The White Ship Disaster

For medieval kings, the idea of a lasting dynasty was very important.  They all wanted to make sure that one of their children (usually a son) would ascend to the throne at the due time.


Henry had many, many children.  He might even have had as many as twenty-five in all!  Sadly, however, not many of them were also his wife’s children.  The large majority were therefore described as “illegitimate” and could not normally be counted as proper heirs to the throne.  It is rather interesting to remember that Henry’s father William was himself an illegitimate child!


In the fateful year of 1120, Henry had two surviving legitimate children.  William the Atheling was his only son, and all Henry’s hopes were pinned on him.  (“Atheling” is a Saxon word we have seen before: you will remember Edgar the Atheling from the time of Harold Godwinson.  The title is given to a prince or princess of the royal family and means “throne-worthy”.)  William’s sister Matilda, a year older than her brother, was growing into a very proud and formidable lady, and we shall certainly encounter her again a little later in our story.  But she was a girl and it was not yet considered proper for a woman to reign.  Kings were meant to be fierce fighters, ready to lead their armies into battle – and women were not considered able to do that.


(It is, of course, worth considering now, as we look back over our history, that many of England’s best monarchs have been women.  Indeed, it has usually been the case that when England has had a queen, she has been a good, even great, ruler.)



So it was that Prince William, aged seventeen, was being carefully and lovingly groomed by Henry as his successor.


Part of his training involved warfare, and even at his young age, Henry took him with him to fight his battles in France. For English kings of this period, there was always someone to fight against in France!  In late 1120, the objective was to conclude Henry’s struggles with some troublesome Norman barons and to force them to swear allegiance to him as their overlord.  On 25th November 1120, with his mission accomplished, the king – along with his son and many other followers – prepared to sail back to England from the Norman port of Barfleur.



This was to become a disastrous day for the English monarchy and the day that blighted the rest of Henry’s life.

King Henry had already selected the vessel by which he would sail back to England.  Therefore, when a certain Captain Fitzstephen approached the royal party and enthusiastically invited the king to sail on his magnificent, newly-built and state-of-the-art “White Ship”, Henry politely declined.  


This was no ordinary ship, and no ordinary sailor.  “Fitz” at the beginning of a name means “son of”. This Fitzstephen was the son of the Captain Stephen on whose ship William the Conqueror had sailed to England in September, 1066. 


The king appears to have been sufficiently impressed – either by the captain, by his ship or by the family connection – to suggest quite readily that Prince William and his party (of around three hundred) should travel with Fitzstephen.


Henry Beauclerc was usually reckoned to be a good judge of other men.  On this occasion, however, he made a very bad and tragic mistake.  It appears that Fitzstephen was neither a sensible nor capable sea-captain.


William the Atheling we may perhaps forgive somewhat for his foolhardiness.  He was, after all, only seventeen years old. Fitzstephen, however – presumably an experienced sea-farer - should never have allowed the White Ship’s company including, worst of all, himself, to become very drunk.  Perhaps he was so excited by his illustrious passenger, and so overawed by the very many rich and glamorous fellow-passengers who were desperate to sail – and be seen to sail – with the famous prince, that his judgment failed him.


Sea journeys in those days were hazardous affairs, and it was usual for boats awaiting departure to be visited by priests who would offer a blessing and a prayer for safety.  Usually, sailors and passengers alike would welcome these ministrations.


However, such was the drunken state of Prince William and his friends that – it is said – when priests arrived to offer their services to the crew of the White Ship they were dismissed with scornful insults, the revellers calling out to the amazed priests, “Take yourselves off, you sheep-faced bunch of old women!”  


The ship that should never have set sail eventually did so amid joyful and intoxicated carousing and celebration.  Henry’s ship had left sometime earlier and it was Fitzstephen’s confident but foolish boast that the White Ship would easily overtake it.  One version of the story has it that it was the prince himself who dared the captain to make the boast, and then rashly encouraged him to fulfil it.


The White Ship was indeed a magnificent vessel and she skimmed effortlessly over the surface of the sea.  But it matters little how superbly a boat can sail, nor how beautifully it speeds across the water, if her captain and crew are not in full control of their actions.


As the wine flowed, and the state of the passengers deteriorated still further, the White Ship continued her ill-fated voyage, racing across the Channel at a great rate.  Perhaps she really would have caught up with the king.  But we shall never know, for disaster soon struck.  


First there was a terrible, resounding crash.  Then a tearing and splintering sound.  Despite their inebriated condition, it must have been agonizingly plain to all on board that the White Ship had struck a rock.  Very rapidly indeed she began to sink, and terrified cries arose from the panic-stricken passengers.  For such a vessel to sink so far out from land meant almost certain death for everyone in the cold, November waters of the Channel.


With great presence of mind, Fitzstephen quickly pushed the prince and a few of his men into the only lifeboat he had.  Swiftly, they pulled away from the sinking vessel.  “At least the heir to the throne of England will be safe” thought Fitzstephen – or so we might imagine - as he turned back to try and avert total disaster for his ship, crew and hundreds of passengers.


As William sat in the lifeboat, numbed with cold and shock and with the drunkenness shaken out of him, a heart-rending cry reached him from the quickly-vanishing deck of the White Ship.  He knew the voice immediately: it was his young half-sister, Marie, desperately calling him back to save her.


In the few moments that followed, we gain a tantalising glimpse of how great a potential king England might have lost that day.


Despite the frantic protestations of the sailors on the lifeboat, William the Atheling forced them to turn the vessel round and row back in search of his sister.  Finding her on the point of being dragged down with the great ship, they pulled her aboard.  Not surprisingly, however – and this is undoubtedly what the sailors with the prince had known to be inevitable – dozens of drowning and desperate passengers struggled wildly to join her.


Tragically, amid the frenetic scrabbling and splashing, the lifeboat was capsized and all aboard – William and Marie among them – were drowned.


We do not know a great deal about the young seventeen year old king-to-be who drowned in the wreck of the White Ship.  But these few, heroic and selfless actions attributed to him lead us to speculate that, had he lived, our history might have been quite different, and that mid-twelfth century England might have been dominated by a very remarkable monarch.


Instead, as we shall see, it was a weak king indeed who assumed the throne.  King Stephen succeeded Henry I and he presided over a long and terrible civil war in England.  Remarkably, it is said that Stephen had the chance to join William on the White Ship but refused – not, like the king, because he had already booked another ship, but because he was suffering at the time from a bad bout of diarrhoea!


The White Ship really was a disaster for Henry, for the monarchy and for the whole of England.

Think about it.  If everyone on board the White Ship died, how do we know what happened?  


In fact, there was one survivor. There must have been!


Berthold, a butcher from Rouen, had gone aboard the White Ship to chase up some money owed to him.  Perhaps the prince’s party had ordered meat from him for the journey and were about to leave the country without paying for it!


Whatever his reasons for being there, Berthold soon found himself floating in the English Channel, clinging on to a piece of wreckage that had been ripped from the ship’s hull as she crashed into the rocks.  Several others had also found things to hang on to, but one by one they slipped beneath the surface of the icy water, exhausted or dead of hypothermia.  Only Berthold remained and was picked up the next morning, clinging desperately not only to the piece of wreckage but also to life itself.


It is said that the reason the Rouen butcher survived was two-fold.  Firstly, he was a portly man and his reserves of fat kept him warmer than most, and for longer.


More importantly, however, it is reckoned that Berthold survived because he was the poorest dressed of all those who sailed on the doomed vessel that day!  As a humble butcher, he was wearing simple – but naturally warm – sheepskin.  This contrasted with the thin – but very expensive – silks worn by the prince’s wealthy friends.


Bodies clad in the very finest silk were still being washed up on the shores of Normandy several weeks later.  The portly butcher, still dressed in sheepskin, lived to tell the tale.  


No doubt his meat sales improved dramatically as customers flocked (that does seem a suitable word!) to his shop to hear his amazing story!

In the meantime, however, Henry had arrived home safely and his anxiety grew as there appeared to be no sign of his son’s ship.  His nobles had almost all suffered grievous losses: such was the impressive array of nobility on the White Ship that there was hardly one who had not lost a son, daughter or husband.


The court of King Henry was indeed a sad and desperate place.  And yet no-one could muster the courage to tell the king.   At length, a small boy was summoned and taught to recite a short speech parrot-fashion.  Then he was pushed into the presence of the king, under instruction to break the awful news to him.


It is said that the boy was so awe-struck by the task he had been given that he began to cry straightaway.  Nevertheless, he eventually managed to stammer out the dreadful tidings.


King Henry silently mouthed unintelligible words as the boy spoke, and grasped the edge of his cloak.  When the message had been conveyed, he passed out, collapsing to the floor with such a thud that the listening nobles rushed in to help.  The poor, stricken king was led away to grieve in private – it would never do to show weakness in public – and it is said by those who knew him and worked under him that from that day forth Henry Beauclerc never smiled again.
