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Chronology











 





	1110

	Birth of Diarmait Mac Murchada.






	1115

	Murder of Diarmait’s father by the Hiberno-Norse of Dublin.






	c1122

	Tigernán Ua Ruairc becomes lord of Bréifne and Conmaicne.






	1126

	Diarmait becomes ruler of the Uí Chennselaig and is proclaimed king of Leinster, but is overthrown by the high king.






	1128

	Tigernán Ua Ruairc plays a prominent part in a raid against the Uí Chennselaig, Diarmait is forced to give way.






	1130

	Birth of Richard fitz Gilbert de Clare, ‘Strongbow’.






	1132

	Diarmait attacks Kildare Abbey.






	1138

	Diarmait and his allies thwart an incursion from the high king and Tigernán Ua Ruairc.






	1141

	Seventeen local rivals murdered or blinded by Diarmait.






	1148

	Strongbow inherits his father’s lands and titles.






	1151

	The battle of Móin Mór, Diarmait survives on the winning side.






	1152

	Diarmait, allied with Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn, defeats Tigernán Ua Ruairc. Derbforgaill, Tigernán’s wife, elopes with Diarmait.






	1154

	Strongbow faces ruin arising from the hostility of Henry II.






	1155

	King Henry II of England proposes an invasion of Ireland, but is dissuaded by his court.






	1159

	The battle of Ardee. Diarmait allies with Mac Lochlainn and, in another brutal conflict, defeats Tigernán and his allies, the warriors of Connacht.






	1166

	Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn is killed by Tigernán Ua Ruairc and his allies. Ruaidrí Ua Conchobair becomes high king and in the company of Tigernán inflicts a heavy defeat on Diarmait. Diarmait flees to Bristol. That autumn, Diarmait seeks out King Henry II of England and offers to become Henry’s vassal in return for support.






	1167

	

The fateful meeting of Diarmait and Strongbow. Diarmait returns to Ireland and rallies the Uí Chennselaig, but is immediately attacked by Ruaidrí and Tigernán. Diarmait is forced to pay honour price to Tigernán for taking Derbforgaill fifteen years earlier.









	1169, 1 MAY






	 

	The arrival in Ireland, at Bannow, of Robert fitz Stephen, Miles fitz David, Meilyr fitz Henry, Maurice de Prendergast and Strongbow’s uncle, Hervey de Montmorency.






	1169, SUMMER






	 

	Maurice de Prendergast attempts to leave Ireland and, when prevented from doing so by Diarmait, defects to the king of Osraige.






	1169, AUTUMN






	 

	Ruaidrí Ua Conchobair confronts Diarmait and Robert fitz Stephen, leaving Leinster with hostages and the promise that the Norman troops will be sent back across the Irish Sea. Maurice de Prendergast and his troops escape ambush to report back to Strongbow.






	1170, 1 MAY






	 

	Raymond Le Gros, acting for Strongbow, arrives at Dún Domnaill near Waterford and wins a battle against the Hiberno-Norse and their local Irish allies.






	1170, 23 AUGUST






	 

	Strongbow sails for Ireland against King Henry II’s commands. Two days later, Waterford is stormed and Strongbow marries Aífe Mac Murchada in the aftermath of the slaughter.






	1170, 21 SEPTEMBER






	 

	The Hiberno-Norse of Dublin are taken by surprise, while negotiating with Strongbow and Diarmait, and the city is captured.






	1171, c1 MAY






	 

	The death of Diarmait Mac Murchada.






	1171, c16 MAY






	 

	The deposed ruler of Dublin, Asculv Mac Turcaill, along with John the Wode, bring a Viking army to regain the city, but are defeated by Miles de Cogan.






	1171, SUMMER






	 

	Siege of Dublin by the high king and his allies, ended by a surprise attack on Ruaidrí’s camp and the rout of the Irish army.






	1171, LATE AUTUMN






	 

	Tigernán leads the third attack of this year on Dublin and once again Miles de Cogan defends the city, routing the Irish army.






	1171, 17 OCTOBER






	 

	The arrival of King Henry II of England in Ireland (near Waterford). From 11 November, Henry spends the winter in Dublin.






	1172, 17 APRIL






	 

	Henry II leaves Ireland, having taken oaths of submission from most Irish kings and also having created divisions among the Norman lords remaining in Ireland.






	1172

	Tigernán is betrayed and murdered while in negotiations with Hugh de Lacy, the new Norman lord of Meath. Tigernán’s head is placed over the gates of Dublin Castle.






	1173, AUGUST






	 

	Strongbow fights in Normandy for Henry II.






	1173, AUTUMN






	 

	Mutiny against Strongbow by his soldiers in Ireland who want further conquests. Raymond Le Gros returns to Waterford to lead these troops and is promised the hand of Strongbow’s sister, Basilia.






	1174

	At Cashel, Strongbow retreats from a punitive raid. A surge of Irish and Hiberno-Norse risings take place.






	1175

	The capture of Limerick by Raymond Le Gros.






	1176, 20 APRIL






	 

	Strongbow dies of an infection spreading from his foot.
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Ireland before the Normans.
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Leinster before the Normans (following FJ Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings).
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Ireland, Wales, England and Normandy.
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Preface





May 1169. Dispersed groups of armoured men are wielding long axes in a meadow on the southwest border of Leinster. They are sweating in the sunshine and would welcome the opportunity to rest in the shade of a nearby line of trees. It is not timber that these men are hacking but heads from the several hundred corpses that are lying in the tall grass. Blood has been sprayed over the yellow marigolds and buttercups and has collected in dark, scarlet pools. Longhaired, bearded or bald, the severed heads are picked up and brought to be counted and paid for at a distinct gathering of soldiers, whose banners are as colourful as the spring flowers. There, one man in particular dominates the scene.


Diarmait Mac Murchada, king of Leinster, cannot contain his feelings of satisfaction as the pile of heads before him grows. His teeth are clenched and a bitter, vindictive joy is evidently coursing through him. From time to time the king leaps into the air, clasping his arms above his head in glee. Despite the gore, Diarmait recognises the features of men whom he hated passionately and revels in the fact that they will never defy him again. Their threats have proven empty. Their cruelties towards Diarmait have been answered. In the vicious life-and-death struggle that has over the years favoured one side and then the other, Diarmait has ultimately emerged victorious. It is finished with now and forever.


Beside the king are three knights clad entirely in chainmail: from the coif over their heads − currently thrown back so they can feel refreshed after their exertions − to their feet. Their names are Robert fitz Stephen, Maurice de Prendergast and Hervey de Montmorency and they are conscious of being foreigners in this land. If these knights think the behaviour of the king is unbecoming, they are wise enough not to display their disapproval. Instead they look on with apparent equanimity as the elderly man jumps around the grisly display, the satisfaction of vengeance fulfilled evidently providing him with boundless energy.


The king of Leinster is a tall man who at fifty-nine years of age still retains some of the muscular physique of his youth. But his bearded face also bears the lines of a man who has brooded in sorrow and anger for many years. And Diarmait’s voice, once capable of giving a roar as loud as a charging bull, is husky now, worn out from the din of battle. Of his many sorrows, one of the greatest was the blinding of his eldest son, Énna Mac Murchada. It was the men of Osraige, the kingdom on Leinster’s south-west border, who had made Énna their prisoner and, after holding their captive for two years, it was they who had put out his eyes and made him ineligible to ever inherit the kingship. It is the same warriors of Osraige who carried out this mutilation whose bodies are lying still under the blue sky and whose sightless eyes roll as their heads are tossed onto the bloody heap.


As he turns over the ruined faces to examine them, one in particular excites Diarmait more than all the others. He grabs it by the hair and holds it up for all in the field to see. Everyone pauses to watch. With a husky laugh of triumph, Diarmait suddenly lunges at the head and bites the nose and cheeks of his defeated foe. This action will reassure his superstitious warriors that the ghosts of the slain will not return to haunt them.


The king of Leinster had a lot of enemies; at one time nearly the whole of Ireland was united against him. But the fact that his neighbours from Osraige had joined in the coalition to oust him had been a particularly heavy blow and Diarmait had hardly dared dream that the day would come when he could make the traitors pay. Now they were dead and their corpses were his to abuse. Let the word spread throughout the land: Diarmait Mac Murchada was back. If you had been one of those traitors who had turned against him and driven him to seek the assistance of foreigners, then you would shiver at the news of the king of Leinster savaging the features of his old enemies. It could be your head in his hands before long.


Out of sight of the Irish king, the three Norman lords exchange glances with each other and look back to the far end of the field where a handful of knights and a much larger number of archers are gathered after the battle. Before that morning’s conflict began, Robert fitz Stephen had addressed the Norman army. The handsome, clean-shaven knight had emphasised the justice of Diarmait’s campaign; the treacherous nature of the men of Osraige, who had committed a crime when they had taken over half of Diarmait’s former lands; and the honourable nature of the king of Leinster. If that attempt to exalt their nominal overlord as a model of chivalry now appears rather false, there are nevertheless no shocked stares or insubordinate mutterings from among Robert’s followers.


These soldiers from south Wales are hard men with a professional commitment to war and no illusions as to the character of the princes who lead them. And that morning there had been another point made by Robert in his rallying speech that had struck home and made them more loyal to Diarmait’s cause than any of the king’s own Irish followers. ‘Perhaps,’ Robert had said, ‘the outcome of this present action will be that the five divisions of the island will be reduced to one, and sovereignty over the whole kingdom will devolve upon us in future. If victory is won and Mac Murchada is restored with the aid of our arms, if by our present assaults the kingdom of Ireland is forever preserved for us and for our descendants then what renown we shall win!’


Renown, yes, and a comfortable living as the recipients of the wealth that made its way up from those who worked the land and cattle to those who lived in halls and castles. There was opportunity, here in Ireland, to supplant the local nobles. That was the real appeal of Robert’s speech. Let Diarmait behave as a pagan king of biblical times if he wished. It did not matter. What was important about this campaign was that after Diarmait was gone, it would be their turn to enjoy the fruits of victory.
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CHAPTER 1


Normanitas





In the autumn of 911 the foundations of a duchy were laid, the warriors of which were to dominate Europe’s military affairs for over two hundred years. Despite their very modest origins, from Palestine to Ireland Norman knights would conquer kingdoms and make empires tremble. At the small town of Saint Clair on the river Epte – a tributary of the Seine – Charles, king of the Franks, whose unaffected manners earned him the nickname ‘the Simple’, came to agreement with a Viking troop that they should desist from their depredations upon the French and, instead, settle the land. For more than a generation the descendants of the great emperor Charlemagne had been humbled by raids of swift-moving Viking armies. The Norsemen were difficult to contain and even when cornered and forced into battle they proved to be ferocious warriors, clad as they were in sturdy chainmail hauberks and wielding iron weapons of the highest craftsmanship.


The leader of the Vikings who met with Charles was a warrior called Hrólfr (Latinised by those who subsequently came to write about him as ‘Rollo’). Hrólfr was a massive man, so bulky in fact that no horse could carry him far and thus he earned the nickname, ‘the walker’. The band of Vikings that Hrólfr led were more than a short-lived raiding party; their comradeship was a way of life and they had stood together for more than twenty years: sailing, raiding, fighting on either side of the English Channel and living off the tribute that the nobles of France and England offered up to appease their violence. The initial impulse that led Hrólfr to raise his banner – whose design was the left wing of a red bird − and for hundreds of warriors to rally to it was a desire to live freely.


Back in Norway, a king had for the first time fought his way to such power that the whole country was obliged to serve him. Harald Finehair, it was said, had been spurned as a teenager by the high-spirited Gyda, who had replied to his advances that she would only become his wife if he could rule Norway with as little opposition as the kings of Denmark and Sweden faced in their realms. On hearing this, Harald vowed that he would win Gyda and that he would not cut or comb his hair until he did so. When at last his goal was fulfilled, it was the revelation that, after cleaning and unknotting, Harald’s hair was actually a striking, bright blonde that earned the king his nickname.


Subduing one small Norse kingdom after another, Harald rallied a sizeable section of the defeated Viking élite to him by crushing the free farming class as he marched. The king imposed such taxes upon the bonder that those the king appointed jarl could live better under Harald than they had managed independently of him. But Vikings prided themselves as much on their freedom as on their consumption of food and drink, so the stronger Harald Finehair became, the more entire communities of warriors took ship, to settle the Faroe Islands and Iceland and to trouble northern Europe.


One summer Hrólfr returned from Russia and raided territory that had fallen under King Harald’s sway. In consequence, Hrólfr was banished and no amount of pleading from his high-born mother could reverse the decision. As a result she made a prediction:






Evil it is by such a wolf,


Noble prince, to be bitten;


He will not spare the flock


If he is driven to the woods.








The wolf crossed the North Sea to the Hebrides, gathered more ships and, on 17 November 876, planted his giant frame firmly on the heavy soil of northern France. For the Christian church a nightmare had arrived; not only did the Viking army plunder directly from the churches and monasteries but the royal authorities drew on church wealth to buy off attacks on towns. The church had accumulated a great deal of wealth in the form of precious ornaments and delicate works of art, but this was now all taken from them. If there was one positive effect to derive from the pagan Vikings’ lack of appreciation of such cultural artefacts, it was that the Norsemen released into circulation once more the church’s gold and silver; melting it down to make ingots for trade. The commodity that the Vikings were most interested in was iron. The Vikings cared more for iron than any other metal, because iron made their ships sturdy, their armour strong, and their swords the finest weapons in Europe. Those settlements in the former Carolingian province of Neustria (the northern part of present-day France) that were now under Viking control began to prosper, with a lively trade and flourishing of craftsmanship.


Accepting that the Norsemen were here to stay, Charles the Simple decided to try to end the pattern of raids and tribute-giving for once and for all. A treaty made at Saint Clair gave all the land from the river Epte to the sea to the Norsemen and as a result this land became known as Normandy. In return for this grant, Hrólfr was to be baptised a Christian, take Charles’s daughter Gisela as his wife and accept the French king as his overlord. A twelfth-century verse history of this moment, however, reports a striking incident that is said to have taken place when Hrólfr came to make his submission, an incident that testified to the continued determination of the Viking host to assert their freedom.


Surrounded by his nobles and the senior figures of the French church, Charles met Hrólfr to ratify their agreement. But for Charles the meeting got off on the wrong foot, literally. The French king attempted to impose his authority from the beginning by having his heralds explain that before discussions could begin, the Vikings should show due deference to the monarch by kissing his foot. After some murmuring on the Viking side, one of their warriors strode forward and bent down. Then, clasping Charles firmly by the ankle, he stood up again and raised the royal foot, causing the king to dangle in a most undignified manner. The Viking warrior then fulfilled his obligation of kissing the king’s foot, before letting go of Charles who collapsed back towards the cries of consternation and outrage coming from the royal entourage. But scandalised as they were, the French nobility could not retaliate, not while they needed the good will of the leaders of the Viking army.


Despite their very different attitude towards authority, the Vikings and the French came to an agreement. The Vikings did not exactly turn their swords into ploughshares; they still needed to be able to mobilise an army to face their neighbours or the possibility of attack by rival Viking fleets, but they did take up farming in a land that was far more fertile than the rocky mountains of Norway. Whereas yields of grain crops were rarely more than three to one in Scandinavia at the time, the fields of Normandy returned up to fourteen times the grain sown. And the Vikings knew all about the use of a heavy iron-tipped plough to break through the thick clods of northern soil and get the most from the land.


Swords and Ploughshares [image: alt]



Elsewhere in France, a great deal of aristocratic disdain existed towards those who performed manual labour. But the early records from Normandy show a keen interest by owners in their tools; they made extensive lists of their iron-tipped mattocks, spades, hoes and other equipment. Hrólfr announced decrees to ensure that farmers need not fear the loss of their ploughs or tools from theft.


According to one medieval historian, a farmer’s wife thought to take advantage of this ruling, and when her husband left ploughshare, coulter and tools behind in the field as he went to rest, she moved them all to a secret location and the farmer, naturally, thought that they had been stolen. Facing ruin, the farmer went to Hrólfr, who gave him the considerable sum of five solidi. But the duke did not leave the matter there and had the incident investigated further; suspicion fell upon the wife and she was forced to take the ordeal of hot iron to prove her innocence. When she failed that, she was whipped until she confessed her crime. The duke then asked the farmer, ‘Did you know your wife was the thief?’ and the farmer answered, ‘Yes, I did.’ At this Hrólfr said, ‘You wicked man, your mouth condemns you,’ and he ordered both to be hanged. The severity of punishment for theft in Normandy in Hrólfr’s time was such that a story grew up claiming that when he left golden bracelets hanging from an oak tree after removing them for a meal, the gold remained safe and untouched for three years.


One of the most significant revolutions in the Norman way of life compared to that of their neighbours was the effective abolition of slavery. Slavery did exist in Normandy up until the mid-eleventh century, but in the form of a few slaves serving in the homes of the rich, rather than large numbers of slaves working in gangs on the fields, or, as in the Irish case, working with herds of cattle. Not that the Norman élite had a benign attitude to their workforce, it was just that they found the system of serfdom a more efficient one than that of slavery. When a gang of slaves goes out to work the land, they do not care whether tools get broken or not, or whether the field can be expanded through new drainage systems, or whether it is worth doing the backbreaking work of cutting bushes and shifting rocks to bring more land into use by the plough. A slave resents every task. A serf or a crop-paying farmer on the other hand, one whose land was granted to their children and grandchildren (albeit on making a payment to the lord), is motivated to improve the yields of their seed and livestock. Not quite slaves, the serf did at least have a stake in the crop, taking a share for themselves.


The life of a serf was better than that of a slave, but barely. To be a serf was to surrender yourself to the lord who owned the land and from the point that you ceremonially attended him with a rope around your neck you no longer had any freedom to leave the land or even marry without the lord’s consent. And the lords were brutal in maintaining their grip on the lower classes. When the Norman peasantry tried to resist new exploitative burdens, such as taxes on the use of traditional paths and river ways, their overlords could be very severe. In 996, Rodolf, count of Ivry, and his nephew Duke Richard II of Normandy, caught peasant delegates in the act of assembling to discuss methods of rebellion against such new impositions. The lords had the hands and feet of the peasants cut off. The point of this particular form of harsh punishment was that these impudent serfs would live on, a burden to their communities and a warning to anyone who dared to resist the knightly class.


From Vikings to Normans [image: alt]



With generous revenues and a military force capable of seeing off those who might rob them, the former Vikings slowly, over the next four or five generations, inter-married and prospered and in the process they reinvented themselves. By the middle of the eleventh century the consistent development of their farms and their efficiency at squeezing the lower classes had provided the Norman knight with the wealth for developing the finest arms and armour west of Constantinople and for breeding the stoutest warhorses on the continent.


The Normans took a direct interest in the development of their farms and especially in the purchase and breeding of horses. The destrier, so-called because it was led by the right hand (dextra) of a squire, was a powerful beast, capable of carrying an armoured warrior into battle. Costing some thirty times more than a palfrey – a light horse suitable for couriers – muscular destriers in the fields and stables of the knights were one of the most visible forms of the growing wealth of Normandy. The Vikings had long known of the use of the stirrup and treated stirrups as precious items, to judge by the fact that their riding equipment, made from bronze or iron, often accompanied their owner in burial. It was on the grassy fields of Normandy, however, rather than the mountainsides of Norway that the art of fighting from horseback was perfected. Within a few generations, from Spain to Byzantium, the Normans were praised as masters of horsemanship, riding horses that had been trained to be surefooted in the tumult of battle and to turn at the touch of a hand.


Knights and Clergy [image: alt]



Culturally the Norman élite had changed over the years. They still remembered their Viking origins and Norse was used as a language among them for several generations. Viking zoomorphic art, the swirling-tailed animals that decorated metal goods and cloth, remained popular in Norman crafts. But by the eleventh century it was clear there had been great changes since Hrólfr’s day.


Socially, the former warriors had copied developments among their continental neighbours and, where they could achieve it, the richer amongst them had become a distinct nobility, concentrating on improving their knightly skills by riding to the hunt almost every day that they were not actually riding to war. Not all the descendants of Hrólfr’s Viking army had become lords of the labour of others, many were still free farmers of varying degrees of wealth, but, on the whole, the aristocracy of Normandy by the end of the first millennium could trace their origins back to Viking ancestors.


In their religion, there was an enormous contrast between the pagan values of the original invaders and their descendants. As part of his agreement with King Charles the Simple, Hrólfr had been baptised. As a result, the practice of beheading captured Christians in honour of the old gods came to an immediate halt. Indeed, at the end of his life Hrólfr distributed a hundred pounds of gold through the churches in honour of the Christian God. Was he genuinely converted? It would appear so, judging by these donations. Hrólfr’s conversion in order to sign the key treaty was clearly a political decision, but the distribution of great wealth back to the church – albeit in the face of death – he once plundered shows a great deal of respect for the religion.


Understandably, though, it took the church some time to regain its confidence and function once more in Normandy. For much of the ninth and tenth centuries, bishops, such as those of Avranches, Bayeux, Lisieux and Sées, were not appointed or, if they were, lived in exile. But when the Christian religion was consolidated among the Norman nobility, the new lords began to compete with each other in their efforts to endow monasteries and churches. Evidence for just how skilled the masons and carpenters of Normandy were at this time remains in the landscape even today, especially in the form of the restored church buildings of the eleventh century. Huge stone buildings, employing the latest techniques in construction, sprang up over the duchy as each magnate established his own religious foundation.


These clerical and monastic communities fulfilled an important service for the new Norman nobility, in addition to that of spiritual welfare. A religious endowment provided a setting for the retirement and final resting place of a knight and his descendants. The clergy were also essential in estate management, being literate where the knight, typically, was not. In marked contrast to the Irish lay nobility, which included poets with extraordinary technical prowess, the Norman knight generally did not trouble to learn to read.


One knight who might have come to an early appreciation of the practical value of written records was William the Bastard, later ‘Conqueror’. As a young lad of seven, William, along with several other boys, was summoned to a meeting at which his father, Duke Robert the Magnificent, had just reached agreement with Humphrey de Vieilles over the foundation of a monastery at Saint-Pierre at Préaux. Duke Robert smacked his son hard in the face. Humphrey did the same to young Richard of Lillebonne, who was carrying the Duke’s greaves (leg armour). When Richard asked Humphrey why this strong blow had been struck, Humphrey answered, ‘Because you are younger than me and perhaps you will live a long time and you will be a witness of this business whenever there is need.’ For good measure, the adults then gave a solid crack to Hugh, son of Count Waleran of Meulan. Hitting youths was not a very efficient method of record keeping but perhaps William was to learn from this hard lesson: in later life he was to commission the greatest documentary survey of people and property of the medieval era: the Domesday Book.


Over time the dukes of Normandy found in the clergy useful and effective allies in the suppression of the near-constant warfare that threatened the stability of the political structures of the region. At large assemblies of knights, clergy and free farmers in the time of William the Conqueror, decrees were passed announcing general ‘truce’ and ‘peace’ legislation: the former outlawing warfare on all days but Tuesdays and Wednesdays, the later banning attacks on the unarmed and their property. The penalty for ignoring these decrees was excommunication and a heavy fine, payable to the church.


Castles [image: alt]



One striking symbol of the restless efforts by lords to promote themselves at the expense of their rivals was the rapid proliferation of castle-building. The Norman knights led the world in the development of the castle, largely because they had the resources to invest in the considerable labour and craftsmanship required. But Normandy, too, had social conditions that impelled the art of castle construction forward. Although tactically the castle is a defensive building, strategically, the castle is used offensively. By locating a castle in disputed land and on river crossing points, a lord fashions a base from which his knights can range far and wide into enemy territory and from which they can demand revenues from the local peasantry. In a word, a castle means domination. At least forty castles were erected in Normandy before 1066 and there would have been many more, but for William the Conqueror’s intervention, halting castle construction except at his discretion. William decreed that:


‘No one in Normandy might dig a fosse in the open country of more than one shovel’s throw in depth nor set more than one line of palisade, and that without battlements or alures [wooden walkways]. And no one might make a fortification on rock or island and no one might raise a castle in Normandy and no one in Normandy might withhold the possession of his castle from the lord of Normandy if he wishes to take it into his hand.’


In Ireland, in the eleventh and early twelfth centuries, there did not exist the same drive to build castles. Clearly, those lords who founded such impressive constructions as the monasteries of Mellifont or Baltinglass had the resources and the access to skilled artisans necessary to build castles. But why would they, when the source of wealth in Ireland was mobile? Build a castle near enemy territory and the enemy would simply move their herds of cattle away from it. Nor were there administrative structures in Ireland which were centralised in the same way as, for example, the English financial centre at Winchester or governmental centre at London. When the Normans conquered England, they immediately built castles in both cities to ensure control of them. But the retinues and functionaries of Irish kings, like the kings themselves, were itinerant. They had favoured residences, of course, but like their wealth, they were constantly mobile.


In a mistaken belief that Irish society before the coming of the Normans was sufficiently like that of northern Europe to warrant an expectation that the Irish aristocracy used castles as their primary residences, some historians and archaeologists have looked for evidence of pre-Norman castles. They have searched in vain and they will continue to do so. The only possible exceptions were the various Uí Chonchobair fortresses described with the loan words caistél or caislén, located beside rivers, where control of such key crossing points might have repaid the investment of the king. But even if – as they certainly could have – the Uí Chonchobair rulers had hired experts in castle construction and built something similar to a Norman ringwork or motte, it would still have served a rather different function to the castle as it was developed in Normandy. There is no suggestion by the Irish sources of these forts being residences for lords or centres of administration. For a Norman knight, by contrast, establishing jurisdiction over a ‘fief’, allotted to him by his lord, meant creating a fortified residence to control the revenues of those ploughing the land and to threaten the revenues of those within riding distance. And if the fief were on conquered territory in England, Wales, Italy, Palestine, or Ireland, there was no question but that the residence would be a castle. The generation living at the time of the conquest of England would see over a hundred castles appear on the landscape, and by the time the Normans came to Ireland a century later, there were over a thousand castles in England.


The early Norman castle was a wood-and-earth affair. It came in two basic forms, either that of a ringwork, where the defensive system depended entirely on the ditch and palisade that surrounded the stables and residential buildings, or a motte-and-bailey, where the main defence was a high mound (the motte) on top of which perched a wooden tower for additional defensive height advantage. In the latter form of castle, the residences and other buildings were usually at the foot of the hill surrounded by a ditch and palisade (the bailey). By 1066, the Normans had become adept at throwing up a motte castle in a hurry. When they invaded England, for example, they built a castle at Hastings within fifteen days. Once their foothold on a territory was consolidated, the Normans then built more substantial structures.


The same pattern was even more evident in the partial conquest of Ireland a hundred years later, when about five hundred earth-and-timber castles were constructed within the space of a decade or two, covering the eastern half of the country. Having secured their presence in Ireland in this way, the Anglo-Normans then built more permanent and much more impressive stone castles, such as that at Trim, which was constructed on top of the early timber ringwork castle.
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If there was a golden rule of European high politics in the period from AD1000 to 1200, it was not to let the Normans become involved in your realm. For not only were they the finest warriors in Europe, but they were also intensely ambitious, restless, and devoted to the goal of achieving fame. Wherever a Norman force encountered weakness among an existing ruling élite, whether friend or foe, they ended up supplanting the old aristocracy and taking their land.


Despite intense rivalry between them, the Normans also knew when to band together to take advantage of an opportunity. They had no fear of the sea, having inherited from their Viking forbears the techniques of building seaworthy craft capable of transporting their cavalry, as well as a knowledge of weather, tide and coastal landscape. As a result, the Normans made some extraordinary conquests, including the amphibious invasions of England, Sicily and Ireland.
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The most famous Norman leader both in his day and in modern times was William, who in later life was known as ‘the Conqueror’, but who from childhood was termed ‘the Bastard’. For William was born from a liaison between Duke Robert the Magnificent of Normandy and Herleva, the daughter of a lowly leather worker. The duke took responsibility for Herleva and later married her. This did not prevent William’s enemies from mocking him in regard to his grandfather’s profession. When, around the year 1050, he was besieging the town and castle of Alençon, a group of knights and footsoldiers cried down from a stockade at William’s troops, banging on the protective leather hides:






The skin, the skin of the tanner


That belongs to William’s trade!








Such taunting was rather reckless, since as soon as the town’s outer defences were overcome, William picked out those involved and had their hands and feet cut off. The feet were then catapulted into the castle to demoralise the defenders.


Partly because of his lowly origins on his mother’s side, but more due to the desire of all Norman lords to throw off any authority above them, William faced enormous challenges in becoming an effective ruler of the duchy. Duke Robert left on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1035, when William was just eight years old. William’s father never came back, dying on the return journey at Nicaea. And although the Norman lords had all sworn loyalty to the boy in front of the archbishop of Rouen at Fécamp, they immediately set about fighting one another and building castles to protect their independence. At one point, in 1042, when William was fourteen or fifteen, a conspiracy to murder the young duke nearly caught him unawares. One evening after hunting in Valognes, he was woken by a jester called Goles beating on the walls of his room.


‘Open up,’ Goles cried, ‘open up! You will all be killed, get up, get up! Where are you lying, William? Why are you sleeping? If you are attacked here, you will soon be killed. Your enemies are arming themselves. If they can find you here, you will never get out of the Cotentin and not live till the morning.’


With just breeches and shirt and a cloak around his shoulders, William grabbed a horse and set off. In great fear and distress, the teenager could not risk going to any major town until he knew who remained loyal to him. With the pursuit close behind, William came to the castle at Reys, where he was relieved to find that Hubert of Reys was willing to aid him. Sending William on with his three sons as escort, Hubert met the rebel party and while pretending to share their goals, escorted them down the wrong path, allowing William the time he needed to reach safety.


The turning point for William’s extraordinarily successful rise to power was a battle, that of Val-ès-Dunes, near Caen, in 1047. There, on a wide, sloping battlefield William, aided by King Henry I of France, met his enemies. Before the battle began, a significant incident took place. Ralph Taisson had once been a part of the rebel army and had sworn to strike William if he got the chance. Now, however, along with hundred and forty knights, he wanted to reconcile himself to the duke. Riding up to William, Ralph took off his gauntlet and slapped the young man with it, saying:


‘I am acquitting myself of what I swore. I swore I would strike you as soon as I found you. I have struck you in order to acquit myself of my oath, because I do not wish to perjure myself.’


‘My thanks to you for this blow,’ replied William. And the two fought together thereafter.


The press of this battle was particularly fierce, with knights in tight formation clashing against one another. Lances sought openings in armour; maces and swords clattered against shields. No one wanted to earn the ignominy of fleeing and so on both sides they persevered despite the blood and horror. William and Henry were in the thick of the press and at one point the French king was unseated by a blow from a lance. Only the strength of the hauberk that he was wearing saved Henry from death and the proud peasants of Cotentin remembered the fall of the king hundreds of years later, with the couplet: ‘from the Cotentin came the lance, which struck down the king of France.’ Despite being trampled in the mud, Henry was raised back up to his saddle and rallied his knights, riding around to make sure they could see him and thus quell the rumour that he was dead.


It was rare for the most senior lords of a realm to be killed in eleventh- and twelfth-century European battles. Normally, their opponents would prefer to capture them alive. But whether because of the near-death of the king of France or the bitterness engendered by the rebels’ previous attempt to assassinate William, the duke and his allies showed no mercy once they got the upper hand. As men fleeing the battle were killed while trying to cross rivers, their bodies floated off downstream in such numbers that all the local watermills became choked for miles around.


After Val-ès-Dunes, William was never seriously challenged again and his authority was such that he could undertake the adventure for which he became famous, the conquest of England.
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England was a country with vastly greater wealth and resources than Normandy; it had also gone much further in the eleventh century in the formation of a central administration than had its neighbours. Under the impact of a succession of Danish raids demanding tribute, the English kings had developed a strong tax-collecting system. A secular judicial system too, that operated via local courts and the testimony of worthy men, was more sophisticated than that prevailing elsewhere in Europe, with the possible exception of Ireland. In the mid-eleventh century, however, England was suffering from political instability that undermined these strengths and invited the attention of foreign predators, not just in Normandy, but also in Norway.


From 1042, Edward the Confessor had ruled in England, having spent most of his life in exile in Normandy. His connection with Normandy was something that Edward considered to be of great value, for he looked to the Normans to give him the strength to defy the powerful English earls who otherwise dominated the throne. Edward appointed three Norman bishops to sees in England and also made Ralph the Timid Earl of Hereford. The new king’s particular target in this approach was his most powerful vassal, Godwin, earl of Wessex. Godwin’s influence in England was such that, despite Edward’s reluctance, the king was obliged to take Godwin’s daughter, Edith, as his queen. In 1051, feeling that his position was now strong enough, Edward struck out at Godwin, outlawing the earl’s sons and threatening Godwin himself. Edward had miscalculated; the two other great earls of the English kingdom, Leofric earl of Mercia and Siward of Northumbria, were uneasy about the king’s favouring of Norman appointees and allowed Godwin to make a comeback. Godwin was restored to all his positions in 1052 and the queen to the royal bedchamber.


The absence of a royal heir meant the question of who should succeed Edward became a central one in English politics and one that drew in the Duke of Normandy. For William was related to the king’s mother and that gave him a distant claim on the royal throne. There were others with a much better claim, such as the young Edgar Atheling, the only other male relative of Edward’s father King Æthelred. At least William had some connection to the royal dynasty, while the main power in England, Harold, Godwin’s son, had no inherited claim at all to the title. Unfortunately for Harold, an ill-fated voyage saw him forced to land in Normandy in 1064, where immediately William sent men to bring the English earl to the ducal court. William interrogated Harold as to the situation in England and, before letting him go, famously obliged Harold to take an oath recognising William’s claim to the crown.


On the 4 or 5 January 1066, Edward the Confessor died. On the day he was buried, Harold Godwinson was made king. Edgar Atheling was passed over, being only fourteen and having no forces under his command. For England needed a capable military commander. Not only was William of Normandy planning to mount an invasion to back his claim to the throne, but the greatest adventurer of the century, Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, had taken up with Harold’s estranged brother Tostig and was also assembling a fleet. Harald Hardrada was a ferocious warrior who had fought his way around the Mediterranean as a leader of the élite Byzantine Varangian Guard before coming home through Russia to claim the crown of Norway.


Early in September 1066, two fleets were poised to attack England. It is testimony to the tremendous resources available to Duke William that he could afford to wait nearly two months before sailing. Not only did he want favourable weather, but he did not want to be the first to face the English army. For this strategic advantage and in the hope that the new English king could not afford to keep his fleet mobilised, William was willing to pay the living costs of the thousands of knights and footsoldiers who had assembled at the estuary of the river Dives.


Harald Hardrada, therefore, sailed first, gathering more troops from the Shetlands and then sailing down the east coast of England and inland at the Humber to camp at Stamford Bridge, just outside of York. With surprising speed, Harold Godwinson raced north and on 25 September 1066 caught the Norse king unprepared, with many of the Vikings having left their armour with the fleet, several miles off. While the Vikings formed their shield wall and sent a contingent back to get their armour, the English attacked. The fighting was fierce and it took the English army some time to wear down their opponents. Only when Harald Hardrada took an arrow to the throat and fell did it seem as though Harold Godwinson had won. But then the Norse reinforcements arrived to prolong the struggle. Due to the heat of the day and their lack of water, these men who had run from the ships were exhausted and they too fell to the English axes.


Stamford Bridge was a great victory for Harold Godwinson and one that would have given him the platform to become a powerful and successful ruler of England. The chance to savour his achievement, however, was short-lived. Three days after the battle, the Normans set sail.


William’s invasion was a triumph of Norman logistical ability. Some seven thousand knights, along with their horses, thousands of archers, tens of thousands of arrows, all their armour and weapons, and hundreds of craftsmen and all their tools were safely brought across the Channel to Pevensey in Sussex. Then the army was moved to Hastings and it was there, on 14 October 1066, a battle took place, the consequences of which would completely overshadow the battle of Stamford Bridge.


Having marched swiftly from London, Harold hoped to catch William unawares, as he had the Vikings at Stamford Bridge three weeks earlier. The Normans, however, had put on their armour every day since arriving in England and were not to be caught by surprise. At around nine in the morning the two armies eyed one another from opposing hillsides. From William’s perspective, the arrival of the English king was welcome news. Clearly, a confrontation had to happen and the sooner the better. The longer it was delayed, the more chance Harold could gather in troops from right across England.


In terms of the quality of the two armies, the Normans had two great advantages. They had powerful warhorses and knights trained to ride in formation and they also had a great superiority in the numbers of archers and the technology of their bows. It was probably this latter aspect of the Norman army that won the day for them at Hastings. For the English army, with its core of iron-clad housecarls, was well able to defend itself against cavalry charges. Sending their own horses to the rear, the English formed up on a hill a ‘shield wall’ that bristled with axes and spears, proving impenetrable to repeated charges by the Norman cavalry. What the threat of the Norman knights did create, however, was a great immobility in the English ranks. Fear of allowing the cavalry a breakthrough meant that the shield wall had to be held tight, even while the Norman archers were creeping close to the English lines. Slowly but surely, over a long day, the clouds of arrows made a slaughter of the poorly armoured and also found their mark in numbers of housecarls. Despite strong iron helms, the English warriors were vulnerable at their eyes, mouths and the neck above the top of their chain hauberks.


Not that the Normans were always in control of the battle. When the Norman knights’ efforts to break down the shield wall came to nothing, their formations were disrupted and, after being repulsed, they began to turn tail, especially when the rumour began to spread that William had been killed. When sections of English warriors broke from the shield wall to scatter the Normans, it seemed that they were on the verge of victory. But as the less experienced ‘thegns’ in Harold’s army were drawn far from the hill and away from the more heavily armoured and experienced housecarls, the joy of the English troops at their apparent success turned to horror as the Norman cavalry rallied as one, turned and cut down their former pursuers. This pattern of Norman cavalry appearing to flee, but regrouping to turn on their attackers, repeated itself several times over the day, and bled the English army dry.


At one point during the day-long battle, Gryth, Harold’s brother, had come face to face with the Duke of Normandy and, having successfully thrown a spear at William’s great stallion, had forced the Norman ruler to dismount. But the other riders with William overran Gryth’s position before the Duke was in any great danger, killing the English prince. William then demanded the horse of a nearby knight of Le Mans, who reluctantly yielded the mount. Not that it fared any better than William’s favoured steed. For a second time, William’s horse fell beneath him, this time due to ‘the son of Hellox’, a lightly armoured Englishman, who followed up his attack by going hand to hand with the Norman duke. With the second disappearance of William into the fray, rumours began to spread that he had been killed and the Normans, along with their Breton and French allies, were losing heart in face of the bloody resolution of the English shield wall. Even so, William had overcome his assailant and riding to his aid came Eustace of Boulogne, who willingly dismounted and helped the duke back in to the saddle. William then rode around his troops, helm tipped back so that all could see he still lived.


By evening the outcome was still in the balance, although in terms of attrition, English losses throughout the day had been higher than their Norman attackers. King Harold and his bodyguard were in a tight knot at the top of the hill, still suffering from the constant rain of arrows, when William demanded yet another effort from his knights and led the decisive charge. At last, the English shield wall disintegrated and the mounted knights could utilise the advantage of height and power to the full. Riding through the last stand of the housecarls, the Normans toppled the English dragon banner and trampled over piles of bodies, among which lay that of Harold Godwinson. After months of preparation and one day of ferociously violent fighting, William had won himself a crown. As a result of victory in this battle, the path was opened to a thoroughgoing conquest of England and the replacement of the aristocracy of the country with new Norman rulers.
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While William was proving the superiority of Norman horsemanship and fighting technique in the north of Europe, the same lesson was evident in the south. In some ways, the achievements of Robert of Hauteville, nicknamed ‘Guiscard’ – the cunning – and his brothers in Italy and Sicily were more impressive than those of William, for William had begun life in a high position, whereas Robert had almost nothing, just his sword and a genius for the art of war.


When he arrived in Italy in 1047 or 1048, with five knights and thirty footsoldiers, Robert Guiscard came to join a force of Normans led by his older half-brother Drogo. Fraternal loyalty did not mean easy gains for Robert and he was put to the test by being sent, with his small number of troops, against Byzantine-controlled towns and villages. As with the English and the Irish at the time, the southern Italians were not accustomed to the use of castles. They built forts at the major towns, but did not control the surrounding land through the construction of castles. Robert, however, was a master of the strategic use of the castle and he built a small but effective motte-and-bailey at Scribla (today ‘Il Torrione’ in the commune of Spezzano Albanese) and soon afterwards another at San Marco Argentano. With these castles as his base, Robert was able to raid far along the valley of the river Follone and divert farm rents away from the Byzantines, while at the same time he could retreat and defend himself when his opponents mustered strong forces to try to deal with him.


As Robert strove to master the upper valley of the river Follone, the call came to rally all Normans and French warriors in southern Italy, for Pope Leo IX himself was leading an army from Rome to oust them before they become too strong. It was unprecedented for a pope to act as general for an army, but Leo IX was not afraid of innovation. Having striven to emancipate the papacy and the senior Roman clergy from the control of the local aristocratic families, in 1053 Leo IX felt the time had come to rid Italy of the disruptive Normans. With contingents sent by the Byzantines and some Swabian cavalry sent by the western emperor, along with troops from the Italian lords, whose power was disintegrating from the manoeuvres of the Normans, the pope led his army to Civitate. There, on 17 June 1053, the pope was humiliated.


The far more accomplished Norman cavalry cut the papal allies to pieces, with only the Swabians showing any discipline. While all other troops scattered, the Germans held steady with the pope until the last, but this bravery earned them only death and a later papal pronunciation that they had earned a place in heaven. Of the Norman leaders, it was Robert Guiscard who attracted the most praise for his conduct in the battle, showing both a strong grasp of cavalry tactics and individual bravery when called upon to do so.


Having captured Leo IX, the Normans were careful to treat the pope with the greatest respect. There was no need to look for vengeance; instead this was an opportunity. Back in Normandy the descendants of pagan Vikings had learned that the church was an invaluable ally in the governances of the duchy. Now the former mercenaries had a chance to create the same kind of relationship with the Italian church. Cleverly, the Normans pledged themselves to be servants of the pope and offered to make annual payments to the church. As a result, Leo IX had considerable incentive to accept that they were a legitimate part of the political landscape and allow monasteries such as the vibrant community at Monte Cassino to provide the Normans with church services and competent administrators.


Success followed success and, as Robert’s elder brothers died or retired, he became the leader of a now significant Norman presence in Southern Italy. When his younger brother Roger arrived in the early 1060s with fresh forces from Normandy, the two brothers came to an agreement to share all that they conquered. Their military actions began by securing Calabria, but their ambition was extraordinary. Their next goal was to take the island of Sicily from its Arab and Berber rulers and, after that − since they had defeated the Byzantines in Italy – to challenge the Byzantines in Greece.


In 1059 a papal synod was held in Melfi, the strongpoint of Norman Apulia, where a new understanding was reached between the Normans and the recently elected Pope Nicholas II. There the Normans swore to assist the papacy with their troops and regular financial tribute. The pope in turn recognised Richard of Aversa, son of the first Norman to have risen to prominence in the region, Rainulf, count of Aversa from 1029, as the legitimate prince of Capua, while Robert was invested ‘Duke of Apulia and Calabria, as well as Sicily yet to be conquered’.


A ‘duke’, with equal status to that of William back in Normandy, recognised as such by the pope, and Robert Guiscard was still only forty-four. There was plenty of vigour in his frame and ambition in his heart. So in the year following the new agreement with the papacy, Robert and Roger set about building ships and testing the defences of Sicily. Although nominally vassals of the Zirid sultan of Mehdia in north Africa, the Muslim rulers of the island were effectively autonomous. They were, however, bitterly divided: the west of the island was ruled by an emir called Abd-Allah ibn Manqut; the south and centre by Ibn al-Hawwas; and the east by Ibn Maklati. None of the three rivals was able to dominate the whole island and soon their rivalry produced an opening for the Normans.


Ibn Maklati was deposed by an upstart emir, Ibn Timnah, and killed in his capital city of Catania. To consolidate his new position, Ibn Timnah married the widow of Ibn Maklati but, understandably, his new wife did not appreciate the changed circumstances and the murder of her husband. Matters came to a head in a drunken night of attempted vengeance, after which Ibn Maklati’s widow fled to the protection of her brother, the ruler of the south of the island, Ibn al-Hawwas, whom she encouraged to war upon Ibn Timnah. A series of events that had already carried a curious foreshadowing of those which took place in Ireland a hundred years later, then became an even more explicit prediction of the future, when the success of Ibn al-Hawwas forced Ibn Timnah to flee westwards across the sea to Calabria. There the exiled emir offered the Normans lordship of Sicily if they would help him back into power.


Before Roger and Robert fully committed their forces to such a risky venture, they sent reconnaissance parties over to the island. From the skirmishes that ensued, one fact became clear: small numbers of Norman soldiers could defeat considerably larger Muslim forces. The Muslim knight could easily outperform their Norman opponent with the bow, but when it came to hand-to-hand fighting, their heavier armour, their horses trained for close combat, and their ability to charge with the lance saw the Normans triumph. In May 1061, the Norman invasion began in earnest. While Robert manoeuvred with the larger part of their fleet off the coast of Calabria, to draw away the Muslim war galleys, Roger crossed to Sicily at night with three hundred knights. These proved enough to capture Messina, with its vital harbour, and, as a result, the Muslim admirals became demoralised. It was no longer realistic to hope to intercept the Normans, who now simply had to wait for the Muslim fleet to leave the Straits of Messina, which they had to do to take on water or to seek shelter from rough weather. Then the Normans could sail across the short distance to the secure harbour.


Once Robert had arrived with the full army, the two brothers consolidated the defences of Messina and set out with about a thousand knights and the same number of footsoldiers, guided by Ibn Timnah and his followers. Their target was the strongest of the Muslim emirs, Ibn al-Hawwas, whom they encountered in the summer of 1061 on the banks of the River Dittaino, east of Castrogiovanni. There, despite being considerably outnumbered, the Normans battled hard and eventually scattered the Muslim army. This was a remarkable success and their advance had been rapid up to this point, but the full conquest of the island took another thirty years. The main reason for this was that Roger, and more especially Robert, were needed back in Italy, where the struggle to oust the Byzantines from the country was ongoing. With Messina as a bridgehead the Normans could return to Sicily and keep the pressure on the other emirs, until such time as a decisive campaign became feasible.


The eventual domination of Sicily by the Normans was mostly the work of Roger; Robert Guiscard came to the island only twice more, for he had raised his eyes even higher and was looking towards the east and the possibility of becoming an emperor.


Under pressure from Seljuk Turks to their south, the Byzantine Empire began to disintegrate and already one adventurous Norman had sought to take advantage. Having once fought alongside the Hautevilles in southern Italy, Roussel of Bailleul had moved east to serve on behalf of the Byzantines in Asia Minor as a mercenary leader of a band of warriors, at whose core was a body of Norman knights. Turning on his former employers, Roussel plundered the eastern states of the empire and defeated the Byzantine generals sent against him, creating a principality for himself based on Ankara. Roussel was undone, however, by the Turks, who in return for recognition of their conquests, agreed to a peace treaty with the Byzantine emperor at the heart of which was an agreement to destroy the Norman usurper. Despite a period in prison in Constantinople, Roussel was released in 1077 because the Byzantine emperor, Michael VII Dukas, desperately needed Norman military support to deal with a rebellion. Roussel, however, once more turned against his employers, joining the rebellion, and was again defeated by a Byzantine treaty with the Turks. This time there was to be no comeback; Roussel was executed, having been brought back to Constantinople.


What Roussel’s wild career had proven to Robert Guiscard was that the Byzantines were no longer the mighty power they once had been. Moreover, the Byzantine élite made the mistake of asking for military aid and offering a marriage alliance. They intended to flatter a man they saw as barbaric but useful. Instead, Robert interpreted the offer as a sign of weakness. Michael VII offered his younger brother as husband for one of Robert’s seven daughters in return for the services of the Norman general and his knights. In order to test the Byzantines, Robert delayed an answer, looking to see what else they might offer him. In March 1074, the Byzantine offer was indeed improved. The marriage alliance would be between Michael VII’s own son, then a baby, Constantine, and one of Robert’s daughters. In addition, Robert Guiscard, the once lowly knight of Hauteville, was offered the highest position available to someone not born to the purple, that of the court rank of nobilissimus. Robert agreed and his daughter, re-christened Helena by the Greeks, arrived in Constantinople in 1076.


In March 1078, Michael VII’s career ended, as did that of so many Byzantine emperors in this period, through a military coup directed against him. Unlike many of his predecessors and successors, Michael avoided execution or blinding and retired to be a monk of St John Studios in Constantinople. The new emperor, Nikephoros III Botaniates had a more hostile approach to the Normans of southern Italy and broke off all dealings with Robert. They were done with him, but Robert was not done with the Byzantines.


Backing an impostor claiming to be Michael VII, Robert began to mobilise his army and prepare to invade Greece, with the object of putting his puppet on the throne and rescuing his daughter. Sending his eldest son, Bohemond, across the Adriatic in March 1081 to establish a beachhead on the island of Corfu, Robert followed two months later with a force of around 1,300 knights and many more footsoldiers. The conquest of the island was completed by 21 May 1081. The Norman fleet then conducted the army to Albania but here, in a rare occurrence for a Norman amphibious operation, they misjudged the weather and were caught by a summer storm. Despite losing part of his army, Robert landed sufficient troops in Albania that he could march on Durazzo, a port town that had the potential to unlock the empire as Messina had Sicily.


By this time, Robert’s opponent had changed, due to yet another coup. Alexios I Comnenus was now on the imperial throne and in Alexios, Robert met a skilled adversary. Moreover, many of Robert’s military cadres, the veterans of his campaigns in Italy, thought this too risky an enterprise and had not crossed the Adriatic with him, sending younger relations in their stead.


Of the hundreds of problems facing the empire, Alexios treated the Norman invasion as the most urgent. Raising funds by the risky act of melting down gold and silver owned by the church, the new emperor brought an army to the relief of Durazzo. He also negotiated a treaty with Venice and the city’s fleet proved crucial in cutting off the Normans from their home territories. The situation looked to be a dangerous one for Robert, but his first encounter with Alexios proved favourable to the Normans. By utilising their cavalry skills to the full, the Normans lured the Varangian guard, the mercenary shock troops of the Greek army, into a premature charge. Many of the Varangians were Anglo-Saxons who had fled William’s conquests in England, only to find the same enemy in Greece. Isolated, they were cut down and the Greek army thrown back, allowing Robert to enter Durazzo after an eight-month siege.


News from Italy meant that Robert could not press the attack on Greece in person. He was needed to put down rebellions in Apulia and guard against the German king, Henry IV, who had crossed the Alps. Leaving Bohemond in charge of the campaign, Robert found he was kept fully stretched for the next three years and could not reinforce Bohemond as he wished. His son, however, proved very competent in keeping control of Durazzo and twice obliged Alexios to withdraw from attempts to take the city.


Only after three year’s campaigning in Italy could Robert cross the Adriatic and resume battle with Alexios. Here the intervention of Venetian fleets cost him dear, cutting his supplies in the winter of 1084 and contributing to a terrible outbreak of disease that claimed the lives of some five hundred knights. Bohemond was struck down and returned to Salerno, where he recovered. But Robert himself became victim of sickness in the summer of 1085 and died of fever on the island of Cephalonia.


Although Robert Guiscard fell just short of becoming the effective ruler of the Byzantine empire, his career was an incredible one all the same. That a poor knight could set out on his travels from Normandy as a teenager and become a ruler of huge swathes of territory in Italy, that the papacy would honour him as a duke, and that he could challenge for the rule of the Byzantine empire is testimony to the extraordinary economic and military advantages the Normans had over their neighbours.
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It was intended that the first-born child of Robert Guiscard was to be called Mark at his baptism, but the stocky size of the infant boy was so impressive that he was given the nickname Bohemond, ‘the giant’, and the child grew into a man of a stature that deserved such a name. San Marco Argentano, the second castle constructed by Robert Guiscard, was the birthplace of Bohemond and as eldest son, he might have expected to inherit all of his father’s lands. But although Bohemond was entrusted with the leadership of Robert’s troops and fleets, he had a rival for the role of leader of the Italian Normans. For Robert married a second time, to the daughter of the ruler of Salerno (before Robert went on to capture the city) and by Sichelgaita, he had a son, Roger Borsa, who stood to gain all of the inheritance.


In 1096, Bohemond was in alliance with his uncle, Roger I of Sicily, against his rival half-brother, besieging the city of Amalfi. Suddenly, the possibility of an extraordinary new adventure opened to Bohemond. Warriors began travelling through Italy on their way to Constantinople to join up with a mighty crusade – the first of its kind – to liberate Jerusalem and place the Holy City in Christian hands. Seizing on the excitement generated by the crusade, Bohemond offered to lead those Italian Normans who wished to take part. Demonstratively, he cut up his most valuable cloak to make crosses. Hundreds of knights who had been vassals of his uncle rallied to his banner. Lamenting the loss of his army, Roger was forced to abandon the siege of Amalfi and return to Sicily.


The First Crusade was a chaotic enterprise, with perhaps as many as a hundred thousand participants, many of whom were non-combatants: farmers, their wives, children, the elderly, monks and nuns. Because of its disparate nature, there was no overall command structure, although the papal legate, Adhemar of Le Puy, was held in great regard. Of all the warriors on the crusade, it was Bohemond and his Norman followers who came to dominate military decisions. Whenever the crusade faced a military threat, it was Bohemond who was chosen to direct the army.


The son of Robert Guiscard earned this respect for his ability to match the tactics of the Turkish opponents of the crusading army. At the core of the Turkish fighting forces were light cavalry, whose riding ability equalled that of the Normans, albeit in a different style. For a Turkish warrior was trained to fire a powerful horn-and-sinew composite bow over his shoulder while riding away from the enemy. Again and again, these riders had destroyed enemy armies by luring them into false charges by feigned retreat, only to turn and encircle their enemies when the momentum of the charge was lost. Qilij Arslān I, sultan of Rūm, met the crusading army near Dorylaeum in central Anatolia on 1 July 1097 and in a storm of dust, his ten thousand riders attempted to draw the Christian army out of position.


In Bohemond, however, the crusaders had a leader thoroughly aware of the tactic of the feigned retreat. Norman cavalry had practised it often enough and Bohemond himself had used it to destroy the Byzantine Varangian guard in 1081. Mounted rows of Norman knights formed the centre of the Christian defences, weathering the storms of arrows, assisted by women bringing water up from the rear for thirsty men and horses. The moment Bohemond was waiting for was the arrival of the crusade rearguard, several hours away, and although impetuous troops were drawn into rash charges, the discipline of the Christian army held. Late in the afternoon, the Turks were shocked to find that their opponents, immobile for so long, were now moving into action, reinforced by the fresh arrivals. Worse, they were outflanked. Adhemar of Le Puy had come around the far side of a mountain to intercept the Turkish riders as they withdrew from battle. From a feigned retreat, Qilij Arslān’s army was suddenly in genuine rout and many of his troops fell to the Christian lances. The path towards Jerusalem was open.


It was during the siege of Antioch, however, that Bohemond showed that not only was he a master of the cavalry charge, but also he had craftiness worthy of his father. Antioch was a rich city, a slave trading entrepôt on the river Orentes, secure behind walls that rose up the sides of a mountain. Although past its most glorious days, Antioch was still a major trading centre and a near autonomous Seljuk garrison was based there under the command of Yaghī Siyān. The Christian forces had arrived at Antioch on 21 October 1097 and they were not to capture the city until 3 June 1098.


During this long siege, a number of battles were fought against relieving Muslim armies, perhaps the most crucial being that of 9 February 1098 against the forces of Ridwan ruler of Aleppo. The night before, an emergency council of the princes of the crusade had taken place. All agreed that the crisis called for one person to command the entire crusading forces and that person should be Bohemond. The Norman lord did not hesitate and, despite the risk, ordered all the available knights to mount up that night and ride out in darkness in order to set up an ambush. The total Christian force was less than a thousand riders.


As dawn came, so did a light rain, ideal weather for Bohemond’s plan; for rain reduced the effectiveness of the Muslim bow. While Ridwan’s army approached, confident the Christians were still some twelve miles away, the crusader cavalry rode over the crest of a large hill and surprised the Muslim army with a thunderous charge. To create the impression that the crusaders were there in great numbers, all the banners had been brought from the camp. This ruse, and the ferocity of the charge, was a complete success. The vanguard of Ridwan’s army recoiled back upon the main force, adding confusion to fear. Not that victory was assured for the Christians. Outnumbered some twelve to one, the momentum of the first charge was not enough to win the battle and the fighting grew fierce. Sensing the critical moment had come, Bohemond now committed his Norman reserves, leading them into the thick of battle. The sight of the red banner flying high, moving deep among the Muslim force, rallied the whole Christian army and the Muslim enemy riders scattered. Bohemond had secured an extraordinary victory, with very few losses to the remaining knights of the crusade.


Antioch fell on 3 June 1097 in a manner that echoed Robert Guiscard’s capture of Durrazo after a long siege. A traitor from within the city, named Firouz, had approached Bohemond with an offer to allow the Norman lord into the city in return for rewards and protection. Bohemond played his hand very cleverly, hiding the knowledge of this offer from the rest of the Christian army. An enormous Turkish army under Kerbogha, atabeg of Mosul, was on the march and only when the Christian scouts had confirmed its proximity did Bohemond ask for a meeting of all the princes of the crusade. Before revealing his plan, Bohemond asked all the others to swear an oath that whoever could deliver the city should become ruler of it. Nearly all of the princes agreed: after all, the situation was so desperate that if Bohemond could get them into Antioch, he would be saving the crusade and would deserve to become lord of the city.


Once the Christians had secured the city and seen off Kerbogha’s army, they recuperated for several months, before moving off towards Jerusalem. Bohemond, however, and most of his Norman followers, remained in Antioch, the capital of a new principality. There he ruled, part Norman prince, part oriental emir. The fame of Bohemond’s deeds spread throughout Europe, to the great pride of the Normans and, indeed, all of France. In 1105, Bohemond went to France in search of a bride and enjoyed a triumphal reception throughout the land, culminating in his marriage to Constance, daughter of King Philip I. Success in battle had made Bohemond a prince and now even the descendants of Charlemagne honoured him by giving him a princess as a bride.


Norman Military Dominance [image: alt]
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