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The story of the Kings of England from William I 
to Richard II

(1066-1399)

Three hundred and thirty-three years 

of interesting things and 

fascinating people

C J Gray
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BACKGROUND

England before the Norman Conquest

The period covered by this book is the three hundred and thirty-three years between 1066 (when William the Conqueror led the Norman invasion) and 1399 (when Richard II abdicated).

To fully understand this period, however, it is important also to have some understanding, in outline, of what went before and what led up to the famous events of 1066.

We are going to spend some time, then, considering the following themes:

The Growth of England

The Anglo-Saxon Invasions

Alfred the Great (871-899) & The Vikings

The Danish Kings (including Canute)

Edward the Confessor (1042-1066)
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A Viking Longboat

THE GROWTH OF ENGLAND
circa 400-800 
Today we think of England as part of the British Isles and it is hard to imagine a time when there was no division between England and Scotland or between England and Wales.  Yet there was such a time, for the countries did not become separated until after the Romans had left our shores and the Anglo-Saxon invaders landed. 


In the early years of the fifth century, various Teutonic tribes attacked the very heart of the Roman Empire.  When Rome itself was threatened, the Romans left Britain, never to return.  Various other peoples, from areas around Denmark and Germany, then turned their attention to the pleasant, green, fertile Roman province of Britain, now unprotected by the might of the Roman armies. 

The next four hundred years, or thereabouts, are often described as the “Dark Ages”.  That is because we do not know very much about them.  We do, however, know enough to be able to build up a reasonable picture of what people were like in those times and what important events took place.  (You will notice in this chapter’s heading the date is given as “circa” 400-800.  “Circa” is a Latin word historians use to mean “about” or “approximately”.  Sometimes it is abbreviated, e.g. “c.1700” meaning “around 1700”.) 


The first to arrive were the Jutes.  After helping the people of Kent (in the very south east of England) to defeat some of the wild tribes of the north, they chose to remain in that part of the country and they settled there.  Following a number of minor skirmishes with the Britons (as natives of these islands were called) this became a Jutish settlement and later a kingdom.  This was a pleasant region but it was bounded to the west by forest and barren land.  To push past this, or to cross the Thames to the north, would be difficult so the natural boundaries of what we now know as Kent were formed.


To the west of Kent lay an area of open country, hemmed in on the northern side, and this was settled by groups of Saxons (from Saxony in what is now Germany).  This became the kingdom of Sussex (South Saxons).  At about the same time, others had settled in land north of the Thames and this later became Essex (East Saxons).  

The North Folk and the South Folk

Another group of invaders at this time were the Angles.  They came from Angelm, again in modern Germany.  They settled in two places on the east coast, one of which, East Anglia, still bears their name to-day.  This kingdom was bounded on the west by the fen country, which limited its spread in that direction, and of course to the east
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(from A Pageant of History)

there was the North Sea.  East Anglia consisted of the North Folk and the South Folk (Norfolk and Suffolk).  Other Angles settled in Lincolnshire but it was not until later that they were joined by others to form the kingdom of Mercia.  The strongest were those who settled in the land north of the river Humber and which became known as Northumbria.


A little later, other waves of Angles pushed in from the coast and occupied the middle of the country, forming Mercia.  Others, mainly Saxons, landed in the south near the Isle of Wight and pushed west (lands further east being already occupied).  They eventually formed the kingdom of Wessex (West Saxons).  


So we can see the formation of seven kingdoms:

· Northumbria

· Mercia

· Wessex

· Sussex

· Essex

· East Anglia

· Kent


These seven kingdoms were known as the Heptarchy.  Of the seven, by far the biggest were the first three in the above list, and indeed Northumbria and Mercia were significantly bigger than all the others, as can be seen from the map on the previous page.  



We should not imagine that all this happened quickly, nor that the kingdoms were formed as soon as a group of people settled in a particular part of the country.  They did not arrive, mark off a piece of land and say “This will be our kingdom”.  What happened was that each party of invaders would find an attractive area in which to settle, and there they would build their villages.  Later, different villages would combine, usually for their own protection or to form alliances against a common enemy, and over many years kingdoms were thus established.   

We must also remember that in order to settle in this country, the incomers had first to push the natives out of the land they wished to occupy.  It took a long time for all the Britons to be removed.  It is easy to imagine in which direction they were pushed.  The invading peoples came in from the east and naturally pushed west in search of land.  Those already occupying that land were inevitably forced westwards.  We saw earlier how kingdoms often had natural boundaries (the sea, a river, inhospitable land etc).  Now it can be seen that the westerly boundaries of kingdoms such as Mercia, Northumbria and Wessex were formed because the natives could not be forced any further west.

From Seven Kingdoms to Three
Some time after the Heptarchy had been formed, the seven kingdoms began to want to grow and spread.  The kings wished to become stronger, more powerful and more respected; and they wanted their kingdoms to become still bigger.  It was not long before Mercia had “swallowed up” East Anglia and Essex and Wessex had done the same to Sussex and Kent.  For the next four hundred years or so there were therefore three important kingdoms: Northumbria, Wessex and Mercia.


For a time, Northumbria was the most powerful.  In the seventh century, it gained the “overlordship” of the whole country (which meant it was the “boss” and the other kings had to respect its authority).  However, it was very hard to maintain such a position and in 685 Edwin, king of Northumbria, was defeated by Mercia.  It was then Mercia’s turn to become the chief kingdom in England, and this was the case for about a hundred years.  Then, it was the turn of Wessex, under King Egbert. 

The First King of England


King Egbert was a strong king and had been King of Wessex for twenty-six years when he was declared King of the English.  He can therefore be fairly described as the first King of England. Our present Queen, Elizabeth II, is directly descended from Egbert.  


When Egbert died, his son Ethelwulf succeeded him and then he in turn was succeeded by his sons, Etherbald, Ethelbert, Ethelred and Alfred. The last-named, Alfred – known as Alfred the Great – was one of our greatest ever kings.

The pre-Norman Kings of England

	HOUSE OF WESSEX
	

	Egbert 
	829-839

	Ethelbald 
	855-860

	Ethelbert 
	860-866

	Ethelred 
	866-871

	Alfred the Great 
	871-899

	Edward the Elder 
	899-925

	Athelstan 
	925-940

	Edmund the Magnificent 
	940-946

	Eadred 
	946-955

	Eadwig 
	955-959

	Edgar 
	959-975

	Edward the Martyr 
	975-978

	Ethelred II (the Unready) 
	979-1013 & 1014-1016

	Edmund II (Ironside) 
	1016

	DANISH KINGS
	

	Sweyn Forkbeard 
	1014

	Canute 
	1016-1035

	Harold I (Harefoot) 
	1035-1040

	Harthacanute 
	1040-1042

	SAXONS
	

	Edward the Confessor 
	1042-1066

	Harold II (Godwinson) 
	1066


