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ONE



Origins – The Anglo-Saxons


Guildford, the county town of Surrey, has been important since Saxon times. It has provided a residence for royalty and many famous men and women, and has been the setting for several important historical events. Its landscape is impressive in itself: Guildford grew up in a gap in a long range of beautiful chalk hills created centuries ago when the River Wey forced its way through the North Downs towards the larger River Thames. The original Saxon village was probably built on the western bank of the river, and the development of a ford here presumably explains the second syllable of the town’s name, originally Gyldeforda. It is possible that a wooden bridge was constructed here, but no timber has ever been found to support this; however, excavations have discovered timber reinforcements from a medieval wharf. The first syllable of the settlement’s name is not so easily attributed, as guilds did not appear until much later: the area had a name long before they came into being. Perhaps ‘Guild’ is a corruption of golden: the Oxford Dictionary of Place Names suggests that the area became the Golden Ford because of the number of yellow marsh marigolds that litter the banks of the river. Another suggestion is that gold refers to the colour of the sands on the riverbank or on the riverbed. There has also been a suggestion that the river may at one time have been called Guilon or Gil.1


It is likely that there were Bronze and Iron Age settlements in St Catherine’s, which lies to the south of Guildford. A possible place where the Saxons might have worshipped is the top of St Catherine’s Hill, on which stand the ruins of a chapel built in the 14th century. Another site for pagan worship might have been the spring at the bottom of Ferry Lane; this was reputed to have healing properties. Tradition has hinted that the Saxon King Ethelred established a palace on the site where the Normans later built a castle, but there is little evidence for this.
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1 Site of Saxon cemetery.





There appears to be no evidence of Roman occupation in the area, although they built villas elsewhere in Surrey, preferring in general to settle further east. The first settlers for whom there is definite evidence are the Anglo-Saxons at the beginning of the sixth century. They were migrants from north-western Europe, who were pagan and worshipped many gods. They built a number of rectangular wooden huts on the west bank of the ford, although later they moved the settlement to the east bank, where a watch tower was built.


In 1929 archaeologists excavating the Mount, on the western slope of the Downs, made an exciting discovery: 35 skeletons from the sixth century, indicating that this was a Saxon cemetery as their dead were buried away from the main settlement. As the Saxons believed that items used in life were still needed after death, bodies were buried alongside spears, knives, pots and even glass beakers. Necklaces and brooches were also found, suggesting that the corpses were fully clothed: the brooches would have been used to fasten their clothing.


During the following century missionaries from Winchester were sent to convert the heathen. They appear to have succeeded, as artefacts were no longer buried with the deceased. It is likely that a small wooden church was built on the site of the present St Mary’s Church, around the earlier watchtower – so the Saxon tower is Guildford’s oldest building.2
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2 Saxon Tower on St Mary’s Church.





It was in the ninth century that Gyldeforda first appears in a written record: in about 880 Alfred the Great left his ‘royal residence’ at Gyldeforda to his nephew, Aethelward. There is no archaeological evidence of a castle at this time but there is a possibility that one had been built on the Mount – this would have provided a natural defence. The present castle, of which only ruins remain, was probably built soon after the Normans appeared.


It was probably about the beginning of the 10th century that the town was enlarged.3 Never having been a Roman settlement, there were no walls; the Saxons dug ditches to mark the town’s boundaries. These would have stretched from the Friary area along North Street and around St Mary’s; today’s North Street would have been the site of the North Ditch. The land around the High Street was thus enclosed, with long narrow strips of land on either side of it on which houses were built. It is possible that, as a defence measure, the ford was replaced with a wooden bridge.


During the 970s Guildford became an important commercial centre. This was mainly because a royal mint was set up there by King Edward, giving the town the status of a borough. The earliest coins, produced during his reign, were silver pennies engraved with the name Dunstan. Some sources suggest that this might have been the St Dunstan who was made Archbishop of Canterbury in 960. St Dunstan was born near Glastonbury in the early 10th century to a Wessex nobleman. He was educated at Glastonbury Abbey and took holy orders in 943. After that, he lived simply in a small cell near the abbey where, as well as leading a life of devotion, he also honed his practical metalworking skills – which explains why he later became the patron saint of metalworkers. However, Dunstan was not destined to remain devoted to this simple life. The king, Edmund, summoned him to court to act as his priest and advisor, and he continued in this role with Edmund’s successors. He still kept his interest in his metalworking, however; there is even a tradition that he designed the crown for King Edgar’s coronation in 959. When Edgar died in 975, his son Edward became king, at the tender age of 12, and Dunstan was able to guide and help the young King Edmund in this demanding role. He travelled around the kingdom with his sovereign and is said to have visited Guildford on several occasions.4


However, it seems more likely that the Dunstan whose name appears on the coins was a man with the same name – the ‘moneyer’ or master of the Guildford Mint. The shortened name of the town also appeared on the coins. Over the years this varied, becoming Gyld, Gyl or even the very brief Gy. The coins that were produced later under other moneyers, such as Dunglild and Leopold, were not of such fine craftsmanship as the early ones that bore Dunstan’s name.5


The royal mint in Guildford continued to flourish for many years. During the reign of Edward the Confessor, who ascended the throne in 1042, a number of new coins were struck. Some were known as sovereigns, and these showed the king seated on a chair of state. Others depicted the king’s face alone. On the reverse of all these coins were the arms of Edward the Confessor – a blue shield bearing a cross ‘moline’.6
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3 A coin, c. 12th-century.





Guildford was an important staging-post between Winchester and London. At this time, and until after the Norman Conquest, Winchester was the capital of England, while London was already the country’s most important trading centre. Guildford’s pivotal role at this time led to a notorious incident in 1036, which the town would prefer to forget: an appalling massacre, on an unknown site, related to the friction between Vikings and Saxons. There is enough documentary and archaeological evidence to ascertain the main facts, even if the various accounts vary in detail.


At the start of the 11th century, after a comparatively peaceful period, the Vikings from Norway, under Canute, raided the country and defeated the Saxon king, Ethelred the Unready, at the Battle of Assandun in Essex. Canute took possession of Mercia and Northumbria, and when Ethelred died in 1016, Canute became king of all England. To make his position more secure he married Emma of Normandy, Ethelred’s widow, and exiled her two sons, Alfred and Edward, to Normandy. When Canute died in 1035, his son, Harold, took over the throne, but it is likely that Emma wanted her sons to be restored to their rightful heritage. She had retired to Winchester where the people regarded her with affection,7 and she lived as a devout widow, filling her days with good works. Her two sons remained in Normandy but it was becoming increasingly dangerous for them. Their guardian, the Duke of Normandy, had recently died on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, so they were without his valuable protection. Perhaps because they felt threatened in Normandy, they decided to visit their mother in England. However, there is a suggestion that they fell into a trap – that Earl Godwin, who was the king’s representative in Guildford, forged a letter from Emma asking her sons to visit. Whatever the reason for their journey, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle* they travelled to Winchester and met their mother. The Chronicle suggests that the two had merely come to visit their mother, but Florence (or Florentius) of Worcester (d. 1118), an English monk who wrote an account of the incident a century later, suggests that Alfred, the younger son, ‘was hastening towards London to a parley with King Harold’. So another possibility is that while in Winchester Emma’s sons received a letter from King Harold inviting the young men to travel to London to join his court.


Emma was a very intelligent woman, and she did not trust Harold. She and many others in the country felt that it was Edward, her elder son, who was the rightful heir to the throne and not the Viking Harold – who probably felt threatened by Ethelred’s sons. Wary of a trap, Emma compromised. She kept Edward with her at Winchester and sent her younger son, Alfred, to London with a troop of 600 Norman soldiers. He was met at a point between Farnham and Guildford by Earl Godwin. Godwin was a clever, unscrupulous man who had high ambitions. Although a Saxon, he had been loyal to Canute, who had rewarded him by creating him Earl of Wessex, one of the three great earldoms in the country. This stretched across the south of England from Cornwall to Kent, so Guildford came within his jurisdiction. Godwin married Canute’s sister-in-law, Gytha, and after Canute’s death his loyalties remained with Canute’s son, Harold. However, it has been suggested that during the journey to Guildford Godwin offered Alfred his allegiance to the Saxon cause, on condition that Alfred married his daughter, Editha. Alfred angrily refused, and thus perhaps sealed his fate. Or had Harold already instructed Godwin to dispose of one if not both of the Saxon claimants to the throne?


Whatever the reason for the journey, there is no doubt about what followed. Godwin escorted the prince and his retinue to Guildford, where they were to rest before continuing their journey. The soldiers were divided into small groups and billeted in various places around the town. The prince and those close to him were entertained to a lavish feast before retiring to sleep – but they were not allowed to sleep for long. In the middle of the night they were woken up, dragged from their beds and ‘loaded with chains and gives’. Early the next morning they were led into the street and slaughtered with the most horrendous brutality. One in every group of 10 men was spared, and forced to witness the appalling massacre of his colleagues. Prince Alfred was not killed immediately, but captured and taken to the monastery of Ely. Here he was tortured and blinded, and eventually died from his injuries.


Florence of Worcester blamed Godwin alone for the massacre of nearly 600 men on that dreadful day, but a contemporary account, the Enconium Emma Retinae, commissioned by Alfred’s mother, Emma, has a different view. This document was written in 1041-2 by a monk from St-Bertin in St-Omer, Flanders, as a propaganda exercise, and informs the reader that ‘the course of this book is devoted entirely to the praise of Queen Emma’. Emma was in no doubt that Godwin was acting under orders from King Harold, which in her eyes made the king entirely to blame for the massacre. The anonymous writer had no qualms about distorting the truth to achieve his ends, and so perhaps his statements should not be taken too seriously, but his account of the massacre is supported by other evidence.


Whoever was responsible, both accounts speak of the barbarity shown to the soldiers. The Enconium Emma Retinae states: ‘They were all disarmed and delivered with their hands bound behind their backs, to most vicious executioners who were ordered to spare not man ... [and they] butchered the innocent heroes with blows from their spears, bound as though they were swine.’8


The cemetery on the Mount used earlier as a Saxon burial ground was now used to bury the victims of this massacre. The earlier burials had been performed with reverence and order, but the many skeletons found on top were flung into the ground with no respect. Many had their hands tied behind their backs and had been brutally speared or hacked. This physical evidence, uncovered in 1929, supports the documentary evidence of a massacre carried out a thousand years before.


When King Harold died in 1040 the country was in turmoil for two years, as the kingdoms into which the country was divided competed against each other. No doubt seizing the main chance, Godwin realised that the wise thing to do would be to support Edward, Emma’s elder son, in his claim to the throne. The Saxons considered him the rightful king and there was no obvious Viking heir. Godwin, accepting the inevitable, therefore switched sides and was probably instrumental in putting Edward, who became known as ‘the Confessor’, on the throne, thereby uniting the various kingdoms. Edward was crowned in 1042, so Emma had her wish and the Saxons were at last restored to the English throne.


Godwin consolidated his position at Edward’s court by persuading the king to marry his daughter, Edith, in 1045. However, Edward did not like his father-in-law and had not forgiven him for the murder of his brother, Alfred. Neither was he impressed with his new wife, and tradition suggests that the marriage was never consummated. The fact that Edward had no children gives credence to this view. While Edward’s father had been Saxon, his mother was of Norman stock, and he had spent his formative years from 1013 to 1041 in exile in Normandy. When he came to the throne, he placed a number of Normans in high office, often overriding Earl Godwin’s choice of candidates. In 1051 he appointed Robert, Abbot of Jumièges, as Archbishop of Canterbury, passing over Godwin’s candidate to Godwin’s chagrin. The same year Edward made two other important decisions. Tired of his unsatisfactory marriage, he sent Edith to a nunnery at Wherwell. Then, to ensure that Earl Godwin’s line would not succeed to the throne, he nominated his relative, William of Normandy, as heir to the English throne. The English nobles, including Godwin and his family, swore to accept this – and Edward took some of Godwin’s family hostage to ensure their allegiance.


Godwin died in 1053, and his son Harold succeeded him as earl. The Godwins continued to be a thorn in Edward’s side. To make sure that the new earl would not cause problems, the king sent him to Normandy to greet William, his heir. There, Harold swore publicly, on oath, that he would support William’s claim to the English throne. He paid homage to the duke and thus became his vassal. To break such an oath would have been regarded at this time as a heinous sin.


When on 5 January 1066 Edward died at Westminster he left no male heir. Harold broke his oath and seized the throne in a coup d’état. Immediately afterwards Halley’s comet blazed in the sky for a week. This event was said to foretell doom, but Harold ignored it. No doubt William of Normandy saw it as a good omen for his invasion. He was furious that Harold had seized the throne after swearing an oath of allegiance to him only two years earlier, and he knew that he had the support of much of Europe, including that of the pope.


Why Harold seized the throne in such a hurry and, by so doing, committed perjury – one of the worst sins – is not completely clear, but it has been suggested that Edward named Harold as his successor on his deathbed. Whatever the reason, Harold was hurriedly crowned on 6 January 1066, on the same day that his predecessor was being buried. Perhaps he suspected that William was on his way to claim the throne. Events were to unfold that meant he was unable to enjoy his new office for long.9


The Vikings were still convinced that they were entitled to the throne, and the King of Norway, Harald Hardrada, was determined to wrest the throne from the upstart Saxon. In September 1066 he assembled a large fleet and sailed up the Humber and the Ouse to land in York. But the Saxons were prepared. Just outside the city the Vikings were confronted by Edwin, Earl of Mercia, and Morcar, Earl of Northumbria, with their armies. In a bloody battle on 20 September the Saxons were defeated and the King of Norway continued on his way. But his claim to the English throne was doomed to failure. Seven miles from York, at Stamford Bridge, he met Harold with his army. On Monday 25 September a bloody battle took place, and Harald Hardrada, described as the last heroic figure of the Viking age, was slain; Harold, King of England, was triumphant. He celebrated his victory with a feast at York, and tradition suggests that it was during this feast that he received the unwelcome news that William, Duke of Normandy, had sailed across the English Channel and landed with his army on the south coast of England. To show his support, Pope Alexander II had sent William a banner under which to march.


Harold’s celebrations were curtailed, and he prepared to face his rival. For 13 days his weary army marched south to Hastings, where the Normans had set up their camp. He arrived on the evening of 13 October and pitched camp about seven miles away from the Normans. The following morning the trumpets signalled the start of one of the most famous battles in history. As the armies engaged, the Normans released arrows and the Saxons retaliated by hurling spears, axes and stones at their enemy. But the Normans were better trained and had horses and swords. They were also fresher, as Harold’s army was exhausted by the battle at Stamford Bridge and their long march south. Tired and dispirited, the Saxons were no match for the superior archery and cavalry of the Normans. Harold’s brothers, Gyrth and Leofwine, were both slain, and by the evening the Saxons knew they had been defeated. The final blow came when Harold himself was, according to the Bayeux Tapestry, struck in the eye by a Norman arrow and killed. William claimed victory and was crowned king at Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day 1066. So the year of 1066 saw a coronation at its beginning and another at its end.





_________________________


* The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was compiled in A.D. 890 during the reign of Alfred the Great. It was distributed around the country and local scribes updated events in Old English, the language that had developed from a combination of Germanic and Nordic languages and the local Saxon.




TWO



The Normans and Medieval Guildford


After William had established his right to the throne it was necessary for him to demonstrate his authority to his Saxon subjects. He did this by sending his knights around the country to subjugate the inhabitants, by whatever means they chose. Those who resisted suffered severely; towns were ransacked and some were even completely destroyed. William made it clear that he would brook no insubordination. Fortunately Guildford did not suffer the same fate as its neighbour Shalford, which went up in flames. One reason for Guildford being spared was probably its excellent strategic position, not only between Winchester and London but also connected to the coast by an ancient track.


William wanted to know everything about the country that now came under his jurisdiction. In particular he wanted to know how much it was worth, and therefore how much money he could hope to extract from its citizens. To this end he conducted the first survey of its kind since the days of the Roman empire. He sent a group of royal officers, known as ‘legati’, to each county, where they held a public assembly to which were summoned representatives of each town. Questions were prepared and the answers were carefully noted. More detailed than an ordinary census, it recorded the land owned by various manorial lords, the number of those employed in each manor, the extent of cultivated land and even the number and type of livestock. It took William’s commissioners eight months to complete this, and they compiled two million words – surely the most comprehensive survey of England before or since. Finished in 1086, it acquired the name Domesday – as the people regarded it as ‘the last trump of doom from which there was no appeal’.1
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