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Boudicca statue and Big Ben. Creative Commons. Photo by Anhad Arora

Boudicca (c. 30 — ¢. 61 A.D.)"

The Romans invaded Britain in 43 A.D. Within a few years
they had control of most of southern Britain. Britain had long
had cultural and trading contacts with mainland Europe, and it
seemed that people were happy to work with the powerful and
successful Roman Empire. In what is now East Anglia‘@ this
all changed when the Roman governor adopted a policy of
brutality and humiliation” towards the native Britons”, partic-
ularly the aristocracy. One Roman historian, Tacitus@), says
that Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, was publicly flogged. She
then rose up against the Romans and burned down Camulodo-
num (Colchester@) and the new town of Londinium (London),
killing all the inhabitants. In the end, however, her untrained
forces were wiped out by the Roman army. Boudicca is popu-
larly thought to have committed suicide. She was then largely
forgotten.

Roman accounts describe Boudicca as tall, with waist
length hair of a fair” or red colour, and this is how she has
been portrayed in modern times. She is also popularly thought
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to have had knife blades protruding'@' from the axles® of her
chariot, which would cut the enemy off at the knee as she rode
into battle. She is shown in such a chariot in her early twenti-
eth century statue”” near Westminster Bridge in London.

Her Importance

Awareness of Boudicca revived in Victorian times, a time
when Rome was admired, so a rebel against them might not
be expected to be popular. However Victoria, not least
through her name”, was seen as a queen who presided over
the inevitable, righteous expansion of the British Empire@j ;
bringing the benefits of civilization to ignorant Indians and
Africans through military conquest. The highest military med-
al in Britain is still the Victoria Cross®. The battles of Trafal-
gar and Waterloo” predate Victoria, but Trafalgar Square,
Nelson’s Column® and Waterloo station all date from her
reign. Military prowess@ was admired, and somehow the Ro-
man military machine® and the bold Celtic woman rebel
against that machine could both be used as inspiration for the
Victorian imperial project. We may note in passing@ that the
Celtic name Boudicca itself means ‘victorious’, and also that
Boudicca, a Celt, spoke something like modern Welsh, and
most certainly not English.

The idea of the warrior queen can also be applied to Eliza-
beth I, particularly her speech at Tilbury@ before the English
fleet set off to face and defeat the Spanish Armada® in 1588,
where she is reported as having declared: ‘T know I have the
body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and stom-

@

ach” of a king, and of a king of England too.”

The island of Britain was personifiedqs in the form of a
woman as Britannia” in Roman times, and she appeared on
British coinage from the seventeenth century until very re-
cently. She has usually been depicted seated on the waves,
wearing a military helmet, holding a trident™ in her left hand,
with® her right hand holding a shield, which often has a
Union Jack” on it. This is clearly a reference to a warrior

queen, particularly in a naval context. Related to this is the pa-
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triotic song Rule, Britannia, which started in the eighteenth
century as an exhortation(‘n, Rule, Britannia, Britannia, rule
the waves, but became in Victorian times a statement of fact,
Rule, Britannia, Britannia rules the waves.

In 1982 Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands?, a British
colony in the South Atlantic. The Prime Minister Margaret
’Fhatcher@)presided over the successful military campaign to
eject the Argentinians and restore British control. This made
her hugely popular in Britain. She had already gained the
nickname Iron Lady, and her resolve in a time of war (howev-
er minor) placed her in the tradition of women warriors.

AnmhmﬂhwinRukiﬁﬂamﬁaaweﬂsﬂmiBﬁkmE@nawn
never, never shall be slaves. This is a large part of the appeal
of Boudicca and her successors. British people may have ad-
mired the Roman Empire, but those same people were aware
that Britain had been conquered, and thus admired those who
fought for freedom. According to'Tacitus, Boudicca said to
her army before battle, ‘this is a woman’s resolve: as for men,
they may live and be slaves’. Elizabeth kept Protestant Eng-
land free from the oppression of Catholic Spain. Margaret
Thatcher saved the British inhabitants of the Falklands from a
military dictatorship. Some British people have seen member-
ship of the EU as a form of slavery to Brussels bureaucrats.
There was no threat to Britain in Victorian times, but Victoria
was the inspiration for military exertion.

Boudicca herself was a fighter, a brutal one, while her suc-
cessors have not been. The strong woman in a position of
command, who undertakes the traditionally male role of war
leader, is admired, but she may also be questioned, as Eliza-
beth I’s reference to female physical weakness shows. These
women are exceptional, even transgressive®, and admired as
such, but they remain exceptions.
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A Choose the best answer to the questions.

1. Where did Boudicca live?
a Rome b London
¢ East Anglia d mainland Europe

2. Who was not a real person?
a Boudicca b Elizabeth I
¢ Victoria d Britannia

3. What is the Victoria Cross?
a astation b amedal
¢ a crossroads d achurch

4. What language did Boudicca speak?
a a form of Welsh b Latin
¢ Old English d French

5. Which leader faced no foreign threat?
a Boudicca b Elizabeth |
¢ Victoria d Thatcher



B Write the answers to these questions.

1

Why was it quite easy for the Romans to take over southern Britain?
What did Boudicca look like, according to the Romans?

How are the names of Boudicca and Victoria similar?

What do British people think of when they see Britannia?

How is the religion of England different from that of Spain?

Decide if the following statements are true or false.

The Romans behaved well in East Anglia.
British people imagine Boudicca on horseback.
Waterloo Station is named after a battle.

Spain attacked England in Victoria’s time.

The British have mixed feelings about the Roman Empire.

Queen Boudicca Haranguing the Britons, painted by John Opie (died 1807)
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain
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Chapter 2

Hild: Holy Woman

Saint Hild memorial, Whitby
Wikimedia Commons. Photo Mark A. Wilson

Abbess” Hild (or Hilda) (c. 614 — 680)

What we know about Hild (or Hilda) derives almost entire-
ly from information given by Bede? (673 — 735) in his Eccle-
siastical History of the English People (731 )@ . She was born
into a noble family in Northumbria, a kingdom in what is now
the north east of England and part of Scotland. Her father was
the nephew of the king, Edwin, and she and Edwin were con-
verted to Christianity at the same time.

For thirty three years she led a secular life”. Then, after a
period in East Anglia, she took over as abbess in a monastery
in Northumbria, before becoming founding abbess of Whitby,
a double monastery, with women living on one side of the
church and men on the other. She seems to have been a com-
mitted Christian, living a simple, poor life, with all goods in
common”. She gained a reputation for wisdom, and powerful
men came to consult her. Yet she also noticed the poetic talent
of a shepherd boy, Caedmon®, and encouraged him to become
a monk (we still have some of his poetry).

At the Synod of Whitby@ in 664 people met to decide on
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