A Brief History of England

Prehistoric Britain    (????-55 BC)
A polar ice cap covered large portions of Europe extending as far south as Spain.  Cave paintings found in France and Spain clearly depict hunters hunting reindeer found today only in arctic climates. Europe was an icy, cold land of wolves, giant elk, wooly mammoths and a violent creature called man.  When the icecap melted the British Isles were exposed at the end of the Ice Age.
An unknown group of people inhabited the islands during the Stone Age and they worked the fertile land, fashioned tools and weapons of stone and built monolithic structures like Stonehenge, circa 2500 BC, most likely for religious rituals burials and ceremonies.  These unknown inhabitants also brought horses across the English Channel which suggests that they had contact and traded with continental groups. They eventually learned how to smelt ore and began to replace flint weapons and tools with bronze.  This ended the Stone Age on the islands.

A group from the continent known as the Celts invaded the main island around 1000 BC.  They killed, conquered and drove out the unknown people that originally inhabited the island.
Roman England (55 BC – 410 AD)
In 55 BC the Roman Empire became interested in the island and Julius Caesar crossed the channel and probed the area.  They met with fierce resistance from the Celts, surveyed the rocky terrain, and decided it wasn’t worth full scale invasion. The Romans pulled out and declared the island conquered and property of the Empire.
The Celts became interested in Roman culture and began traveling across the channel to trade with Roman outposts and the tribes and clans of Europe.  They adopted pieces of Roman language and culture.

Another Roman emperor, Claudius, decided to invade the island again in 43 AD and led 40,000 troops across the channel.  The Romans drove the Celts to the rocky north (Scotland) and across the Irish Sea to the west (Ireland).  The Romans built forts and walls to keep them out including Hadrian’s Wall to the north. 
Romans built roads and small cities or camps.  Roman word castrum means camp and many English towns still bear the name –caster and –chester (Lancaster, Glouster, Winchester).  They farmed wheat and wool and mined metals.
On the continent in Gaul (France) Germanic tribes such as Vandals, Goths and Huns were wreaking havoc on Roman cities.  Roman troops left the island to reinforce continental forces.  Celts from north and east began invading the land the Romans had driven them from and eventually drove them out completely around 
410 AD.

Anglo-Saxon England   (410 AD – 1066 AD) 
Almost immediately Germanic tribes from Norway and Denmark, mainly the Angles, Saxons and Jutes began invading the Celts from the south and east where there were no Roman forts or walls to protect them.  These invaders came in heavy wooden ships, lusted for battle and took great pride in dying in action.  They easily drove the Celts back to Ireland and Scotland.  They divided the island into seven kingdoms and ruled the land of the Angles (Anglund/Englund) from 410 AD until 1066 AD.
Around 800 AD England became the target of numerous raids by Danes.  We better know these raiders from Denmark as Vikings.  They created a great deal of trouble for the Anglo-Saxons and the much of the Northern parts of England followed Danelaw, the laws the invading Vikings established.
One Celtic warrior named Uther was particularly successful in assembling bands of outlaws to resist the Angles and Saxons but he too fell from their swords.  He was heroic and respected.  His legend grew over time and we know him today as King Arthur of the Knights of the Round Table (more on this later).
In 432 AD another familiar name arrives in Ireland.  The Pope sent a missionary named Patrick to bring Christianity to Ireland.  Patrick was familiar with the land because raiders abducted him when he was sixteen and carried him as a slave to Ireland.  He worked as a shepherd until he escaped and returned to his family.  There is lore about him teaching Celtic pagans about the Trinity by using a three leaf clover and that he drove all reptiles (including serpents) from the island.  Ireland was Christianized long before England across sea due to St. Patrick’s missionary work which plays a significant role in the history of English literature as Celtic and Christian influences leave their marks throughout England’s history.
