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In this book Rupert Matthews puts forward his ground breaking new theories on the collapse of
the post-Roman order in Britain and the formation of England. Drawing on newly analyzed
written sources and the growing mass of archaeological finds he presents a very different
picture of post-Roman Britain than that usually put forward. In place of the anarchy and mayhem,
Rupert suggests that Romanised governmental structures managed to survive the economic
collapse of the 5th century and the population collapse of the early sixth century to emerge in
new and barbarianism form in the later sixth century. The key figure in this story was Ceawlin,
King of Wessex in the 570s. It was he who finally smashed the old order with his ambitious grab
for power and who thus opened the way to the creation of the England that we know today with
its English culture, English language and English character.
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like to dedicate this bookto my daughter Boadicea.PrefaceWhen I was about nine years old we
went down to Somerset to stay with relatives who had a place in Bath. I suppose that they had to
think of something to entertain a boy with lots of energy, so we went out and climbed Solsbury
Hill to explore the ancient hillfort up there.I loved it.I can’t recall the order we did things in, but I
know we went up to look at Wansdyke on the hills just south of Bath, then to the north to wander
over the battlefield of Lansdown. I did not really appreciate it then, but I was wandering over
some two millennia of British history. On subsequent visits to Bath we roamed farther afield – to
Uffington, Bratton, Barbury, Sarum and other places.It was not until some years later that I
learned how all these different monuments, ruins and fortresses fitted together into our island
story. And by then I was totally hooked on history. I read voraciously about Celts, Romans,
Saxons, Vikings and Normans. Later I learned the more subtle distinctions between the ages of
our history, the continuities as well as the changes.But there was one period that fascinated me.
As an Englishman I always wondered where the English had come from. So far as conventional
wisdom had it, the Celts had always been here, the Romans came from Rome, the Vikings from



Denmark and Norway and the Normans from Normandy. But the English? Nobody really knew.
There were Angles and Saxons and Jutes from assorted places in northern Europe, but how
they had become English was obscure.And there was another puzzle. Across all the Roman
Empire the people today speak languages descended from Latin or their own native language.
But in Britain people speak neither a Latin- nor a Celtic-based language. They speak English.I
wondered over the puzzle. Clearly something had happened here that did not happen in France,
Spain or Italy. It must have been something dramatic and sweeping, but what it was had been
hidden by the destruction of written records wrought at the time – perhaps by the very event that
had created the English.Over the years I have picked up clues here and there. I have come up
with a theory as to what happened, why it happened and how it came to have such a profound
effect. This book is the result.No doubt many will disagree with me, but that is their privilege.
Hopefully it will spark debate and we will start to get closer to what went on in those lost
centuries when the English came into existence.Rupert MatthewsIntroductionSomething
happened in Britain in the third quarter of the sixth century. That event moulded the nations of
Great Britain that we know today: the English, Welsh and the Cornish, and to a lesser extent the
Scots. What that event was has always been something of a mystery. The political turmoil,
economic collapse and bloody violence that followed was so severe that very little written
evidence has survived, and what there is remains controversial.This book seeks to uncover what
it was that happened in Britain to destroy the old order and to create new nations. Many
historians have preferred not to delve too deeply into this period of our island history on the
grounds that so little is known for certain, and so little ever will be known, that to speculate is
fruitless. In the past I have at times taken this attitude myself. But there comes a time when
simply avoiding the issue is no longer acceptable. I have reached that point myself. For me, it is
time to speculate.I must say straight off that what follows in this book is not going to be accepted
by all historians; in fact I expect the vast majority to stick to the view that there is too little
evidence to be certain of what really happened. And they are correct. What follows is what I
consider to be the most likely course of events based on the evidence. I think that I am probably
right, though obviously I may not be.What is certain is that something very dramatic indeed did
happen. On that everyone is agreed. Old political entities were destroyed and new ones created.
Old nations were exterminated and new ones arose. And what took place in Britain was
unique.Across the entire Western Roman Empire the old imperial administration was replaced
during the fifth century by kingdoms ruled by monarchs who were very often barbarians. In all
those provinces — Gaul, Spain, Italy, Libya and others — there was some form of continuity from
the age of late antiquity to the early medieval period. Most noticeably the peoples of those areas
continued to speak languages based either on Latin or on the languages spoken there before
the Romans invaded. As Gaul became France they adopted a Latin-based language, as did
Hispania as it became Spain, Lusitania as it became Portugal and Italia as it became Italy. Only
in the lightly-Romanized German provinces did the native language reassert itself. Moreover, all
these old Roman provinces remained Christian in religion. Even if the barbarian rulers were



pagan, the people were Christian and the rulers converted within a generation or two. The
continuity is as noticeable as the changes.In Britain the picture was very different indeed. In 410
Britain was a fully functioning part of the Roman Empire like anywhere else. But by the mid-
seventh century nobody in Britain spoke a Latin-based language, and the pre-Roman Celtic
languages were confined to a western fringe. Christianity had also vanished across vast swathes
of the country. The pagan religion of the barbarian rulers had taken over among the people. The
old churches were in ruins or were being used as houses and workshops. Britain had been
utterly transformed in a way that other Roman provinces had not.From what evidence remains to
us, the change seems to have happened in the late-sixth century. But why then, and what form
did the change take? To answer those questions we will have to delve far back into our history,
and that means looking at the evidence.The first thing to realize is that the evidence for what
happened in Britain during these years is very sparse indeed. The ability to read and write was
exterminated across most of Britain. Nobody wrote down what was happening for the simple
reason that they could not write, and if they had been able to write there was nobody able to
read what they had written.The Romans had used writing to organize their empire — to calculate
and exact taxation, to account for the payments made for building roads and bridges, to ensure
provincial governors were not cheating the central state authorities, to keep all the bureaucratic
records needed by an empire covering thousands of square miles and ruling over tens of
millions of people. The new rulers in Britain, controlling what are collectively termed the
‘successor states’ did not need writing. Their kingdoms were small and the bureaucratic needs
of their governments paltry. A ruler could ride to any part of his kingdom in a few days and knew
all his nobles personally. He could see for himself if a nobleman was not keeping law and order,
or not passing on tax revenues, and so written records were not needed.Nor was writing needed
for history or geography. The new rulers and nobles had more limited horizons than had the
Romans. They had poets and bards who memorized and recounted great events and the deeds
of famous men. History was for entertainment on a dark winter’s evening, it was a way in which a
ruler could emphasize his importance by extolling the mighty deeds of his ancestors. Songs and
tales were told by firelight, so again writing was not needed.And crucially, writing was not
needed for religion. Christianity is a written religion, its teachings being based on the book
known as the Bible. The gods of the pagan English did not inhabit pages of books: they stalked
the forests, bathed in pools and rode the thunderclouds. They were powerful, passionate and
dynamic beings who did not need the written word to show how great they were.And so the skills
of writing and reading died across most of Britain. Only in a few places where Christianity
survived did the knowledge of writing likewise persist. And in those places the key need was to
preserve, maintain and copy sacred works. Bibles and theological commentaries were patched
up or copied anew, but histories and the old records of Roman Britain mouldered and were
lost.But for us looking back to those years from the twenty-first century, writing is essential. It is
only by reading the few written records of those years that we can hope to know what happened.
There are very few of them to rely on, and none of them is comprehensive in any meaningful



way. The problem is that most of those records were written long after the event. They were
written by men looking back at events that had happened some 300 years earlier, and they were
using sources and records at which we can only guess. How accurate those sources were, we
do not know. Nor can we be certain that the men turning them into a history repeated them
faithfully. And finally, we do not actually have any of those original histories written so long after
the event. What we have are copies of them made some centuries later as the original
manuscripts got tatty and began to fall to pieces. Again, we do not know if the medieval copyist
copied accurately what was in front of him.So with all those caveats in mind, it is time to look at
the written sources that have survived.The only contemporary work among these is a book
written in Latin by a British monk named Gildas entitled De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, or
On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain. This book is usually referred to either as Gildas or as DEB.
Gildas wrote his book in the first half of the sixth century, though its precise date is disputed. In it
he gives a brief historical overview of Britain from the time the Romans first arrived down to his
own date. The emphasis is on the later decades after Britain separated from the Roman Empire
and fell prey to Germanic invaders from across the North Sea – the peoples who would become
the English. Gildas was not writing a history, he was writing a sermon as befitted his station in life
as a highly-respected monk and holy man.The facts of history and geography that Gildas
includes are mentioned only in so far as they support the message of his sermon. This message
is that the people of Britain are a crowd of miserable sinners who are being punished by God for
their sins, that God’s instruments are the pagan invaders and that if the people of Britain do not
stop their sinful ways soon they will be utterly destroyed – and quite right too. So Gildas includes
some information, but misses out much more. Reading Gildas is very frustrating for a modern
historian.We shall be looking at what Gildas has to tell us about Britain both in his own time and
in his recent past in later chapters, but here we need to decide just how reliable Gildas is. To a
large extent that depends on where and when he was writing. When Gildas says ‘in our own
time’ to what time does he refer? After all, nowhere in his book does Gildas say where or when
he composed his book. We know that Gildas died in or after AD 569, but he was very old at that
date and could conceivably have written his book any time in the previous fifty years or so.The
traditional method to date Gildas is to cross reference events that he describes to other sources.
The key dating point is that Gildas says that the great warrior king Maelgwn was alive and well
(though deeply sinful) as he wrote. So if we can know when Maelgwn lived, we will have an
approximate date for when Gildas wrote his book.Maelgwn is well known in later writings as a
great early monarch of the royal dynasty that later ruled Gwynedd in northern Wales. His name
features in many lists of ancestors, or genealogies, attached to princes and nobles who lived
much later. It is generally reckoned that on average a son during the early medieval period would
be thirty years younger than his father. Clearly this was not always the case, some sons would
be born when their father was eighteen, others when he was fifty-five. The figure is only an
average, but it does allow us to count back through the generations to get an approximate date
for an ancestor. If the ancestor is ten generations before the known prince, for example, he will



have lived about 300 years earlier. We know when the later princes and nobles lived, so by
counting back generations of their ancestors to get to Maelgwn we can get a rough date for his
lifetime. The genealogies are each different in detail, but they generally agree that Maelgwn lived
somewhere between AD 490 and 550.Potentially more decisive is the chronicle known as the
Annales Cambriae, or Welsh Annals. This gives the date of Maelgwyn’s death as being 547. As
we shall see, however, there are a few problems with the earlier stages of the Annales Cambriae
and, as a result, this date cannot be taken as being precise. It is probably no more than twenty
years out, but that is all that can be said.The other events or people in Gildas’s work are even
more obscure. He names four other sinful rulers: Constantine, Aurelius Caninus, Vortiporius and
Cuneglasus. All these men are known from later genealogies. Counting back the generations
from men whose dates are known gives a range of dates for these four rulers that varies from
about 490 through to around 560. Gildas also says that the Battle of Badon Hill (which we will be
looking at later) took place when he was born, apparently forty-four years before he was writing.
That battle can be dated from other sources to anywhere between 480 and 516.As for his
geographical location, Gildas makes some elementary mistakes about the geography of
northern Britain, so it is generally assumed that he did not live there. He is also astonishingly
rude about the rulers of western Britain, so it must be assumed he did not live there either.
Gildas is just as clearly not in English-held territory, for if anything he is more caustic about them
than about the western rulers. By contrast he is well informed about southern Britain and the
trade links to Gaul, now slowly becoming France.All things considered, it would seem that
Gildas wrote his book somewhere around 520 to 540, possibly toward the latter end of that
range of dates. He probably lived and worked in a non-English part of southern Britain, near to
both the coast and to a major port, perhaps Portsmouth. It is not possible to be more precise. So
the Britain that he describes was in existence at about that date.Another early source is the
Annales Cambriae referred to briefly above. This document was compiled in the early-tenth
century at the monastery of St David’s in southern Wales. It purports to be a compilation of
earlier annals copied from documents that were falling to pieces and thus all brought together
into a single new document. If this were the case it would be valuable indeed, but there are
problems.The first issue is that the Annales Cambriae takes the form of a long list of years, each
of which is indicated by the letters ‘an’, for ‘annus’ the Latin for year, but none of which actually
has a date attached to it. Every tenth year there is an extra mark giving the number of years that
have elapsed since the Annales began. Many, but not all, of those years is then followed by a
short entry that records any event of importance that happened that year.In its later sections the
Annales Cambriae includes events the dates of which are known precisely from other sources. It
should, therefore, be possible to count back the years from those known dates to ascribe dates
to the undated earlier entries. Doing this gives a date for the very first entry of 444 and a date for
the death of Maelgwn of 547, as noted above.Unfortunately the Annales Cambriae as we have
them are clearly not correct. Some periods marked as comprising ten years actually comprise
nine or eleven years instead. Not only that but we have no way of knowing how accurately the



tenth century monks of St David’s copied the older annals into the new annal that they were
compiling. It is generally thought that the compilers will have got events in the correct
chronological order, but that their actual dating is suspect. The further back the Annales
Cambriae go the less reliable their dating is thought to be. By the time of Gildas and Maelgwn
they might be anything up to twenty years adrift.Like the Annales Cambriae, the document
known as the Historia Brittonum, or History of Britain, was written some centuries after our
period, but claims to contain copies of documents dating back to the period we are studying.
This document is generally thought to have been written in Wales, probably in the north, around
the year 810. It is a compilation of other histories, chronicles and assorted sources. Whoever
wrote the Historia Brittonum wove these sources together to give a coherent chronological walk
through of British history between the years 55 BC to AD 640. The result is patchy, with detailed
accounts of some events, sketchy references to others and huge gaps elsewhere. It really does
read as if a selection of different documents has been simply stuck together without much effort
at editing. Added to the end is a list of the most important cities in Britain and a list of natural
wonders, such as the hot springs of Bath.Some copies of the book have a prologue written by a
Welsh monk named Nennius, who claims to be the author of the book and to have compiled it
from a large number of older books and sources. Opinion is divided as to whether the prologue
was part of the original, but was lost from those versions that do not have it, or whether it was not
part of the original and was added to those that do have it. Certainly none of the copies that
survive are originals, all of them being later copies. It is not considered proper these days to refer
to the author as Nennius, since he may not have actually written the book. It is, however, a
convenient shorthand and so I intend to use that name when referring to this source.Debate over
whether or not the prologue is original and whether or not Nennius was the author has been long
and fierce. For our purposes, however, it is irrelevant. What is important is whether or not the
Historia Brittonum is accurate. Much depends on whether the ninth century author (whoever he
was) accurately copied his sources. It is generally thought that he did, but that he probably
added in some explanations and descriptions to help his ninth century readership understand
references and comments that would otherwise have been obscure to them.The next question is
how reliable were the documents he was copying. Some of them read like sober historical
accounts, others include tales of dragons and magic. Much ink has been spilt over which parts
of the Historia Brittonum can be accepted as fact and which cannot. In the final analysis it is
pretty much a matter of opinion. Certainly what the book contains is what an educated and
widely-travelled Welsh monk living in about 820 believed to be true.The northern English monk,
the Venerable Bede, wrote a history of Britain that he completed in AD 731. The book is called
the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, or Ecclesiastical History of the English People. As
its title suggests it is primarily a history of Christianity and the Church in which kings, nobles and
other people get mentioned only in so far as their actions affected the Church.Bede was a great
scholar, was widely read and took great pains to ensure accuracy in all his written works — most
of which are theological. For events close to his own time, Bede is invaluable and accurate. For



events further back in history, and in particular for the period in which we are interested, Bede is
less reliable. He was relying on older works, some of which no longer survive, and he himself
was uncertain how accurate some of these works were. Nevertheless he is our sole source for
many events.Where Bede made an invaluable contribution to early British history was in his
adoption of our modern system of dating years. Bede, like us, used the anno domini (AD) system
that counts years forward and back from what was considered to be the birth date of Jesus
Christ. Earlier systems of designating years had mostly relied on reference to political rulers. The
Romans had dated years by whomever held the government post of Consul that year and the
English before Bede had referred to how many years a particular king had been on the throne.
This inevitably made for a confusing mass of different dating systems. It is to Bede’s credit that
he went to extraordinary lengths to work out in which year AD any particular event had taken
place. He did not always get it right, but he did at least try which is more than can be said for
Gildas or Nennius.While on the subject of ecclesiastical writings, we should mention the
hagiographies of various saints. These books were enormously popular among monks and have
survived in relatively large numbers. Each recounts the life story of a particular saint, with special
emphasis on his or her holy works, learning, theological insights and general worthiness to be a
saint. Many of them do, in passing, refer to secular figures and historic events contemporary to
the saint under discussion.In theory they could be used to establish the dates of otherwise
undateable events and establish the reality of shadowy figures. Unfortunately most
hagiographies date to after 900 and were written by a person who quite obviously felt no qualms
about inventing stories to make the subjects appear even more holy than they already were.
Most historians dismiss hagiographies as being worthless and unreliable as historic documents.
When it comes to detail this is fair enough, but the men writing the hagiographies were closer to
their subjects than are we. At worst a hagiography represents what a well-read monk of about
900 believed was likely to have been true some centuries earlier.Generally considered to be
almost as unreliable as the hagiogra-phies are the ancient poems that take as their subject the
events of these years. These poems are written mostly in an early form of Welsh that would date
them to around 850 to 950. This would make them much later than the events they describe and
it is for this reason that they have not been well regarded. However, it is undoubtedly true that the
bards who recited these poems did so from memory. This means that the versions written down
around 850 might simply be versions of the originals in which the language was updated as
language changed, but that the actual contents remained unchanged. If this were the case then
the old poems might actually date back to the events they describe and so be valuable sources
of historic information.The key poems here are those that have been ascribed to the poets
Taliesin and Aneirin. Taliesin is known to have died around the year 594 and to have lived at
least the later part of his life in Rheged, a state that covered what is now northwestern England
in the years before the English took it over. In the poems Taliesin gives accounts of battles, wars
and dynastic marriages that are unknown from any other source. Scholarly opinion is divided as
to how reliable the poems are, but is generally moving to a more favourable opinion. Aneirin lived



a little later in what is now southern Scotland.A final and invaluable work is the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle. This is a history of Britain and its peoples that was composed on the orders of King
Alfred the Great of Wessex in about 890. England had by this date suffered extensive damage
during the Viking wars and many monastic libraries had gone up in flames. The Chronicle was a
deliberate attempt by Alfred to collect together everything that had survived and put it together
into a single, new history of his people. It takes the form of a long list of dates, next to each of
which is recorded an important event that took place that year. In the earlier sections there are
large gaps, but as the Chronicle gets closer to its year of composition the entries become more
frequent, longer and more detailed.Alfred was a powerful and highly respected monarch. His
clerks had the time and influence to get hold of copies of almost any document that they wanted
and they were conscientious in their work. They gathered histories, chronicles, land deeds,
courtly records, historic poetry and genealogies from across England and the different English
kingdoms that then existed. It is a comprehensive work, but not without its problems especially
in the earlier sections.The work was composed for Alfred, King of Wessex. As a result it
frequently gives the Wessex version of events and portrays the enemies of Wessex to be in the
wrong or ascribes to them underhand motives. They sought also to glorify the royal house of
Wessex. In the terms of the later-ninth century this meant establishing a clear and legitimate line
of succession from an heroic founder of the dynasty down to the current monarch. There was no
time for usurpations or regicides, nor for succession between remote cousins. Undoubtedly the
Chronicle glossed over some such incidents in the early years of the Wessex dynasty.Certainly,
the Chronicle sought to extend the ancestry of Alfred back beyond what was known. They could
trace his ancestors back to around 470, but that was not good enough as other royal families
were older. They therefore grafted on to the list of ancestors some Germanic heroes known from
old legends and a couple of pagan gods which together made Alfred’s pedigree longer than that
of anyone else in England.The writers of the Chronicle also sought to make things clear to their
own audience. They therefore explained events in terms that an English person living in 890
would understand. The Roman Empire is, for instance, called a kingdom and its rulers are
named as kings. As with other records written later, but referring to earlier events there are
inconsistencies over dates that become more serious the further back in time the Chronicle
goes.Before leaving the written sources mention needs to be made of the controversial Geoffrey
of Monmouth. Geoffrey was a twelfth-century Welsh monk who was intent on making a career in
the church for himself; indeed he went on to become Bishop of Asaph, and it was with this in
mind that he began writing. He produced a number of books, each dedicated to a high-ranking
ecclesiastic who might be able to do his career some good. In 1139 he changed tack and
dedicated a book to Robert, Earl of Gloucester, who was interested in history and literature and
who was himself influential in Church circles. This book was a History of the Kings of Britain, and
it is with this book that most historians associated Geoffrey of Monmouth.The book starts with
the entirely legendary Brutus who, Geoffrey says, led a group of survivors from Troy to the
Atlantic to seek safety from the vengeful Greeks led by Achilles. After assorted adventures,



Brutus arrived in Britain (which is named after him) and founded a dynasty of rulers which
Geoffrey then traces down to Gruffydd ap Cynan, Prince of Gwynedd, who had died in
1137.Geoffrey claimed that his book, in Latin, is a translation of an ancient book in Welsh given
to him by Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford. However, it is quite clear that this is not the case.
Sections of Geoffrey’s book can be seen to have been lifted from Gildas, from the Historia
Brittonum or from Bede. Other sections seem to come from other history books, since lost, and
parts read very like folk tales or legends that Geoffrey may have picked up on his many travels.
Other parts are almost certainly invented by Geoffrey himself. The difficulty lies in trying to
disentangle the various elements. Undoubtedly there are sections in the book that pass on
historical facts not recorded elsewhere. Equally clearly some of it is pure invention.In large
measure, the reputation of the work was boosted at the time and then undermined more recently
because of the large section that occupies the central third of the book. These chapters deal
with the reign of King Arthur. At the time stories about Arthur were hugely popular, and Geoffrey
managed to squeeze most of them into his work. Where he scored over other writers was that he
seemed to have put Arthur into a secure historic setting, establishing when and where he lived.
This made his book immensely popular while he was alive, but in more recent times has served
to discredit it.The figure of Arthur looms over all the sources we have mentioned, except for the
Anglo Saxon Chronicle which does not mention him at all. Academic opinion is as prone to
fashion as any area of human endeavour. In recent decades there has been a growing fashion
among historians to declare that Arthur did not exist, and therefore to treat sources that mention
him as being suspect. The scholarly research underpinning this view is impressive, but not
altogether convincing. In some cases it would seem that Arthur is being singled out for special
treatment. In some sources the section talking about Arthur is denounced as being a later
addition, while all the rest of the source is accepted as genuine. There is a danger of circular
logic here. Arthur did not exist and so a document that mentions him must be suspect, and
because the document is suspect Arthur did not exist.Fortunately the Arthurian period took
place before the key events that we will be looking at in this book, but they do form a critical
background and so we will be looking at it in outline.Leaving behind the written sources, we
should turn to the archaeological sources. These have come on in leaps and bounds in recent
years, and each year brings fresh evidence. There used to be a view that the archaeological
record showed a total collapse of British society within a generation of the end of Roman rule in
410. It is now recognized that although there was a clear and dramatic change, it was not a
collapse as such. The Romans built in brick, stone and concrete which has survived well. The
generations that followed built in wood, which rots away and is more difficult to identify in
excavations.The tricky subject of dating finds has also been improved. Roman coins made
Roman sites relatively easy to date, but post-Roman sites lacked such easy markers. Recently it
has become easier to assign dates to different styles of pottery and jewellery, thus making the
dating of sites easier and more accurate.By contrast some older certainties have vanished. It
used to be thought that the presence of a Roman brooch on a site meant that the people who



used it were Roman, while the presence of a German brooch meant the people were German.
We now recognize that this was not necessarily the case. To take an obvious modern example,
McDonald’s burgers are an American invention and a key indicator of American culture. But this
does not mean that the presence of a McDonald’s restaurant in a town means that the town has
been overrun by immigrants from America. It means only that the people there like eating
hamburgers. Thus a change in objects on an archaeological site from Roman to Germanic might
mean that the English had moved in and taken over, but it might also mean that the existing
population had ditched their Roman culture and adopted a Germanic one.Nor is it possible to
infer from archaeological finds the aims or motivations of people identified from buried finds. It
was formerly thought that Germanic warriors resident in Britain before 410 were mercenaries
hired by the Roman government, but that Germanic warriors resident in Britain after 410 were
invaders seeking to establish English kingdoms. The picture is now known not to be so clear.
The later warriors might well have been mercenaries as well.The centuries after the end of
Roman control of Britain are obscure to say the least. We know what Britain was like in 410, and
we know what Britain was like by 650. What happened in between is the story of this book. And
the figure of Ceawlin dominates all. It is he, I believe, who holds the key to what happened, when
it happened and why it happened.PART ICometh the HourChapter 1Late Roman BritainFrom
the point of view of written history, and to a lesser extent from archaeology, we lose clear sight of
conditions in Britain between about AD 410 and AD 440. At that time Britain separated from the
Roman Empire as a political unit, but it remained tied to the empire by economic links, personal
visits and culture. For the people at the time the political split from Rome was expected to be
only temporary. Such divisions had happened before and had always ended within a few years. It
is only with hindsight that we know that the Roman Empire was doomed.The people of Britain
did not know the split from Rome would become permanent. They would have behaved as if they
were still Roman and would soon again be part of the Empire. If we are to understand what
followed and why people behaved as they did we need to appreciate this simple fact. And that
means understanding what late Roman Britain was like and how it functioned.Britain had been
invaded by the Roman army in AD 43 and over the following half century the legions had spread
out to conquer all of Great Britain, the largest of the British Isles, as far north as the River Tyne in
the east and the River Solway in the west. The northern boundary would vary over the years,
moving north to the Clyde and the Forth for a while before moving back south again. The Tyne-
Solway line would be formalized by the elaborate system of wall, turrets, forts and roads that is
today known as Hadrian’s Wall.The Romans, meanwhile, set about exploiting the wealth of their
new acquisition. The economic wealth of Britain appears to have been slow to be fully exploited.
As late as AD 150 the Roman government seems to have been making a loss in Britain – it was
spending more on the army and construction works in the island than it was raising in taxation.
That position seems to have been reversed by around AD 200 and a century later Britain was
one of the most profitable areas of the Empire.Gold was mined in Wales, though in fairly small
quantities. Much more productive were the great lead mines of the Mendips, Pennines, the Peak



District and the Tyne Valley. Until the conquest of Britain, the Romans had been able to mine
lead only in Spain. The new British mines proved to be richer and more productive than those in
Spain and, as a bonus, they yielded small quantities of silver as well. Tin was mined in Cornwall,
producing more tin than the rest of the Empire put together. There are signs of extensive
transport engineering works in Cornwall, linking the mines to ports from where the metal could
be exported. Clearly the profits were great enough for the mine owners to be able to afford such
costs. Iron was mined and worked in quantity in the Weald and the lower Severn Valley. There
seems to have been some small-scale copper mining in Wales.Impressive as the list of minerals
being exploited in Britain might be, it is dwarfed by the scale and variety of agricultural products.
The chalk uplands of southern Britain were home to vast flocks of sheep, which were sheared
for their wool. This wool was processed locally – we know of one very large blanket workshop in
Winchester – and the products exported. British cloaks, known as tossia, were famous for their
warmth and durability, and commanded high prices as far away as Greece.The lowlands were
home to large herds of cattle and pigs that were raised both for leather and for meat. To the west
the Cotswolds and Mendips seem to have been used for breeding horses. At first the horses in
Britain were native ponies of about 11 hands in height, not too dissimilar to the New Forest or
Dartmoor ponies of today. By about AD 200, however, finds show that the horses in Britain were
getting bigger and stronger. They were now averaging some 14.2 hands tall and had broader
chests.But it was grain that had first attracted the Romans to Britain. Long before Julius Caesar
launched his raid into Britain in 55 BC, Roman merchants had been buying British grain in large
quantities. That export market grew greatly during the long years of Roman rule. Areas of the
Fens around the Wash were expertly drained to produce more grainfields. Elsewhere there
seems to have been a gradual, but unstoppable felling of forests to open up more and more
fields to agriculture. The scale of the British grain export market can be glimpsed in AD 359
when the Emperor Julian was inspecting army positions along the Rhine. In passing the account
of his visit mentions that the cities and army posts bought most of their grain from Britain, and
that some 800 ships were engaged in the trade.One fact that would later prove to be crucial and
is not always appreciated in surveys of the economic wealth of Roman Britain is that, to a large
extent, this prosperity relied upon the Roman army. If large amounts of British grain went to feed
the legions on the Rhine, almost as much went to feed the soldiers stationed on Hadrian’s Wall.
The meat and leather from pigs and cattle likewise found a ready market among the soldiers
who not only ate the meat, but also used the leather to make tents, sandals, belts, straps and
shields. It should not be thought that the economy of Britain at this time was entirely dependent
on the army, which may have bought only around twenty per cent of British output, but Britain
was much more dependent on the army than were other parts of the empire. And some
industries relied very heavily indeed on the legions. Pig farmers may have sold up to eighty per
cent of their products to the armed forces and government.In addition to these industries that are
mentioned by contemporaries, archaeology has shown a vast number of local craft industries.
These served the British population itself. For instance we know of nine fairly large pottery



factories, each of which supplied towns and villages within about fifty miles of its base. No doubt
there were similar leather, blacksmith and textile works but their products do not survive so well
in Britain’s damp soils.There was another benefit in addition to taxing the wealthy industries and
trades that acquiring Britain brought to the Roman government, and to the Roman army in
particular – men. As early as AD 96 there were 4,500 men recruited from Britain serving on the
Rhine frontier. By AD 200 there were some 12,000 Britons under arms on the Rhine or the
Danube borders. By this date many Britons had joined local cohortes, army units which seem to
have carried out duties akin to those of modern police, as well as army units. By AD 300 Britons
were joining the legions and there is evidence that by AD 350 the Roman army units stationed in
Britain were composed mostly of British men.In the economic sphere Britain had done well out
of the Roman Empire, and the empire did well out of Britain. Taxes and men were extracted from
Britain for the use of the empire as a whole. It is now time to turn to the Roman governmental
structure in Britain toward the end of Roman rule for it was on that basis that the post-Roman
government was to be built.By the later-fourth century, Britain formed a diocese within the
empire. This designation had nothing to do with Christian bishops, the word was merely to be
adopted later by the Catholic church, instead it designated the top level of government
administration. There were twelve dioceses in all, of which Britain was but one. The head of the
diocese administration was the Vicarius who was appointed directly by the emperor. The word
vicarius means deputy, and its use here meant that the vicarius of a diocese was acting as the
deputy for the emperor. Indeed, within his diocese, a vicarius had almost the same powers as
the emperor.The most important of these powers was that he acted as a form of court of appeal
from the lower levels of administration and justice within the diocese. From the very earliest days
of the Roman Empire one of the key benefits of being a citizen of Rome was that you could
appeal to the Emperor to overturn a decision made by a provincial court or official. In the early
days of the empire this had been a little used privilege for the simple reason that only a small
minority of the inhabitants of the empire were citizens of Rome. The rest of the population were
either citizens of their local city, were slaves or were women. However, by the time the Romans
arrived in Britain the granting of citizenship was being used as an important tool of
Romanization. Those who cooperated with the Roman government were made citizens of
Rome, giving them enhanced prestige and a wide array of improved civil rights. In AD 212 the
Emperor Caracalla announced that all free men in the empire were now citizens of Rome.The
number of citizens who could, and did, appeal to the Emperor rose dramatically. The institution
of the position of vicarius at a diocesan level was brought in partly to deal with these appeals.
The position was a lucrative one. Bribery – both open and clandestine – was a part of Roman life.
A vicarius of a wealthy diocese such as Britain could expect to rake in a lot of money during his
time in office. Increasingly the emperors used the granting of the post of vicarius as a way to
reward political allies or to get potential troublemakers away from the centre of power in Italy.It
was important, however, to ensure that the scale of corruption did not get too out of hand. If the
locals lost faith in Roman justice and Roman administration there would be trouble. Each



diocese therefore had a second official appointed by the emperor. This was the Prefectus.
Officially he commanded the bodyguard of the vicarius, but in practice he was the senior military
officer in the diocese. He also had the task of writing reports back to Rome on the activities of
the vicarius. It was intended that the prefectus would act as a corrective to the vicarius. To
ensure that the two did not get too close and start to collude, it was usual for terms of office to
last no more than two years, and sometimes men were changed annually.The bureaucrats who
toiled in the diocesan offices were more long-term appointments, often serving for many years. It
was usual for there to be a chief of staff, two chief accountants, a secretary of correspondence, a
record keeper and a law officer. Each of these officials had a staff of varying size, so the office of
a vicarius might easily run to a hundred men or so. In Britain the office of the vicarius was in
London, though a more active vicarius would travel around the diocese from time to
time.Beneath the diocese came the provinces. In Britain there were four provinces. Britannia
Prima covered what is now Wales and the southwest of England. Britannia Secunda covered the
area from Hadrian’s Wall south to a line drawn from the Humber to the Mersey. Flavia
Caesariensis covered the area from the Mersey-Humber line south to a line drawn roughly from
Ipswich through Cambridge to Northampton and on to Redditch. The southeastern area fell
under the province of Maxima Caesariensis.Within each province the bureaucracy mirrored that
of the diocese. In place of a vicarius there was a consularis (a term usually translated as
governor) appointed by the emperor and a military officer, often termed a Comes or Dux. There
were also accountants, law officers and masters of works. In theory it was at the provincial level
that the vast majority of the hard work of governing the empire took place. In practice it was here
that the official business that affected the Roman state took place. Taxation, army recruitment,
justice and other formal affairs were conducted at provincial level.The majority of government
tasks that actually affected the daily life of ordinary folk took place at the next level down, the
civitates. Throughout the Mediterranean, these civitates were based on the old city states that
had preceded the empire. Rome itself had begun as a city state like Athens, Sparta, Corinth or
Carthage. In those areas the civitates was effectively the old city state using the old boundaries
and old governmental systems, but with matters such as taxation and justice removed and
elevated to the provincial level where an official appointed by Rome was in charge.In Britain
there had been no city states before Rome came. Instead there had been a number of tribes and
tribal alliances ruled by monarchs and hereditary nobles. The civitates system was imposed on
Britain by Rome, but in highly modified form. Each civitates was based on the territory of a pre-
Roman tribe. The administration of the civitates was run on quasi-democratic lines in which
voting rights were restricted to those whom the Roman provincial governor decided could be
trusted to toe the Roman line and were rich enough to devote the time to the business of
government. In practice these men were generally the former tribal nobles, who were thus
brought into the Roman system.This civitates citizenship was later superseded when all non-
slave adult males became citizens of Rome. By the later fourth century, all citizens in a civitas
could vote in the internal elections. These citizens elected a council, or curia, generally of 100



men. There were strict qualifications imposed on candidates for the council, which were
generally to do with wealth but occasionally on family membership or property ownership. In
effect, the voters had a very limited pool of candidates from which to choose. Men elected to the
curia were called decuriones and by the end of the fourth century there seem to have been
about 2,000 of them across Britain as a whole.The curia then elected two senior officials to
oversee the day-today administration of the civitas. There was also a varying number of junior
officials to take care of the specific tasks that needed to be done. These at first included road
repairs, emptying rubbish tips, ensuring a flow of fresh water to towns, patrolling roads to deter
bandits and so forth. These officials were not paid a salary, but were expected to cream off a
percentage of the money allocated to them to hire men or contractors to do the various jobs. The
officials elected by the decuriones in the curia were known as rectores.Each civitas was based
on a town. Roman provincial officials expected the decuriones to live in the main town of the
civitas. This was largely because the Romans came from an urban culture in which cities were
the natural residence of educated and wealthy men. The Britons, however, came from a very
different and more rural society. In practice most of the decuriones maintained a town house, but
lived out in the countryside. These rural residences were often built in the style of a Roman villa,
but the people who lived there were British.In northern and western Wales the civitates system
was not imposed. Details are scarce, but it would seem that the Romans were content to allow
the traditional tribal system to continue there. Roman garrisons were stationed among the tribes,
but so long as the locals paid tribute and caused no trouble they were left to themselves.The
Roman administration in a frontier province such as Britain was complicated by a large army
presence. In addition to the armed security forces of the civitates and the (sometimes very large)
bodyguards of the governors and the vicarius, there was also the formal Roman army. There was
a tendency elsewhere in the empire for the local armed police and bodyguards to adopt military-
style equipment and weaponry. It has been suggested that the steady increase in the number
and distribution of military belt buckles found in archaeological sites from fourth-century Britain
shows that this process was happening in Britain.In late-fourth-century Britain the army was
divided into three commands, each headed by a senior army officer appointed by the emperor.
The Dux Britanniarum (Duke of Britain) commanded the forces on and around Hadrian’s Wall.
The Comes Litoris Saxonici (Count of the Saxon Shore) commanded the naval and military
forces based on both sides of the English Channel. The Comes Britanniae (Count of Britain) was
based at some unknown location with what seems to have been a mobile striking force. We do
not know how large any of these army commands were, and in any case they probably varied in
size over time, but the Comes Britanniae clearly had a smaller force than did his colleagues.It is
reasonable to assume that the Duke of Britain was tasked with fending off raids from the Picts of
the north and, increasingly, from the Irish. The Count of the Saxon Shore would have been
tasked with beating off the seaborne raids coming over the North Sea from the Germans beyond
the empire’s frontier. It is worth noting that the bases of the Count of the Saxon Shore were partly
in the Diocese of Britain and partly in the Diocese of Gaul. The role of the Count of Britain is less



clear. He may have faced the Irish, or he may have been expected to rush to the aid of whichever
of his colleagues was most hard pressed.For most of its time in Britain, the Roman army was
composed of men recruited within the Roman Empire. As we have seen, as time passed there
was an increasing proportion of men recruited from Britain itself. However, from about AD 300
onward a new element began to emerge. Increasingly the emperors preferred to recruit men
from the fringes of the empire and then from outside the empire itself. The vast majority of these
men were of Germanic origins. The motivation may have been that such men were more likely to
be loyal to their imperial paymaster than were local recruits who may have had attachments to
local cities and nobles. No doubt there was also a financial side since a poor German would join
up for lower pay than would a prosperous British farmer.By the mid-fourth century some of these
men were the sons of Germans recruited from outside the empire. They had been born in the
empire, brought up to the military life and probably considered themselves as much Roman as
German. Some rose to very high office in both the military and the bureaucratic hierarchies of
the empire. The influx did, however, have the unfortunate effect of causing the army men to
consider themselves somehow separate from and superior to the Roman civilians they were
supposed to serve.Around AD 350 a new element arrived, the foederati. The word means ‘those
bound by treaty’ and referred to units of men recruited from outside the empire and who served
under their own commanders. Typically a noted warrior leader would recruit a band of young
men, then hire himself and his men to the Roman government for a set period of time under
terms of pay and conditions agreed in a treaty. By the 380s it was becoming increasingly
common for the foederati to be paid as much in land as in cash. They would be given land on
which to settle with their families, and in return would agree to serve as fighting men for a set
number of days each year. This type of land-for-warriors deal made the foederati even cheaper
than the Germans recruited into the formal army. They became increasingly numerous,
especially around the frontiers.Another parallel system of governance that was of increasing
importance as the fourth century progressed was the Christian network of bishops and priests.
The peoples of Britain seem to have long clung to their pre-Roman pagan deities, sometimes
dressed up as Roman gods to please the new occupying power. Christianity was certainly slow
to come to Britain. The first sign of any formal Christian hierarchy in Britain comes in AD 314
when three bishops from Britain attend a Church council in Arles. These men were the bishops
of London, York and Lincoln (or Colchester in one version). In AD 359 a much larger number
(sadly we do not know how many) travelled to a council in Rimini. Some of these bishops of 359
paid their own expenses, but a few took money from the emperor. This has been interpreted in
different ways. It may mean that some of the bishops were wealthy men, or it might mean that
some had so few followers that they could not collect enough cash to pay the bills.
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