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ENGLISH and BRITISH 
 

Probably based on explorations by seafaring Phoenicians, as early as the 4th century BC, Greek and then Roman 

writings named the large island off the coast of mainland Europe as Albion, and the main island beyond it as 

Hibernia. In later Roman times, both names were adopted by the indigenous Celtic populations and Alba survives 

as the Gaelic name for Scotland. Albion (from alba, meaning white) may have originated from the appearance of 

the chalk cliffs as seen by ships approaching across the Channel, but albio was also a Celtic word meaning 

country. 

 

When the Romans invaded and occupied the southern part of Albion, they renamed it Britannia, after the Britanni, 

one of many Celtic tribes living in the territory, all of which eventually became collectively known as Britons. After 

the collapse of the Roman empire, the usage was lost until it was revived in Latin historical writings of the 12th 

century, when Great Britain was used to distinguish the country from Lesser Britain (referring to Brittany). Great 

Britain was first used to formally describe the state in a 15th century document prepared for a marriage between 

children of the kings of England and Scotland. Despite the kings of Scotland also becoming the kings of England 

in 1603, it was not until 1707 that the two kingdoms were united to form the Kingdom of Great Britain, and its 

combined peoples were described as British for the first time. The formal incorporation of Ireland in 1801 brought 

the first usage of United Kingdom (of Great Britain and Ireland).  

 

 

BRITONS 

From believed origins around Hallstatt in western Austria, between the 9th-5th centuries BC the Celts migrated in 

all directions, reaching Britain by the 4th century BC. The expanding Roman empire found, recorded and named 

Celtic tribes in all parts of Europe and Asia Minor and many Latinised geographical names are derived from these 

tribes, from Galataea (Turkey) to Lusitania (Portugal), including Helvaetia (Switzerland), Belgia (Belgium) and 

Liguria (Italy). Gallic (meaning Celtic) names include Gaul (France), Galles (Wales), Galicia (northern Spain) and 

Wall (Cornwall), which have particularly survived on the western fringes of Europe, where Gaelic or Gallic culture 

still exists in Ireland, the Hebrides, Brittany and Galicia. Conversly the Iverni Celts took their name from Hibernia 

(Ireland). 

 

The name Britanni was first recorded by Phoenician explorers in the 4th century BC and subsequently applied 

generally by the Romans to all Celtic Britons, but the many tribes included the Belgae who had crossed into 

modern Hampshire and Wiltshire, the Iceni of East Anglia (led by Boudicaea), Canti (Kent), Scots, Picts and 

Caledons. The Cornovi of Cornwall are known to have traded tin with the Phoenicians, who presumably similarly 

traded with all the other western fringes and are likely to have left their own genetic imprint in these regions. 

 

The Romans dominated the Celtic tribes in Britain until the 4th century AD and into the vacuum left by their 

departure came waves of migrations from northern Europe, starting with the Jutes to Kent, the Angles to East 

Anglia, Northumbria and middle England (Mercia), then the Saxons to southern England. These waves all forced 

the Celts westward into Cornwall, Wales and across to Ireland, as well as south to Brittany, to leave almost no 

other indigenous presence by the time the Danish invasions started in the 9th century. 

 
 
ENGLAND 
The names England (Aengla-land) and the language English (Aenglisc) are derived from the Angles, a north 

Germanic tribe which crossed into Britain with the Saxon invasions. The description "Anglo-Saxon" was applied 

by 16th century scholars to the title of the "Chronicle", a comprehensive written history of Britain from the departure 

of the Romans until the late 9th century, when it was compiled in Wessex. It both contains details of historical 

events not recorded anywhere else (including some not entirely factual) and also constitutes a principal source 

for the history of the English language. Since the 16th century, the term Anglo-Saxon has been used to collectively 

describe the immigrant Angle, Saxon, Jute and Frisian inhabitants of Britain who shared a common culture and 

the English language. 

 

The Jutes came from Jutland in Denmark, Angles from the modern Schleswig area to the south, Saxons from the 

area that now includes Hamburg and Bremen, and the Frisians from the adjoining coast and islands. The Jutes 

first arrived in Britain in the late 4th century and settled in Kent, Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. The Angles and 

the Saxons followed from the 5th century. Between the 5th-10th centuries, Anglo-Saxon England comprised the 
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seven regional minor monarchies of Northumbria (north Angles), Mercia (middle and south Angles), East Anglia 

(east Angles), Essex (East Saxons), Sussex (South Saxons), Wessex (West Saxons) and Kent (Jutes), although 

these monarchies had no formal nor permanent political structures. 

 

Wessex included the southern Jute territories, Essex included Middlesex (middle Saxons) and London (Aengla-

land's largest settlement) while Northumbria extended north to the Firth of Forth. Mercia was named for the 

marches, (border lands), bounded on the west by Offa's dyke, a linear fortification built in the late 8th century as 

a defence against raids from the Celts of Wales. In 829, the boundary between Mercia and Northumbria (north of 

the Humber) was agreed to run from the Mersey to the Humber, through Dore and the nearby Meers (Mercia) 

brook. 

 

After the collapse of the Roman empire, the province of Gaul (modern France) retained many elements of Roman 

society, language, law and Christianity, but in Britain none of this survived, which provided the opportunity for the 

Angles and Saxons to introduce their own language and culture, including leadership by the consent of the people. 

This principle of government unique to England has endured ever since, eventually resulting in the first parliament 

and ultimately being taken to America, where it became best represented by the concept of "no taxation without 

representation". 

 

But Britain was not isolated from Europe and still traded as far as Byzantium and Asia, evidenced by the gold and 

jewels in the exquisitely decorated regalia of 6th century Saxon kings. Ideas were also imported and from the end 

of the 6th century leaders gradually reintroduced hierarchy, law and discipline. The return of Christianity was 

encouraged and during the 7th century it spread across England from Canterbury, while Irish missionaries had 

earlier crossed into Scotland and Wales. The Church sponsored a flourishing of Celtic and Saxon art which can 

be seen in illustrated manuscripts and decorated stone crosses. 

 

Contemporary with Charlemagne and his empire in Europe, King Offa expanded Mercia to include Essex and 

London, but his autocracy was unpopular and after his death his realm dissolved into a disunified patchwork of 

domains, leaving it easy prey for the 9th century Viking marauders from Norway who attacked the east coast for 

plunder, followed later by Viking settlers from Denmark. The invading Danes upset the balance of power between 

the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and life in general. Danish attacks weakened Mercia and its decline resulted in the 

ascendancy of Wessex, whose King Alfred (the Great) took control of southern England, moving his capital from 

Winchester to London, while the Danes controlled the east side of Britain. known as Danelaw, with York its centre.  

 

Successive Wessex kings gradually reconquered Danelaw until in 927 the whole territory of the earlier seven 

kingdoms was unified to form the Kingdom of England (except Lothian which was ceded to the Kingdom of 

Scotland), finally expelling the Danes in 954. For the following century, the country remained under threat from 

the Danes, as well as from divisions within the Wessex leadership, which was finally resolved in 1066 when the 

crown was bequeathed by the king to his cousin, the Norse ruler of Normandy, William (the Conqueror), 

subsequently accused of invasion. 

 

The Wessex pattern of regional and local administration had been expanded across England and was adopted 

by the Normans. Land was divided into provinces named "shires" by the Saxons, in many cases by adding this 

as the suffix to the name of the largest town in a region (eg Gloucester-shire). With the consent of the local 

population, government of the shire was by the "earl", and the senior administrative and judicial official was the 

"sheriff" (shire-reeve).  

 

However, under the Normans, land ownership and taxation were determined by the feudal hierarchy through 

which the male population owed military allegiance to the political leader of each shire appointed by the monarch, 

the "count", and so the shires became known as "counties", even though ironically the French title "count" (comte) 

was soon replaced by the original Saxon title of "earl". During the 12th century similar structures were applied to 

Wales and then Scotland, and to Ireland in the 17th century, and for the past 1000 years since the Norman 

"conquest", the political and administrative structure of England has changed little. 

 
(see also separate pieces entitled - Land, lords and law of England, European immigration) 
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