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Unit 1

The Birth of a Nation

The charm of history and its enigmatic lesson consist in the fact
that, from age to age, nothing changes and yet everything is
completely different.

—Aldous Huxlery

Unit Goals

@ To be familiar with the history before the Norman Conquest

@ To have a glimpse at the Celtic Britain, the Roman invasion, the Germanic
invasion and the Danish invasion

@ To know such important figures as Julius Caesar, King Arthur, Alfred the Great
and William the Conqueror during this period

@ To be acquainted with the cause of the Norman Conquest

@® To learn words and expressions that describe the Britain before the Norman
Conquest and improve English language skills

Before You Read

(1> How much do you know about the following figures in the early stage of British
history? Share your knowledge about them with your partner and fill in the blanks in
the following chart.

The Figure in History What I Know about Him

Julius Caesar

King Arthur

Alfred the Great
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(2) Read Text A and single out the key information about the early settlers and invaders.
The Celts:
The Romans:

The Anglo-Saxons:
The Danes:
(3) Do you know the following important cities: Gloucester, Worcester, Chester and

Winchester? You probably find that these place names have something in common—
the word ending “-cester” or “~chester”? Figure out the origins of these words while
reading Text A.

(4) Form groups of three or four students. Try to find, on the Internet or in the library,

more information about King Arthur. Get ready for a 5-minute presentation in class.

Start to Read

Text A The Ancient Briton and Invasions

The great round temple of Stonchenge stands high

in the hills of southern England, where the ancient
Britons built it 3500 years ago. Their remains can be
seen in many places, but there is no written record of
these early days until Julius Caesar, a Roman General,
visited the island in 55 BC. By then, many different
tribes, especially thé Celts, had crossed from Europe in

search of empty lands for settlement.

The Celts were one of the early settlers and began to move to Britain about 700 BC.
The Celts lived in much of western and central Europe at the time. They defeated the
natives of the islands and made them members of their tribes. Their language, the Celtic,

was the earliest known language in what is now Britain.

For a few centuries, the Roman armies stopped the
westward flow of Europe’s population. In 55BC and 54BC,
under the leadership of Julius Caesar, Romans invaded Britain
twice. For nearly 400 years, Britain was under the Roman
occupation, though it was never a total occupation. The Roman
rule of Britain ended by 410.

The Romans brought Christianity to England, and their
development of the country helped this religion to spread.
Many of their army bases are now important cities: Gloucester,
Worcester, Chester, Winchester and others. All these names are
derived from the Roman word “castra”, which means an armed

camp.
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om_t iddle—of theSth—century;—three—Cermamic—CTearome ribes, namely
Jutes, Angles and Saxons, began to migrate from the region of Denmark and settled in
Britain. The Christian Celts, in spite of their brave leaders like King Arthur, were
wholly defeated. Those who escaped the sword were pushed back into the mountains of
Wales and Scotland and across to Ireland.

The Angles and Saxons from northern Germany spoke a language which we now call
Old English. The Angles gave rise to the word “England” because “England” in OId
English meant “the land of the Angles”. The Angles and Saxons took possession of all the
land as far as the mountains in the north and west, and divided it into a handful of small
kingdoms. Essex and Sussex, the kingdoms of the east and south Saxons, are still the
names of English counties. Then they settled down to work their farms. But their
separate kingdoms could make no organized resistance to the next wave of northern
fighters, the Vikings. Some of these came from Norway and attacked the rocky coasts of
Scotland and northern England; but the main body came from Denmark, sajled up the
rivers of the cast and south, and seized one little Saxon kingdom after another. At the last
moment, the Saxons were saved by the courage of King Alfred of Wessex, who defeated
the Danes and forced their army to accept the Christian faith. Then he allowed them to
settle in eastern and central England.

Both the Saxons and the Danes had been accustomed to northern gods like Woden and
Thor, whose names have given us Wednesday and Thursday. They believed that courage,
loyalty and rough honesty are the greatest virtues. How did the Saxons become Christian?
The question is answered by Bede, whose History of the English Church was written in
Latin while these events were still within living memory. Bede was a Saxon but he used
Latin because it was the international language of the Church. Pope Gregory, he said, was
attracted by some fair-haired young slaves on sale in Rome. The Pope, who was head of
the Roman Church, heard that these slaves came from England, and he decided to send a
party of his priests to help the English people.

In 597, St. Augustine and others from Rome successfully
converted the leaders in tribes to Christianity. By the end of the
7th century, England had been Christianized. The Roman priests
made their base at Canterbury, and within a hundred years all
England was united under one well-organized Church. Each
district had its church leader, the bishop, and its central church
building, the cathedral. The head of them all was the Archbishop
at Canterbury.

King Alfred the Great had a respect for education. He himself
wrote some school books in Old English, including a translation of
Bede’s History; and he began the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in which
the history of the land was recorded by monks for the next three
hundred years.

Under Alfred and his sons, the Danes and Saxons settled side by side in peace. Under
Danish influence, Alfred built a navy of fighting ships to protect his shores; he also
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provided horses to move his soldiers quickly, though they had not yet learnt to fight on
horseback.

Under the weak King Ethelred, there was trouble once more. Fresh waves of fierce
Danish fighters attacked the south. Instead of fighting them, Ethelred collected a tax and
paid them to go away, but each year they wanted more. The poor were ruined by this tax
and even the rich suffered. No wonder that, when he died, the council invited the
Danish leader Canute to become their king.

Canute worked hard to unite his Danish and Saxon peoples. He trusted great lords,
who ruled various former kingdoms in his name. Canute became a Christian and used the
Church to draw all men together. He kept Winchester as his capital, where English and
Danish were the languages of his court.

Canute died and left two sons; but they were evil men, and soon Ethelred’s son
Edward was called from Normandy to be the king. He had been brought up in an abbey
and was more like 2 monk than a king, so that people called him Edward the Confessor.
Edward was formally married to the daughter of Godwin (the great Lord of Wessex) , but
he made no attempt to give her a child. He spoke Norman French. His tastes and his
friends were Norman. He even appointed a Norman archbishop.

The council, which included both Saxon and Danish lords and bishops, was getting
seriously worried. When it was reported that Edward had promised to leave the kingdom
to his Norman cousin, the council members decided to take actions. They forced Edward
to dismiss his archbishop and appoint a Saxon instead; but they were too disunited to
prevent the spread of Norman influence and power.

- i ' T At Christmas 1065, they gathered for the
opening of the king’s new abbey at Westminster,
two miles outside the walls of London. Here
Edward had already built himself a royal home. But
he was too ill to attend the opening of his abbey,
and a few days later he died. On his death bed he
chose Harold of Wessex, his wife’s brother, to be
king in his place. The council approved of this

choice, and Harold was crowned the next day. Like
Canute, he did not belong to the royal family of England; but he was a Saxon lord, and
he was chosen by Edward and the council. By English custom he was lawfully crowned.

The council knew well that others would claim the crown. Duke William of
Normandy would claim it because of Edward’s secret promise; the kings of Denmark and
Norway would claim it because of their family ties with Canute. If Harold had had the
full support of his lords, he could probably have saved his kingdom; but many were
jealous of his position and some clearly favored his foreign rivals. When the attack came,
it found England disunited.
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When Norway’s king landed and seized York,
Harold rushed north and destroyed him and his army.
Three days later, Duke William landed on the Sussex
coast, and Harold rushed south again. Without waiting to
collect support from doubtful lords, he met the Norman
army near Hastings. His tired men fought bravely but
they had no experience of fighting against cavalry, and the
Norman cavalry were the finest fighting horsemen in

Europe. When night came, King Harold and the best of
his men lay dead on the hill-top. And on Christmas Day

1066, William the Conqueror was crowned in Westminster Abbey.

After You Read

Knowledge Focus
1. Pair Work
Discuss the following questions with your partner,
(1) What do you know about the Stonehenge? Share your knowledge with your
partner.
(2) Who brought Christianity to England?
(3) What were the three Germanic tribes?
(4) Whose language could be called Old English?
(5) Can you figure out the origins of such city names as “Essex” or “Sussex”?
(6) How do you define the “Vikings”?
(7) What are Wednesday and Thursday named after?
(8) What do you know about King Alfred the Great? What made him “great” in
history?
(9) How did the Saxons become Christian?
(10) Can you briefly retell what happened before the Norman Conquest?

2. Solo Work

Tell whether and why the following are true or false according to the knowledge you

have learned, ;

(1) When the Anglo-Saxon conquest was over, little remained of Celtic or
Roman civilization on the island.

__ (2) The Romans brought their civilization to England, but they did not introduce
a system of organized government.

__ (3) The Stonchenge is one of the most famous prehistoric sites in the world,
which is composed of earthworks surrounding a circular setting of large
standing stones.

____(4) In 55BC and 54BC, Julius Caesar, a Greek general, invaded Britain twice.



s Y'Y EELA

__ (5) Edward the Confessor was the last Anglo-Saxon king in the English history.
He ruled over England for twenty years.

(6> The Norman Conquest was in fact a French conquest and the imposition upon

England of a ruling French aristocracy. In consequence, Norman-French of

the conquerors replaced English as an authoritative language in England.

English became a lower-class language.

3. Define the following terms.
(1) ‘Stonehenge:

(2) Viking Invasion:

(3) The Norman Conquest;

Language Focus
1. Fill in the blanks with the following words or expressions you have learned in the text.
Put them into appropriate forms if necessary.

take possession of accustom handful record
appoint in search of pour into fierce
owe. .. to approve of
(1) She was shot by a hunter when she went out firewood.
(2) Refugees have been neighboring countries to escape the
civil war.
(3) We’ve already bought the house but we will not it until May.
(4) He pulled out a of coins from his pocket.
(5) It’ll take time for me to myself to the changes.
(6) Most people no longer smoking in public places.
(7) He’s just been director of the publishing division.
(8) We all a debt of gratitude Mrs. Stevenson,

who kindly donated the money for the project.
(9) Two men were shot during fighting last weekend.

(10) Unemployment is likely to reach the highest that has ever been

2. Find the appropriate prepositions that collocate with the neighboring words,

(1) The Celts had crossed from Europe search of empty lands for
settlement.
(2) All these names are derived the Roman word “castra”, which

means an armed camp.



