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History and Geography

Introduction
In Reception and Year 1, children often study aspects of their immediate world: the family,
the school, the community, etc. While such local studies should be encouraged, we should
also take advantage of children’s natural curiosity and begin to broaden their horizons. By
introducing Year 1 children to history and geography, we can foster their curiosity about
the larger world and begin to develop their sense of the past and its significance. For young
children, we need to emphasise the ‘story’ in history. By appealing to children’s naturally
active imaginations, we can ask them to ‘visit’ people and places in the past. We encourage
you to go beyond these pages to help your child learn about history through art projects,
drama, music, and discussions.
In the following pages, we introduce – let us emphasise, introduce – a variety of people
and events. e children will encounter most of these people and events more fully in their
later schooling. For example, we introduce the dates of the signing of Magna Carta in 1215
and the Declaration of Rights in 1689 as ‘birthdays of our nation’, on the premise that young
children can understand the idea of a birthday. But we do not go into any detailed discussion
of the ways in which power was transferred from the throne to the House of Commons,
although we will be looking at these important events in more details in later volumes.
In beginning to tell children the story of the past, we have tried to be sensitive about the
degree to which, and the manner in which, we expose children to the tragic aspects of history,
such as Britain’s involvement with the slave trade. In some cases, we have chosen to leave for
later years some of the darker aspects of history. For example, we talk briefly about the
English Civil War without going into any details about the terrible suﬀering on both sides.
e goal in Year 1, then, is less to explore historical events or ideas in depth than to orient
the child to the past and plant the seeds of knowledge that will grow in later years.

Suggested Resources
Our Island Story by Henrietta Marshall (Civitas/Galore Park Publishing 2005). The classic
one-volume child’s history of Britain from the Romans to Queen Victoria, first published
in 1905.
Start-Up History Series (Evans). This series is an introduction to history for young children,
who are encouraged to discover history on the page. Key information is presented through
a combination of simple, clear text and strong visual images.
A visit to… by Rachael Bell (Heinemann Library). A visit to... helps primary learners
understand what it’s like to be a child in another land. Young readers will travel to famous
sites, join in traditional celebrations and visit children’s classrooms. Books feature: readable
text including fact files, maps, photos and illustrations, as well as lists of some basic words
in each language.
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World Alphabet Series (Fran Lincoln Books). This photographic alphabet series of books
introduces young readers to the culture of different countries. Ranging from food and
drink to the lively celebrations, these books focus on both city and country life, and are
the perfect way to introduce children to the world.
The Passport to the World Series (Albert Whitman & Company) is a collection of children’s
picture books, written by different authors and illustrated by different artists. Each book
tells the story of a different child in a different country. Each is well written and beautifully
illustrated and shows how a child might typically live, work, play, sleep, eat, dream and, if
they are lucky enough, go to school.

World History and Geography
What a Ball! Our World
Step outside and what do you see? Look as far as you can. Do you see
houses and gardens? Big blocks of flats? Green fields and hills? A river
or the sea?
Whatever you see, it’s all part of our world. The world stretches
as far as you can see – in fact, a whole lot further!
Let’s imagine that just outside there’s a high tower.
I mean really high. You can climb a ladder to the top, a ladder that’s
longer than the ladder of the highest slide you’ve ever climbed.
Ready? Start climbing. Keep going – don’t stop now. At last you’ve
reached the top. Catch your breath!
Now you’re way up high. You can see things you never saw from
the ground. You can see how this big world of ours goes on and on
and on. Maybe you can see your city or town stretching far, far
away. Maybe you can see rows of houses (they look teeny from
your perch on the top of the ladder), all lined up along streets
that look like crisscrossed lines. Maybe you can see the
tops of trees and a blue-green line that snakes
along through them. What is that wavy line?
A river!
Well, we can’t stop here. I forgot to tell you:
at the top of the ladder there’s a rocket ship. Yes,
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it’s waiting for you! Climb in! Put on
your space suit and strap on the seat
belts. Ready for countdown? Five,
four, three, two, one – blast off!
You’re oﬀ to the moon! Here you
are, First Child on the Moon! Step
outside your space ship (but keep your
space suit on; there’s no air to breathe
on the moon). Now let’s look back to
where you came from – our world, the
planet Earth. What do you see?
It’s a ball! Seen from outer space,
our world is a large bluish ball with
patches of white swirling around it.
What do you think those swirly white
patches are? (They’re clouds.) This is
how our world, the planet Earth, looks
from space.

This is how our world, the planet
Earth, looks from space.

Oceans and Continents
Now, imagine that you have on special
space glasses that allow you to peek
under all those clouds. If you could,
then the Earth would look something
like this.
Look at all that blue. It seems to be
moving. What do you think it is? at’s
right – it’s water. And what are those big
green patches? Did you say, ‘land’?
Right again.

The planet Earth

Do you see that there’s a lot more blue
than green? Water, water, everywhere!
Well, not quite everywhere, but our
world is mostly under water. e biggest
bodies of water are called oceans.
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What about those big pieces of land poking through the oceans? They’re called
continents. There are seven of them. Each continent has its own name. The seven
continents are:

Asia
Europe
Africa
North America
South America
Australia
Antarctica
As you can see from this map, each continent has a different shape. Run your finger
slowly around the outline of each continent. Place a piece of white paper or tracing paper
over the map, and with a pencil trace the outline of each continent. (But, since Antarctica
is mostly hidden way down at the bottom of this map, you will want to trace it from the
map on page 133.)
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Maps and the Globe
Do you know what you’re making
when you draw the land shapes on a
piece of paper? You’re making a map.
That’s what maps are – drawings of
the world. Maps give us pictures of the
world to study. They help us see the
shapes of land and water. Maps can
also give us other information. Some
maps show where mountains and
rivers and lakes are, and give their
names. Some show the names of
highways and the locations of towns
and cities.
There’s a special kind of map that
isn’t flat like paper. Instead, this map
is round, like a big balloon. It’s called
This girl is using a globe
a globe. A globe is a little model of our
world. Of course, a globe is much,
much smaller than our planet Earth, just as a Matchbox car is much smaller than a real
car or a doll is much smaller than a real person.
At home, school or the library, look at a globe. Notice how much more water there is
than land. Now find each of the seven continents. Use your finger to trace around the
outline of each continent.

Which Way Are You Going?
To help you find things on a map or globe, you need to
know the four main directions that tell you where things
are. Everything on earth is in a certain direction from
where you are now. Let’s learn the names of the four main
directions. They are: north, south, east and west.
East is where the sun rises. If you don’t know where
that is, you can find out early tomorrow morning. West is
where the sun sets. You can find out where that is late
today or tomorrow.
121
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North, South, East, West
Let’s look at the directions on a map. In most maps, the top of a map is
north. To go north, move your finger up on the map.
The bottom of a map is south. To go south, move your finger down.
The right of a map is east. To go east, move your finger to the right.
The left of a map is west. (‘Left’ and ‘west’ sound alike, which can help
you remember.) To go west, move your finger to the left.
Have you heard of the North Pole and the South Pole? Those are the
special names for the very top of our world, and for the very bottom.
Which pole is at the top of our world? Can you find the North Pole on
a globe? Can you find the South Pole on a globe?

Many maps use a picture like this to show the directions.

Now try this. Here’s a picture of
a house. There is something
near the house on each side.
Which direction is each thing
from the house?
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The dog is ___ of the house.

G

The tree is ___of the house.

G

The cat is ___of the house.

G

The car is ___of the house.
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Around the World in Seven Ways
PARENTS: It is not important that Year 1 children be able to define or explain
the difference between countries and continents. A complete understanding
of the relevant geographical and political concepts requires a level of abstract
reasoning that will develop in later years for most children. We provide the
basic explanation below because children will hear about both countries and
continents, and they can benefit from having at least a working response to
their likely question, ‘What’s the difference?’
Let’s learn about the seven continents.
Do you remember their names? Let’s
say them aloud: Asia, Europe, Africa,
North America, South America,
Australia, Antarctica.
As you learn about the seven
continents, you’ll also hear about
some diﬀerent countries. Countries
and continents – what’s the diﬀerence?
Well, countries are usually smaller
than continents. For example, let’s say
you live in Britain (do you?). en
that’s your country: Great Britain. But
your country is only part of a bigger
continent. Which continent? Europe.
Even though it is an island, Great
Britain is a country on the continent
of Europe. There are other countries
on the continent of Europe. To the
Many countries use a flower to
south of Britain, on the other side of
represent them. Can you see the
the English Channel, is the country
rose (England); daffodil (Wales);
called France. To the west of Britain,
thistle (Scotland); shamrock (Ireland);
on the other side of the Irish Sea, is
lily (France)?
the country called Ireland. Each one
of these countries has different
leaders and different rules. Each country uses a different kind of money to Britain. Each
country has a different flag. But all three countries are on the same continent: Europe.
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Now let’s learn about the seven continents and about some of the countries in
each continent.

Asia
The largest continent
in the world is Asia.
Look at Asia on the
map. Put your finger
on Asia, but watch
out! Asia is home to
tigers, elephants and
panda bears, and
they might find your
finger very interesting.

A wall runs for miles and
miles across the country of
China. This picture shows
only a small part of the
Great Wall of China. A
powerful leader made his
people build this wall a long
time ago to defend their
country from enemies. The
wall has watchtowers and
walkways. It’s so wide that
you can ride six horses side
by side along its top.
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Europe
Look at the map on page
120 and find Asia’s
neighbour, Europe. Asia
and
Europe
touch
each other. Compared to
Asia, Europe is a
small continent. Europe
has beautiful buildings:
wonderful
palaces,
churches, museums and
more!
This is the Eiffel
Tower, in the country
called France. The Eiffel
Tower is made of metal.
You can ride to the top of
the tower in a lift and
look out over the great
city of Paris.

Here we are outside Buckingham Palace, which is in
London. Who lives in a palace? Why, who else but a king, or
a queen, or maybe both? For many, many years, the kings and
queens of Britain have lived in Buckingham Palace.
Nowadays, the king or queen doesn’t rule Britain or make the
laws but the British people still like to have a king or queen.
Who are those red-coated fellows with fuzzy black hats
standing outside the palace? They are the palace guards.
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Africa
Look back to the map on page 120. Take your finger and move it down from Europe. You’ll
soon come to Africa. Use your fingers to measure Africa. See how much bigger Africa is
than Europe? Africa is the world’s second largest continent. (Do you remember the name
of the largest continent?)
Africa spreads over much of the earth. It’s a continent of amazing variety. ‘Variety’ means
difference. Africa has lots of different kinds of weather and land.
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In one part of Africa, there are hot, dry deserts. In another part, there are big stretches
of grassland. In another part, there are steamy jungles.
And if you think
Africa has lots of
different kinds of
weather and land, wait
till you see the animals.
There are hippos and
hyenas, leopards and
lions, elephants and
rhinos, crocodiles and
ostriches – and that’s
just the beginning.
This picture shows a
small part of a huge
park in East Africa
called the Serengeti
(sair-in-GET-ee). Here
you can find hungry
giraffes munching on
treetops, lions lounging
on rocks and zebras,
antelopes and cheetahs
roaming across the
grassland.
This is a picture of
a market in Morocco,
a country in North
Africa. Do you see
any fruits or vegetables
you recognise?
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North America
Look at the map on page 120. Put
your finger on Africa. Pretend your
finger is a ship. It’s time to sail away
from Africa. Go west, toward two big
connected continents. To get there,
you have to cross an ocean first.
The name of this big ocean is the
Atlantic Ocean.
Let your finger sail over the big
waves of the Atlantic Ocean and take
you to North America.
You’ve just crossed one big ocean,
the Atlantic, to get to North America.
Now, move your finger west across
North America. Do you see another
ocean on the western side of the
continent? This is the Pacific Ocean.
A famous song says that the United States of
America stretches ‘from sea to shining sea’ – and
now you know the names of those two ‘shining seas’!
Between the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans,
on the continent of North America, you’ll find
deserts, prairies and forest. You’ll find steamy
swamps where alligators live and tall mountains
where mountain lions roam. You’ll find farms
and cities, big and little.
One of the most beautiful places in the United
States is the Grand Canyon. A long, long, long
time ago – millions of years ago – a river ran
through here and the water carved away the land.
If you visit the Grand Canyon, there are places
where you can go deep down into the canyon.
Do you know how you get there? You ride
on mules!
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These women are
doing a popular dance
in Mexico. Look at
how colourful their
special dresses are.
(Can you find Mexico
on the map on page
128?)

These red-coated people from Canada are part of
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, who are known
by the nickname ‘Mounties’. The Mounties became
famous for tracking down criminals and bad guys on
horseback. People say that the Mounties ‘always get
their man’, so watch out, bad guys! (Can you find
Canada on the map on page 128?)

This big, brown
bear, called a grizzly
bear, is found in North
America. Despite having
very large, sharp teeth,
grizzly bears like to eat
fish like salmon.
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South America
Look again at the map on page 120. Put your finger on the Pacific Ocean side of North
America. Start near the top, then slide your finger down, down, down, following the outline
of the land, until you reach another really big piece of land. Do you remember that on
most maps north is up and south is down? So, as you slide your finger down, in what
direction are you going? When you reach that other big piece of land, you’re no longer in
North America. You’ve reached the continent called South America.
Keep sliding your
finger down the
Pacific Ocean side of
South America. You’re
sliding
over
the
Andes Mountains, the
longest
mountain
range in the world. Do
you see the special
marks that the map
here uses to show
these mountains? The
marks show you that
the Andes Mountains
run all the way
down the Pacific side
of South America.
People live in these
mountains and some
of the people raise
helpful furry animals
called llamas. Llamas
are patient and strong,
but don’t annoy them.
If they get angry, they
spit at you!
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There’s a lot more to South America than
mountains. Look on the map on page 130
for a big river. The map uses a blue line to
show this river. Of course, the line on the
map is small, but this river is very, very big
and very, very long. It’s called the Amazon.
The Amazon River begins high in the
Andes Mountains, then goes on until it runs
through a steamy jungle called a rainforest.
The Amazon rainforest has anteaters and
anacondas (huge snakes), jaguars and sloths,
howler monkeys and vampire bats.
Here’s a rainforest creature called a sloth.
Hey, Mr. Sloth! Don’t you have anything
better to do than just hang around?
High in the Andes Mountains, there’s a
very old city called Machu Picchu. Long ago
the people called Incas built this stone ‘city in
the clouds’.
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Australia
Australia is the smallest continent. Australia is
really a large island. (An island is a piece of land
with water all around it.) People in Europe and
North America sometimes call Australia the ‘down
under’ continent because Australia is ‘down under’
Europe and North America. Australia is the home
of some animals that you’ll find on no other
continent: kangaroos, koalas and wallabies. And
there’s one very unusual Australian animal that
seems like a mixture of a bunch of animals: it’s
called a duckbill platypus. (The platypus is
pictured on the map. Can you find it?)
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Koalas remind some people of teddy
bears, but they’re not bears at all. They’re
actually the same kind of animal as the
kangaroo. Both koalas and kangaroos are
a kind of animal called marsupials –
which means the mothers have their
babies in pouches near their belly and can
hop around with them everywhere.

Antarctica
At the very bottom of the world is
the continent of Antarctica. Antarctica is
the home of – well, almost nothing. It’s
blanketed by such thick snow and ice that
almost no plants grow here and almost no animals can live here. Some animals who live
between land and sea call Antarctica home – penguins, for example, and some seals and
whales. But even these animals prefer to stay closer to the warmer islands that are around
the continent of Antarctica.
So, if you’re planning a
holiday, Antarctica is not
the place to go. These giant
emperor penguins look like
they’re dressed for a fancy party!
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Can you answer these questions
about the continents?
1. Which is the biggest continent?
2. On which continent will you find the Andes, the longest mountain
range in the world?
3. If you wanted to see a giraffe or zebra living in the wild (not in a
zoo), which continent would you visit?
4. On which continent will you find these three countries: France, Great
Britain and Ireland?
5. Koalas and kangaroos live on which continent?
After you’ve answered the questions, go to a globe or map. Point to
and name each of the seven continents.
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British History and Geography
PARENTS: Please read the World History and Geography section of this book
with your child first, as the following section assumes some familiarity with
terms introduced in World History and Geography.

Your Country
Do you live in the United
Kingdom? en that’s your
nation. Sometimes people call it
Britain, or Great Britain, or the
UK, or else they say they live
in England, or Northern
Ireland, Wales or Scotland,
which are all parts of the United
Kingdom. For a long time
Ireland was part of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland. During this period the
Kings and Queens of Britain
were also the Kings and Queens
of Ireland. Now only a small
part – Northern Ireland – is
part of the same nation. When
we talk about England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland
altogether we call it the United
Kingdom or UK.
Here is our ‘flower’ map of the British Isles again. Do you remember which
countries the flowers represent? The list on page 123 will tell you.
PARENTS: Help your child to point to the approximate location where you
live in the UK. Does your child know the name of where he or she lives?
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The Union Jack
The British flag is called
the Union Jack. The
name reminds us of the
time when England and
Scotland became one
nation instead of two
Saint George’s
Saint Andrew’s
under the Act of Union in
Cross
Cross
1707. To show that these
two countries had really
joined together, their flags
were put together. The
English flag was a red cross
on a white background. It
is called the Saint George’s
cross, after the patron
Union Jack
saint of England, the Saint
George we read about in
Language and Literature
who saved a princess
from a dragon. The Scottish
flag was a white Saint
Saint Patrick’s
Union Flag of
Andrew’s cross on a blue
Cross
England and
background. So to make
Scotland
one flag, the two crosses
were placed one on the
top of the other and they
made something very like the Union Jack – but not quite. Later, Ireland
was also united with England and Scotland, so the flag changed again.
The cross of Saint Patrick (which is the same as a Saint Andrew’s cross,
but is red on a white background) was combined with the cross of Saint
George and the cross of Saint Andrew to create the Union Jack that has
been flying ever since. The Southern part of Ireland became an
independent country in 1921, but the Union Jack is still the flag of the
United Kingdom of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.
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You know that your country, Great Britain, is part of a large group of countries called a
continent. Do you remember which continent Great Britain is part of? It’s the continent
called Europe.

Looking Back
Britain is an island. That means it is an area of land surrounded by water. Ireland (can you
find that on the map on page 135?) is also an island. This meant that for thousands of
years, before aeroplanes were invented, people could only get to Britain and Ireland by
sailing across the sea on a boat.
But long before that – so very long ago that it is difficult for us to think about how long
ago it was – Britain and Ireland were not islands. They were joined together, and joined to
the rest of Europe. You could have walked from one country to another!
Let’s go back in our imaginations to that time, thousands and thousands of years ago. What
would Britain have looked like then? You know all those homes and buildings you see today?
All the school buildings, banks, shopping centres, railway stations, oﬃce blocks – well, imagine
them all fading away. As they disappear, you see something taking their place and you are
almost blinded by the glare, because for miles and miles, all you can see is ice!

The Ice Age
In those days, many
thousands of years
ago, it was so cold
that we call that time
the Ice Age. A large
part of Europe was
covered with thick
sheets of ice called
glaciers. It was so
cold that it was hard
for plants or animals
to survive. It was
certainly too cold for
people.
This map shows Europe during the Ice Age, when Britain, Ireland and the
rest of Europe were joined by ice. Do you see the big woolly creatures?
They are called ‘woolly mammoths’ and lived during the Ice Age.
137
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However, gradually the climate became warmer. More plants began to grow and animals
arrived from parts of Europe that had not been covered in ice. They were followed by
people who were so adventurous that they travelled to the land that is now Britain and
Ireland. They were not the first people ever to live there: there had been people living there
before the temperature dropped and great sheets of ice covered the land. But from this
time onwards there have always been people living in what we now call Britain, so those
men and women who arrived after the Ice Age are our very, very distant ancestors.
As the great sheets of ice began to melt, they turned into rivers of water that flowed into
the sea. Can you guess what happened next? As more and more water poured into the sea,
it started to rise. The water flooded some of the low-lying parts of the land and cut off
the land we know as Britain from the rest of Europe. It also cut off Britain from Ireland.
This is how Britain became an island, and being an island has been important in all
sorts of ways. This is why the story of our country – its history – is sometimes called Our
Island Story.
So what was life like for our very, very distant ancestors in the land we now call Britain?
They lived in what we now call the Stone Age. This is not because everything they used
was made of stone! It is because they lived very primitive lives, and didn’t have many tools
or things to make life comfortable.
To stay alive people hunted and
gathered plants. At night they huddled
around fires in damp caves to keep
warm. They couldn’t buy their clothes
or food. They had to make or find
everything. They made tools out of
sticks and stones. They made needles
out of bones, which they used to sew
clothes made out of animal skin.
Sometimes, they even found time to
decorate their caves with paintings
like the ones in this picture.
But their most important task was finding food. Just like you, they got hungry and they
had to eat. Of course, way back then they couldn’t go shopping at a supermarket! To get
food, they sometimes picked the wild plants growing around them, but most of all they
hunted for animals to eat.
Because the early humans were hunters, they were always on the move from place to
place. Why did they have to keep moving? Can you think of a reason? They kept moving
because they were following the animals they hunted. In those long-ago days, great herds
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of woolly mammoths and deer roamed the land. As the animal herds moved on, looking
for greener grass and a warmer climate, the human beings followed because those animals
were their breakfast, lunch and dinner!

‘Stop! It’s dinnertime.’

Having to follow the animals
made life hard for our Stone Age
ancestors, until they made a great
discovery. They learned how to
tame animals and grow crops like
wheat. This meant that they
could settle down and stay in one
place, knowing that they had a
regular supply of food.

Stonehenge
Although the people of those
days had only very simple
tools, they left something that
has amazed people ever since.
It is called Stonehenge and it is
in Wiltshire, in the South-West
of England.
Huge stones, some of which
were brought over land from
hundreds of miles away, were
set up in a circle. Other stones were arranged inside this circle in a
special pattern. These stones are very, very heavy. A lot of people would
need to work together to move them around and raise them up. How
did they do it, with only very simple tools made of sharp stones and
animal bones? It is a great mystery, and people have tried for hundreds
of years to understand it. Nobody knows what Stonehenge was built
for. Perhaps it was to do with religious beliefs, as it is arranged so that
the rising sun falls on the stones in a certain way. Perhaps it was a sort
of calendar or a place people went to when they wanted to get well.
One day you might visit Stonehenge, then you can try to think it out
for yourself.
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The Bronze Age
People still had only very simple things, made of flint or
bone, to help themselves, until they made another great
discovery: they learned how to make bronze. Bronze is a
very hard metal, made from two other metals: tin and
copper. Discovering how to make bronze meant that people
could make themselves all sorts of new things like bowls
and decorative ornaments, as well as swords and arrows.

The Iron Age
e Bronze Age was followed by the Iron Age when people
learned how to make iron. is is an even harder metal than
bronze. It can be hammered into all sorts of shapes when it is
hot and put together with other metals like gold and silver to
make beautiful and useful things.
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This Iron Age shield is
called the Battersea
Shield because it was
found on the bed
of the River Thames
near Battersea.

How did the Iron Age come to an end? It certainly wasn’t
because people stopped using iron! We are still using it today,
thousands of years later. But something happened that
changed everything, as far as history is concerned. e
Romans, who had established a great empire that covered
large parts of Europe, Africa and Asia, decided to invade our little island. ey already ruled
the land we now call France, so it wasn’t a very long journey across the stretch of water we
now call the English Channel to add this country to the great Roman Empire. We will find
out more about the Romans in another book. e thing about them that you need to know
now is that they could read and write.
Amongst other things they wrote –
history! From the arrival of the Romans
onwards, we have written accounts of
what happened in our country, so we don’t
have to rely on digging up pots and spears
and other things to try to work out what
happened for ourselves. We call the time
before the Romans arrived pre-history.
Pre- means before, and this was before
history was written down. History starts
with the Romans!
The Romans arriving in Britain
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Kings and Queens
What do you think people in other countries know about Britain? One thing that almost
everyone knows about us is that we have a Queen and that she lives in Buckingham Palace.
We have had kings and queens for hundreds of years, and the history of Britain is closely
tied up with them. Some of them were good people who tried to rule wisely and do their
best for their subjects. However some were not quite so good. Some kings were cruel and
mistreated people who disagreed with them or would not do what they wanted. Some kings
were greedy, and they took away so much of people’s money and possessions that people
felt they were being treated unfairly. But what could they do? e King was the King!
People began to feel that the king should not rule completely on his own. Even a very
good king could not know everything he needed to know in order to make the best
decisions. It was felt that the king should have some wise people to advise him, and that
some of the great nobles, who owned a lot of land and had many people who were loyal to
them, should play a part in the government of the country. Sometimes the king found it
helpful to call together these groups of nobles and church leaders to advise him on what
to do, because it made it easier for him to govern the country if he had supporters in
different areas. However, it was up to the king to decide whom to ask to join his group of
advisers and it was up to him to decide when they met and whether he took their advice
or not. Sometimes he did and sometimes he didn’t!
These gatherings came to be known as ‘parliaments’ [PAR-leeya-ment). The word comes
from the French word parler [par-LAY] which means ‘to talk’. So a parliament is a place
where you talk about things.
141
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The Magna Carta
During the reign of King John something happened that made it harder for the King to
do just as he liked. People thought King John was a very bad king – in fact, he was one of
the most disliked kings we have ever had. He was greedy and cruel and only cared about
himself. The noblemen, who were rich and powerful and were called barons, decided that
he could not be allowed to go on behaving so badly. No one was safe from him, because
he did just as he liked. So they drew up an agreement which was called Magna Carta
(MAG-ner CAR-ter), or the Great Charter. A charter is an agreement which is written
down and signed by the people who say they will do what it says. It is like making a very
serious promise that you can’t break. Have you ever had to promise to be good?
The Magna Carta protected the people of England from greedy kings. It said that:
G

No one shall be punished a great deal for a very little fault. However bad they may have
been, we will not take their tools or the other things they need to earn their living away
from them.

G

No one shall be put in prison or have his belongings and lands taken from him unless
he has been brought before a judge and allowed to tell his side of the story.

There were lots of other promises that the barons wanted the King to make, saying that he
would listen to the advice of his barons and follow it, but he became very angry and refused
to sign the Magna Carta.
He said he wouldn’t be a
proper king if other
people could tell him
what to do.
This just made the
barons more determined
that King John must sign
the Magna Carta or no
one would be safe. Agree
he must. Yet he kept
delaying, from Christmas
till Easter, from Easter till
midsummer. Friend after
friend deserted him, until
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King John signing the Magna Carta
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he realised the whole country was against him. The barons forced the King to meet them
at a little place beside the River Thames called Runnymede [runny-meed]. The barons and
their army camped on one side of the river and the King on the other. On a little island in
the river they met and talked and there, on 15 June 1215, King John signed the Magna
Carta.
King John didn’t keep his promises. He broke them over and over again. But the
important thing was that he had admitted that the king can’t do just as he likes. He needs
to respect other people. So 15 June 1215 is a sort of birthday in our country’s history – the
birthday of the idea that kings and queens have to rule with the support of the people.

The Father of the English Parliament
When King John died,
his son Henry became
king. Henry was not
as bad as his father,
but he was still not a
very good man. The
barons became so
unhappy with the
way he behaved that
they tried to make
him promise to call
regular parliaments to
discuss how to rule
the country. They also
wanted the King to
Simon de Montfort calls a parliament
promise to have other
people besides the barons in his parliaments. They wanted men who came from the
diﬀerent parts of the country to represent their neighbours’ views to the King.
The King refused, so the barons rose up to make war against him. The King lost, and
the most powerful of the barons, called Simon de Montfort (mont-four), called a
parliament to make new rules about governing the country. This was the first parliament
to include men who represented the towns and counties of England, which is the way
parliaments have been made up ever since. As a result, Simon de Montfort is called the
Father of the English Parliament.
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Raising taxes
As the years went by, people got used to the idea of the king calling together groups of
people from all over the country to advise him in parliament. It was up to the king to
decide when to call them, and whether or not he was going to do as they advised, but there
was one thing he really needed parliament to do. Sometimes the king would do something
that cost a lot of money – more money than he had himself. Usually this was when he went
to war. So how was he to raise the money to pay for a war? He had to do it by raising taxes.
That means people had to pay a part of what they earned to the king. Nobody really likes
doing this, so kings would only raise taxes when they were agreed by parliament. Every
time parliament was asked to vote for taxes it gave them the chance to ask the king for
something in return. Gradually, parliament became more and more powerful. The king
was still in charge, and parliament wouldn’t go against the king’s wishes, but he had to talk
to them if he needed a lot of money.
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Some
kings
really didn’t like
this, but they put
up with it. Then
a king called
Charles the First
decided he really
couldn’t be a
proper king if he
had to depend
on anyone else
agreeing
with
him, because he
thought that kings
are chosen by
God, which means
they can never be
King Charles went into parliament to try to arrest
wrong
about
people who disagreed with him
anything.
This
was called the Divine Right of Kings. The men who sat in the parliament tried to tell him
what to do, but he just became more and more stubborn. Finally he decided to put a stop
to this. He went to parliament with lots of soldiers and tried to have some of the men who
wanted to tell him what to do arrested and thrown into prison. But he was too late. They
had been told that he was coming and run away. King Charles looked around and said: ‘I
can see my birds have flown.’
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Parliament and the King at war
The members of parliament were very angry that King Charles had dared to come right
into the parliament building to try to arrest them. They were supposed to be free to say
whatever they wanted in parliament, and he was trying to stop them. Things went from
bad to worse, until a war broke out between King Charles and his supporters, who were
called Cavaliers (cavver-leers), and the members of parliament and their supporters, who
were called Roundheads. This was called a civil war. Usually wars are fought between
people who live in different countries. A civil war is fought between people who live in
the same country. This makes it much worse, as neighbours are fighting neighbours, and
sometimes even members of the same family are fighting each other. This is what happened
when some families were divided between those who supported King Charles and those
who supported the parliament.
The Roundheads won the war, then they cut off the head of King Charles and said that
Britain wasn’t going to have a king any more. Instead, a man called Oliver Cromwell would
rule the country. He would be called the Lord Protector. He was a very serious man and
he wanted everyone to lead very strict lives like him.
When Oliver Cromwell died, his son became Lord Protector. He was not a very good
ruler and people thought they would like to go back to having a king again. When kings
die, their oldest sons become kings after them. So they asked the son of King Charles the
First, who was also called Charles, if he would like to be king and he said yes. So he became
King Charles the Second. He had to agree that he would listen to what the members of
parliament had to say, and that he would not try to be a king like his father, thinking that
whatever he believed must be right.
Charles the Second did not have any children who could become king after him, so,
when he died, his brother, who was called James, became king. King James was more like
his father than his brother. He thought kings were chosen by God and did not have to
think about other people’s opinions.
The people began to say: ‘We decided a long time ago that we didn’t want to have a king
who doesn’t listen to anyone else’s opinions. We want a king who talks to us and lets us
have some say in how the country is governed.’

King William and Queen Mary sign
the Declaration of Rights
So the people decided to have another change. They asked the daughter of King James,
who was called the Princess Mary, if she would like to be Queen, with her husband, who
145
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was called William,
as King. Princess
Mary talked to her
husband and they
decided that they
would
like
to
become King and
Queen and rule the
country together by
talking to people
and listening to the
advice they were
given by members
of parliament.
First of all they
had to sign a piece
of paper – and it
King William and Queen Mary receive
was one of the most
the Declaration of Rights.
important pieces of
paper in the history
of our country. It was called the Declaration of Rights. When the new King and Queen
signed it on 23 February 1689, they were agreeing that parliament had the right to make
laws and raise taxes. Ever since then, the laws in Britain have been made by parliament
and not by the King or Queen on their own. Kings and Queens play a very important part
in our government, but the final decisions are taken by the members of parliament who
are elected by the ordinary people of the country. So 23 February 1689 is another great
birthday for Britain – the day when it was agreed that parliament would make the laws.

Prime Ministers
When the members of parliament became responsible for passing laws and raising taxes,
they still needed the King and Queen to agree to whatever they wanted to do. e King or
Queen used to sit with the most important members of parliament, who are called ministers,
to talk about what needed to be done. However, when George I became King, there was a
problem – because he came from Hanover in Germany and didn’t speak very much English!
Also, he spent a lot of time in Hanover because he loved his home country so much, which
meant someone else had to be in charge of the meetings when he was away.
146
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The best idea seemed to be for one of the
ministers to be in charge when the King
wasn’t there. A man called Robert Walpole
was chosen to do this. He was called the First
Lord of the Treasury. This is a big name, but
what it really means is that he was in charge
of all the government’s money. This made
him a very important person. He could
usually get the other members of parliament
to do what he wanted, so he was sometimes
called the Prime Minister, because ‘prime’
means first. First of all people said it to tease
him, but the name stuck, and after a while
whoever was the First Lord of the Treasury
came to be known as the Prime Minister.
So Robert Walpole became the person in
charge of the meetings of ministers, and
Robert Walpole was the
afterwards he would tell the King what they
first Prime Minister
had been discussing. To this day the Prime
Minister still goes to meet the Queen every week to talk to her about what the government
is doing. The Queen listens and offers advice to her Prime Minister.
Not only was Robert
Walpole the first Prime
Minister, he was Prime
Minister for longer than
anyone else has ever been –
over twenty years! Although
he was a very powerful man
for a long time, he never
forgot that he came from a
farming family in Norfolk.
He used to munch little
apples, sent from his Norfolk
farm, while he was sitting in
the House of Commons
listening to the other
members of parliament.
Prime Minister David Cameron meeting
the Queen
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The King admired
Robert Walpole so much
he offered him a house
in Downing Street,
near to the Houses of
Parliament. Robert said
he could not accept such
a valuable gift for
himself, but he would
accept it as First Lord of
the Treasury. This meant
that whoever was First
Lord of the Treasury after
him would be able to live
in this house. The British
Prime Minister still lives
there, and it is called 10
The Prime Minister lives at 10 Downing Street
Downing Street. It still
has the words First Lord
of the Treasury on the front door, to remind us of why the Prime Minister is living there.
Number 10 Downing Street is not only the place where Prime Ministers live: they also
work there and entertain important people from other countries. Living and working in
the same building means that the Prime Minister can always be ready to do whatever needs
to be done for the people of Britain.

Other Prime Ministers
There have been many more Prime Ministers of Britain since Robert Walpole. You’ll learn
about them later (in school and in the other books of this series). The important things to
know now are, first, that the Prime Minister is the leader of the government of Britain;
and second that we choose the people we want to lead us. They don’t get the job just
because they’re born into a certain family, like kings or queens. Instead, every four or five
years, grown-ups in Great Britain get to choose the people who will make up the
government. That’s called voting. We vote for members of parliament, and one of those
members of parliament will become the Prime Minister.
Who is the Prime Minister now? Do you know? See if you can find out, because that
person may change our country and your life!
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