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THE NORMAN CONQUEST

When William, Duke of Normandy, invaded England in late 1066, he changed the face of this country forever.

The Conqueror may have been, as we shall see, a cruel man, ruthless and merciless.  Perhaps he needed to be.  However we judge him now, we must acknowledge that here was one of the great kings in our long history.

What sort of man was William?  How did he gain control of a new kingdom so quickly?  What did he leave behind when he died twenty-one years after defeating Harold at Hastings?

[image: image2.jpg]



William stumbles as he lands in England but turns the 

fall to his advantage by taking hold of some English earth 

and waving it before his men – a gesture of 

victory and possession
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WILLIAM I – The Conqueror
1066-1087
In the autumn of the year 1028, near the castle of Falaise in Normandy in the north of France, a young tanner’s daughter named Herlève gave birth to a healthy young baby boy.  The boy was called Guillaume (William in English) and he grew up to be the most powerful ruler in Europe in the later part of the 11th century.


Almost from his birth, his life was full of drama, danger and bloody conflict.  His father was a great man – Robert, Duke of Normandy, descended from the Vikings who had raided France a hundred years earlier.  Because the French were unable to defeat them, the Norsemen had been given lands in the north of France which thus became known as Normandy.  Robert and Herlève were not married and young William was therefore not strictly speaking Robert’s legitimate heir.  When Robert died of fever in 1035, William became Duke of Normandy at the age of only seven!  This was greatly resented by the other Norman lords and barons.  As a result, the whole of Normandy was plunged into civil war, with William at the centre of it.  He must have grown up very quickly!


The young Duke had many lucky escapes, on one occasion dashing from captivity in a castle by night on horseback.  He grew into a tough, resilient and resourceful young man.  He soon learned the skills which enabled a man to prosper in those far-off days: he was loyal to his friends and ruthless with his enemies.  England was to experience both aspects of his character when he crossed the channel to take its throne in 1066.


William’s reputation grew until, by around 1050 when he was still only in his early twenties, he was renowned as a fierce and fearsome adversary.  When the Count of Anjou, Geoffrey Martel, joined forces with the King of France in an attack on Normandy, William reacted with ruthless and merciless ferocity.  He captured the town of Alençon and, in response to those of its citizens who had mockingly called him “the tanner” (because of his mother’s humble origins), he had their arms and legs hacked off. This frightened Martel’s supporters so much that they quickly surrendered.  Not a man to argue with!


William eventually made his dukedom safe, and his ambitious eyes turned north to the pleasant land of England.  Why did he think he had a chance of gaining the throne?


Firstly, he would know that Edward the Confessor had no children.  That meant there was no clear and obvious successor.


Secondly, there was a family connection: his great-aunt Emma had been Edward’s mother, so he was Edward’s cousin (once removed).  Perhaps he could claim to be next in line to the throne through that – although of course it has to be remembered that William himself was illegitimate (meaning that his mother and father had not been married) so that would disqualify him in many eyes.


Thirdly, Edward had, according to William, promised him the throne as early as 1051.  This, it must be noted, was during the period when Godwin, Earl of Sussex, was in exile and out of favour, so Edward might not have been well disposed towards him at the time.  Godwin’s family was the most influential in England and later, when his son Harold succeeded him, he seems to have been very much back in favour.  This would doubtless have worried William, who must have seen Harold as his greatest threat.


When William was fortunate enough to have Harold at his mercy in 1064 (as we have seen) he took full advantage of the situation.  Harold’s promise, on solemn oath, must have seemed like a guarantee.


When in January 1066 William heard that Harold had been crowned, he was furious.  Remember, there was no television or radio in those days and it would have taken a few days for William to receive the news.  He immediately let it be known that he was determined to take what he saw as his rightful crown by force.


William set about preparing for a huge invasion and worked tirelessly throughout the spring and summer of the fateful year of 1066.  He found it relatively easy to attract supporters – Harold’s alleged perjury had angered many and they were happy to join William’s campaign.  He also gained the support of Pope Alexander II!


Sufficient ships (over seven hundred and fifty) were prepared to carry the whole invasion force to the shores of England.  Thousands of men and several thousand horses would need to be transported, together with three wooden castles which had been made in kit form ready to be put up very quickly.  Imagine a “flat-packed” castle! 


This astonishing fleet demonstrated William’s determination to finish the job.  Interestingly, each ship of the fleet had a fearsome Viking prow, something like the frightening Viking longboats of a century earlier.  


William had not forgotten that he was a Norseman at heart.


On 28th September, 1066, the Norman fleet landed, filling the English inhabitants of Pevensey and the surrounding area with absolute terror as ship after ship scrunched up onto the shingle beach.  English history was about to change dramatically and forever.

The Battle of Stamford Bridge 

King Harold was in a difficult position, to say the least.  He was a great leader and a great warrior, but his skill and resourcefulness were to be tested to the limit over the coming month.  It is doubtful whether many men could have done much better.  As we know, his best efforts only led to a gruesome death on a battlefield near Hastings.


William was waiting on the coast of France with a frightening invasion force.  That was bad enough, but there was another major problem.  


Harald Hardrada, the Norwegian king, had, like William, seen his chance to grab the throne of England.  He claimed that his family had been promised the throne by Hardicanute, the son of Canute, who was King of England from 1040 to 1042.  When Harold’s brother Earl Tostig, visited Hardrada in Norway in early 1066 the two agreed to plan an invasion and seize the crown from Harold.  Tostig and Harold had fallen out and Tostig clearly felt no family loyalty whatsoever! 


It is likely that Harold, faced with attacks at opposite ends of the country, felt more comfortable that Hardrada’s attack could be dealt with without him.  Edwin and Morcar, Northumbrian earls who had an alliance with Harold, would, he hoped, be able to handle the invading Norwegians.  Unfortunately for him, it did not work out like that.


In early September, a fleet of three hundred Norwegian ships sailed up the Humber and Hardrada and Tostig attacked York.  They later defeated Edwin and Morcar at Fulford on 20th September.


When King Harold was told that Hardrada had invaded with the aim of conquering all of England, it is said that he replied: "I will give him just six feet of English soil; or, since they say he is a tall man, I will give him seven feet!"  Unlike his alleged promise to William in 1064, this one was fulfilled.


Hardrada was indeed a tall man.  He was a fearsome warrior who had already made a name for himself as far from home as Constantinople, fighting under the notorious banner of a black raven against a white background.  His name meant “hard ruler”. His arrival must have been a great blow to Harold, despite his bravado in kindly offering him a small piece of England!


Harold had to act quickly.  In the end, he probably had no real choice but to march north to meet the Norwegians.  William’s fleet was delayed by northerly winds preventing its crossing the channel.  Harold could only hope it would be delayed for a little longer. 


With his army, Harold marched north.  Such was the speed with which they reached Hardrada and Tostig that they caught the Norwegians unawares:  it was a warm day and they had removed their “byrnies” (coats of chain-mail).  The English won a resounding victory, slaughtering the invaders by the thousand.  This was the battle of Stamford Bridge which took place on 25th September, 1066.  Hardrada and Tostig were both killed, Hardrada by an arrow in the throat.  Only twenty-five of the three hundred ships that had sailed from Norway were needed to take the survivors back home.


Stamford Bridge was in fact one of the greatest victories by any English army.  Sadly for the English, however, it was soon to be completely over-shadowed by shattering defeat only days later.


The demise of Hardrada is often seen as signalling the end of the Viking age.  Harold had ensured that England would not become part of a Scandinavian empire.  Over the next few weeks, however,  it became clear that, instead, she would be firmly and lastingly linked to the European mainland.


This great victory took place on the 25th September.  Harold had hardly had time to draw breath when he learned of William’s landing on the south coast on 28th.  The wind had changed at last!  


Again
, Harold’s hand was forced by circumstances.  Many historians believe that if Harold had been just a little less unlucky in the autumn of 1066 he may well have repulsed the Norman invasion.  As it was, he undertook a heroic march of almost 250 miles in just a few days, and arrived on the south coast to meet his nemesis.


The English had just completed a remarkable march and must have been thoroughly tired out.  The Normans, although they had expended some energy in sacking the odd village on the coast, had been waiting in relative peace and quiet for them to arrive.  Many of the English would have been suffering from battle injuries.  The Normans were fresh and eager to fight.  


It might fairly be said that in the circumstances the English never really had a chance, and that the result was a foregone conclusion.  However, the valiant struggle put up by Harold’s army in defence of their king and his kingdom was truly striking.  Even the ruthless William himself is said to have admired the bravery and determination of the vanquished English, although, true to his nature, he showed them little mercy.  

The Battle of Hastings 

As the sun rose on the morning of Sunday 14th October, Harold’s exhausted men, having taken only a very short rest after their prodigious march, stood on Senlac Hill near Hastings and faced up to the fierce Norman army.  


The invaders moved nearer and nearer until they were only about two hundred metres from the English ranks.  William divided his troops into three groups.  To his left were the Bretons who had crossed the channel as his allies. To his right were mercenary troops from other parts of France and from Belgium.  In the centre were the formidable Normans.


Just after nine o’clock in the morning, a blood-curdling cacophony of sound came from the Norman ranks.  Horns, trumpets, drums and wild shouts signalled the first assault.  The Norman archers began by edging nearer, firing sheets of arrows at the English.  Most simply bounced off English shields and fell harmlessly to the ground.  Soon the Normans had run out of arrows, and had to send for more.  


William then watched, presumably with growing frustration, as attack after attack by his foot soldiers was repelled by English shields, spears and javelins.  Then, his Breton knights tried their luck and they too were quite comfortably dealt with.  Harold’s army was once again proving its worth.  In particular, Harold’s crack troops, his huscarls – trained, professional soldiers completely loyal to their lord – were showing themselves to be a formidable fighting force.
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A Saxon Huscarl
(from www.essentialnormanconquest.com

It was at this point in the battle that a remarkable and memorable thing happened.


A great shout arose from within the Norman ranks.  Someone had called out, “William is dead!” and the cry was taken up by many others.  In the midst of the fighting, the redoubtable William had twice already had his horse cut from under him.  Now, a third time he fell to the ground and this time some thought he had not risen again.  This was a disaster for the Normans, and many of them began to retreat.  If their leader were dead, they could hardly continue the fight.  In jubilation and great excitement, many of the English broke ranks and chased after their fleeing enemies.  They must have felt that the battle was won!  Harold looked on in helpless fury – the last thing he wanted was for his troops to be dispersed.


William, of course, was not dead.  He had found another mount and, raising himself up in his stirrups and tearing the helmet from his head in order to be clearly recognised, he shouted to his demoralised troops to rally round him.


The retreat immediately swung round and the poor English who had so rashly left the security of their tightly-packed comrades were swiftly isolated, surrounded and hacked to pieces by the rejuvenated Normans, while Harold and the rest of his army looked on in horror, unable to intervene to save their friends.
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       William removes his helmet – the Duke is not dead!       (from This Land of Kings)

The English wall of shields, however, remained firm even after five hours or more of relentlessly ferocious fighting.  Seeing the fierce determination of his enemies, William put into operation two very clever plans.  These plans were to win him a famous victory.


First, he got his bowmen to fire high into the air, so that their arrows fell almost vertically upon those English who stood beyond the impenetrable shield wall.  


The second plan was to get his men to pretend to run away.  No doubt he had learned from the earlier readiness of the English to pursue what they thought was a fleeing enemy.  


Again the English gave chase, and once they were in the inevitable state of disorder and confusion, the Normans, under instructions, cleverly wheeled round to surround them.  Another merciless massacre followed.


Meanwhile, the arrow-firing tactics paid off in a way that William could never have hoped for in his wildest dreams.  


A single, momentous, Norman arrow flew high into the Sussex sky.  To the anonymous bowman who let it loose, it was just another of perhaps hundreds he had fired that day.  He simply got ready to loose another.  He never watched it as it climbed ever higher, reached its zenith and then, along with myriad others, began its ominous descent.


King Harold, in the thick of the fighting, must have seen arrows everywhere: arrows landing alongside him and harmlessly burying themselves in English soil; arrows thudding into the upturned shields of his men; arrows bouncing off helmets and chain-mail; and, terrifyingly, arrows ripping into the flesh of his comrades, injuring some, killing many.  Would the torrent ever stop?  How many arrows did these people have?  


At just the wrong time, Harold moved his shield aside and glanced upwards.  Our anonymous bowman’s arrow plunged itself with dreadful, unstoppable force deep into his eye socket.  


Whether Harold was killed instantly by this terrible injury is not clear; the arrow may have, mercifully, penetrated his brain. What quite probably happened was that he was so overcome with agony that he sank to the ground, helpless or perhaps semi-conscious.  Accounts of what happened next are clearer.  His loyal huscarls gathered round their king, beneath his personal banner “The Fighting Man”, and fought bravely to the death as the final charge of William’s army descended upon them.  All were killed.


Whether Harold was already dead by then we do not know.  What we do know is that the Norman soldiers shamefully mutilated his body, hacking him to pieces.


The English who were still standing fled into the gloom, hoping against hope that the failing light would protect them.  The Normans pursued them mercilessly until darkness finally fell on this dreadful day for the English.  William the Conqueror was never a man to do things by halves.
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Bishop Odo, William the Conqueror’s brother, fighting furiously at the Battle of Hastings.  Odo, as a Bishop, always chose to fight with a mace, because he felt it would be wrong for a priest to shed blood with a spear or sword! Presumably his idea was that a mace just left a nasty dent!

William Establishes his Kingdom

One Norman historian of the time wrote that “about twilight … the only movement was the dropping of the dead … They were ever ready with their steel, those sons of the old Saxon race, the most dauntless of men.”


The English, however dauntless, were wholly defeated.  Their king was dead, his superb professional army, the huscarls, cut to pieces and almost all the nobles (the lords and the earls and many other great men) of the land had been killed.  Only a few northern earls, who had not fought at Hastings, still survived of the English nobility.


William of Normandy had indeed become William the Conqueror.


Amid the stench and the blood of battle, and with Norman, English, Breton, French and Belgian bodies piled high around them, William and his men are then said to have done something which would shock most people today.  


It is claimed on good authority that, with the battle won and their enemies thoroughly vanquished, they proceeded to enjoy a celebratory, candle-lit dinner right in the middle of the battlefield!  What a strange and rather sinister spectacle that must have been!


William, however, did not celebrate for long.  His task was only just beginning.  As soon as a new day dawned he prepared to meet the representatives of a beaten nation who, he felt sure, would come and humbly submit to him and offer him the throne.


He waited all day.  No-one came.  For several days, it was the same.  No-one came.


William was angry.  When William was angry, it was better to be his friend than his foe.  He sprang into indignant action.


First, he secured his rear by building a strong fort to hold the port of Dover.  You will remember that he had brought with him a number of ready-made castles and the first of these had been built near Hastings.  With another at Dover, he could be sure of a safe passage home if he needed it.


Then he moved towards London, burning and pillaging on the way, striking fear into the heart of the English living in that area.  If they would not come to him, he would go to them.  He skirted London, settling for a while at Berkhamstead from where he could deal with any northern earls as they travelled south to meet him.  In despair and without leaders, the English surrendered. 


There was one, last and rather brief attempt to enthrone a member of the old Saxon line of kings.  Young Edgar the Atheling, grandson of Edmund II (Ironside), had been too young in January 1066 to succeed to the throne, so Harold Godwinson had been chosen by the Witan.  Now, in desperation following Hastings, the Witan chose Edgar as the next king.  His position, however, was impossible and he was quite unable to mount a serious challenge to William.  Edgar was eventually forced to submit to the Conqueror at Berkhamstead in late November/early December.  Although William treated the young prince with unexpected kindness (probably thinking he was too young to be dangerous), Edgar was still keen to participate in the 1068 rebellion led by the northern earls Edwin and Morcar who, you will remember, had been allies of King Harold.  


With most of his immediate opposition out of the way, William I was crowned King of England on Christmas Day, 1066 in Edward the Confessor’s newly-built abbey at Westminster. 

Motte and Bailey Castles

The Normans quickly made it clear to the English that they were here to stay.


The most striking way in which they declared their intentions was in the building throughout England of wooden castles.  These structures were quick to erect and by the time of William’s death in 1087 he had built a very large number of them.  


When William was putting together his invasion army, one of the attractions he was able to offer was the prospect of land.  In medieval times, as it is now, land was extremely valuable, and to the avaricious Normans it was a prize worth fighting for.  Now, William had to deliver on his promise – and sure enough the invaders quickly spread up and down the country, seizing the lands of the English.  Wherever a Norman occupied a piece of land, a castle appeared very rapidly.  Castles had a number of purposes.


First, they would be awe-inspiring to the English, who had never seen anything like them before!


Second, they would provide a strong garrison in which the Normans could house and protect the soldiers under their charge.


And third, they would safeguard and protect key strategic points.


The first castles built by the Normans were known as “motte and bailey” castles.  The very first, of course, was built at Hastings and was the “flat-pack” version which was simply fitted together using wooden pegs brought across from Normandy for the purpose.
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(from: www.thefoxinhallaton.com)

A typical Norman Motte and Bailey Castle.
Not all would have moats around them.

Motte and bailey castles first had to have a “motte” built and the Normans were well equipped with picks and spades to do the job quickly and skilfully. The motte was a huge mound upon which a turret or tower would be set to provide a viewing point or elevated fighting position in case of attack.  In many cases, these structures would later be re-built using stone for extra strength. 


The “bailey” was a raised area, slightly apart from the motte and not as high, which would house soldiers and other domestic requirements such as stable, hall, kitchen, chapel and workshop. Even weapons were sometimes stored here for safe keeping. Some larger castles had an inner and outer bailey.  


Motte and bailey castles could be built very quickly.  It was known for smaller castles to be built in little over a week.  Most took more than that, but it did not take very long at all for the length and breadth of England to be dotted with these Norman power bases.


Norman engineers would work hard to identify just the right location for their castles to be built.  If the English occupied a piece of land on which the Normans had decided to build a castle, the solution was a fairly straightforward one: the English were simply removed.  Their houses would be burnt and flattened and they themselves would be evicted.  On one occasion in Lincoln up to 166 houses were demolished to allow the construction of a new castle. 


It is not surprising that the conquerors were so thoroughly hated by the vanquished, nor that it took William some time to establish his authority in his rebellious new kingdom!
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The Normans would ruthlessly raze whole villages to the ground 
to make way for their castles
Stone Castles
Strong and impressive though they were, William’s motte and bailey castles were not perfect.  Their wooden construction meant that in the damp English weather they were liable to rot, and also that they were vulnerable to fire – started either accidentally or deliberately.


As the Normans consolidated their position and had more time to spend in building more permanent structures, many castles were built completely of stone.  Such buildings were often extensions of, or built around, existing castle sites and would typically feature massive stone keeps which in their day would be the very last word in impregnable defence.  


The stone for the castles was transported wherever possible by river and would often come from quarries such as those at Maidstone (where the beautiful yellowish Kentish ragstone can still be found) and William’s native town, Caen in Normandy (whose creamy-coloured limestone is still imported to this day for church building and restoration).  Roman brick and stone was also used from ancient tumbledown buildings nearby.  

The Norman keeps were built as the most protected part of the castle and, to add to the imposing appearance and security, huge stone gateways were introduced.  The castle as we tend to think of it today was beginning to emerge.


The building of a stone castle was a far greater task than that of building its wooden predecessor.  The Normans used “forced labour” - in other words, they compelled the English to build the castles for them.  It was not unusual for an English stonemason to spend many years working on just one building!  The Tower of London, for example, was commissioned by William in 1078 but was not finished until 1097, ten years after his death.   The craft of constructing buildings on this scale was developed quite significantly by the Normans.  They were great engineers and introduced quite complex machinery - towers and cranes for example – to assist in their great building campaign. 
[image: image19.wmf]The greatest of the stone castles built (or in this case, begun) by William was the White Tower of the Tower of London, completed in 1097. A building of this size took an enormous amount of careful planning and design.  The Norman building experts were known as military engineers. However, the man responsible for some of William’s great castle-building projects was in fact a priest named Gundulph, the Bishop of Rochester.  He it was who oversaw the building of the White Tower.

The Harrying of the North

One of the reasons William built so many castles, especially in the early years of his reign, was that he was never quite sure of how safe his kingdom was.  When he was threatened by rebellion, the Conqueror acted with ferocious cruelty.  Never was this more clearly shown than in what we now call the “Harrying of the North”, which took place in 1068.


Early in his reign, William returned to Normandy.  That seems to have been the signal for those northern barons of whom we have spoken to launch a rebellion, slaughtering the Norman garrison at Durham.  This was led by Edwin and Morcar of Northumbria, the old accomplices of Harold Godwinson (and supporters of young Edgar the Atheling).  The Danes were also involved. 


William responded swiftly, marching north and frightening his opponents so thoroughly by his show of strength that they withdrew.  Although he treated the rebel leaders with surprising leniency, he did not extend this to others.  In order to ensure no further uprising, William destroyed all the land between Durham and York, laying it waste with ruthless thoroughness.  Nothing survived: cattle, crops, barns and villages were totally destroyed and the occupants either murdered or left to starve.


Twenty years later, when William surveyed his kingdom so thoroughly in the Domesday Book, all that could be said of this stretch of land was that it was “waste”.  


Such was the terrible and merciless treatment meted out to the English at this time that many years later, as William lay on his death bed, he is said to have deeply regretted his violent actions.  Whether he was afraid of God’s judgment in the next world, or whether he was genuinely sorry, is not known. 


Orderic Vitalis, the Saxon historian, usually kind to William, has much to say to us about the harrying of the North, and William’s later view of it.  Of the events themselves, he says “I dare not commend him (i.e. William) for an act which levelled both the bad and the good in one common ruin by a consuming famine...I assert, moreover, that such barbarous homicide should not pass unpunished.”


And Vitalis quotes William himself at the end of his life: “I treated the native inhabitants of the kingdom with unreasonable severity, cruelly oppressed high and low, unjustly disinherited many, and caused the death of thousands by starvation and war .... In mad fury I descended on the English of the north like a raging lion and ordered that their homes and crops with all their equipment and furnishings should be burnt at once and their great flocks and herds of sheep and cattle slaughtered everywhere. So I chastised a great multitude of men and women with the lash of starvation and, alas! was the cruel murderer of many thousands, both young and old, of this fair people.”

Perhaps William, in his sixtieth year, had developed an affection for his Saxon subjects.  It rather sounds like it from this quotation.


Sadly, it is probably even more likely that William wanted to prepare for an imminent meeting with his Maker by expressing proper remorse for his sins!

Hereward the Wake

However affectionate William may, or may not, have felt towards the English by the time he had reigned over them for twenty years, it is most unlikely that he had any affection whatsoever for our next English hero.  Hereward the Wake seems to have presented him with very real problems.
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The Last Stand of the English.

Hereward the Wake fighting the Normans in 
the marshy fen country.  

Exactly who Hereward was is not very well known.  It is said that he was a young English noble and fierce patriot who was angered by the Norman victory at Hastings and William’s tactics of robbing the English of their lands.  When William appointed a Norman abbot at Peterborough abbey, Hereward and his band of followers, some of whom seem to have been Danish, sacked the abbey and by doing so declared themselves to be outlaws.  


Like the outlaw Robin Hood a hundred years later, Hereward withdrew into hiding.  In his case, it was to the Isle of Ely in the fen country near Cambridge.  This had the great advantage of being dangerous, marshy country which was virtually impossible to penetrate: soggy, murky and treacherous, full of brackish lagoons and uncertain, hazardous pathways.  From his den in the very heart of it, Hereward conducted a campaign of guerrilla warfare against the Normans.  It is said that he was joined there in his exploits by William’s constant foe, and our old friend, the Northumbrian Earl Morcar.



For some time, Hereward was a thorn in William’s side.  On at least two occasions, William attempted to build a road to take his army deep into the fens to attack Hereward’s base.  On both occasions, Hereward appears to have successfully fought him off, once by hiding in the marshes as the Normans rode past on their rickety wooden road and setting fire to the surrounding undergrowth, thus “smoking the Normans out”.  It is thought that William – as superstitious as most men were in those days – had placed a witch in a wooden cage at the head of his army as a kind of lucky charm.  Hereward burned the lot, witch and all.


For a man like William, this lengthy defiance must have been very infuriating.  Until this upstart Saxon was dealt with, he must have felt that he did not have control of the country.  The longer Hereward held out in his marshy camp the more likely it would be that he would attract more English rebels to side with him.  William’s knowledge of English history was probably not especially good, but he may have been reminded of Alfred the Great two hundred years earlier in his equally marshy Somerset hideaway – the Isle of Athelney on that occasion rather than the Isle of Ely – and the havoc he caused to his enemies when he eventually emerged, strengthened and rejuvenated.  What was Hereward getting up to?  What was he plotting?  How many supporters did he have?  These questions must have been gnawing at the great mind of the Conqueror.

In the event, the story of Hereward the Wake came to a rather sad end.  This great English hero – for such he most certainly was – was defeated not by military might or superior strategy on the battlefield, or by a braver adversary.  He was undone in the end by treachery and betrayal in his own ranks.


Hereward shared his hideaway with monks who, despite their outward commitment to the spiritual life, seem to have become rather too accustomed to fine food and wines.  Hereward and his friends had simple tastes and after a while the monks became tired of their plain food and sent a treacherous message to the Normans telling them of a way through the marshes.  Sure enough, in the dead of night, the Norman soldiers crept up on Hereward’s men and a terrible battle followed in which many of his loyal followers were killed.  Hereward himself escaped, but his defiant stand came to an end and William, in this as in everything else, reigned supreme.


At long last, in or around the year 1071, William could genuinely claim to be King of England. 

The Feudal System

As we know, William was crowned on Christmas Day, 1066.  The ceremony took place in Westminster Abbey and, as the traditional shout went up from the English (which always happened at a coronation) the Normans waiting outside, who were not aware of the tradition and who did not speak English, thought that a rebellion of some kind had broken out and that their leader was being attacked or even murdered! Fighting broke out and many English were killed and several houses burned down before order was restored.  

This is a very good example of how little the Normans trusted the English.  Only a few weeks earlier the English had been defeated in battle and had lost their popular king and they would certainly not be well-disposed to their new rulers.  William knew that he would have to find a strong and reliable way of controlling his new kingdom.  First of all, it was vital that he removed the English lords from their lands and centres of power and replaced them with Norman lords whom he could trust to rule the country for him.


He was also forced to do this, of course, because he had promised to allocate land to those Normans who had agreed to support him in his invasion.


The “feudal system” had already existed in Normandy and William knew how it worked.  This was the system he chose to bring to England with him.  As we shall see, it suited his purposes well.


The key to wealth and power in those days was land.  Under the feudal system, the king owned all the land in the country.  He was the most powerful person in the kingdom. The king's word was law and he could have a person thrown into jail or beheaded if he so ordered.  William was quite happy to assume this position of total power – it suited his personality – but he knew that in order to rule effectively he needed the support of the key people in the country.  These were the major landowners: the lords and the barons.


William needed first of all to install his fellow Normans in their new lands.  Then he needed to ensure that they would continue to support him as king.  He therefore needed to give away large parts of England – but to do so with certain conditions attached.
Under feudalism (as the feudal system is often called) the king allowed his nobles and bishops to hold land if, in return, they promised to supply knights to fight for him and protect him against his enemies.  This was called “military service”. The more land that was given, the more knights would be demanded.  

The great nobles and barons would also agree to meet regularly with the king to discuss the affairs of the country and to give advice, and they would be required to provide accommodation for the king and his party when he was travelling around his kingdom.

Being required to provide military service meant that those nobles who held lands from the king had themselves to find knights to fight for them so that they could give the king the protection he demanded.  They therefore would grant smaller amounts of land to those knights, who in turn would promise to fight for them.  The agreement would usually be that they would give up to forty days a year military service if required.

Finally, so that the knights could concentrate on improving their fighting skills, they in turn needed people to look after their lands.  They would grant very small areas of their own land to peasants and they would farm the land, grow crops and keep animals for the knight. 

The Oath of Fealty 

When the king gave lands to the barons and bishops, they became known as his “tenants-in-chief” or “vassals”.  They would be required to promise loyalty to the king in a solemn ceremony.  This ceremony was called the “Commendation Ceremony” and it involved “doing homage”.


This ceremony would require the baron or bishop to kneel before the king, bare-headed and without a weapon.  He would then place his hands between the king’s hands and swear an “oath of fealty”.  The actual words used might vary slightly, but they would be something like these: “Sire, I become your man from this day forth.  I shall be true and faithful to you for the lands I hold from you”.  This oath would be repeated in similar fashion as knights swore loyalty to barons, and villeins did the same to knights.


To swear an oath like this was a very serious thing indeed.  There would be no doubt in anyone’s mind that to break such an oath would call down God’s anger upon them.  If you remember, many people turned against Harold Godwinson because they believed he had broken a very solemn oath made over holy relics!
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The Feudal System
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The King ran the whole show.  He owned all the land and gave it to 
his “tenants-in-chief” in return for military service and advice

[image: image11]

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 
[image: image12]

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 
[image: image13]
The bishops and barons were the king’s tenants-in-chief and gave some of their land to knights (called “mesne tenants”) in exchange for military service, including an agreed number of foot soldiers
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Knights gave part of their land to farmers (known as “villeins”, “peasants” or “serfs”) in exchange for military service as foot soldiers and work on the land
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Everyone owed their feudal allegiance first of all to the king himself, and then to their respective overlord.  It was very important that the king made it clear to the mesne tenants in particular that their first duty was to him.  This made it less likely that the barons would be able to oppose him using their own knights.
This could still have been a dangerous system for the king – the powerful barons might still have risen up in revolt against him.  But the barons were usually fighting among themselves, and it was often in the King’s interests to make sure they did!
Furthermore, as the Normans took on more and more English territory, William ensured that the barons’ lands were spread out across the country.  This made it difficult for them to get their soldiers together.  William was determined to reduce the risk of his barons being a threat to him.
The feudal system was therefore a fairly simple arrangement through which land was given in return for loyalty or service.  It served William’s purposes very well indeed.  It made sure that he could call upon a large army whenever he needed to without the great expense of keeping one himself.  It made sure that his supporters were richly rewarded.  And finally, and very importantly, it made sure that those supporters would remain loyal to him.

William did not invent the feudal system, but such was his genius that he was able to develop it so that it met his needs so admirably.

The Domesday Book

William’s achievements were many, and several of them were lasting and very great indeed.  The Tower of London, for example, remains a – literally – towering monument to his purposeful conquest of England.  


Perhaps the Conqueror’s greatest achievement, however, was what quickly became known as the “Domesday Book”.


This was completed in 1086, the year before his death, and was a thorough survey of the entire country designed to show him its wealth so that he could tax it properly, and demand appropriate feudal duties from those who held the land from him.  

According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, one of the best sources of information available about this period of history, the decision was taken at William's Christmas court in Gloucester in 1085, and his men were sent “all over England into every shire [to] find out how many hides (areas of land) there were in the shire, what land and cattle the king had himself in the shire, what dues he ought to have in twelve months from the shire. Also he had a record made of how much land his archbishops had, his bishops and his abbots and his earls, and what or how much everyone who was in England had.... So very narrowly did he have it investigated that there was no single hide nor yard of land, nor indeed (it is shameful to tell, but he thought it no shame to do) one ox or cow or pig which was left out and not put down in his record, and these records were brought to him afterwards”.  

William’s men visited the main landowners throughout the realm and asked them a number of questions about their manor (the piece of land which they held from the king) including its buildings, its fields, meadows, ponds and forests, its villeins and its animals. Nothing was left out. The English had never seen anything like it!


The questions asked by the Norman clerks included:

· What is the name of the manor?

· Who owned it in the reign of Edward the Confessor?

· Who holds it now?

· What is its value?

· How many ploughs are kept?


In addition to those main questions, many others were also asked.  Information was collected about every last detail of the land holding, and the resulting book is the most detailed document of its type that exists from that time.  
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The Domesday Book

William’s clerks collecting information from the bewildered English

The Domesday Book was known by that famous name because, to the English, it seemed that its contents were so final, so absolute and so unarguable that it was like the day of judgement – no-one could argue with it and no appeal could be made against it.  


For William, of course, it was designed to enable him to control with great precision the taxes and feudal duties he could demand from his subjects.

The Death of William

Sadly for William, he only enjoyed the benefits of this great achievement for a short time.  A year later, in the year 1087, when he was fighting in France, he suffered an accident which led to his death.  


William had just burned the town of Mantes, near Paris.  As we saw in his treatment of the English in the early part of his reign, he was accustomed to doing such things.  As he rode around the ruins of the town on horseback, his horse trod on a still-burning ember and unseated the king.  William, now in his sixtieth year and getting rather fat, fell heavily and in doing so ruptured his stomach on the pommel of his saddle.  This was a very serious injury and he died a few days later at Rouen in Normandy. 
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This is an artist’s impression of William’s fatal fall from his horse during the burning of Mantes in 1087.  The King’s horse has trodden on a hot ash and reared up, throwing its rider to the ground.  It seems the artist has not quite made enough of William’s famous corpulence.  It is claimed that he had become so fat by this time that the French king Philip I joked that he looked like a pregnant woman. That comment, of course, was not made in William’s hearing!  
 


Some rather gruesome details are recounted about William’s death.  


First, it is said that when he died, his domestic staff stripped him of everything of value (rings, fine clothes etc) and left him half-naked and sprawled across the floor.  Not a very seemly end to the life of the great and fearsome William!


Second, the old king had become so fat that his body did not fit in to the stone coffin which had been prepared for him.  (Rather rudely, the French king, Philip I, once commented that William was so fat he looked like a pregnant woman!)  Horribly, it is reported that such was the squeeze to try to get him inside the coffin that the gases which had built up inside William’s body exploded!  The smell was so awful that the funeral service had to be rushed through so people could get outside into the fresh air.


And third, as if all this indignity was not enough, the great king’s body was exhumed twice over the next few hundred years and on the first occasion, in the late sixteenth century, most of his bones were scattered far and wide. This means that the only part of him now left in his tomb (in the Abbaye-aux-Hommes at Caen in Normandy) is one of his thigh bones!

The Norman Dynasty

On his deathbed, William divided his titles and lands among his sons.  With his wife Matilda, William had had at least nine children.  Some of them had died young.  His second son Richard, for example, had died aged about 19 in about 1075, killed by a stag whilst hunting in the New Forest.  Two of his daughters, Alice and Agatha had died in 1065 (aged 10) and 1079 (aged 15) respectively.  


Robert, William and Henry (the baby of the family) were his surviving sons.  But do not forget Adela, the Conqueror’s youngest daughter – she enters English history in an important way a little later, through one of her sons.


William was both Duke of Normandy and King of England when he died.  He was the most powerful ruler in all Europe. His legacy (i.e. what he left behind) was worth fighting for.


All three brothers wanted power, and would fight for it.  The oldest, Robert, had even fought (and apparently personally wounded) his father in battle.  For that reason, William was slightly reluctant to grant Robert the title Duke of Normandy (as Robert II), but did so nonetheless.  In doing do, of course, he effectively split up his English/Norman empire.  His second son, also called William, was to be the next King of England (as William II).  He was known as William Rufus (the Red) because of his florid complexion.  Finally, the youngest son, Henry (who would later become Henry I of England) was given a great deal of money – around five thousand silver pounds.  This was the equivalent of several million pounds in today’s terms and it was expected that Henry would use it to buy large tracts of land in his father’s substantial kingdom.   


These sons of the Conqueror – strange and powerful combinations of the fearsome old Norseman and the more sophisticated Frenchman, and increasingly influenced by the English culture over which their family presided – continued the dynasty which their father had so firmly established.  Between them, they were to help create what became known as the Norman Dynasty, which in turn would merge into the House of Plantagenet.  They were the roots of a ruling family which dominated England until the battle of Bosworth in 1485 – almost four hundred years after the battle of Hastings! 


The fact that William died as both Duke of Normandy and King of England created problems which lasted for centuries and, some would say, well beyond 1485.  For many years, France and England would vie for French territory.  Sometimes England would be in the ascendancy.  There was a time in the mid-twelfth century, for example, when Henry II, the King of England, owned more of France than did the French King himself! At other times France would have the advantage.  The infamous and futile Hundred Years War was fought over this issue in the fifteenth century.  


The other factor which caused problems between England and France was that the King of England, strictly speaking, held his French lands from the King of France under the feudal system and was therefore his vassal.  He should therefore have paid homage for them.  To do that, of course, (kneeling humbly and bare-headed before the King of France at a Commendation Ceremony), would have been completely humiliating and was to be avoided at all costs.


Although William had, in the end, done great things for England by bringing together a people who previously had been extremely disunited, he also left this lasting problem.  Such was the delicate and difficult relationship now between England and France that it was inevitably bound to lead to conflict in future years.


One of William’s great claims to fame is that his invasion was the last time that England was successfully conquered by a foreign power. Some people will give the example of the Glorious Revolution in 1688 when William III landed at Torbay bringing with him a large invasion force from Holland.  The difference then was that he came by invitation and met with very little opposition.  It could hardly really be called an invasion at all. 


There have been a number of attempts since 1066, but none has succeeded.  We have only ever known one Conqueror.
What was William like?
There is no portrait of William which we can rely on as accurate.  The picture used at the start of this section of the book is simply an artist’s impression drawn not fifty years ago.  There are many things, however, that we can say with some confidence about what he looked like and about him as a person.


He is usually depicted in contemporary accounts as a man of fair stature with remarkably strong arms, "with which he could shoot a bow at full gallop". He was of striking appearance, possessing a “fierce countenance”. He enjoyed robust good health, although as we have seen – and Philip I reminds us! – he did suffer from something of a paunch in later life.



“He was a very stern and violent man, so no one dared do anything contrary to his will ... Amongst other things the good security he made in this country is not to be forgotten.”

He worked hard to thoroughly conquer England and was ruthless in doing so.  Once he had established control, however, he worked just as hard to administer good peace and justice.  A contemporary wrote, “Good peace he made in the land, so that a man might fare over his realm with a bosomful of gold.”  It was said that an unarmed man was safer in William’s England that at any time before.  


If a man was genuine and honest, it is said that William respected him.  Of course, it is just as true that if anyone opposed him he would have to deal with William’s fearsome wrath.
William was a great king; there is no doubt about that.  He was a man of great purpose and decisiveness who saw things clearly and would allow nothing to stand in his way once he had made up his mind.  We may not agree with the way in which he went about things. Of course, he would be seen by many as cruel, even viciously so, but we must always remember that most of the things he did were not particularly unusual for the times.  This does not make them right, but it does help us understand him rather better.  We must also remember that many of his more violent actions were necessary in order to gain and keep control of his newly-acquired kingdom.  It is certainly a remarkable testimony to his determination, genius and powers of organization that he spent a lot more time in France than in England during the years following 1071.  In just five years - a remarkably short time - he had achieved sufficient control over England to leave it in others’ capable hands.

The Norman and Angevin Family Tree
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Strange but true …

Although William the Conqueror was King of England for over twenty years, he never quite managed to conquer the English language!

Even stranger but still true …

On Easter Sunday 2008, a member of the late Princess Diana’s family set off from her home in Gloucestershire to travel to the Chelsea v Arsenal game at Stamford Bridge, for which she had a ticket.  She took a taxi, and the driver entered “Stamford Bridge” into his sat-nav system. Instead of travelling to London to watch a premiership football match, she ended up 230 miles away in Yorkshire, at the sight of the famous meeting between Harold Godwinson and Harald Hardrada in 1066.  It wasn’t really her day.  Not only did she miss the football match (Chelsea won 2-1) but she was also 942 years late for the battle.  


Mr. Bryan Lawson, a long-standing inhabitant of Stamford Bridge, said: “The village is a wonderful place to come and visit, but sadly you will not get to see a lot of Premiership football up here.  We do have a village football team, but it is not quite up to the standard of Chelsea.” 

And finally …

One of the most unpopular things William did during his reign was to devastate huge areas of land in order to indulge his greatest pleasure, which was hunting.  He it was who created the New Forest, in the south of England, and he did so by destroying crops, villages and houses along with anything else that got in his way.  The Saxon inhabitants of the land were driven away mercilessly.  Should anyone dare to poach from these great hunting forests, the punishment would be most severe: a poacher might be hung, be blinded or have his nose or ears cut off!


It might be seen (and was by some at the time) as a strange kind of justice that two of William’s sons and one grandson were killed in hunting accidents in the very same New Forest – Richard in around 1075, William Rufus in 1100 and Robert’s son Richard (date unknown).
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The New Forest as it is today
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