
The Story of the World

Volume 2: The Middle Ages



ALSO BY SUSAN WISE BAUER

The Story of the World
History for the Classical Child

(PEACE HILL PRESS)

Volume 1: Ancient Times (2006)  
(REVISED EDITION)

Volume 3: Early Modern Times (2004)

Volume 4: The Modern Age (2005)

The History of the Ancient World
From the Earliest Accounts to the Fall of Rome 

(W.W. NORTON, 2007)

The History of the Medieval World
From the Conversion of Constantine to the First Crusade 

(W.W. NORTON, 2010)

The Well-Educated Mind
A Guide to the Classical Education You Never Had

(W.W. NORTON, 2003)

Though the Darkness Hide Thee
(MULTNOMAH, 1998)

WITH JESSIE WISE

The Well-Trained Mind
A Guide to Classical Education at Home
(REVISED EDITION, W.W. NORTON, 2009)

www.susanwisebauer.com



The Story of the World
history for the classical child

Volume 2: The Middle Ages
From the Fall of Rome to the Rise of the Renaissance

revised edition
with new maps, illustrations, and timelines

by Susan Wise Bauer
illustrated by Jeff West

PEACE HILL PRESS
Charles City, VA



Peace Hill Press, Charles City, VA 23030
© 2003, 2007 by Susan Wise Bauer

All rights reserved. First edition 2003
Second edition 2007

Printed in the United States of America by BookMasters, Inc.  
30 Amberwood Parkway, Ashland, OH 44805    50011923 July 2015

Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bauer, S. Wise.
The story of the world : history for the classical child.  

Volume 2, the Middle Ages : from the fall of Rome to the rise of the  
Renaissance / by Susan Wise Bauer ; illustrated by Jeff West. — Rev. ed.

p. : ill., maps ; cm.
Includes index.

ISBN: 978-1-933339-10-8
ISBN: 978-1-933339-09-2 (pbk.)

ISBN: 978-1-933339-11-5 (spiral bound)

1. Middle Ages—History—Juvenile literature. 
2. Civilization, Medieval—Juvenile literature. 

3. Africa—History—Juvenile literature. 
4. America—History—Juvenile literature. 
5. Europe—History—Juvenile literature. 

6. East Asia—History—Juvenile literature. 
7. Middle Ages—History. 
8. Civilization, Medieval. 

I. West, Jeff. II. Title. III. Title: Middle Ages : from  
the fall of Rome to the rise of the Renaissance 

D118 .B38 2006
940.1    2004112538

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements 
of the American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence 

of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992.

Page makeup by Electronic Publishing Services, Inc, TN

www.peacehillpress.com



v

Contents

Foreword xiii

Chapter One: The Glory That Was Rome
Wandering Through the Roman Empire 1
The Fall of Rome 5

Chapter Two: The Early Days of Britain
The Celts of Britain 9
Barbarians Come to Britain 13
Beowulf the Hero 15

Chapter Three: Christianity Comes to Britain
Augustine Comes to England 20
Medieval Monasteries  24
Writing Books by Hand 26

Chapter Four: The Byzantine Empire
The Beauty of Constantinople 30
Justinian, the Just Emperor 33
The Empress Theodora 35
The Church in the East 38

Chapter Five: The Medieval Indian Empire
A King Named Skandagupta 43
Monks in Caves 47



vi The Story of the World: Volume 2

Chapter Six: The Rise of Islam
Muhammad’s Vision 50
Muhammad Flees to Medina 53
The Koran: Islam’s Holy Book 56

Chapter Seven: Islam Becomes an Empire
The Fight for Mecca 59
The Spread of Islam 62
The City of Baghdad 64
Sinbad in the Valley of Snakes 69

Chapter Eight: The Great Dynasties of China
Yang Chien Unites North and South 73
The Tang Dynasty 76

Chapter Nine: East of China
The Yamato Dynasty of Japan 80
A Tale of Three Countries: Korea, China, and Japan 85

Chapter Ten: The Bottom of the World
The First People of Australia 89
The Long Journey of the Maori 92

Chapter Eleven: The Kingdom of the Franks
Clovis, The Ex-Barbarian 97
Four Tribes, One Empire 101

Chapter Twelve: The Islamic Invasion
Islam in Spain and Africa 104

Chapter Thirteen: The Great Kings of France
Charles the Hammer 108
The Greatest King: Charlemagne 110



 Contents vii

Chapter Fourteen: The Arrival of the Norsemen
The Viking Invasion 115
Eric the Red and “Eric’s Son” 118
The Norse Gods 122
Thor and the Giant King 123

Chapter Fifteen: The First Kings of England
The Vikings Invade England 129
Alfred the Great 132
The Battle of Hastings 136

Chapter Sixteen: England After the Conquest
The English Language 140
Serfs and Noblemen 144
Stone Castles 147

Chapter Seventeen: Knights and Samurai
The English Code of Chivalry 152
The Samurai: Japanese Knights 155

Chapter Eighteen: The Age of Crusades
A Command from the Pope 160
Recapturing Jerusalem 164
Saladin of Jerusalem 167
El Cid and the “Reconquest of Spain” 170

Chapter Nineteen: A New Kind of King
Richard the Lionhearted 174
John Lackland and the Magna Carta 177
Robin Hood 180
Robin Hood and the Butcher 181

Chapter Twenty: The Diaspora
The Scattering of the Jews 186
A Tale of the Diaspora 189
The Clever Rabbi of Cordova 189



viii The Story of the World: Volume 2

Chapter Twenty-One: The Mongols Devastate the East
Genghis Khan, Emperor of All Men 193
The Mongol Conquest of China 196

Chapter Twenty-Two: Exploring the Mysterious East 
Marco Polo Goes to China 200
The Forbidden City of the Ming 204

Chapter Twenty-Three: The First Russians
The Rus Come to Constantinople 208
Ivan the Great and Ivan the Terrible  211

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Ottoman Empire
The Ottoman Turks Attack 215
The Sheep-Rocks 216
The Capture of Constantinople 218
Suleiman the Lawgiver 223

Chapter Twenty-Five: The End of the World
The Plague 227
A New Way of Living 231

Chapter Twenty-Six: France and England at War
Henry V and the Battle of Agincourt 235
Joan of Arc 240

Chapter Twenty-Seven: War for the English Throne
The Wars of the Roses 244
The Princes in the Tower 248

Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Kingdoms of Spain and Portugal
Ferdinand and Isabella Unite Spain 253
Henry the Navigator, Prince of Portugal 257



 Contents ix

Chapter Twenty-Nine: African Kingdoms
Gold, Salt, and Ghana 261
Mansa Musa of Mali 265
The Songhay Empire 268

Chapter Thirty: India Under the Moghuls
The Moghul Dynasty 272
Akbar of India 276
The Bad-Luck Servant 278

Chapter Thirty-One: Exploring New Worlds
Christopher Columbus 281
Vespucci and Magellan 286

Chapter Thirty-Two: The American Kingdoms
The Mayans of Central America 290
The Marvelous City of Tenochtitlan 294
The Incas 297

Chapter Thirty-Three: Spain, Portugal, and the New World
The Slave Trade 301
Cortés and Montezuma 305

Chapter Thirty-Four: Martin Luther’s New Ideas
Martin Luther’s List 309
Henry VIII’s Problem 313

Chapter Thirty-Five: The Renaissance
A New Way of Thinking 318
Gutenberg’s Great Invention 322

Chapter Thirty-Six: Reformation and Counter Reformation
The Spread of the Reformation 327
The Council of Trent 330



x The Story of the World: Volume 2

Chapter Thirty-Seven: The New Universe
The Revolution of Copernicus 334
Galileo’s Strange Notions 338

Chapter Thirty-Eight: England’s Greatest Queen
The Queen Who Almost Wasn’t 342
Good Queen Bess 346

Chapter Thirty-Nine: England’s Greatest Playwright
William Shakespeare 351
Macbeth 353
Macbeth’s Decision 356

Chapter Forty: New Ventures to the Americas
Walter Raleigh and the New World 361
The Lost Colony 365

Chapter Forty-One: Explorations in the North
The New-Found Land 370
Jacques Cartier’s Discoveries 374

Chapter Forty-Two: Empires Collide
Spain and England’s War 379
The World at the End of the Sixteenth Century 384

Appendix One: Chronology of The Middle Ages
Dates in Volume 2 389

Appendix Two: A Geography of The Middle Ages
A List of Maps in Volume 2 395

Appendix Three: Pronouncing the Names of The Middle Ages
A Pronunciation Guide for Reading Aloud 397

Index 403





A
si

a

A
fr

ic
a

So
ut

h 
A

m
er

ic
a

N
or

th
 

A
m

er
ic

a

A
nt

ar
ct

ic
a

Eu
ro

pe

AT
LA

N
TI

C
 

O
C

EA
N

AR
CT

IC
 

O
C

EA
N

PA
C

IF
IC

 
O

C
EA

N

SO
U

TH
ER

N
 

O
C

EA
N

A
us

tr
al

iaPA
C

IF
IC

 
O

C
EA

N

IN
D

IA
N

O
C

EA
N

Th
e 

W
or

ld



xiii

Foreword

The hardest part of writing a world history is deciding what to 
leave out. In The Story of the World, I have tried to keep history 
simple and straightforward by highlighting the major events, 
personalities, and national stories of the world’s cultures, in 
(more or less) chronological order. There’s no way to simplify 
history without leaving out something important, so I encour-
age readers to use The Story of the World as a jumping-off 
point—a place of departure which can lead to further inves-
tigation of Mayan art, the French monarchy, English wars, or 
Native American cultures.

In writing this history, I have tried to keep my primary 
audience—young children—in mind. So although I describe 
major religious movements (the Reformation, the Counter 
Reformation, etc.) because of their historical importance, I 
have tried to tell these stories in a way that will allow parents 
and teachers to explain their religious significance. I know, for 
example, that Catholics and Protestants will very likely choose 
to highlight different aspects of the Reformation and Counter 
Reformation, which are complex events in which both Catho-
lics and Protestants behaved with courage and with cruelty.  

I have also chosen to ignore some events entirely. The 
Inquisition, for example, has historical importance. But its 
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violence is impossible to treat in a way that would make sense 
to an eight-year-old, and its effects on Western history are not 
as pervasive as those of the Reformation. 

I have made an effort here not to treat the West as an 
island; the stories of Japan, China, Korea, Africa, India and 
Arabia are told, along with the stories of native peoples who 
lived in the Americas, in Australia, and in New Zealand. 
In selecting what episodes to include, I have tried to focus 
on what would prepare a child to understand today’s world, 
rather than on the intricacies of past history. So I have given 
priority to those events and names which a child should know 
to be culturally literate, and also to those events which laid 
the foundation for the present day. For this reason, I spend a 
fair amount of time on the Emperor Justinian and his estab-
lishment of laws which are still foundational today, but I 
have given very little space to the later Byzantine emperors.

Although maps are included, the Renaissance was a time 
of exploration, and the reader will need a globe to trace the 
paths of the adventurers who went all around the world. 

The chapters of the Story of the World follow a chrono-
logical pattern. However, I’ve tried to avoid confusing young 
readers by skipping from country to country too quickly. For 
example, Chapter Two tells about the Anglo-Saxon invasion of 
Britain in 449. I then continue on to tell (in Chapter Three) the 
story of Augustine’s mission in England in 597, before moving 
to the east for Chapter Four and going back a few years to 
describe Justinian’s rule of the Byzantine Empire (527–565) 
and the events that followed his reign. Important dates are 
given in the text; more dates are included in an appendix, so 
that parents, teachers, and older readers can locate events on 
a timeline.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Glory That Was Rome

Wandering Through the Roman Empire

What if you owned a magic carpet? You could use it to fly 
around the world—and back in time. 

Let’s imagine that you’re going to fly back past the time 
that you were born, back to the days when people used horses 
to get around. Then you’re going to fly back to the Middle 
Ages, back to the days of knights and castles. Then you’re 
going to go back even farther, to the time of the Romans. 

Your magic carpet stops. You’re hovering high in the air, 
above the Mediterranean Sea. From your seat on the carpet, 
you can look down and see the Mediterranean. It looks a little 
bit like a duck flying.

You notice that the land all around the Mediterranean is 
glowing yellow! This is the land that belongs to the Roman 
Empire, the biggest, most powerful empire in the world. For 
hundreds of years, Roman soldiers have been attacking and 
conquering the countries around the Mediterranean Sea. Now, 
the emperor of Rome rules all of these conquered countries. 
They obey the laws of Rome, speak the language of Rome, and 
serve the emperor of Rome.
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Your magic carpet swoops down towards the Mediter-
ranean Sea, towards a piece of land that looks like a boot 
sticking out into the middle of the water. This is Italy, the 
center of the Roman Empire. And the most important city in 
Italy is Rome itself, right in the middle of the boot.

Your carpet dives down into the middle of the city. You’re 
carried along paved streets, through crowds of people. They are 
wearing white robes, draped over their shoulders and caught 
up around the waist with belts of leather; they wear cloaks of 
red, blue, and other bright colors. Tall buildings rise up on 
either side of you—ancient apartment buildings, made out of 
concrete. On your right, you see an enormous circular wall 
curving away from you; it looms high over your head. On the 
other side of the wall, you hear the clash of metal against metal 
and the roar of an excited crowd. This must be the Coliseum, 
the huge amphitheater where gladiators fight to the death, 
chariot racers careen around a track, and lions battle with 
Roman soldiers for the entertainment of Roman spectators.
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As your carpet takes you through the richest part of town, 
you see marble columns with the statues of great Roman gen-
erals and emperors on top of them. Slaves pass by you, stag-
gering under the weight of litters—beds on which important 
Roman citizens lie to be carried through the city. You hear 
the sound of music, and a loud voice crying, “Clear the way! 
Clear the way for the Emperor!” A litter comes into view, 
draped in purple and surrounded by guards. On the litter lies 
a fat man wearing a gorgeous purple cloak and gold rings on 
his fingers. A green laurel wreath crowns his head. He is the 
ruler of all Rome!

You decide to get out of his way, and your carpet rises up 
above the city and carries you north, into the countryside. 
You’re going to travel north up through Italy. The carpet fol-
lows a broad, smooth paved road, crowded with travelers and 
pack animals. You cross a bridge, built of tall stone arches, 
above a river that runs far beneath. 

The road goes on and on and on. The Romans built hun-
dreds of these roads to link the different parts of their empire 
together. None of the travelers on the roads seem worried 
about bandits or highway robbers. After all, the Romans 
are careful to keep peace all over their kingdom. This Pax 
Romana, or “Roman peace,” means that all the parts of the 
Roman Empire obey the Roman laws. And the Roman laws 
are very strict when it comes to highway robbery. Bandits 
who are caught are executed, or forced to fight in the gladi-
ator shows!

After you’ve flown for hundreds of miles, mountains come 
into view ahead of you. Your carpet soars up above them. The 
air becomes very cold. Far below, you can see snow on the 
mountaintops. These are the Alps. When you come down on 
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the other side of the Alps, you are in Gaul—one of Rome’s 
provinces, or conquered countries. Throughout Gaul, you see 
Roman towns. And outside every Roman town is a garrison, 
or army camp. Soldiers cook meals over open fires, practice 
sword fighting, and exercise their horses, waiting for trouble. 
If the people who live in Gaul revolt, the soldiers will imme-
diately go to war against them.

Your carpet flies you over a wide stretch of water to a 
huge island and hovers above the ground. You hope the carpet 
won’t land—because below you are crowds of fierce warriors, 
planning to attack the Roman army huddled on the shore. 
Now you’re in Britain. 

The fierce warriors below you are Celts. They are painted 
blue; their hair is greased with animal fat so that it sticks up 
in points all over their heads, and they carry great, two-sided 
axes and razor-sharp spears. The Pax Romana doesn’t seem to 
be working very well here in Britain! 

“Let’s get out of here!” you tell the carpet. Instantly it 
whisks you back up into the air. You fly down the Atlantic 
Ocean, down through Spain, into the northern part of Africa. 
As you fly along the northern African coast, you see great 
trading cities down below: cities built by the Romans, with 
busy ports where ships sail in and out, carrying spices, silks, 
salt, lumber, and other goods. It is a peaceful scene. The Pax 
Romana must be back in action.

Up ahead you see the peak of a pyramid, jutting up from 
the sand of a desert. You sail over the pyramids, half blinded 
by their white sides shining in the sun. Ahead you see a huge 
river, feeding into the Mediterranean Sea. It’s the Nile River. 
Even Egypt, the land of pharaohs, pyramids, and mummies, 
is under Roman control.
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The sun is starting to sink towards the horizon, but you’ve 
only gone halfway through the Roman Empire. “Hurry up!” 
you say to the carpet. In just moments, you swoop through 
Arabia, Syria, and up into Asia Minor. As soon as you fly 
across Greece, you’ll be back in Rome.

Thanks to your flying carpet, Roman roads, and the Pax 
Romana, you’ve traveled around the Roman Empire in less 
than a day. But in the days of Roman power it would take 
months to get all around Rome. No wonder that Rome was 
called “The Ruler of the Whole World!”

The Fall of Rome

The emperors of Rome were called “The Rulers of the Whole 
World.” But they had a problem: The world was too big to 
rule! 

The Roman Empire was so large that the army couldn’t 
protect its borders. And there were plenty of people outside 
the Roman Empire who wanted to come in and take parts of 
it away. 

Imagine that you’re standing in an orchard filled with 
apple trees. Ripe, juicy apples hang from every branch, and 
hungry animals are roaming in herds all around the edges. 
Three starving deer rush in and start to eat the apples on one 
side. You run at them, waving your arms and shouting. The 
deer dash off—but while you’re chasing them, two enormous 
cows start snatching apples from the other side of the orchard. 
You turn around and charge at them, yelling, “Don’t eat my 
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apples!” The cows back slowly away—but now five squirrels 
are right in the middle of the orchard, and each squirrel has 
an apple in his mouth and another in his paws.

All alone, you’ll never keep all of these animals out of 
the orchard. And that’s just how the Roman rulers felt about 
their empire. Wandering tribes from other parts of the world 
wanted to come into Rome, conquer Roman villages, use the 
Roman roads, eat the Roman crops, and share in the Roman 
wealth. The Romans called these wandering tribes barbarians. 
The barbarians didn’t live in houses like the Romans did, or 
take baths like the Romans did, or cook their food. Instead, 
they lived in tents, fought on horseback, and ate their food 
raw. The Romans thought that these barbarians were no better 
than animals.

Thousands of these barbarian invaders—called Huns, 
Vandals, Goths, Visigoths, and Ostrogoths—swept down 
on Rome’s borders. The emperors sent their armies to protect 
the borders, but there just weren’t enough soldiers to guard 
all the sides of the Roman Empire. And Rome had other 
problems too. In some places, food was running short and 
Roman citizens were going hungry. A terrible sickness called 
the plague killed many of Rome’s strong fighters. And many 
of the emperors who inherited the job of ruling Rome weren’t 
very good at running an empire. One of them went mad and 
tried to make his horse into a government official!

Finally, an emperor named Diocletian came to the throne. 
He decided that the empire was too big for one ruler and one 
army to protect. So he divided the Roman Empire into two 
parts. The part of the empire with Italy and Rome in it was 
called the Western Roman Empire. The part with Asia Minor 
and Egypt in it was called the Eastern Roman Empire. 
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Then, Diocletian appointed another emperor, a man 
named Maximian, to rule with him. He also chose two more 
men to be “junior emperors.” These “junior emperors” were 
called “Caesars.” They were like vice presidents; one helped 
Diocletian with the task of ruling, and the other helped Maxi-
mian. From now on, there would be two Roman Empires, two 
Roman emperors, and two Caesars.

Diocletian decided to divide the Roman Empire in the year 
286. We call this year “AD 286” or “CE 286.” Both of those 
abbreviations mean that Diocletian’s decision happened 286 
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years after the birth of Jesus. “AD” stands for anno Domini, 
which means “the year of our Lord.” For Christians, every year 
after the birth of Christ was “His year.” Many people prefer 
to use the abbreviation “CE,” which means “Christian Era” or 
“Common Era.” When you are reading, you will notice that 
some authors use AD, while others use CE. But both of these 
abbreviations tell you the same thing—that the date comes 
after the birth of Jesus. 

Diocletian hoped that the Roman Empire would be easier 
to protect, now that four men were working to keep it safe. But 
he was wrong. Two hundred years after Diocletian’s death, the 
Western Roman Empire was finally conquered by barbarian 
tribes. In 410 AD (or CE), barbarians burned Rome and car-
ried away all of its treasures. Nothing was left but the Roman 
roads and bridges. And slowly, even those began to crumble 
away into dust.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Early Days of Britain

The Celts of Britain

After the Western Roman Empire fell, all of the countries 
that had once belonged to Rome were free of Roman rule. 
One of those countries was Britain. Do you remember fly-
ing over Britain on your magic carpet? The Roman soldiers 
in Britain were fighting fierce, dangerous warriors who were 
painted blue. 

These warriors were called Celts. The Celts lived in Britain 
before the Romans invaded the island. They weren’t happy to 
see the Romans arrive! And even though the Romans set up 
camps and towns in the south part of Britain, they never man-
aged to conquer all of the Celts. When the Western Roman 
Empire fell, the Celts drove the last Roman soldiers out of 
their country. Now Britain was theirs again.

The Celts were proud of their fighting strength. They 
praised men who had courage in battle. They sang songs and 
told stories about great warriors. Specially trained singers 
called bards learned stories about the chieftains and battle 
heroes of long ago. The stories weren’t written down; instead, 
bards learned them from each other and memorized them so 



10 The Story of the World: Volume 2

that they could be told again and again. These stories told 
Celtic children that it was good to be strong and warlike.

One story told around the fires of the Celts was of Craith 
and his companions, three warriors with special powers. The 
story might have sounded something like this . . . 

One day the warrior Craith said to himself, 
“I am a great fighter and have never lost a 

battle—but I am lonely. I want to marry a woman 
with hair as black as a raven’s wing, skin as white 
as snow, and cheeks as red as blood. But the only 
woman as beautiful as all that is held prisoner by 
the great Giant Fovor of the Mighty Blows, at the 
end of the world.”

So Craith set off to fight the giant Fovor and 
rescue the beautiful woman who was the giant’s pris-
oner. As he walked along the road, he saw a warrior 
standing at the roadside with a rock in his hand.

“What are you doing with that rock?” asked 
Craith.

“See that bird, sitting on the topmost twig of 
the tree at the end of the world?” the warrior said, 
pointing. “I’m going to throw this rock and knock 
it off and eat it for my dinner.”

Craith squinted, but he could see nothing. 
“You’d better come with me,” he said to the war-
rior. “I could use a companion with eyes as good 
as yours.”

And so the two men walked along. Soon the two 
of them saw a warrior lying on the ground with his 
ear pressed into the dirt.



“What are you doing?” Craith asked.
“Oh,” the warrior said, “I am listening to the 

grass grow, down at the end of the world.”
“You’d better come with us,” Craith said. “Your 

hearing might help us in our quest.”
And so the three men walked along. Soon 

they heard a noise behind them . . . thump, thump, 
thump. They turned and saw a warrior coming up 
fast behind them. He was hopping on one foot, and 
his knee was bent so that his other leg was tied up 
behind him.

“Why don’t you untie your other leg?” Craith 
asked.

“Oh,” the hopping warrior said, “if I did that, 
I would run so fast that I would soon be at the end 
of the world; and then where would I go?”

“Come with us,” the three said. And they 
walked on towards the end of the world.

Soon the castle of the giant Fovor of the Mighty 
Blows came into sight. The warrior Craith and 
his three companions stood beneath the walls and 
called up, “Giant! Giant Fovor! We’ve come to res-
cue the woman with hair like a raven’s wing, skin 
like snow, and cheeks like blood. Set her free!”

When the giant heard them calling, he laughed. 
“Bring me three bottles of water from the well at 
the other end of the world!” he shouted out his 
window. “Then I’ll let her go, I swear!”

“Go and get the water!” Craith said to the hop-
ping warrior. The warrior untied his leg and set his 
foot on the ground. Instantly he was gone. No more 
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than a moment passed; and he was at the well, all 
the way on the other end of the world. He filled 
his bottles and started back.

But halfway there, he thought, “I’m going so 
fast that I’ll be back before they can blink! I might 
as well sit down and rest a moment.”

He sat down under a tree to rest, the bottles 
of water by his side. But the sun was warm, the 
turf beneath him was soft, and soon he fell fast 
asleep.

Back at the giant’s castle, Craith was grow-
ing restless. “Where is he?” he asked his other 
companions. The warrior with the keen ears lay 
down and pressed his ear against the ground. “I 
can hear him snoring, halfway around the world!” 
he said. “Here, you with the eyes; throw a rock 
to wake him up!”

So the warrior with the sharp eyes peered half-
way around the world and saw his friend dozing by 
the roadside. He lifted a rock and threw it. The rock 
flew through the air for hundreds of miles until it 
hit the sleeping man—ping!—right between the 
eyes. He woke up with a start.

“I’ve been asleep!” he exclaimed. “I’d better go 
back with this water!” And he scooped his bottles 
up and began to run. A moment later, he was at the 
giant Fovor’s castle, with the water from the well 
at the world’s other end.

The giant Fovor was furious to see that his 
task had been done. But he had given his word, 
and so he had to free the beautiful woman with 



hair black as the raven’s wing, skin like snow, and 
cheeks like blood. And Craith married her, and they 
lived happily ever after. And always after that, the 
three warriors with the keen eyes, the sharp ears, 
and the quick feet lived with Craith, and went 
with him into battle; and together they could not 
be defeated.

Barbarians Come to Britain

The Celts who lived in Britain didn’t all belong to the same 
kingdom, and they didn’t all obey the same king. Britain was 
full of different tribes of Celts. And each tribe followed a dif-
ferent king.

Old, old stories tell us that one of these kings was named 
Vortigern. Vortigern ruled a wealthy, powerful tribe of Celts 
in the middle of Britain. His people obeyed him, and the 
warriors who fought for him followed his commands. But 
Vortigern still wasn’t happy. Other tribes of Celts from up 
north kept attacking his kingdom, and Vortigern was tired of 
fighting them off! He wanted help.

Vortigern sent a message across the North Sea, to barbar-
ian tribes called the Angles and the Saxons. “Come and help 
me fight against my enemies!” he said. “If you do, I’ll give you 
land to live on, here in Britain.”

So the Angles and the Saxons came across the North Sea, 
into Britain, and helped Vortigern fight his enemies. They 
liked Britain, so they settled down and stayed there. They 
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sent word back to their friends: “Come live in Britain with 
us! There’s plenty of room here.” So more and more Angles 
and Saxons sailed across the North Sea to Britain. The whole 
middle part of Britain filled up with Angles and Saxons.

The Celts didn’t like all these barbarians in their country. 
But there were so many Angles and Saxons that they couldn’t 
drive them all out. Soon, the south and east part of Britain was 
completely occupied by Angles and Saxons. They divided the 
land into seven kingdoms. Today, we call this part of Britain 



England, a name that comes from the word Angle. We call the 
people who lived there Anglo-Saxons.

Poor Celts! First the Romans attacked them. Now the 
Anglo-Saxons had driven them out of their own land. Some 
of the Celts decided to make the best of it. They married the 
Anglo-Saxons and lived with them in peace. But other Celts 
retreated up into the north and west of Britain, to live by 
themselves. Today, we call the countries where the Celts lived 
Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. 

Do you remember that the Celts told stories to each other, 
rather than writing them down? The Angles and the Saxons 
didn’t do very much writing either. They didn’t write down 
their history. They didn’t write down their stories. And they 
didn’t keep records of what they did every day. So although we 
know that the Angles and Saxons lived in England for a long 
time, we don’t know what they did during all those years! 

This time in England is called the Middle Ages or the Dark 
Ages. It is a “dark” time to us because we can’t read about 
what happened in the seven Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The only 
stories that we have from this time are stories that were passed 
down from one bard to the next by word of mouth. 

Beowulf the Hero

The Anglo-Saxons told stories about their heroes, just as the 
Celts did. One of these stories was about a monster named 
Grendel and the great warrior who conquered him—Beowulf. 
The story of Beowulf is one of the oldest stories in the English 
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language. It may have been told and retold for years before it was 
finally written down. The story was written in poetry, because 
poetry was easier to remember and perform for other people. 

The whole story of Beowulf is long and complicated. But 
here is a shorter version of the story for you to listen to.

Hrothgar was king of a whole host of men, 
Who fought for King Hrothgar again and again.

Their strength and their courage was well-known to all,
So Hrothgar decided to build them a hall.
It was hung all with tapestries, roofed all with slate,
Heated by fires enormously great.
Each night of the week, his men gathered there,
To feast and to sing and to put away care.
Then they unrolled their blankets, slept next to the fire,
While torchlight streamed out from the hall’s highest spire.
Now, this hall of the king stood on high solid ground,
With safe friendly fields and great houses all ‘round.
But far, far away, over swampland and heath,
Lived a monster named Grendel, with sharp claws and teeth.
He was hairy and hideous, tall as two trees,
The biggest of men only came to his knees!
He crawled up to the hall while the weary men slept,
Eased open the door, and through it he crept.
He picked up a warrior and ate him right there,
Then seized fifteen more and ran off like a hare.
The men tried to follow his tracks on the ground,
But soon came to a river where none could be found.
In the morning, the warriors mourned their dead friend,
And swore they would bring these attacks to an end.



But although in the daytime they wanted to fight, 
Their courage all trickled away in the night!
Again and again, Grendel broke through the door,
Pounced into the crowd and ate up some more
Of the men gathered there. And day after day, 
Hrothgar’s warriors failed to keep him away.
They were tired and frightened, and lost all their pride,
As news of their troubles spread out far and wide.
Then Beowulf, mightiest man in the earth,
A fierce famous fighter, of very great worth,
Heard that Grendel attacked Hrothgar’s hall every night,
And that Hrothgar’s strong fighters were too scared to fight.
He gathered his clan, with their sharp swords and spears
And set off for the hall where the men nursed their fears.
Hrothgar was glad to see all those strong men!
He thanked them for coming again and again.
He said to them, “Welcome, Beowulf and all!
Tonight all of you can sleep in my hall.
When the monster arrives with his heart set on sin,
He will find you in there with all of your kin.
You can fight with him then. Do you need anything?
Sharper swords?” But Beowulf said to the king,
“Don’t worry! We’ll stay here with never a care.
As a matter of fact, it wouldn’t be fair
To use swords to conquer this beast from the heath,
He doesn’t have weapons—just claws and his teeth.
So I’ll take off my armor and leave off my sword,
And fight with bare hands. Otherwise I’d be bored!”
Beowulf and his men then lay down on the floor,
Turned out all the lights, and locked the great door.

 The Early Days of Britain 17



18 The Story of the World: Volume 2

They waited for Grendel, pretending to sleep.
Then out of the darkness, so thick and so deep,
Came the sound of the monster, approaching the hall.
He howled and brought fear to the hearts of them all.
The door, made of iron, was closed, locked, and barred,
But the monster destroyed it without breathing hard.
He grabbed a plump warrior, got ready to feast—
But Beowulf seized the arm of the beast,
And started to twist it with all of his might.
So then Grendel turned on him, ready to fight,
But Beowulf twisted the arm yet again,
While Grendel howled out with the terrible pain.
He screamed and he howled, but he still couldn’t flee—
Beowulf ’s muscles were something to see!
Then Beowulf pulled once again on the arm,
And it popped off at once—causing Grendel great harm!

Beowulf fighting the monster, Grendel



Yelping, he galloped right out of the door,
Leaving his arm lying there on the floor.
When the warriors saw what their leader had done,
They cheered. Then they followed where Grendel had run.
The monster’s great tracks led them down to a pool,
Where the dank mists had settled, all slimy and cool,
O’er the water’s black surface. Engulfed there, they found
The body of Grendel, who’d jumped in and drowned.
“He is dead!” they rejoiced. “Let’s have a great feast!
No more will we dread the approach of the beast!”
So with mirth and great glee they brought food to the hall, 
And they hung Grendel’s arm way up high on the wall,
And they ate, drank, and sang till the evening grew old,
Then Hrothgar gave Beowulf armor of gold,
And a bard lauded Beowulf, mighty of hand, 
And his fame was eternally sung in that land.
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