TACITUS
Description of Britain

The situation and inhabitants of Britain have been described by many writers; and I
shall not add to the number with the view of vying with them in accuracy and
ingenuity, but because it was first thoroughly subdued in the period of the present
history. Those things which, while yet unascertained, they embellished with their
eloquence, shall here be related with a faithful adherence to known facts. Britain, the
largest of all the islands which have come within the knowledge of the Romans,
stretches on the east towards Germany, on the west towards Spain, and on the south it
is even within sight of Gaul. Its northern extremity has no opposite land, but is
washed by a wide and open sea. Livy, the most eloquent of ancient, and Fabius
Rusticus, of modern writers, have likened the figure of Britain to an oblong target, or
a two-edged axe. And this is in reality its appearance, exclusive of Caledonia; whence
it has been popularly attributed to the whole island. But that tract of country,
irregularly stretching out to an immense length towards the furthest shore, is gradually
contracted in form of a wedge. The Roman fleet, at this period first sailing round this
remotest coast, gave certain proof that Britain was an island; and at the same time
discovered and subdued the Orcades, islands till then unknown. Thule was also
distinctly seen, which winter and eternal snow had hitherto concealed. The sea is
reported to be sluggish and laborious to the rower; and even to be scarcely agitated by
winds. The cause of this stagnation I imagine to be the deficiency of land and
mountains where tempests are generated; and the difficulty with which such a mighty
mass of waters, in an uninterrupted main, is put in motion. It is not the business of this
work to investigate the nature of the ocean and the tides; a subject which many writers
have already undertaken. I shall only add one circumstance: that the dominion of the
sea is nowhere more extensive; that it carries many currents in this direction and in
that; and its ebbings and flowings are not confined to the shore, but it penetrates into
the heart of the country, and works its way among hills and mountains, as though it
were in its own domain.

Who were the first inhabitants of Britain, whether indigenous or immigrants, is a
question involved in the obscurity usual among barbarians. Their temperament of
body is various, whence deductions are formed of their different origin. Thus, the
ruddy hair and large limbs of the Caledonians point out a German derivation. The
swarthy complexion and curled hair of the Silures, together with their situation
opposite to Spain, render it probable that a colony of the ancient Iberi possessed
themselves of that territory. They who are nearest Gaul resemble the inhabitants of
that country; whether from the duration of hereditary influence, or whether it be that
when lands jut forward in opposite directions, climate gives the same condition of
body to the inhabitants of both. On a general survey, however, it appears probable that
the Gauls originally took possession of the neighboring coast. The sacred rites and
superstitions of these people are discernible among

the Britons. The languages of the two nations do not greatly differ. The

same audacity in provoking danger, and irresolution in facing it when

present, is observable in both. The Britons, however, display more

ferocity, [51] not being yet softened by a long peace: for it appears from

history that the Gauls were once renowned in war, till, losing their valor

with their liberty, languor and indolence entered amongst them. The same

change has also taken place among those of the Britons who have been long



subdued; [52] but the rest continue such as the Gauls formerly were.

12. Their military strength consists in infantry; some nations also make

use of chariots in war; in the management of which, the most honorable

person guides the reins, while his dependents fight from the chariot. [53]

The Britons were formerly governed by kings, [54] but at present they are

divided in factions and parties among their chiefs; and this want of union

for concerting some general plan is the most favorable circumstance to us,

in our designs against so powerful a people. It is seldom that two or

three communities concur in repelling the common danger; and thus, while

they engage singly, they are all subdued. The sky in this country is

deformed by clouds and frequent rains; but the cold is never extremely

rigorous. [55] The length of the days greatly exceeds that in our part of

the world. [56] The nights are bright, and, at the extremity of the

island, so short, that the close and return of day is scarcely

distinguished by a perceptible interval. It is even asserted that, when

clouds do not intervene, the splendor of the sun is visible during the

whole night, and that it does not appear to rise and set, but to move

across. [57] The cause of this is, that the extreme and flat parts of the

earth, casting a low shadow, do not throw up the darkness, and so night

falls beneath the sky and the stars. [58] The soil, though improper for

the olive, the vine, and other productions of warmer climates, is fertile,

and suitable for corn. Growth is quick, but maturation slow; both from the

same cause, the great humidity of the ground and the atmosphere. [59] The

earth yields gold and silver [60] and other metals, the rewards of

victory. The ocean produces pearls, [61] but of a cloudy and livid hue;

which some impute to unskilfulness in the gatherers; for in the Red Sea

the fish are plucked from the rocks alive and vigorous, but in Britain

they are collected as the sea throws them up. For my own part, I can more

readily conceive that the defect is in the nature of the pearls, than in

our avarice.

The Britons cheerfully submit to levies, tributes, and the other services of
government, if they are not treated injuriously; but such treatment they bear with
impatience, their subjection only extending to obedience, not to servitude.
Accordingly Julius Caesar, the first Roman who entered Britain with an army,
although he terrified the inhabitants by a successful engagement, and became master
of the shore, may be considered rather to have transmitted the discovery than the
possession of the country to posterity. The civil wars soon succeeded; the arms of the
leaders were turned against their country; and a long neglect of Britain ensued, which
continued even after the establishment of peace. This Augustus attributed to policy;
and Tiberius to the injunctions of his predecessor. It is certain that Caius Caesar
meditated an expedition into Britain; but his temper, precipitate in forming schemes,
and unsteady in pursuing them, together with the ill success of his mighty attempts
against Germany, rendered the design abortive. Claudius accomplished the
undertaking, transporting his legions and auxiliaries, and associating Vespasian in the
direction of affairs, which laid the foundation of his future fortune. In this expedition,
nations were subdued, kings made captive, and Vespasian was held forth to the fates.



