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INTRODUCTION

THE history of civilized man in our country is very old; it begins
long before the reign of Alfred. But the history of Britain as a
leader in the world’s affairs js of much shorter date; it begins with
the reign of Elizabeth. The reason can be read upon the map.
Map-makers, whether in ancient Alexandria or in medieval
monasteries, placed our island on the north-west edge of all
things. But, after the discovery of America and the ocean routes to
Africa and the East, Britain lay in the centre of the new maritime
movement. This change in her geographlc outlook was employed
to good purpose by her inhabitants, who in the era of the Stuarts
made her the chief seat of the new trans-oceanic commerce and of
the finance and industry that sustained it. Next, with the aid of
modern science, the land of Newton applied machinery to manu-
facture and began the world-wide Industrial Revolution. Mean-
while, Britain was peopling and giving laws t6 North America;
and after she had lost the Thirteen Colonies, she built up a second
Empire, more widely scattered and more vast,

These latter centuries of material growth and leadership cor-
respond with the period of greatest intellectual achievement.
In spite of Bede, Roger Bacon, Chaucer, and Wycliffe, Britain’s
contribution to medieval science and literature is slight when
;compared to the world of her intellectual creation from the time
'of Shakespeare onward. The era when London awoke to find
herself the maritime ceritre of the suddenly expanded. globe, was
‘also the era of the Renaissance and the Reformation - move-
ments of intellectual growth and individual self-assertion which
proved more congenial to the British than 1o many other races,
and seemed to emancipate the island genius.

In the sphere of pure politics Britain is famous as the mother of
Parliaments. In answer to the instincts and temperament of her
people, she evolved in the course of centuries a system which

" reconciled three things that other nations have often found incom-
patible - cxecutwe efficiency, popular control, and personal free-
~dom. ..

;.o Itis m@d in the Mlddlc Ages that we must seek the origin
. .of Parliament; and of the.English- Common Law which the ulti-
matowctoryofParhamemovertheRoyal powerhas made supreme

'"‘ﬁnali English-speaking’ lands. The political merit of the Medieval

=i .hy,m its duhke ofabsolutxsm in the Temporal sphere, its

#




14 INTRODUCTION -

elaborate distribution of power, its sense of corporate life, and its
consultation of the various corporate interests through their
representatives. But, although Parliament was a characteristic
product of the Middle Ages, the development of its powers in
Tudor, Stuart,and Hanoverian days, its resistance to the political
theories of the Roman law received in contemporary Europe,
and its transplantation to America and the Antipodes, are the
great events which raised the political history of Britain into a
sphere apart from the political life of the Continent. For, although
France and Spain had a number of medieval Estates and Parlia-
ments, they failed to adapt them to modern conditions. On the
passing of feudalism, the Latin peoples read despotic monarchy
as the political message of the new era. Against Machiavelli’s
princely interpretation of the new nationalism, Britain alone of
the great national States successfully held out, turned back the
tide of despotism, and elaborated a system by which a debating
club of elected persons could successfully govern an Empire: in
peace and’in war. During the commercial and military struggles
with foreign rivals which followed between 1689 and 1815, our
goods, our ships, and our armies, proved that Parliamentary
freedom might be more efficient than despotism as a means of
giving force to the national will. Nor, in the new era of man’s life
introduced by the Industrial Revolutjon, has this verdict yet been
Iev

In the Nmeteenth Century the same Parllamentary institutions,
while undergoing democratic transformation, were put to the
severer test of coping with the new and bewildering conditions
of social life created by the Industrial Revolution. At the same
time the vast and ever-increasing Empire, of white, brown, and
black communities, presented diverse and complicated problems,
each one recurring in new guise every few years under the stimulus
that modern economic conditions give to social and political
change. Parliamentary government for the white races, and the
desire to govern justly societies not yet prepared for self-govern--
ment, have so far presesved this astonishing association of peoples.

Whatever, then, be our chief interest in the past —-whether
material progress and racial expansion, the growth of political
and social institutions, or pure intellect and letters — it-is :the
last four hundred years in British History Wwhich stand ‘out.:
Yet I have not hesitated to devote a third of this work to a survey
of the pre-Tudor ¢pochs. The mingling of the armed races poured
into Britain from the earliest times until 1066, and the national
temper and customs which they developed in the sheltar: of the

3,58
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island guarded by the Norman and Plantagenet Kings, alone
rendered it possible for five millions of people, ruled by Eliza-
beth, to lay hold on the splendid future offered to themselves and
their descendants by the maritime discoveries and intellectual
movements of that age. If the hour then eame, the men, too, were
ready.

Britain has always owed her fortunes to the sea, and to the
havens and rivers that from the earliest times opened her inland
regions to what the sea might bring. Long before she aspired
to rule the waves she was herself their subject, for her destiny was
continually being decided by the boat-crews which they floated
to her shore. From Iberian and Celtic to Saxon and Danish
settlers, from prehistoric and Phoenician traders to Roman and

- Norman overlords, successive tides of warlike colonists, the most

energetic seamen, farmers, and merchants of Europe came by the
wave-path to inhabit her, or to instil their knowledge and spirit
into the older inhabitants. Her east coast lay obvious and open to
Teuton and Scandinavian immigrants; her s south coast to cultural
influences from the Mediterranean by way of France. From Teuton
and Scandinavian she acquired the more important part of her
population and character and the root of her language; from the
South she received the rest of her language, the chief forms of her
culture, and much of her organizing power. .

The Norman Conquest severed her ties with Scandinavia,
which Canute had drawn very close. For several hundred years
the Nordic islanders were governed by a French-speaking arist-
ocracy and a Latin-speaking clergy. By a significant paradox it
was under this foreign leadership that the English began to develop
their intense national feeling and their peculiar institutions, so
different in spirit from those of Italy and France. Already among
the fellow-countrymen of Chaucer and Wycliffe, even when
engaged in the disastrous adventure of the Hundred Years® War,
we see the beginnings of a distinct English nationality, far richer
than the old Saxon, composed of many different elements of race,
character, and culture which the tides of ages had brought to our
coasts and the island climate had tempered and mellowed into
harmony. At the Reformation the English, grown to manhood,
dismissed their Latin tutors, without reacting into close contact
with the Scandinavian and Teuton world. Britain had become a
world by itself.

It was at this crisis in England’s cultural and political growth,
when she was weakening her ties with Europe, thai the union
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with Scotland came about, and at the same time the ocean offered
the islanders a pathway to every corner of the newly discovered
globe. The university of the Englishman’s experience and out-
look — quite as marked a characteristic as his insularity - is due
to his command of the ocean which has for more than three cen-
turies past carried him as explorer, trader, and colcnist to' every
shore in the two hemispheres.

Thus, in early times, the relation of Britain to the sea was
passive and receptive; in modern times, active and acqulsmve.
In both it is the key to her story.



