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Foreword



It is with pleasure that I write this foreword to Richard Lomas’s book on a critical time in Irish history. Critical not only for the country as a whole but especially for my ancestor, Dermot MacMurrough, or as he was known in Middle Irish, Diarmait Mac Murchada. It is clear that he was a man prepared to commit acts of violence and take risks to further his ambition to be High King of Ireland, but we know from his other actions in promoting church reform that he was a moderniser who, had he accomplished his mission, may well have aimed at making the High Kingship less Irish and more European in style. I am pleased to give Dick Lomas my enthusiastic support, including access to my family records – which alas are few for his period, the early papers having been deposited in Dublin and lost in the Four Courts fire in 1916. I am equally pleased to become reacquainted with my ancestor, and wish the book every success.


Andrew MacMurrough Kavanagh





Preface



Turning points in history only become so when what they begin endures. By this obvious definition, Ireland has experienced three such moments. The earliest was the change from paganism to Christianity. It was a phase in the westward spread of this new religion following its adoption and promotion by the Roman Emperor Constantine I (312–37) and, with one exception, his successors. Their motives may not be entirely clear, but a perception of the advantages that could arise from alliance with an effective empire-wide network would, I believe, have been paramount. The change to Christianity in Ireland is particularly associated with two fifth-century foreign missionaries: Palladius, a Gaul, commissioned by Pope Celestine I (d. 432); and St Patrick (d. 461), a Briton, who was probably from the western end of Hadrian’s Wall in what is now northern England. The third turning point was, of course, the achievement of Irish independence in 1922.


But it was the second that marked the onset of Ireland’s entanglement with England (or, after 1707, Great Britain) – an entanglement that has taken many different forms and has been sustained, with varying degrees of intensity, until the present day. This second turning point began in the late 1160s with the alliance of two men. One was Irish: Diarmait Mac Murchada, King of Leinster (Irish = Laigin), a province comprising roughly the south-eastern quarter of Ireland. The other was an Anglo-Norman: Richard Fitz Gilbert de Clare, known then and ever since as Strongbow. Both were men on a mission: Diarmait to recover his kingdom, from which he had been driven out by Irish opponents, and Strongbow to gain lands and a title, having previously been deprived of both.


Their alliance was rewarded with success. Diarmait did recover Leinster, but did not live long enough to truly enjoy his restored kingship. This prize, though not the title, went to Strongbow, from whom it descended to his son-in-law, William Marshal, a remarkable man who had an indelible effect on both Ireland and England. The safekeeping of Leinster then passed successively in turn to his sons, until the family failed in the male line in 1245.


The area Strongbow and his family ruled was not the entire kingdom of Leinster, but only that part allocated to them by the kings of England, who intervened to devise and impose arrangements acceptable and convenient to themselves. What Strongbow and his descendants possessed was the liberty of Leinster. It comprised the modern counties of Carlow, Kildare, Kilkenny and Wexford, and parts of Offaly and Laois. What they were denied was Dublin and its county, which remained under royal control and included what became Co. Wicklow in the early seventeenth century.


The word ‘liberty’ may seem incongruous in this context, yet it encapsulates a concept with which we are all familiar: a franchise. A medieval liberty was a designated area in which some, but not all, of the functions of government were devolved by the crown upon an individual or institution, which then exercised them while retaining whatever profit accrued. Kings found them a useful and convenient way of governing a distant or troublesome province. The concept of the liberty was not new, nor was it unique to Ireland. There were several in England, the most durable being the Palatinate of Durham, a liberty ruled by the bishop of Durham.


The limits of time and space created by the liberty of Leinster provide me with a convenient context in which to explore the processes of conquest, migration, settlement and the introduction of alien social, economic and ecclesiastical forms and practices. This will be the substance of this book. All aspects of the subject have been researched at considerable length and depth since the publication of Goddard Henry Orpen’s four-volume work Ireland under the Normans, now reissued as a single volume with an introduction by Sean Duffy (Dublin, 2005). His work is, and will continue to be, the foundation of and the starting point for scholars in future research. To the expanding body of knowledge on this subject has been added an artistic dimension in needlework and music: the Ros Tapestry. This splendid work has been produced in fifteen panels over many years by a group of women from the south-east of Ireland and beyond. The Ros Tapestry Suite is a musical work inspired by it, and together they tell the story of Strongbow’s intrusive arrival in Ireland in 1170 – just as their famous counterpart in France, the Bayeux Tapestry, told the story of the invasion of England by William, duke of Normandy, in 1066.


The events in England in 1066 are a reminder that what happened in Ireland just over one hundred years later should not be seen as an in-house affair involving only the lands of the Atlantic archipelago. The men who came to Ireland after 1169 came from England and Wales, but were not basically English nor Welsh. Rather they were Anglo and Cambro-Normans, albeit one or two generations from their true homeland. In their invasion of Ireland they were in fact the latest participants in a remarkable phenomenon: the outspread in the eleventh and twelfth centuries of people from a very distinctive part of north-west France, who took control not only of these Atlantic islands but also created states in Italy and the Holy Land. In doing so, they achieved a wide dispersion of the French language which remained a distinguishing mark among the European elite until the twentieth century.


I have structured this book so as to bring together all aspects and facets of life and society within the framework and timespan of the liberty of Leinster, though where it is necessary and valid I have made use of later evidence. But the book is also intended as an introduction to the wider world of Western Europe. In particular, interest is focused on the emergence and development of the nation state and of its branch of the Christian Church in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries and its impact on Ireland.


At the end of the book, I have listed the books and articles from which I have gained knowledge, insights and provocation of thought. They are but a representative sample of a much larger and expanding body of literature; time and constrictions of length unfortunately preclude a study in depth of any aspect I have discussed. And because I have tried to angle the book towards a general readership, I have favoured endnotes rather than footnotes for additional information and details of further reading. Consequently, my only attributions are in the text, and only where specific identification is essential.


Finally, on a personal note, I would like to add that my interest in the project has been fuelled by a growing acquaintance with the part of Ireland on which the book is focused; but also by the fact that my own academic work concerned with the far north of England and southern Scotland, showing the course of events there in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries, has parallels with the events in Ireland between 1167 and 1247.


No book is written that does not owe something – in some cases, perhaps, a great deal – to the help of others. This book is no exception and therefore I willingly and gratefully acknowledge the advice, help and encouragement given by my friends in Ireland, in particular Máire Dunne, Fran and Robert Durie, Ian Fox, Eithne Frost, Grace Hall, Jeremy Hill, Andrew and Morgan Kavanagh, Gerry Murphy, Connie Tantrum and New Ross Needlecraft Ltd. I give my special thanks to my daughter, Clare, for giving her time and expertise as a photographer; and to my wife, Joan, whose help and sage advice have been invaluable in bringing the book to fruition. It has been my pleasure to work with my copy editor, Camilla Rockwood, and I add my thanks to her for her meticulous editing. Finally, my thanks to managing director Hugh Andrew and academic editor Mairi Sutherland at Birlinn, who have patiently guided me through my worst excesses of ‘academia’.


My advance acceptance of guilt for any errors that the book may contain is genuine and owes nothing to convention.
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All boundaries are approximate as they were constantly liable to change. The ancient province of Munster was forcibly divided by the High King of Ireland in 119 into two kingdoms, Desmond and Thomond. Every kingdom had several sub-kingdoms; those in Leinster that are important in this book have been labelled.
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Source: Based on a plan from Avril Thomas, The Walled Town of Ireland, Vol. 2.
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Source: Based on a plan from Avril Thomas and C. Ó’Drisceoill, William Marshal in Ireland.
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Places from which there was Welsh migration
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PART I: ROOTS


The reasons why in 1169 and the following years groups of Anglo-Norman and Cambro-Norman warriors came to Ireland are immediate and local. But there was an obvious geographical unity in that as an island it had long attracted previous adventurers, raiders and traders, like the Vikings, although, surprisingly, not the Romans. Within the confines of Ireland there were no formal boundaries but nine kingdoms with their own ruling kings, and no dynastic High King; this politically fractured society was almost inevitably warlike. The Normans, therefore, arrived at the end of a train of events stretching back over 200 years.


A balanced perspective requires an understanding of these events. As the story unfolds, the two chapters that follow will be of help in achieving this.





1
Viking Eruptions



Throughout the ninth century, Western Europe endured violent assaults at the hands of raiders from beyond its borders. From the steppes of western Asia came the Magyars, from across the Mediterranean came the Saracens of North Africa, and from Scandinavia came the Vikings or Northmen. It is with these last intruders that this book is concerned. The damage and rampaging disruption caused by their raiding intrusions could be, and was, made good. But their brutality and disruptive engagement against native societies destroyed kingdoms, so much so as to set the political development of many parts of Europe onto a new course.


Before looking at this, it is worth bringing the Vikings into better focus. The chroniclers who recorded their raids were rightly horrified by their savagery, barbarity and wanton violence. There is no validity in the common belief that they wore horned helmets, but these animal-skin-clad, hirsute, fearsome warriors, known by the Norse word bersurker (from which is derived the word ‘berserk’), did indulge in pre-battle rituals which resulted in winding themselves up into a frenzy, which they then unleashed upon their enemies to devasting effect: in fact, they did run berserk. They were a cruel people who killed indiscriminately, possibly because there appears to have been no teaching of restraint in their religion, unlike Christian teaching – but here I am speculating through lack of firm evidence.


However, the Vikings had another side to them. They became excellent colonists; they were skilled craftsmen; and through their expertise in naval architecture, innovative shipbuilding and seamanship, they fostered an international commercial nexus that extended from Kiev to Limerick. It will, I hope, become apparent that what happened in Ireland after 1169 stemmed directly from the changes they made or introduced.



FRANCE


The kingdom of France takes its name from the Franks, a Germanic people who in the sixth century occupied the Roman province of Gaul. Once settled, they adopted the Romans’ institutions and gradually their language. It has been said, mischievously, though with a basic truth, that the French language is ‘a debased dialect of Latin’. In adopting this formula, the Franks were at one with all other Germanic peoples who took over Roman provinces.


Subsequently and through conquest, a Frankish empire was created, stretching from the river Ebro in Spain to the river Elbe in Germany. Its high point was the coronation of the Frankish king Charlemagne (Charles the Great) as Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Leo III, in St Peter’s Church in Rome on Christmas Day 800. When Charlemagne died in 814 he was succeeded by his only surviving son, Louis, known as Louis the Pious. The empire survived intact until after Louis’s death in 840. He left three legitimate sons, and consequently, according to custom, after his death in 843 the empire was divided between them. It was West Francia, or part of it, that was to develop into the kingdom of France.1


FRANCE AND THE FOUNDING OF NORMANDY


The history of the West Frankish kingdom was of political disintegration, so that by around 1100 it could be described as a failed state. The effective authority of the king gradually shrank to no more than that of the Île de France, a small area around Paris. The real power had been usurped by local or regional officials bearing the titles of count or duke. They were the descendants of royal officials appointed by the king and were theoretically answerable to him. The effective power of the French kings was gradually but massively eroded, although they retained one unique feature: sovereignty. They alone were crowned and anointed monarchs, a title and status that no count or duke could deny. In the end, this proved to be their priceless asset and the basis on which they were to rebuild their authority.


One of the major causes of the decline of French royal authority was the Viking raids that reached a crescendo in the late ninth century.2 The task of organising defence measures to thwart or defeat these assaults proved to be beyond the ability of the crown and consequently it was shouldered by the counts and dukes. Inevitably, the forces they raised, mainly heavy cavalry, were used to substantiate their authority over their subjects as well as providing defence.


It was this situation that gave rise to the duchy of Normandy, which was to play such a crucial role in the history of Britain and Ireland. Its creation was an initiative of the French king, Charles III (895–929), who in 913 negotiated a treaty with a Viking leader, Rollo (or Rolf), whereby the latter was granted land along the Channel coast in return for his loyalty to the crown and conversion to Christianity.3 In effect, Charles employed the tactic ‘if you can’t beat them, get them to join you’. Rollo would henceforth protect the French interior from his fellow Vikings. Over the following twenty years further grants of land were made, until Normandy extended in a direct line of about 80 miles (125 km) from Mont-Saint-Michel at the base of the Cotentin peninsula to Le Tréport. Its inland depth was 60 miles (90 km) at its maximum. One clue as to Charles III’s thinking was that his Viking allies would control the mouth of the River Seine, one of the main points of access to the French interior used by the Viking raiders.


Without doubt, large numbers of Viking men and women migrated from the north to settle in Normandy, although the exact figures will never be known. This migration continued until after c. 960, when it gradually dried up. With the end of migration came assimilation, so that by the year 1000, Normans of whatever ethnic origin were speaking French.


FOUNDING OF BRITAIN: ENGLAND AND SCOTLAND


Britain was unlike France in several ways. In Britain three languages were spoken, the early versions of English, Welsh and Irish, broadly reflecting the island’s ethnic and political divisions. The largest area was that occupied by English-speaking kingdoms, the products of invasions and migrations of Germanic people (Angles, Jutes and Saxons) from Europe between c. 450 and c. 600. By 850, the number of kingdoms had been reduced by warfare and conquest to four: Northumbria (Firth of Forth – river Humber); Mercia (river Humber – river Thames); Wessex (river Thames – south coast) and East Anglia. At this stage, there was no kingdom of England.4 The nearest these kingdoms came to unity was the enforced acknowledgement that one of the kings was Bretwalda (ruler of Britain). It was a temporary and enforced acceptance without constitutional validity, akin to the situation in Ireland where there were multiple provincial kings, each striving to enforce superiority as High King.


The northern limit of English Britain was a line running from the Forth to the Clyde represented by a Roman wall: not Hadrian’s Wall, but the one built by Hadrian’s successor as emperor, Antoninus Pius (ad 138–161), now referred to as the Antonine Wall. To the north of this wall, which at that time would still have been substantially intact, lay two quite different kingdoms. The larger, in the east, was Pictavia, which occupied the fertile land between the Firth of Forth and the Dornoch Firth.5 The Picts, who produced a distinctive but enigmatic art, almost certainly spoke Brittonic, a Celtic language common to the entire island of Britain from which the Welsh language developed.


To the west was the smaller kingdom of Dál Riata, which comprised territory on both sides of the North Channel. The Irish territory was essentially that which is now Co. Antrim, while the Scottish territories were comprised of the later counties of Argyll and Bute and included the islands of Arran, Islay, Jura and Mull. These kingdoms differed in several ways, the principal one being language. In Dál Riata, the spoken language was the other Celtic language, Goedelic, from which Irish and its Scottish offshoot, Gaelic, developed.


Finally, west of a line from the estuary of the river Dee to that of the river Severn, was the land roughly corresponding to present-day Wales. It was divided into four kingdoms but was homogeneous in language and culture.


The Vikings changed northern Britain in two profound ways. Vikings from Norway took control and colonised the Northern Isles of Orkney and Shetland, and the islands of the Outer Hebrides. From these bases they extended their control over those parts of the mainland covering the later counties of Caithness, Sutherland, Inverness, and Ross and Cromarty. In doing so they introduced another foreign language, Norse. Their impact was long-lasting, though not permanent: in the late fifteenth century (1472) the earldom of Orkney and the lordship of Shetland were annexed to the Scottish crown, and the lordship of the Isles was forfeited in 1493.


Arguably of greater significance was their impact on Pictavia and Dál Riata. It is unfortunate that the evidence for what happened, when and why is so sparse as to make certainty well-nigh impossible. That said, what has become clear to me is that between c. 840 and c. 890 the Gaelic-speaking kings of Dál Riata gained control of Pictavia, thereby bringing into existence a new, larger kingdom, Alba. Without doubt, this was a remarkable turnover of political power. Since the early years of the ninth century, the Pictish kings had exercised political hegemony over their western neighbour, which is not surprising given their disparity in size. Traditionally, responsibility for this turn of events has been attributed to one man, Cinead (Kenneth) Mac Alpin (d. 858), but this is now considered to be too simplistic. Instead, the basic and underlying reason is now thought to be the gradual weakening of the Pictavian state, brought about by Viking assaults to the point where it became vulnerable to a Dál Riatan takeover. Added to this was that Dál Riata too was vulnerable to Viking pressure, so that salvation must have seemed to lie in union with Pictavia. Change of political control was followed by language change: in ways and at a pace which are hidden from us, Brittonic gave way to Gaelic, which in the long run became the language of the northern Scottish mainland and Western Isles – though not Orkney and Shetland, where a Norse language known as Norn continued to be spoken until the eighteenth century.


On the English-speaking kingdoms the Viking impact was equally drastic. Between 865 and 878 a large Viking army effectively destroyed Northumbria, Mercia and East Anglia as states. Only Wessex, under its king, Alfred (871–99), did not succumb.6 The Vikings were fought to a standstill and accepted peace terms, which included their conversion to Christianity.


In the course of the tenth century Alfred’s successors, Edward (899–927), Aethelstan (927–39), Edmund (939–46), Eadred (946–55) and Edgar (955–75), gradually succeeded in imposing their rule over the Viking areas. They did not do so, however, to re-impose the status quo ante but to incorporate what had been Mercia, Northumberland and East Anglia into an enlarged Wessex. By 975, this name had become obsolete. A new kingdom had emerged and needed a new name: England.


In the following twenty-five years, the kings of Alba took over the most northerly parts of Northumbria so that by the year 1000, they had advanced their southern border to the river Tweed.7 They had in effect converted Alba into the kingdom of Scotland. The two kingdoms into which Britain was and is divided were the consequence of Viking invasions.


IRELAND


Compared with France and Britain, the Viking impact on Ireland was not extensive, at least geographically.8 As elsewhere, Viking activity began with annual raids during the early 830s which then became more widespread and penetrating in the middle decades, particularly with the introduction of over-wintering and fortified camps, called longphorts in Ireland. But there was no concerted attempt, as in England, at total conquest; nor as in France, to create a large province capable of attracting large scale immigration. At first glance, the Viking legacy appears to be little more than a few coastal settlements, the most important of which were Dublin, Waterford and Limerick; how large was the community, if established, will only be determined by ongoing archaeological research. The most these coastal towns were concerned to control were limited hinterlands, from which they could draw what they required by way of foodstuffs. Their primary interest was not conquest, but commerce.


It was through this that they drew Ireland into a wider economic world, and this was far-ranging. The Irish towns lay at the western limits of an international trade network. Far to the east it was anchored at Viking settlements at Novgorod and Kiev in what the Arabs called ‘the land of Rus’ (hence Russia). Using their naval skills, the Vikings used rivers such as the Dvina and the Dneipr to reach the Black Sea and Byzantium (Istanbul). It was a network that helped to bring the more backward west into contact, economically and culturally, with the more sophisticated Arab and Oriental worlds.


Closer to home, Ireland became engaged with the Norse sea world that encompassed the Isle of Man and the western islands and coasts of Britain. Here too Dublin was to the fore, particularly in the tenth century through its links to the Norse kingdom of York and increasingly in the eleventh century with the west coast towns of Bristol and Chester, while in Ireland, the smaller Viking towns of Cork and Wexford became more prominent.


Nevertheless, the political structure of Ireland remained fundamentally unaltered. The island was divided between nine kingdoms, each with its own ruling dynasty. From south to north there were: Laigin (Leinster), Munster (though this was divided into Thomond and Desmond), Connacht, Bréifne, Mide (Meath), Airgialla, Ailech and Ulaid. Every provincial king was faced with two permanent problems. One was to maintain control over the sub-kings within his province, of which there were about fifty in all. The other was the engagement in a contest to become High King of Ireland, or to resist the same ambition in a rival. As in England in the pre-Viking era, there was no recognised sovereign, as there was in France. To attain the High Kingship of Ireland a provincial king required military might, to enforce the acknowledgement by all other kings and to maintain that submission. It is clear, however, that the Viking towns had become participants in this kaleidoscope of political ambition. By 1169, control of Dublin had become key to the mastery of Ireland and it was on its way to becoming Ireland’s capital.


At the beginning of the eleventh century, the far west of Europe exhibited two things that could be attributed to the Vikings. One was that a powerful French–Norse province, the duchy of Normandy, was well established along a stretch of the southern shore of the Channel. The other is that two new kingdoms, England and Scotland, had come into being in Britain, both formed by the union of smaller kingdoms, and both with ruling dynasties with accepted sovereignty. Beyond them to the west lay Wales and Ireland, each with its ethnic and linguistic homogeneity but still politically fragmented and thereby vulnerable to an aggressive predator. And by 1169, the Vikings had succeeded in forging links joining Ireland to Britain, Europe and the wider world. They were the precursors of their Frenchified descendants in Normandy, the main characters of this book.





2
Norman Eruptions



This title may seem exaggerated, and in simple numerical terms it is; but not if the impact Norman activity made on politics and the political structures of Europe between c. 1040 and c. 1140 is considered. In the course of those years, Normans created two new states and radically transformed two others.1 Their outstanding achievements have occasioned much thought over many years in the search for an explanation, but none has been found wholly acceptable.


What I believe to be certain is that the Normans were aware of their origins and what made them distinctive; there was a characteristic self-awareness and pride in their achievements. They believed themselves to be distinct, and to some extent they were. France (Roman Gaul) had been taken over by Germanic peoples, who were already Christianised and who were seeking not only enrichment but also the benefits of being within what was still an essentially Roman world. The Normans, however, were Danes who came later and were heathens, although they did become Christian fairly quickly. Their numbers were insufficient to displace or swamp the indigenous inhabitants, but large enough to have a dominating influence.


As already noted, the Normans were different to a large extent because they believed themselves to be different. Believe it long enough and declaim it regularly, and it becomes an embedded characteristic. This self-assessment appears to have developed during the thirty-year rule of Richard II (996–1026), the first ruler to be styled Duke rather than Count, as the nascent ‘Normandy’ emerged from a long period of gestation in which native and migrant merged. But perhaps more important was that it was given a powerful literary impetus by ‘histories’, the first of which was written by Dudo, a man from St Quentin in Picardy who became Richard II’s chaplain. Based largely on orally transmitted stories, the result, although incorporating undoubted facts, was what we would now consider myth. Myths, however, can be far more potent than fact.2


One dramatic example of how this could work is in the witness of their self-awareness in the speech made by Walter Espec (a nickname meaning ‘woodpecker’), lord of Helmsley, on 22 August 1138 when addressing an army assembled on Cowton Moor in North Yorkshire to confront a large Scottish army led by its king, David I. Walter was one of the Anglo-Norman commanders, chosen on account of his stentorian voice to make the traditional pre-battle speech to arouse the courage, confidence and conviction of men about to face the possibility of death. He did so by reminding them of who they were and of the prowess of their ancestors. It worked: the Scots were defeated.


But myths alone do not explain how the Normans came to forge new lives for themselves in distant parts. There were more practical, and indeed more urgent, stimuli.


One was the need for room to expand, particularly when allied with the growing preference for male primogeniture as the principle governing succession to title and property. Here, the Normans, particularly younger sons, were at a disadvantage. They lived in a small state hemmed in by the Channel and, landward, by neighbours well capable of repelling attempts at expansion. Contrast this with the situation on the eastern borders of Germany or the southern borders of Castile and Aragon, where expansion by violence could be justified and in fact encouraged by religious belief. To dispossess, respectively, heathen Slavs and Moorish Muslims was construed as God’s work; or so the perpetrators were ready to believe. Robbery with violence could masquerade as a crusade.


However, while instances of migration in search of better fortune can be adduced, so can examples of men exiled for political and behavioural reasons. Examples of both voluntary and enforced migration were crucial in driving certain Normans to migrate to Italy. Although difficult to prove, it would seem that the Normans’ desire to move on into other lands in order to dominate them was hard-wired into their character.


At the same time, there is no evidence to suggest the Normans were superior militarily or in any other way to the people of the neighbouring duchies and counties, who were by turns their allies and enemies. What does stand out, however, in all the following four ventures is that they achieved success by self-confidence, fierce commitment, willing ruthlessness and a determination to exploit opportunities presented by the fluctuations of the then political world.


One further introductory point: not all participants in Norman ventures were from Normandy. Their ranks were swelled by men from across northern France, trained for war and eager for betterment. The fact that such men accepted Norman leadership shows that the Normans had already become an important part of the Frankish world.


Two of these ventures may be dealt with briefly, since they have no direct bearing on the matter of this book. But it would be wrong to leave them out, since this would leave the picture incomplete; whereas their inclusion adds greater awareness of the breadth of Norman activity. The first was the conquest of the far south of Italy and the island of Sicily, which they welded into a new kingdom. The second, a sequel, was the capture of one of the major cities of the Levant, Antioch, and its hinterland, which became a principality.


CREATION OF NEW STATES IN SOUTHERN ITALY, SICILY AND ANTIOCH


The Norman achievement in southern Italy was remarkable in that it brought together into a single political entity a number of small units that were diverse politically and culturally.3 In the early eleventh century, the far south of the Italian mainland, the areas known as Apulia and Calabria, were a hotchpotch politically, ethnically and in religion. The northern parts comprised several small duchies, notably Salerno, Benevento, Capua and Naples, ruled by descendants of their ninth-century conquerors, the Germanic Lombards. In religion, they were Catholic Christian.


South of them were two outlying provinces of what remained of the Roman Empire, the bulk of which lay in the Balkans and Asia Minor. Ruled from Byzantium, they were Greek in language and were Christian but Orthodox, not Catholic. Between these two wings of the Christian faith no love was lost, since neither was prepared to cede primacy to the other.


Added to this mix was Sicily. Its native population was largely Catholic, but since the ninth century the island had been ruled by Muslim conquerors from North Africa.


Political fragmentation, compounded by cultural differences, was virtually an invitation to ambitious foreign intruders. It was Normans who were quick to seize the opportunity.


Who were these brisk, risk-taking Normans? Basically, there were two groups. The earlier arrivals were led by a certain Rainulf, a man banished from Normandy on account of his violent behaviour. He took service with the duke of Naples, who gave him the town of Aversa, and also his sister as his wife, and eventually Capua. The other group, who came to be dominant, were led by five sons of a middle-ranking Norman landowner, Tancred de Hauteville. The fact that Tancred produced twelve sons, all of whom grew to manhood, goes far to explain why some of them sought fame and fortune in Italy. Two of them were of prime importance. One of the earliest arrivals was the elder, Robert, nicknamed Guiscard (‘crafty’), who was to succeed in conquering Apulia and Calabria. The last to come south from Normandy was Count Roger, the youngest but probably the most able of the brothers. He was assigned the task of subjugating Sicily, which he completed successfully by 1091, and is still remembered today in Sicily and Malta.


Thirty-seven years later, Roger’s son, Roger II, united all the parts conquered by the previous generation of Normans into a single state and in 1130, he persuaded Anacletus II (1130–8), an unsuccessful claimant to the papal throne, to raise his title from duke to king. However, Anacletus’s dubious status rendered the title nugatory. It was the victor in the papal contest, Innocent II (1130–43), who, albeit with great reluctance, conferred the royal title on Roger in 1140. A new kingdom, that of Sicily, had been created, and would last until absorbed into a united Italy in the late nineteenth century.


Roger’s achievement was remarkable not only politically but socially, in that he permitted freedom of worship and eschewed enforced conversion of his Greek and Arab subjects. His purpose was simple: they possessed skills and talents the Normans lacked. Religious toleration made them loyal subjects and allowed him to employ them to the benefit of himself and his kingdom.


The second Norman venture took place about 1,250 miles (2,000 km) to the east, in Syria. But it can be seen as a continuation of the Hauteville family story, in that the central character, Bohemond (known from the place of his birth as Bohemond of Taranto), was Robert Guiscard’s eldest son by his first wife, Alberada, who was Norman. After her death he re-married, his second wife being Sichilgaita, a Lombard, who also bore him a son, Roger. When Robert Guiscard died in 1085, his son and namesake was left the duchy of Apulia and Calabria. The second wife had outflanked her deceased predecessor. In doing what he did, Robert Guiscard did not flout the rules, since it was a widely accepted custom that a man was free to dispose as he wished of that he had won by his sword. All Bohemond was given was a small part of the Byzantine Empire on the eastern shore of the Adriatic Sea, to make of it what he could. This did not satisfy Bohemond; he was now a man looking for a better opportunity.


He found it by joining the expedition known as the First Crusade.4 This was the brainchild of Pope Urban II (1088–99), which he launched in 1096 in a well-rehearsed speech to a large, receptive audience at Clermont in central France. Its purpose was to recover from Islamic control Jerusalem and other places sacred to Christians. These had been in Arab, therefore Islamic, hands since 634, but for most of that time Christians had been able to make their pilgrimages without undue danger or difficulty. This changed with the arrival from the steppes of Central Asia of another but far more warlike and less tolerant Islamic people, the Turks. They rapidly overran the Caliphate of Baghdad, which ruled Palestine and Syria, and in 1071 they inflicted a crushing defeat on a Byzantine army. Their victory enabled them to overwhelm most of Asia Minor (now Turkey) and threaten Byzantium itself.


Urban’s call for a crusade was therefore prompted by an appeal for help which he had received from the Byzantine Emperor, Alexius I: though quite what help Alexius hoped to receive is not clear. But Pope Urban also had another, more astute local purpose in appealing for an armed expedition. The political fragmentation of France had resulted in constant warfare between its small principalities, which their rulers conducted with the use of heavily armed armoured cavalry known as knights. The activities of these warriors had devastating effects on civil society, and consequently Urban calculated that if they could be put to good use plying their trade far from home and to good purpose, European society would be lot a happier and more peaceful.


The response to the papal appeal was electric. From the central parts of Europe thousands set off to realise his ambition. Theirs was an act of folly: they were poorly trained and ill-prepared for the task, and as a result they either perished or were enslaved in the Balkans and Asia Minor. However, the expedition of the late 1090s did succeed and achieved its principal objective, although only after an arduous campaign lasting three years; it was driven by a smaller body of professional warriors composed of men drawn almost entirely from the Frankish world, and in contingents raised and financed by counts and dukes. These men formed a committee of commanders, although with a papal legate as an ex officio chairman. By late 1097 they had reached the city of Antioch, which was too strong and strategically located to be bypassed. The only apparent way of taking it was by siege, and as they were without the necessary siege artillery, the assault dragged on well into 1098. In the end it was taken by devious means: Bohemond’s collusion with a traitor inside the city. He then commanded a force that defeated a Turkish army sent to bring relief to the beleaguered city. Bohemond proceeded to claim Antioch as his prize, claiming that it had been agreed that the city should go to the person who had engineered its surrender.5 Having secured what he had come for, Bohemond withdrew from the crusade, which carried on south to take Jerusalem the following year.


Another Norman, who was also to some extent a loser, commanded another contingent. He was Robert, duke of Normandy since the death of his father, William the Conqueror, in 1087. The Conqueror had three sons, Robert, William and Henry. To Robert he bequeathed his dukedom; to William he gave England, the kingdom he had won by conquest; and to Henry he left money but no land. As already noted, it was a division according to the rules: as the eldest son, Robert could not be denied what his father had inherited. England, which William had conquered, was his to bequeath as he as he saw fit, while his youngest son would have to make his own way in the world.


Robert, nicknamed by his father Curthose (‘short stockings’) on account of his lack of height, was an easygoing man, though an excellent soldier. It was typical of him that he should desert his responsibilities in Normandy for foreign adventure. He had no difficulty in recruiting a contingent of eager knights. His problem was how to pay them. This he solved by mortgaging his duchy for three years to his brother William II, king of England.


Robert performed well on crusade but had no intention of staying in Palestine. On his return, however, he found William II unwilling to return Normandy to him. Equally obdurate was his youngest brother, Henry, who became King of England in 1100 as a result of William II’s death while hunting in the New Forest in Hampshire. This was the sort of dispute between royal siblings that could be settled only one way; by a battle, which was fought at Tinchebray in Normandy in 1106. Robert was defeated and spent the rest of his life as Henry’s prisoner, dying in 1134, only a year before Henry himself.


CONQUEST OF ENGLAND


The armed intruders into Ireland were second- or third-generation Norman, Flemish or Breton settlers who came to Britain after 1066. It follows, therefore, that a rounded understanding of events in Ireland requires a knowledge of similar events in Britain one hundred years before. Perhaps the most basic point is the sharp contrast between the Norman conquest of England and the Norman ventures into Italy and Syria. The latter were private initiatives; the Norman invasion of England was not. It was a carefully planned and ruthlessly executed assault by a head of state, William II, duke of Normandy (1027–87). To fully understand why William committed himself to such a hazardous venture, we need to go back to the closing years of the reign of Aethelred II (978–1016), who is commonly described as ‘the Unready’.6 This is a mistranslation of the old English word unraed, meaning ‘without counsel’. By his first, English wife, Aethelred had a son, Edmund, nicknamed Ironside. He reigned briefly after his father’s death in 1016. However, Edmund, like his father before him, faced a full-scale invasion by Swein, king of Denmark, known as ‘Forkbeard’, and after his death, by his son, Cnut. Edmund’s premature death shortly after that of his father led to a collapse of English resistance, the result of which was that Cnut gained the English throne. This North Sea Empire was short lived: King Cnut and the two sons who succeeded him all died in quick succession between 1035 and 1042.


The way was then open for the return of the English royal dynasty, although it is probably more accurate to call it the Anglo-Norman dynasty. The new king of England was Edward, known as the Confessor because of his interest in religion and ecclesiastical affairs: he was responsible for building the first Westminster Abbey. Edward was born possibly in 1005, to Aethelred and his second wife, Emma, daughter of Duke Richard I of Normandy (d. 996). When Cnut became king, Edward was still a boy and so taken for safety to Normandy, where he spent his formative years. His mother, however, remained in England, where as a widow, she married Cnut, an arrangement politically advantageous to both parties. It made it possible for Emma to secure the succession after Cnut’s death for the son born to them, and after his death, for Edward to succeed to the English throne. In doing so, she was able to thwart the progeny of Edmund ‘Ironside’.


And progeny there was, but living far away in Hungary, in the person of Edmund’s son Edward, known as the Aetheling (Prince) – a fair indication that he was aware of having been denied his right to the throne. In adulthood, Edward the Aetheling married and had two children – Margaret (b. 1047) and Edgar (b. 1052) – and in 1056, the family were allowed to return to England. Edward the Aetheling died shortly after landing; there is no evidence of foul play, only a lurking suspicion. With his death, the title Aetheling, and with it the claim to the throne, passed to his son, Edgar. The possibility of Edgar’s claim being realised became live on 5 January 1066, when Edward the Confessor died.


The question of who should succeed to the throne had to be answered by the leading figures in English public life. Edgar had to be considered but was ruled out on account of his age (he was only thirteen years old). Although being of royal kin counted for much, at this date male primogeniture had yet to become de rigueur, and the times were not propitious for having a king who could reign but not rule. The obvious English candidate was Harold Godwinson, earl of Wessex, whose family had dominated English political life for most of the Confessor’s reign and who was a man of proven ability. His links to the royal dynasty were, however, tangential, amounting to no more than his sister’s marriage to the Confessor, making him his brother-in-law. What clinched it for him was that the Confessor named him as his successor on his deathbed. A dying monarch’s recommendation carried weight: Harold Godwinson became King Harold II.


Why, then, did William of Normandy decide to take a gambler’s risk and bid for the English throne? The most obvious answer was that it was a prize worth winning: England was larger and wealthier than Normandy and was a kingdom, not a mere dukedom. But aside from his undoubted desire for wealth and power, William had a claim to the throne that did not lack substance: he was a peripheral member of the English royal family through Emma, his great-aunt. In addition, there is some evidence that earlier in his reign the Confessor had indicated to William that he intended to name him as his successor. This was reinforced by Harold taking an oath in support of William’s claim while visiting Normandy in 1065. The event is depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry, which shows Harold taking the oath with outstretched hands, one apparently touching a Bible, the other on a reliquary. This later allowed William to claim that Harold was a perjured usurper and that all who supported Harold, or resisted William, were guilty of treason. But it was a tenuous argument; what William really needed was international backing. This he secured, at least in some measure, from the only two institutions qualified to give it: the Holy Roman Emperor (Henry IV, 1056–1109) and the Pope (Alexander II, 1061–73).


The Norman Conquest is generally seen as an event that lasted eighty-nine days, from the landing of the Norman army on the Sussex coast in September 1066 to William’s coronation later in the year, on Christmas Day, in Westminster Abbey. It was, it seemed, mission accomplished, but this is an over-simplification: it took a further thirty years of hard work by armed men in the saddle to secure the new regime full acceptance. Arguably, the Norman Conquest was not fully achieved until 1095.


Conquest was followed by expropriation and redistribution of land. William’s justification for this was on the grounds that all who resisted his just claim to the throne were guilty of treason, and thereby forfeit in life and land. This may be seen as a thin veneer of respectability; the brutal fact, however, was that the men who risked their lives to win William his throne did so for personal gain. The evidence of their success is written in the form of the Domesday Book of 1086.7 This was the product of a detailed survey commissioned by William in 1085, aimed at providing him with an accurate picture of who possessed land tempore regis Edwardi (Latin: in King Edward’s time) and who had it now. The evidence of the Domesday Book is that, apart from the land belonging to the King, almost all the land of England south of the river Tees was in the hands of men from Normandy or thereabouts. Most of the indigenous English had been ousted.


EXPANSION INTO WALES


By becoming king of England William inherited the perennial problem of Wales, which his English predecessors had never conquered or pacified.8 Their policy was one of containment, exemplified by Offa’s Dyke, the earthwork between the estuaries of the rivers Dee and Severn, constructed by Offa, king of Mercia (757–96) to act as a barrier against Welsh raids or expansionist attempts. Although homogeneous in language and culture, Wales was not a political entity but divided between three small kingdoms: Gwynnedd (North), Powys (Central) and Deheubarth (South), each seeking to dominate the others. There was a further problem facing the would-be conqueror: the mountainous nature of much of the terrain, which favoured defence.
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