very small, with just two or three families.
The next wave of invaders came from across the North Sea, and they were the Vikings. The Vikings began by raiding outlying regions of the British Isles, like the North of England, Scotland, and Ireland. The Vikings were from Scandinavia (Denmark, Sweden, Norway), which was also part of the Germanic culture from which the Angles and the Saxons came. Thus, there are certain shared characteristics of culture and world-view among the Anglo-Saxons, the Danes, and other Germanic peoples of the period roughly 500-1000 A.D. These characteristics included a bloody, war-like society which centred around the chief and his warriors. The loyalty which the warriors had for their chief was extreme, almost sacred; so, to forsake one's chief was a terrible transgression. Courage and honor were highly prized, and the chief shared the spoils of war with his loyal followers.

By around AD600 there were five important Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. They were Northumbria, Mercia, Wessex, Kent and East Anglia. From time to time, the strongest king would claim to be 'bretwalda' - which meant ruler of all Britain. Great Anglo-Saxon kings included Offa of Mercia and Edwin of Northumbria. But the most famous of all is Alfred, the only king in British history to be called 'Great'. 
Alfred became king in AD 871. He had been fighting the Vikings all his life. Alfred went on fighting the Vikings when all seemed hopeless. Finally, he won an important battle at Edington in Wiltshire in AD 878. After that, some Vikings agreed to live in peace, though fighting still went on. Alfred's capital was Winchester. In AD886, his army captured London. By now Alfred was called 'King of the English' on his coins. This shows how important he was. 
The most powerful Anglo-Saxon king was Edgar, who died in 975. Anglo-Saxon England reached its peak during Edgar's reign. After King Edgar, things went downhill for the English kings. After a Dane called Cnut (Canute) became king of England in 1016.  Cnut also ruled Denmark and Norway. He ruled well, but left much of the government in England to noblemen, now called "earls" (from the Danish word "jarl"). After Cnut died in 1035, two of his sons Harold and Harthacnut were each king in turn.
In 1042 there was a new king of England. He was Edward, son of Ethelred the Unready. His mother, Queen Emma, was from Normandy, in France, and Edward spent most of his life in Normandy before becoming king. He was very religious and was called "Edward the Confessor" because he so often confessed his sins. When Edward died in 1066 childless and the Witan (a national council of leading nobles and spiritual leaders) gave Harold Godwinson the throne William was so angry he invaded England. He believed Harold had promised him the throne.

The Epic and Beowulf
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A page from the Beowulf manuscript 

Beowulf is the oldest Anglo-Saxon epic poem. Its origins are mysterious: the identity of its author is unknown. It tells about legendary people and events and describes a warrior society in which the relationship between the leader and his warriors, is founded on provision and service. 
It is thought to have been composed by a single Christian author for a Christian audience in Anglo-Saxon England any time from the 8th to the 11th centery. The actions of the poem take place in Scandinavia, but the poem itself was probably written in Northumbria, an important Anglo-Saxon kingdom and home to Roman Catholic monks who reinterpreted the story in a Christian way. 
Another interesting feature of the poem is that it tries to "marry" two world-views. The character of Beowulf is an essentially pagan character; yet the work, the poem itself, tries to pass itself off as a Christian poem. For example, the conventions governing payment for wrong-doing resulted in some unique concepts and contributed to the feuding which is referred to in Beowulf.
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