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AUTHORITIES FOR BOOK I
449-1071

For the conquest of Britain by the English our authorities are
scant and imperfect. The only extant British account is the "Epistola"
of Gildas, a work written probably about A.D. 560. The style of
Gildas is diffuse and inflated, but his book is of great value in the
light it throws on the state of the island at that time, and above all as
the one record of the conquest which we have from the side of the
conquered. The English conquerors, on the other hand, have left
jottings of their conquest of Kent, Sussex, and Wessex in the curious
annals which form the opening of the compilation now known as
the "English" or "Anglo-Saxon Chronicle," annals which are undoubtedly historic, though with a slight mythical intermixture. For
the history of the English conquest of mid-Britain or the Eastern
Coast we possess no written materials from either side; and a fragment of the Annals of Northumbria embodied in the later compilation ("Historia Britonum") which bears the name of Nennius alone
throws light on the conquest of the North.
From these inadequate materials however Dr. Guest has succeeded by a wonderful combination of historical and archæological
knowledge in constructing a narrative of the conquest of Southern
and South-Western Britain which must serve as the starting-point
for all future enquirers.
1-004]
This narrative, so far as it goes, has served as the basis of the account given in my text; and I can only trust that it may soon be embodied in some more accessible form than that of a series of papers
in the Transactions of the Archæological Institute. In a like way,
though Kemble's "Saxons in England" and Sir F. Palgrave's "History
of the English Commonwealth" (if read with caution) contain much
that is worth notice, our knowledge of the primitive constitution of
the English people and the changes introduced into it since their
settlement in Britain must be mainly drawn from the "Constitutional History" of Professor Stubbs.
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Bæda's "Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum," a work of which
I have spoken in my text, is the primary authority for the history of
the Northumbrian overlordship which followed the Conquest. It is
by copious insertions from Bæda that the meagre regnal and episcopal annals of the West Saxons have been brought to the shape in
which they at present appear in the part of the English Chronicle
which concerns this period. The life of Wilfrid by Eddi, with those
of Cuthbert by an anonymous contemporary and by Bæda himself,
throws great light on the religious and intellectual condition of the
North at the time of its supremacy. But with the fall of Northumbria
we pass into a period of historical dearth. A few incidents of Mercian history are preserved among the meagre annals of Wessex in the
English Chronicle: but for the most part we are thrown upon later
writers, especially Henry of Huntingdon and William of Malmesbury, who, though authors of the twelfth century, had access to
older materials which are now lost. A little may be gleaned from
biographies such as that of Guthlac of Crowland; but the letters of
Boniface and Alcwine, which have been edited by Jaffé in his series
of "Monumenta Germanica," form the most valuable contemporary
materials for this period.
From the rise of Wessex our history rests mainly on the English
Chronicle. The earlier part of this work, as we have said, is a compilation, and consists of (1) Annals of the Conquest of South Britain,
and (2) Short Notices of the Kings and Bishops of Wessex expanded
by copious insertions 1-005] from Bæda, and after the end of his
work by brief additions from some northern sources. These materials may have been thrown together into their present form in Ælfred's time as a preface to the far fuller annals which begin with the
reign of Æthelwulf, and which widen into a great contemporary
history when they reach that of Ælfred himself. After Ælfred's day
the Chronicle varies much in value. Through the reign of Eadward
the Elder it is copious, and a Mercian Chronicle is imbedded in it: it
then dies down into a series of scant and jejune entries, broken
however with grand battle-songs, till the reign of Æthelred when its
fulness returns.
Outside the Chronicle we encounter a great and valuable mass of
historical material for the age of Ælfred and his successors. The life
of Ælfred which bears the name of Asser, puzzling as it is in some
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ways, is probably really Asser's work, and certainly of contemporary authority. The Latin rendering of the English Chronicle which
bears the name of Æthelweard adds a little to our acquaintance with
this time. The Laws, which form the base of our constitutional
knowledge of this period, fall, as has been well pointed out by Mr.
Freeman, into two classes. Those of Eadward, Æthelstan, Eadmund,
and Eadgar, are like the earlier laws of Æthelberht and Ine, "mainly
of the nature of amendments of custom." Those of Ælfred, Æthelred,
Cnut, with those which bear the name of Eadward the Confessor,
"aspire to the character of Codes." They are printed in Mr. Thorpe's
"Ancient Laws and Institutes of England," but the extracts given by
Professor Stubbs in his "Select Charters" contain all that directly
bears on our constitutional growth. A vast mass of Charters and
other documents belonging to this period has been collected by
Kemble in his "Codex Diplomaticus Ævi Saxonici," and some are
added by Mr. Thorpe in his "Diplomatarium Anglo-Saxonicum."
Dunstan's biographies have been collected and edited by Professor
Stubbs in the series published by the Master of the Rolls.
In the period which follows the accession of Æthelred we are still
aided by these collections of royal Laws and 1-006] Charters, and
the English Chronicle becomes of great importance. Its various copies indeed differ so much in tone and information from one another
that they may to some extent be looked upon as distinct works, and
"Florence of Worcester" is probably the translation of a valuable
copy of the "Chronicle" which has disappeared. The translation
however was made in the twelfth century, and it is coloured by the
revival of national feeling which was characteristic of the time. Of
Eadward the Confessor himself we have a contemporary biography
(edited by Mr. Luard for the Master of the Rolls) which throws great
light on the personal history of the King and on his relations to the
house of Godwine.
The earlier Norman traditions are preserved by Dudo of St.
Quentin, a verbose and confused writer, whose work was abridged
and continued by William of Jumièges, a contemporary of the Conqueror. William's work in turn served as the basis of the "Roman de
Rou" composed by Wace in the time of Henry the Second. The primary authority for the Conqueror himself is the "Gesta Willelmi" of
his chaplain and violent partizan, William of Poitiers. For the period
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of the invasion, in which the English authorities are meagre, we
have besides these the contemporary "Carmen de Bello Hastingensi," by Guy, Bishop of Amiens, and the pictures in the Bayeux Tapestry. Orderic, a writer of the twelfth century, gossipy and confused
but honest and well-informed, tells us much of the religious movement in Normandy, and is particularly valuable and detailed in his
account of the period after the battle of Senlac. Among secondary
authorities for the Norman Conquest, Simeon of Durham is useful
for northern matters, and William of Malmesbury worthy of note
for his remarkable combination of Norman and English feeling.
Domesday Book is of course invaluable for the Norman settlement.
The chief documents for the early history of Anjou have been collected in the "Chroniques d'Anjou" published by the Historical Society of France. Those which are authentic are little more than a few
scant annals of religious houses; but light is thrown on them by the
contemporary French chronicles. 1-007] The "Gesta Consulum" is
nothing but a compilation of the twelfth century, in which a mass of
Angevin romance as to the early story of the Counts is dressed into
historical shape by copious quotations from these French historians.
It is possible that fresh light may be thrown on our earlier history
when historical criticism has done more than has yet been done for
the materials given us by Ireland and Wales. For Welsh history the
"Brut y Tywysogion" and the "Annales Cambriæ" are now accessible
in the series published by the Master of the Rolls; the "Chronicle of
Caradoc of Lancarvan" is translated by Powel; the Mabinogion, or
Romantic Tales, have been published by Lady Charlotte Guest; and
the Welsh Laws collected by the Record Commission. The importance of these, as embodying a customary code of very early
date, will probably be better appreciated when we possess the
whole of the Brehon Laws, the customary laws of Ireland, which are
now being issued by the Irish Laws Commission, and to which attention has justly been drawn by Sir Henry Maine ("Early History of
Institutions") as preserving Aryan usages of the remotest antiquity.
The enormous mass of materials which exists for the early history
of Ireland, various as they are in critical value, may be seen in Mr.
O'Curry's "Lectures on the Materials of Ancient Irish History"; and
they may be conveniently studied by the general reader in the "Annals of the Four Masters," edited by Dr. O'Donovan. But this is a
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mere compilation (though generally a faithful one) made about the
middle of the seventeenth century from earlier sources, two of
which have been published in the Rolls series. One, the "Wars of the
Gaedhil with the Gaill," is an account of the Danish wars which may
have been written in the eleventh century; the other, the "Annals of
Loch Cé," is a chronicle of Irish affairs from the end of the Danish
wars to 1590. The "Chronicon Scotorum" (in the same series) extends to the year 1150, and though composed in the seventeenth
century is valuable from the learning of its author, Duald MacFirbis. The works of Colgan are to Irish church affairs what the
"Annals 1-008] of the Four Masters" are to Irish civil history. They
contain a vast collection of translations and transcriptions of early
saints' lives, from those of Patrick downwards. Adamnan's "Life of
Columba" (admirably edited by Dr. Beeves) supplies some details to
the story of the Northumbrian kingdom. Among more miscellaneous works we find the "Book of Rights," a summary of the dues and
rights of the several over-kings and under-kings, of much earlier
date probably than the Norman invasion; and Cormac's "Glossary,"
attributed to the tenth century and certainly an early work, from
which much may be gleaned of legal and social details, and something of the pagan religion of Ireland.
1-009]
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CHAPTER I
THE ENGLISH CONQUEST OF BRITAIN
449-577

Old England
For the fatherland of the English race we must look far away from
England itself. In the fifth century after the birth of Christ the one
country which we know to have borne the name of Angeln or the
Engleland lay within the district which is now called Sleswick, a
district in the heart of the peninsula that parts the Baltic from the
northern seas. Its pleasant pastures, its black-timbered homesteads,
its prim little townships looking down on inlets of purple water,
were then but a wild waste of heather and sand, girt along the coast
with a sunless woodland broken here and there by meadows that
crept down to the marshes and the sea. The dwellers in this district,
however, seem to have been merely an outlying fragment of what
was called the Engle or English folk, the bulk of whom lay probably
in what is now Lower Hanover 1-010] and Oldenburg. On one side
of them the Saxons of Westphalia held the land from the Weser to
the Rhine; on the other the Eastphalian Saxons stretched away to the
Elbe. North again of the fragment of the English folk in Sleswick lay
another kindred tribe, the Jutes, whose name is still preserved in
their district of Jutland. Engle, Saxon, and Jute all belonged to the
same Low-German branch of the Teutonic family; and at the moment when history discovers them they were being drawn together
by the ties of a common blood, common speech, common social and
political institutions. There is little ground indeed for believing that
the three tribes looked on themselves as one people, or that we can
as yet apply to them, save by anticipation, the common name of
Englishmen. But each of them was destined to share in the conquest
of the land in which we live; and it is from the union of all of them
when its conquest was complete that the English people has sprung.
The English Village
Of the temper and life of the folk in this older England we know
little. But from the glimpses that we catch of it when conquest had
brought them to the shores of Britain their political and social or13

ganization must have been that of the German race to which they
belonged. In their villages lay ready formed the social and political
life which is round us in the England of to-day. A belt of forest or
waste parted each from its 1-011] fellow villages, and within this
boundary or mark the "township," as the village was then called
from the "tun" or rough fence and trench that served as its simple
fortification, formed a complete and independent body, though
linked by ties which were strengthening every day to the townships
about it and the tribe of which it formed a part. Its social centre was
the homestead where the ætheling or eorl, a descendant of the first
English settlers in the waste, still handed down the blood and traditions of his fathers. Around this homestead or æthel, each in its little
croft, stood the lowlier dwellings of freelings or ceorls, men sprung,
it may be, from descendants of the earliest settler who had in various ways forfeited their claim to a share in the original homestead,
or more probably from incomers into the village who had since
settled round it and been admitted to a share in the land and freedom of the community. The eorl was distinguished from his fellow
villagers by his wealth and his nobler blood; he was held by them in
an hereditary reverence; and it was from him and his fellow æthelings that host-leaders, whether of the village or the tribe, were chosen in times of war. But this claim to precedence rested simply on
the free recognition of his fellow villagers. Within the township
every freeman or ceorl was equal. It was the freeman who was the
base of village society. He was the "free-necked man" whose 1-012]
long hair floated over a neck which had never bowed to a lord. He
was the "weaponed man" who alone bore spear and sword, and
who alone preserved that right of self-redress or private war which
in such a state of society formed the main check upon lawless outrage.
Justice
Among the English, as among all the races of mankind, justice
had originally sprung from each man's personal action. There had
been a time when every freeman was his own avenger. But even in
the earliest forms of English society of which we find traces this
right of self-defence was being modified and restricted by a growing sense of public justice. The "blood-wite" or compensation in
money for personal wrong was the first effort of the tribe as a whole
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to regulate private revenge. The freeman's life and the freeman's
limb had each on this system its legal price. "Eye for eye," ran the
rough code, and "life for life," or for each fair damages. We see a
further step towards the modern recognition of a wrong as done not
to the individual man but to the people at large in another custom
of early date. The price of life or limb was paid, not by the wrongdoer to the man he wronged, but by the family or house of the
wrong-doer to the family or house of the wronged. Order and law
were thus made to rest in each little group of people upon the
blood-bond which knit its families together; every outrage was held
to have been done by all who were 1-013] linked in blood to the
doer of it, every crime to have been done against all who were
linked in blood to the sufferer from it. From this sense of the value
of the family bond as a means of restraining the wrong-doer by
forces which the tribe as a whole did not as yet possess sprang the
first rude forms of English justice. Each kinsman was his kinsman's
keeper, bound to protect him from wrong, to hinder him from
wrong-doing, and to suffer with him and pay for him if wrong were
done. So fully was this principle recognized that even if any man
was charged before his fellow-tribesmen with crime his kinsfolk still
remained in fact his sole judges; for it was by their solemn oath of
his innocence or his guilt that he had to stand or fall.
The Land
As the blood-bond gave its first form to English justice, so it gave
their first forms to English society and English warfare. Kinsmen
fought side by side in the hour of battle, and the feelings of honour
and discipline which held the host together were drawn from the
common duty of every man in each little group of warriors to his
house. And as they fought side by side on the field, so they dwelled
side by side on the soil. Harling abode by Harling, and Billing by
Billing; and each "wick" or "ham" or "stead" or "tun" took its name
from the kinsmen who dwelled together in it. In this way the home
or "ham" of the Billings was Billingham, and the "tun" or 1-014]
township of the Harlings was Harlington. But in such settlements
the tie of blood was widened into the larger tie of land. Land with
the German race seems at a very early time to have become everywhere the accompaniment of full freedom. The freeman was strictly
the free-holder, and the exercise of his full rights as a free member
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of the community to which he belonged became inseparable from
the possession of his "holding" in it. But property had not as yet
reached that stage of absolutely personal possession which the social philosophy of a later time falsely regarded as its earliest state.
The woodland and pasture-land of an English village were still
undivided, and every free villager had the right of turning into it his
cattle or swine. The meadow-land lay in like manner open and undivided from hay-harvest to spring. It was only when grass began
to grow afresh that the common meadow was fenced off into grassfields, one for each household in the village; and when hay-harvest
was over fence and division were at an end again. The plough-land
alone was permanently allotted in equal shares both of corn-land
and fallow-land to the families of the freemen, though even the
plough-land was; subject to fresh division as the number of claimants grew greater or less.
Læt and Slave
It was this sharing in the common land which marked off the
freeman or ceorl from the unfree man or læt, the tiller of land which
another owned. 1-015] As the ceorl was the descendant of settlers
who, whether from their earlier arrival or from kinship with the
original settlers of the village, had been admitted to a share in its
land and its corporate life, so the læt was a descendant of later comers to whom such a share was denied, or in some cases perhaps of
earlier dwellers from whom the land had been wrested by force of
arms. In the modern sense of freedom the læt was free enough. He
had house and home of his own, his life and limb were as secure as
the ceorl's--save as against his lord; it is probable from what we see
in later laws that as time went on he was recognized as a member of
the nation, summoned to the folk-moot, allowed equal right at law,
and called like the full free man to the hosting. But he was unfree as
regards lord and land. He had neither part nor lot in the common
land of the village. The ground which he tilled he held of some
freeman of the tribe to whom he paid rent in labour or in kind. And
this man was his lord. Whatever rights the unfree villager might
gain in the general social life of his fellow villagers, he had no rights
as against his lord. He could leave neither land nor lord at his will.
He was bound to render due service to his lord in tillage or in fight.
So long however as these services were done the land was his own.
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His lord could not take it from him; and he was bound to give him
aid and protection in exchange for his services.
1-016]
Far different from the position of the læt was that of the slave,
though there is no ground for believing that the slave class was
other than a small one. It was a class which sprang mainly from
debt or crime. Famine drove men to "bend their heads in the evil
days for meat"; the debtor, unable to discharge his debt, flung on
the ground his freeman's sword and spear, took up the labourer's
mattock, and placed his head as a slave within a master's hands.
The criminal whose kinsfolk would not make up his fine became a
crime-serf of the plaintiff or the king. Sometimes a father pressed by
need sold children and wife into bondage. In any case the slave
became part of the live stock of his master's estate, to be willed
away at death with horse or ox, whose pedigree was kept as carefully as his own. His children were bondsmen like himself; even a
freeman's children by a slave mother inherited the mother's taint.
"Mine is the calf that is born of my cow," ran an English proverb.
Slave cabins clustered round the homestead of every rich landowner; ploughman, shepherd, goatherd, swineherd, oxherd and cowherd, dairymaid, barnman, sower, hayward and woodward, were
often slaves. It was not indeed slavery such as we have known in
modern times, for stripes and bonds were rare: if the slave was slain
it was by an angry blow, not by the lash. But his master could slay
him if he would; it was but a chattel the less. The slave had no place
in 1-017] the justice court, no kinsmen to claim vengeance or guiltfine for his wrong. If a stranger slew him, his lord claimed the damages; if guilty of wrong-doing, "his skin paid for him" under his
master's lash. If he fled he might be chased like a strayed beast, and
when caught he might be flogged to death. If the wrong-doer were a
woman-slave she might be burned.
The Moot
With the public life of the village however the slave had nothing,
the last in early days little, to do. In its Moot, the common meeting
of its villagers for justice and government, a slave had no place or
voice, while the last was originally represented by the lord whose
land he tilled. The life, the sovereignty of the settlement resided
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solely in the body of the freemen whose holdings lay round the
moot-hill or the sacred tree where the community met from time to
time to deal out its own justice and to make its own laws. Here new
settlers were admitted to the freedom of the township, and bye-laws
framed and headman and tithing-man chosen for its governance.
Here plough-land and meadow-land were shared in due lot among
the villagers, and field and homestead passed from man to man by
the delivery of a turf cut from its soil. Here strife of farmer with
farmer was settled according to the "customs" of the township as its
elder men stated them, and four men were chosen to follow headman or ealdorman to hundred-court or war. It is with a 1-018] reverence such as is stirred by the sight of the head-waters of some
mighty river that one looks back to these village-moots of Friesland
or Sleswick. It was here that England learned to be a "mother of
Parliaments." It was in these tiny knots of farmers that the men from
whom Englishmen were to spring learned the worth of public opinion, of public discussion, the worth of the agreement, the "common
sense," the general conviction to which discussion leads, as of the
laws which derive their force from being expressions of that general
conviction. A humourist of our own day has laughed at Parliaments
as "talking shops," and the laugh has been echoed by some who
have taken humour for argument. But talk is persuasion, and persuasion is force, the one force which can sway freemen to deeds
such as those which have made England what she is. The "talk" of
the village moot, the strife and judgement of men giving freely their
own rede and setting it as freely aside for what they learn to be the
wiser rede of other men, is the groundwork of English history.
The Folk
Small therefore as it might be, the township or village was thus
the primary and perfect type of English life, domestic, social, and
political. All that England has been since lay there. But changes of
which we know nothing had long before the time at which our history opens grouped these little commonwealths together in larger
communities, whether we name them Tribe, People, or 1-019] Folk.
The ties of race and kindred were no doubt drawn tighter by the
needs of war. The organization of each Folk, as such, sprang in all
likelihood mainly from war, from a common greed of conquest, a
common need of defence. Its form at any rate was wholly military.
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The Folk-moot was in fact the war-host, the gathering of every
freeman of the tribe in arms. The head of the Folk, a head who existed only so long as war went on, was the leader whom the host
chose to command it. Its Witenagemot or meeting of wise men was
the host's council of war, the gathering of those ealdormen who had
brought the men of their villages to the field. The host was formed
by levies from the various districts of the tribe; the larger of which
probably owed their name of "hundreds" to the hundred warriors
which each originally sent to it. In historic times however the regularity of such a military organization, if it ever existed, had passed
away, and the quotas varied with the varying customs of each district. But men, whether many or few, were still due from each district to the host, and a cry of war at once called town-reeve and
hundred-reeve with their followers to the field.
The military organization of the tribe thus gave from the first its
form to the civil organization. But the peculiar shape which its civil
organization assumed was determined by a principle familiar to the
Germanic races and 1-020] destined to exercise a vast influence on
the future of mankind. This was the principle of representation. The
four or ten villagers who followed the reeve of each township to the
general muster of the hundred were held to represent the whole
body of the township from whence they came. Their voice was its
voice, their doing its doing, their pledge its pledge. The hundredmoot, a moot which was made by this gathering of the representatives of the townships that lay within its bounds, thus became at
once a court of appeal from the moots of each separate village as
well as of arbitration in dispute between township and township.
The judgement of graver crimes and of life or death fell to its share;
while it necessarily possessed the same right of law-making for the
hundred that the village-moot possessed for each separate village.
And as hundred-moot stood above town-moot, so above the hundred-moot stood the Folk-moot, the general muster of the people in
arms, at once war-host and highest law-court and general Parliament of the tribe. But whether in Folk-moot or hundred-moot, the
principle of representation was preserved. In both the constitutional
forms, the forms of deliberation and decision, were the same. In
each the priests proclaimed silence, the ealdormen of higher blood
spoke, groups of freemen from each township stood round, shaking
19

their spears in assent, clashing shields in applause, settling 1-021]
matters in the end by loud shouts of "Aye" or "Nay."
Social Life
Of the social or the industrial life of our fathers in this older England we know less than of their political life. But there is no ground
for believing them to have been very different in these respects from
the other German peoples who were soon to overwhelm the Roman
world. Though their border nowhere touched the border of the
Empire they were far from being utterly strange to its civilization.
Roman commerce indeed reached the shores of the Baltic, and we
have abundant evidence that the arts and refinement of Rome were
brought into contact with these earlier Englishmen. Brooches,
sword-belts, and shield-bosses which have been found in Sleswick,
and which can be dated not later than the close of the third century,
are clearly either of Roman make or closely modelled on Roman
metal-work. Discoveries of Roman coins in Sleswick peat-mosses
afford a yet more conclusive proof of direct intercourse with the
Empire. But apart from these outer influences the men of the three
tribes were far from being mere savages. They were fierce warriors,
but they were also busy fishers and tillers of the soil, as proud of
their skill in handling plough and mattock or steering the rude boat
with which they hunted walrus and whale as of their skill in handling sword and spear. They were hard 1-022] drinkers, no doubt,
as they were hard toilers, and the "ale-feast" was the centre of their
social life. But coarse as the revel might seem to modern eyes, the
scene within the timbered hall which rose in the midst of their villages was often Homeric in its simplicity and dignity. Queen or
Eorl's wife with a train of maidens bore ale-bowl or mead-bowl
round the hall from the high settle of King or Ealdorman in the
midst to the mead benches ranged around its walls, while the gleeman sang the hero-songs of his race. Dress and arms showed traces
of a love of art and beauty, none the less real that it was rude and
incomplete. Rings, amulets, ear-rings, neck-pendants, proved in
their workmanship the deftness of the goldsmith's art. Cloaks were
often fastened with golden buckles of curious and exquisite form,
set sometimes with rough jewels and inlaid with enamel. The
bronze boar-crest on the warrior's helmet, the intricate adornment
of the warrior's shield, tell like the honour in which the smith was
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