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    At the heart of David Hume’s The History of England lies the friction between power that demands obedience and liberty that insists on judgment. Across its capacious span, the work follows how rulers, institutions, beliefs, and customs strain against one another while giving shape to a national story. Hume writes not to glorify a lineage or vindicate a party, but to observe how order emerges, falters, and reforms under the pressures of human character and circumstance. Readers meet courts and councils, churches and cities, and the persistent question of what legitimizes rule—a question Hume treats with philosophical poise and narrative restraint.

First published in the mid-eighteenth century and issued across the years 1754 to 1761, this is a work of narrative history written by the Scottish philosopher David Hume and now commonly collected as six volumes. Its setting is England over many centuries, from earlier eras into the late seventeenth century, with events unfolded against changing legal, religious, and social arrangements. The genre is not antiquarian chronicle but Enlightenment historiography: a sustained account that connects episodes to causes and consequences. It stands at the intersection of literature and history, composed in polished prose that is attentive both to documented fact and to plausible motive.

Reading Hume is to enter a voice at once urbane and skeptical, measured yet vivid. The sentences proceed with balance, preferring analysis to invective and gradual accumulation to abrupt flourish. His tone is calm, sometimes cool, but rarely indifferent; he guides rather than insists, allowing the reader’s judgment to work alongside his own. The narrative alternates pace—lingering where institutions turn, quickening when repetition would dull insight. Without relying on dramatic set pieces, he builds atmosphere from circumstance and character. The experience is that of a guided tour by a reflective observer, one who values clarity, proportion, and the moral coloring of action.

Several themes recur with deliberate emphasis. The rivalry and accommodation between monarchy and representative bodies frame debates over law, taxation, and military force. Religious conflict tests social cohesion and exposes the perils of zeal as well as the costs of indifference. Commerce, manners, and learning expand the horizons of policy and temper; they shift the ground on which authority stands. The evolution of legal forms and constitutional expectations teaches how precedent both constrains and enables change. Throughout, Hume asks how collective memory is made, how myths harden into orthodoxy, and how prudence navigates between abstract right and the stubbornness of circumstance.

Hume’s method privileges explanation over accusation. He sifts competing accounts, notes where evidence is thin or colored by faction, and emphasizes probability where certainty is unattainable. Causes are distributed among institutions, incentives, and passions rather than attributed to a single villain or hero. Character portraits illuminate motives without reducing events to personality alone. The result is a study of civil society as a fabric woven from habits, interests, and unintended effects. This approach does not deny tragedy or triumph; it places them within a steady inquiry into how political orders endure, decay, and renew, and how good intentions can travel unforeseen paths.

For contemporary readers, the book remains valuable as both mirror and guide. It clarifies the difficulties of balancing liberty with authority, tolerance with cohesion, reform with stability—difficulties that persist in public life. Its attention to rhetoric, rumor, and partiality speaks to modern disputes over information and credibility. By tracing how institutions adapt under pressure, it offers a vocabulary for thinking about constitutional change without resorting to cynicism or naiveté. And in foregrounding commerce, belief, and manners as political forces, it reminds us that governance is not contained by statutes alone but is continually shaped by culture, incentives, and expectation.

Approached as literature and as inquiry, these six volumes reward patience and curiosity. They invite reading in sequence or in intervals, letting the arc of centuries illuminate rather than overwhelm. Expect an eighteenth-century cadence that trusts readers to weigh evidence and to distinguish accident from tendency. The work’s endurance owes less to definitive answers than to its cultivated habits of thought: cautious generalization, sympathy without credulity, and attention to how small shifts alter large designs. To open The History of England today is to join a long conversation about power and character, and to learn how a nation’s story becomes its self-understanding.
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    David Hume’s The History of England: All Six Volumes, published between 1754 and 1762, offers a sweeping narrative from ancient Britain to the Revolution of 1688. Written as a philosophical history, it explores politics, religion, law, manners, and commerce alongside events, seeking causes in character and institutions rather than anecdote alone. Hume arranges the story chronologically, interweaving court, parliament, church, and nation. He draws on chronicles, state papers, and legal records, testing them against probability and experience. The work’s breadth and tone sparked enduring debate, yet its aim is steady: to trace how power was exercised, contested, and moderated across centuries of English experience.

The opening surveys Britain before and under Rome, noting how conquest introduced administration, roads, and urban life, then receded as imperial authority withdrew. Hume follows the arrival of the Saxons, the formation of kingdoms, and the gradual adoption of Christianity, stressing the interplay between local custom and emerging kingship. Danish incursions sharpen the need for defense and tribute, while the career of Alfred exemplifies consolidation through law and learning. Institutions such as the witan, shires, and customary courts shape governance at the village and realm. The narrative emphasizes how war, worship, and landholding habits combined to structure early English society.

The Norman Conquest reorients power. Hume recounts William’s victory and settlement, the imposition of feudal tenures, and administrative surveys that register property and obligation. Resistance and accommodation unfold together, as Norman rule transforms language and aristocratic culture while relying on older local mechanisms. Successors confront baronial turbulence and church-state contention. The twelfth century yields a renewed consolidation, culminating in the legal and administrative reforms associated with Henry II. Innovations in inquiry and adjudication expand royal justice, even as episcopal privilege and princely authority collide. Across these reigns, the crown’s reach grows, but dependence on consent, counsel, and revenue remains visible.

Hume’s thirteenth century centers on the limits of royal will and the bargaining power of subjects. Under John, failures abroad and fiscal demands kindle baronial resistance that forces concessions framed as ancient right. The ensuing charter is treated less as an instant settlement than as an anchor for periodic negotiation. During Henry III’s long reign, faction and reformist councils emerge, and parliaments gain structure. With Edward I, legal codification, financial expedients, and campaigns in neighboring realms test resources and loyalties. The historian relates how consent for taxation and routine assembly embed themselves, while jurisdictional boundaries between crown, nobles, and clergy are defined.

The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries bring extended war, pestilence, and social strain. Hume depicts the campaigns in France and their domestic costs, alongside chivalric ideals that coexist with fiscal exhaustion. Demographic shock alters labor and rents, provoking regulation and unrest that culminate in uprisings and reprisals. Religious criticism and lay piety stir debate over authority and reform. Dynastic contention, shifting loyalties, and short-lived settlements expose the fragility of personal rule. Yet administrative routines harden, commerce and towns grow, and the legal profession expands. The period closes with a more centralized monarchy poised to discipline magnates and pacify long-disordered provinces.

With the Tudors, Hume follows the consolidation of royal power and the reconfiguration of church-state relations. Henry VII restrains great lords and stabilizes revenue. Under Henry VIII, the break with Rome and the redistribution of ecclesiastical wealth alter allegiance, jurisdiction, and property. The succession brings alternating programs: Protestant advance, Catholic restoration, and a final settlement under Elizabeth I that prizes uniformity in worship while tolerating a measure of doctrinal latitude. Foreign rivalry, maritime enterprise, and administrative specialization shape policy. The narrative weighs political skill against ideological conviction, depicting a monarchy that manages factions, extends bureaucratic reach, and fosters a distinct national posture.

The accession of James VI and I unites crowns and sharpens arguments about sovereignty, law, and conscience. Hume tracks courtly theories of prerogative alongside parliamentary insistence on customary limits. Fiscal pressure reappears, while religious division—especially among reformers who seek further change—creates persistent friction. With Charles I, disputes over taxation, church governance, and local enforcement intensify. The breakdown of trust among king, houses, and regions yields confrontations that pass from remonstrance to arms. Throughout, the historian portrays parties as animated by mixed motives: principle, interest, fear, and zeal. He probes how ideas about obedience and liberty harden under the strain of crisis.

In the collapse of traditional monarchy, experiments in republican and protectorate government reveal the difficulties of ruling without broad consent. Hume describes military influence, efforts to codify settlement, and policies of religious latitude bounded by security concerns. Commerce, taxation, and foreign ventures proceed amid institutional novelty. The Restoration restores ancient forms but not former simplicity. Under Charles II, disputes over confession, toleration, and succession organize durable party alignments, while ministers struggle to reconcile revenue with independence. Public opinion, print, and clubs gain force. Episodes of emergency and scandal expose vulnerabilities in governance, prompting renewed scrutiny of prerogative, parliament, and law.

James II’s reign brings an assertive program on authority and religion that encounters resistance across offices, churches, and shires. Events culminate in a transfer of power in 1688–1689 that redefines the conditions of rule and the obligations of subjects. Hume closes by surveying the long formation of the English polity: how custom, statute, and practice intertwine; how commerce, learning, and manners temper force; and how zeal, faction, and interest can both endanger and energize liberty. The broader significance lies in his method—patient, comparative, attentive to causes—offering a durable account of institutional growth that continues to inform discussion of governance and civil society.
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    David Hume composed The History of England between 1754 and 1762, publishing the Stuart volumes first, then extending backward to the Tudors, Plantagenets, and Roman and medieval origins. Writing from Enlightenment Edinburgh as Keeper of the Advocates Library, he worked within a British Union established in 1707 yet addressed a pre-Union past. The six volumes, later harmonized under a single title, trace political institutions, law, religion, and manners from Julius Caesar’s invasion to the Revolution of 1688. Hume’s setting included a robust print marketplace, learned societies, and ready access to manuscripts, enabling a narrative intended for a broad, literate public.

Eighteenth-century Britain, under the Hanoverian dynasty after 1714, offered Hume a constitutional monarchy stabilized by the 1689–1701 settlement. Parliament’s supremacy in taxation and legislation, cabinet governance, and entrenched party identities—Whig and Tory—shaped public debate about prerogative and liberty. The memory of the 1640s civil wars and the 1688 change of monarchs remained central to political argument. The 1745 Jacobite rising, defeated in Scotland, kept questions of succession and allegiance vivid. Writing amid these institutions and controversies, Hume examined earlier conflicts over authority and representation, assessing how crown, Parliament, and common law interacted to produce durable, if contested, arrangements.

The work is framed by the history of Western Christianity in the British Isles: the medieval Church’s authority, the English Reformation under Henry VIII, the Elizabethan settlement, and the fractured confessional landscape of Puritans, Anglicans, Catholics, and Scottish Presbyterians. Statutes such as the Act of Supremacy (1534) and subsequent recusancy laws defined allegiance and worship. In Hume’s age, the established Church of England coexisted with legal disabilities for Catholics and many dissenters, even after the 1689 Toleration Act. Hume repeatedly scrutinized the political effects of clerical power and religious enthusiasm, treating zeal and persecution as historical forces with constitutional consequences.

Hume’s narrative spans successive institutional transformations: Roman conquest and withdrawal; the Anglo-Saxon heptarchy’s consolidation; the Norman Conquest of 1066 and feudal governance; Plantagenet disputes that yielded Magna Carta (1215) and early parliaments; dynastic conflict culminating in the Wars of the Roses; Tudor centralization, including administrative reforms and the break with Rome; the Elizabethan religious and imperial posture; and the Stuart era’s disputes over taxation, religion, and military command. He follows the crisis of the 1640s, republican experiments, the Restoration of 1660, and the settlement of 1688–89, treating each step as part of the gradual evolution of English government.

Hume wrote as a philosopher-historian, aiming to explain causes as well as recount events. As librarian to the Faculty of Advocates, he consulted chronicles, statute books, state papers, and contemporary memoirs, engaging predecessors such as Rapin de Thoyras and Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon. He criticized antiquarian credulity and partisan mythmaking, notably questioning the ancient constitution doctrine that posited immemorial liberties. While attentive to legal milestones, he depicted freedom and restraint as products of contingent struggles and institutional balances. His polished narrative, with notes and document extracts, sought clarity over exhaustive citation, prioritizing analysis of manners, commerce, and policy.

The book emerged in a commercializing society marked by expanding Atlantic trade, growing towns, and a literate public engaged through newspapers, periodicals, and coffeehouses. Though Hume’s story ends in 1688, he wrote with awareness of later financial and imperial developments that reshaped Britain, and he integrated social description into political narrative. His earlier Essays, Moral and Political had cultivated readers for reflective history. London and Edinburgh publishers issued multiple editions, reflecting a market for long-form national histories. Hume emphasized how property, credit, taxation, and military organization influenced policy, insisting that constitutional change cannot be separated from economic conditions and manners.

Reception was immediate and contentious. The first volumes (on the Stuarts) drew strong criticism from Whig readers, who accused Hume of favoring royal prerogative and disparaging Puritan leaders; clergy denounced his irreligion. Sales nevertheless grew, and the completed series became a leading English-language history for decades, translated into European languages. Hume revised passages and notes across editions to address errors and objections. Contemporary and near-contemporary historians, including Catherine Macaulay, offered rival narratives emphasizing popular rights. The disputes over his work mirrored ongoing eighteenth-century debates about legitimacy, toleration, and the balance of powers within Britain’s mixed constitution.

Taken together, the six volumes exemplify Enlightenment historical practice: secular, source-based, attentive to causation, and skeptical of legend. Hume foregrounded stability, moderation, and the costs of fanaticism, while acknowledging the gains of lawful liberty. He treated 1688 not as the discovery of ancient rights but as a settlement consolidating prior developments, a view that challenged triumphalist party histories. By linking policy to commerce, manners, and religion, he offered a comprehensive critique of power that spoke to readers in a Britain of expanding trade, imperial rivalry, and vigorous public debate. The work’s enduring influence lies in that balanced, analytic stance.
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    David Hume (1711–1776) was a central figure of the Scottish Enlightenment, known as a philosopher, historian, and essayist whose clear prose reshaped debates about knowledge, morality, religion, and politics. Often grouped with Locke and Berkeley as an empiricist, he advanced a distinctive, naturalistic account of the mind and a measured skepticism about reason’s reach. His philosophical writings—including A Treatise of Human Nature and the two Enquiries—became foundational for modern epistemology and ethics, while his Political Discourses influenced economics. In his lifetime, however, he was best known to the general public for The History of England, a multivolume work that secured his literary fame.

Hume was educated in Scotland, studying at the University of Edinburgh while still very young, and pursuing intensive independent reading afterward. He absorbed classical learning and the new sciences, especially the Newtonian model of inquiry. Philosophically, he engaged with the British tradition of Locke and Berkeley, with French and continental skeptics such as Bayle, and with the moral philosophy of his Scottish contemporaries. He aimed to extend an “experimental” method to the study of human nature, replacing speculative metaphysics with careful observation of mental operations, language, and custom. This methodological ambition framed his mature positions in cognition, ethics, political economy, and religion.

During the 1730s he devoted himself to composing A Treatise of Human Nature, largely while living in France, and published it in two parts near the end of that decade. The Treatise examined perception, causation, personal identity, passions, and the foundations of morals. Its reception was muted, prompting Hume to recast key portions in a shorter, more accessible form: An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding and An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. These later works highlighted his analysis of the limits of reason, the role of custom in inference, and the centrality of sentiment in ethics, and they gradually established his reputation among philosophers.

Parallel to his theoretical writings, Hume produced a prolific series of essays on politics, commerce, literature, and taste. Essays, Moral and Political and the Political Discourses advanced views on luxury, trade, money, and public credit that anticipated later classical economics. In the 1750s he served as librarian to the Faculty of Advocates in Edinburgh, a post that gave him broad access to books and supported his great historical project. The History of England, published in multiple volumes over the decade, offered a sweeping narrative from the ancient realm to more recent monarchs. It enjoyed substantial commercial success and provoked partisan controversy.

Religion remained a recurring focus. In the Enquiry he famously questioned the credibility of miracle reports; in The Natural History of Religion he traced belief to human psychology and social conditions; and in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, issued posthumously, he staged a probing debate on the scope of reason in theology. Across these works Hume argued that belief is shaped less by demonstrative proof than by experience, habit, and the passions. His skeptical stance did not amount to blanket doubt, but to a disciplined modesty about what can be inferred, urging proportioned belief, tolerance, and an empirical outlook on human affairs.

Hume also pursued public service and diplomatic work. He accompanied British missions in the 1740s and later served at the embassy in Paris during the 1760s, where he was warmly received in the salons and became a well-known figure among French intellectuals. His brief association and subsequent quarrel with Jean-Jacques Rousseau became a public episode, though Hume generally preferred calm, urbane discussion to controversy. Returning to Britain, he revised his essays, issued new editions of his principal works, and continued to correspond widely, consolidating a reputation for stylistic clarity, philosophical rigor, and historical range.

Hume spent his final years in Edinburgh, where he prepared a concise autobiography, My Own Life, and arranged for the posthumous publication of the Dialogues. He died in 1776. His influence was immediate and lasting: later thinkers credited him with reshaping questions about causation and induction, spurring developments from Kant’s critical philosophy to utilitarian and positivist traditions, and informing contemporary debates in cognitive science and economics. His History remained widely read for decades, while his philosophical essays continue to model lucidity. Hume’s legacy endures in commitments to empirical inquiry, moderate skepticism, and civility in public reasoning.
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All cultivated peoples yearn to trace their forebears, yet distant ages vanish into rumor; therefore, ignoring fables, we begin where Roman eyes first saw Britain. The earliest Britons were Gaulish Celts: they spoke the same tongue, obeyed similar chiefs, worshiped the same gods. Traders from Greece and Rome painted them as fierce, but the south-east had already tilled fields, multiplied, and tasted settlement. Elsewhere clans roamed pasturelands, wearing beasts’ skins, lodging in forest or marsh huts, shifting camps for cattle, plunder, or safety. Knowing few refinements, their wants were small, their possessions scant, their movement easy.

Tribes were many and jealous, yet their kings ruled only by consent; arms and cattle were the sole wealth, and war the chief ambition. Sacred terror strengthened wavering obedience, for the druids[1] guided worship, schooled the youth, judged disputes, paid no taxes, and shunned the battlefield. An offender they cursed lost sacrifices, law, and fellowship, his isolation harsher than death. In secret groves they taught reincarnate souls, forbade written doctrine, and drenched altars with human blood. Spoils of battle, hidden in holy woods, lay unguarded save by fear; no other cult ever mastered men more utterly, until Rome’s penalties broke it.

Thus they stood when Caesar, craving a new world, crossed the Channel. In 55 BC he landed near Deal, beat natives, took hostages, withdrew as winter neared. Next summer he returned with stronger legions; Cassivelaunus rallied tribes, yet Romans forced the Thames, burned his town, placed Mandubratius over Trinobantes, then departed, their rule mostly nominal. Rome’s civil wars left Britain free until Claudius spurned Augustus’ caution. In 43 AD Plautius subdued the southeast, and the emperor accepted the submission of Cantii, Regni, Atrebates, Trinobantes. Caractacus held out with Silures, but Ostorius beat them in 50, captured him, and sent the gallant captive to Rome.

Under Nero, Suetonius Paulinus landed on sacred Mona, where torch-waving priestesses and howling druids tried to terrify his ranks; he urged them to scorn the rites, stormed the shore, burned the groves, and believed Britain broken. While he campaigned, Queen Boadicea of the Iceni, flogged and defiled by Roman officers, rallied tribes, sacked colonies, and set flourishing London ablaze. Seventy thousand Romans, settlers, and allies fell. Suetonius arrived too late, yet later lured her host to a pitched field, slew eighty thousand, and drove her to poison. Recalled for severity, he was followed by Cerealis, Frontinus, and greatest Agricola, who marched north with unbroken success.

Agricola pierced Caledonian woods and peaks, scattered every host, defeated Galgacus in a decisive clash, and planted garrisons from Clyde to Forth, severing the rugged north. Beyond victories he taught law, language, tillage, letters, and luxury, making the new chains light to wear. Provinces, resigned to Roman order, yielded four quiet centuries. Only the barren Highlands sometimes spilled raiders, checked by ramparts: Hadrian[2] laid stone between Tyne and Solway; Urbicus restored Agricola’s line; Severus strengthened both. The long calm bred mutinous legions, imperial usurpers, and a native people disarmed, dispirited, forgetful of freedom entirely lost.

When the crumbling empire turned its scant strength inward, frontier soldiers were summoned to Italy and Gaul, and Britain, remote and undervalued, lay naked. Picts of the far north and Scots from Hibernian shores swept across Antonine’s deserted wall, harrying soft, opulent towns. Desperate appeals won two brief Roman expeditions; each drove the marauders back, rebuilt Severus’s stone barrier, and sailed away, warning, 'You are your own masters—defend yourselves.' About 448 the eagles vanished forever. Drained of warriors by the failed usurpers Gratian and Constantine, the Britons abandoned the ramparts, and the invaders roamed unresisted, burning all before them.

The Britons, forsaken a third time by Rome, sent ambassadors who handed Ætius their letter, titled “The Groans of the Britons.” “The barbarians drive us into the sea; the sea flings us back upon the barbarians; we must die by sword or by wave,” they cried. Ætius, hard-pressed by Attila, could not help. Desperate Britons deserted farms, hid in woods and hills, starved, yet harassed the invaders until scarcity forced the marauders home. Returning, the islanders tilled again, feasted, and forgot peril. Luxury, sectarian quarrels, and quarrelling chiefs sapped their strength. Vortigern, prince of Dumnonium, persuaded them to invite Saxon aid.

The Germans, fiercest of untamed nations, prized valor and liberty. Kings, chosen from a royal line, ruled only with the warriors’ shield-rattling assent. Resolutions, swiftly forged, were carried out with raging energy. Chiefs led by example; in peace each district judged itself. Bands lived on dependants’ labor and yearly reallotted fields so no man preferred soil to war, and women and children marched beside them. Among these tribes the sea-roving Saxons were most dreaded, scouring coasts from Rhine mouth to Jutland. Roman fleets under the “Count of the Saxon Shore” once barred them, but the empire’s fall reopened the channel.

Hengist and Horsa, great-grandsons of the god Woden, saw crowded Germany and ravaged Gaul and urged their countrymen toward richer prey. Around 449 they sailed in three ships with sixteen hundred warriors, landed on Thanet, and beat back Scots and Picts for grateful Britons. Sensing weakness, they sent glowing reports home; seventeen more vessels soon followed, bringing five thousand swords. The Britons, alarmed yet passive, still paid subsidies until the Saxons complained of short rations, allied with Picts and Scots, and turned their blades south. Vortigern was deposed; his son Vortimer rallied the islanders, who fought hard yet yielded ground.

Horsa fell at Faglesford; command passed to Hengist. Fed by reinforcements from Germany, he burned towns, slew priests on their altars, butchered nobles and commons alike, and drove fugitives into mountains or across the sea to Armorica, soon called Brittany. Welsh tales blame Vortigern’s passion for Hengist’s daughter Rovena and a Stonehenge massacre of three hundred chiefs, but Britons needed no romance to explain defeat. After Vortimer died, the Roman-born Briton Ambrosius rallied resistance. Yet Hengist, intent on division, summoned Octa and Ebissa with settlers for Northumberland, kept the south, founded the kingdom of Kent, ruled forty years from Canterbury, and died about 488.

In 477 Ælla landed on the south coast, beat the Britons in fights, lost at Mearcredes Burn yet stormed Ancired Ceaster, slew every defender, and crowned himself king of Sussex and Surrey. West Saxons led by Cerdic and his son Kenric arrived in 495, met opposition, and called troops from Kent, Sussex, and Germany. At the 508 battle Nazan Leod first routed Cerdic, Kenric restored the line, and five thousand Britons with their chief fell. Cerdic later besieged Mount Badon; Arthur of the Silures broke it in 520. Cerdic died 534, Kenric 560, their house ruling Wessex over Hants, Dorset, Wilts, Berks, and Wight.

In 527 hordes landed on the east coast, fought battles, and soon three thrones appeared: Uffa East Angles 575, Crida Mercia 585, Erkenwin Essex earlier, carving Essex, Middlesex, Hertfordshire from Kent. Saxons had long camped in the north, but not until 547 did Ida conquer Northumberland, Durham, and parts of southeastern Scotland and call himself king of Bernicia. His kinsman Ælla took Yorkshire and Lancashire as king of Deiri; their grandson Ethelfrid united both into Northumberland. After 150 years of strife the seven kingdoms—Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia, Mercia, Northumberland—prevailed; Britons were dead, enslaved, or driven to Cornwall and Wales, their towns in ruin.

Compared with Franks, Goths, Vandals, and Burgundians, the Saxons scourged Britain worst. Landing piecemeal, they faced emboldened Britons; the protracted war forced fresh German levies and fostered a policy of extermination. When the survivors were pinned in Cornwall and Wales, the conquering princes relaxed their league; an overlord remained, yet every realm fought as if sovereign, spawning endless upheavals that baffled monkish annalists and even wearied Milton. Beginning with Kent: Hengist’s son Escus reigned quietly; in 512 his son Octet inherited, but during Octet’s rule Essex and Middlesex split away. After twenty-two years he died, and Hermenric, who soon associated Ethelbert, assumed the throne.

Young Ethelbert sought to restore Kent’s vigor. Twice he marched against Ceaulin of Wessex and twice was routed; the overbearing victor even bent Sussex beneath his yoke. Alarmed, the other princes joined forces, placed Ethelbert in command, and at the great battle he shattered Ceaulin’s power. Ceaulin soon died, and Ethelbert took his place as foremost of the Heptarchy: he overran vast Mercia, then prudently handed the crown to the heir Webba on tribute. Ambition sated, he ruled warriors devoted to Woden, sun, moon, and thunder-wielding Thor, men who hoped to feast in their god’s hall from the foaming skulls of fallen foes.

War with Christian Britons kept Saxon hearts shut, yet news of kingdoms already baptized awakened wonder. The breach came by marriage: before wedlock Ethelbert vowed that Bertha, Frankish daughter of Charibert of Paris, might practise her faith. She reached Canterbury with a French bishop, lived blamelessly, and won her husband’s ear. In Rome, deacon Gregory saw fair youths on sale and asked, “What nation?” “Angles.” “Not Angles but angels.” Told their province was “Deïri,” he said, “Called de ira to God’s mercy.” Hearing their king was “Ælla,” he cried, “Alleluiah—praise shall ring there!” Granted papal leave, he prepared to sail, but the Romans detained him.

The controversy between pagans and Christians still smouldered; Gregory, zealous beyond all pontiffs, wrecked heathen arts he never understood. Seeking fame by converting the British Saxons, he sent the monk Augustine with forty comrades. Alarmed, they halted in France; Augustine returned to plead release, yet Gregory pressed on, provided Frank interpreters, and secured Queen Brunehaut’s support. In 597 they reached Kent. King Ethelbert housed them in Thanet and, wary of magic, received them in open air. Augustine vowed eternal joys; the king replied, “Our words and promises are fair, yet I cannot renounce ancestral ways. Stay in peace, I’ll supply you and let you preach.

Augustine’s fasting, penance and claimed miracles, backed by royal favor, drew crowds; many Kentish Saxons were baptized, and the king followed, with no compulsion. Gregory hailed the news, prophesied the world’s end, and urged Ethelbert to crush idols by “exhortation, terror, blandishment, or correction.” He also answered Augustine’s queries: “Whether cousins-german might marry,” no; “Whether a woman pregnant may be baptized,” yes; “How soon may the child, the husband, the communicant after intercourse,” the child at once, the man after prayer and ablution. Idols fall, altars stand, feasts become Christian. Archbishop of Canterbury, Augustine took pall, was warned against pride, and denied rule over Gaul.

Bertha’s alliance brought continental learning; Ethelbert issued the earliest northern code, ruled fifty years, died 616. Heir Eadbald, infatuated with his stepmother, abandoned Christianity, and the realm lapsed. Laurentius, ready to leave, displayed stripes from St. Peter; the king dismissed her, reconverted, the people followed, and died 640. Ercombert seized the crown, enforced Lent, stamped out idols for twenty-four years. Son Egbert fostered learning, murdered two cousins, endowed sister Domnona’s Thanet convent. His heir Edric was ousted by uncle Lothaire, who shared power with son Richard, but fell fighting Edric and Sussex allies; Richard fled to Lucca to die.

After Lothaire’s eleven-year rule and Edric’s two, Widred seized Kent, fought off Cedwalla of Wessex (whose brother Mollo fell), reigned thirty-two years, then left Eadbert, Ethelbert, and Alric. Alric’s death in 794 ended the line; Egbert held two years, Mercian Cuthred six, Baldred eighteen, until Egbert of Wessex drove him out in 823 and merged the Heptarchy. North, Adelfrid of Bernicia married Ælla’s daughter Acca, expelled her infant brother Edwin, united Bernicia and Deïri, routed Scots, Picts, and Welsh, besieged Chester and, seeing 1,250 Bangor monks praying, said, “Then they’re as much our enemies as those in arms,” ordered the massacre, and razed their monastery.

Triumphant yet uneasy, Adelfrid hunted the grown Edwin, who found refuge with Redwald of East Anglia; when Northumbrian gifts and threats swayed the host, the queen’s outrage steadied him. Redwald marched first, killed Adelfrid at the cost of his son Regner, sent Eanfrid, Oswald, and Oswy to Scottish exile, and set Edwin on the Northumbrian throne. Edwin’s firm justice became a saying: a woman might travel with a purse of gold unharmed. After the East Angles slew Redwald they offered Edwin their crown, but he installed Earpwold instead. He married Ethelburga of Kent, debated with Bishop Paullinus, then accepted Christianity, Coifi leading the idol-smashing.

At Hatfield in 633 Penda of Mercia and Briton Caedwalla slew Edwin and his son Osfrid; the realm split—Eanfrid took Bernicia, Osric Deïri—both lapsed to paganism and soon fell to Caedwalla, forcing Paullinus and queen Ethelburga to Kent. Oswald returned, reunited Northumberland in 634, defeated Caedwalla, restored Christianity, then died battling Penda. Oswy held power by killing Oswin; his son Egfrid died childless against the Picts, natural brother Alfred ruled nineteen years, left boy-king Osred, murdered by kinsman Kenred, and a chain followed: Osric, Celwulph, Eadbert, Oswolf, Mollo, Ailred, Ethelred, Celwold, Osred, Ethelbert, until anarchy eased Egbert of Wessex’s conquest.

The East Angles offer scant glory: Earpwold, swayed by King Edwin, accepts Christianity, then, enticed by his pagan wife, slides back to idols and dies by violence; Sigebert, his French-reared half-brother, restores the faith and learning, founding schools later called Cambridge. A grim parade of rulers follows until Ethelbert, last of the line, is treacherously slain by Offa of Mercia. Mercia itself begins with Wibba and Ceorl but blooms into terror under Penda, who, crowned at fifty, slaughters the East-Anglian kings Sigebert, Egric and Annas, and Northumbria’s Edwin and Oswald, before Oswy kills him and enthrones the newly converted Peada over Mercia.

Peada soon falls; Wolfhere seizes the moment, subdues Essex and the East Angles, then yields to his brother Ethelred, a peace-lover who still smites Kent, repels Egfrid of Northumbria, then pays compensation before retiring to Bardney. Kendred, Ceolred and Ethelbald follow, the last murdered by his own troops; Offa, grandson of Penda’s line, claims the throne in 755. He thrashes Kent at Otford, defeats Wessex at Bensington, annexes Oxfordshire and Gloucester, yet stains every triumph by luring Ethelbert of East Anglia to Hereford and beheading him to seize the kingdom; seeking absolution, he tithes, founds St Alban’s abbey, levies Peter’s Pence, and allies with Charlemagne.

Offa’s death in 794 leaves Egfrith for five months; Kenulph follows, mutilates the Kentish Egbert, then falls in an East-Anglian rising. Kenelm is soon murdered by sister Quendrade; Ceolulf, Beornulf, Ludican and Wiglaff flicker across the throne until Egbert of Wessex conquers Mercia. In Essex, Sebert embraces Christianity, but sons Sexted and Seward reject baptism, beg Mellitus for white bread, and die against Wessex; later kings Sigebert, Swithelm, Offa the chaste, Selred, Switherd, Sigeric and Sigered totter on, the last submitting to Egbert. Sussex, traced from Ælla and Cissa, sinks under Wessex when Ceadwalla kills Adelwalch and, after baptism, his sons.

Cerdic founded Wessex by hard fighting; with his son Kenric he battled seasoned Britons, honing Saxon ferocity. Kenric’s son Ceaulin, reigning from 560, seized much of Devon and Somerset, then assaulted neighboring Saxon realms until an alliance led by Ethelbert of Kent defeated and expelled him. His sons Cuichelme and Cuthwin briefly shared power; by 593 Cealric, then Ceobaid, then Kynegils held the crown. Kynegils adopted Christianity under his son-in-law Oswald of Northumbria. Kenwalch followed, died 672, and the spirited widow Sexburga ruled two years before yielding to Escwin, Kentwin, and at last Ceodwalla, the warlike conqueror of Sussex.

Ceodwalla ravaged Kent, lost his brother Mollo to King Widred, then, sated with blood, showered the church with gifts, travelled to Rome, was baptized, and died in 689. Ina succeeded, crushed the Somerset Britons yet spared their lands, encouraged intermarriage, and fixed just laws; after thirty-seven glorious years he too made a Roman pilgrimage and ended life in a cloister. Childless, he left the crown to his queen’s brother Adelard; the nearer prince Oswald rebelled and fell. Adelard’s cousin Cudred next reigned and beat Mercia. Sigebert followed, was deposed for tyranny, murdered his host Cumbran, and was hunted down.

Cenulph then took the throne, won against Cornish Britons, lost prestige to Offa of Mercia. Kynehard, brother of Sigebert, lurking at the frontier, surprised the king during a secret liaison in Merton and killed him, but local nobles slew every assassin next day, 784. Brithric, a distant kinsman, succeeded; his queen Eadburga, Offa’s daughter, poisoned a favorite and accidentally her husband, fled to France. Meanwhile the nobility recalled Egbert, last male of Cerdic’s line, who had sharpened his talents at Charlemagne’s court. He subdued Cornwall; Bernulf of Mercia fell at Ellandun, then among East Angles, and successor Ludican likewise. Essex fell, Mercia and Northumbria bowed.

Four centuries after the Saxons landed, Egbert’s fortunate sword and careful policy fused every realm of the Heptarchy into one power. Kent, Northumberland, and Mercia, once rivals for supremacy, lay within his empire; the lesser crowns followed willingly. His dominion stretched almost exactly across what later generations will call England. With the kingdoms pacified and borders unified, the Anglo-Saxons finally glimpsed a chance to build a settled, civilized monarchy, calm at home and safe from foreign attack. This decisive union occurred in the year 827, and the island hailed the beginning of a greater commonwealth.

Yet the conquerors themselves remained little better than their German forefathers in arts, civility, learning, or justice. Christianity, siphoned through a corrupted Roman channel, mixed belief with gross superstition. Saints and relics eclipsed the Almighty; cloistered restraint outweighed active virtue; every marvel was deemed miraculous; lavish alms to churches washed away cruelty, treachery, and murder. Penances and slavish devotion quieted consciences, while a priest’s mere habit drew awestruck crowds who treated each utterance as oracle. Military spirit faded; nobles chose the indolent shelter of monasteries they endowed and ruled; kings, impoverished by ceaseless gifts, lacked means to reward valor or maintain authority.

The same devotion fastened the realm to Rome. Unlike the ancient Britons, Saxons, converted by Roman monks, revered the papal city as religion’s capital. Nobles, ladies, even abdicated kings trudged on pilgrimages; new relics streamed from the eternal mint of superstition, each trumpeted by convent miracles. Chronicling monks praised princes not for courage but for lavish obedience to Rome. Seeing such blind homage, the pontiff pushed daily at English independence. Wilfrid, lordly bishop of Lindisfarne, appealed to the pope when an English council curtailed his see, and the ready court welcomed the precedent. He terrified multitudes with, “Saint Peter denies heaven to the disrespectful

Trivial quarrels flowered. The date of Easter depended on sun and moon, yet Scots and Britons kept the feast the very full-moon Sunday, shaved foreheads from ear to ear, and bragged of antiquity; Romans and Saxons waited one week, ringed the crown, and boasted universality. Each branded the other schismatic, accused secret fellowship with Jews or lineage from Simon Magus, and refused joint labor against the heathen. Fury smoldered a century, ending only when the Roman rite prevailed, Wilfrid driving the quartodecimans north. In 680 Theodore of Canterbury convened Hatfield, upheld Lateran thunder against Monothelites, and damned the heresy to everlasting curses.
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The Saxons had admitted images since Christianity reached them, yet had never worshipped them until the second council of Nice later authorized the abuse. Under Egbert the once-divided Heptarchy[3] stood welded into one kingdom; common tongue, laws, and the extinction of native royal lines inclined every province to follow a leader renowned for birth, vigor, and victory. Hopes of lasting peace lifted their hearts until Danish sails darkened the horizon. Charlemagne’s harsh conversion of the continental Saxons drove many fugitives into Jutland; mingling with kindred tribes, they turned pirate, took the northern name of Normans, and fell upon France and England.

In 787 a scouting party landed in Wessex, slew the questioning magistrate, and fled; in 794 they plundered a Northumbrian monastery but were wrecked and cut down. After Egbert’s 835 conquest they sacked Sheppey, fought him hard at Charmouth, then, allied with Cornish Britons, were shattered at Hengesdown. Egbert’s death left the realm to pious, pliant Ethelwolf, who ceded Kent, Sussex, and Essex to his son Athelstan. Danish fleets swarmed: thirty-three ships repelled at Southampton by Wolfhere, another beaten at Portsmouth where brave Aethelhelm fell. Using light craft they raided rivers, fortified their beached ships, and vanished before county levies.

Terror spared no season or rank; churches burned and monks were butchered until Devon’s governor Ceorle repelled one horde at Wiganburgh. Soon a stronger host wintered in Thanet, and, joined by spring reinforcements in three-hundred-fifty ships, fired London and Canterbury, routed Mercian king Brichtric, and ravaged Surrey. Ethelwolf and his son Ethelbald met them at Okely and won, yet the pirates clung to Thanet, slew Kent’s Ealher and Surrey’s Huda, then settled on Sheppey. Amid ruin the king journeyed to Rome with young Alfred, endowed the papal lamps, wed Judith, returned, split the realm with rebellious Ethelbald, and heaped new gifts on the church.

The clergy, unchecked by reason, preached incessantly that the Levites’ tenth[4] belonged to them, extending the claim even to wages, trade, soldiers’ pay, and courtesans’ earnings. Under a timid king and a terror-struck nation, they at last secured the full tithe, and their lands were declared free from every public burden. Ethelwolf soon died, dividing England: Ethelbald ruled the west, Ethelbert the east. Ethelbald, shamelessly wedding his step-mother Judith, provoked scandal until Bishop Swithun forced a divorce. His brief reign ended; Ethelbert governed five quiet years, yet Danish pirates still burned Winchester and, breaking faith, ravaged Kent.

Ethered next wore the crown. Alfred, setting aside resentment at losing his inheritance, marched beside him. East Anglia, valuing safety over honor, furnished the Danes with horses; the invaders stormed York and slew Osbricht and Aella. Hinguar and Hubba wintered at Nottingham until Ethered and Alfred forced them north. They returned, captured Edmund of East Anglia, and murdered him. Basing churches burned, Reading became their camp. Mercians withheld aid, so the two brothers fought alone: first victory, then a rout. At Aston, Alfred was surrounded while Ethered stayed at mass; arriving late, he nonetheless won, monks praising devotion.

War raged on; at Basing the Danes prevailed, Ethered died, and twenty-two-year-old Alfred inherited peril. Baptized at Rome and awakened to learning by Saxon songs, he mastered Latin, yet now traded books for swords. He struck Wilton, won at first, then lost by over-pursuit, but enemy losses forced a treaty and withdrawal to London. They plundered anew. Mercian king Burrhed paid them toward Lindesey; they whirled back, sacked his land, and he fled to a cloister. New chiefs Guthrum, Oscitel, and Amund arrived; bands split, Wereham fell. Hemmed in, they swore on relics to leave, Alfred trusting Heaven to smite perjury.

The Danes, fearing nothing, rushed Alfred’s unsuspecting army, scattered it, and marched west to seize Exeter. Alfred raised fresh levies, fought eight hard battles in a single year, and squeezed the invaders until they begged peace; he allowed them to stay in England if they barred new marauders. Yet another fleet arrived, gathered the scattered Danes, stormed Chippenham, and ravaged the countryside. Saxon courage collapsed: some fled to Wales or overseas, some bowed to the conquerors, none answered Alfred’s call. Stripped of retinue, he donned a peasant’s garb, lodged with a neat-herd, and earned a scolding when burnt cakes blackened the hearth.

When enemy patrols slackened, Alfred summoned loyal men, slipped into the marshland between Thone and Parret, and built a hidden fort atop two firm acres he named Æthelingay. From its forests and bogs he raided at will, feeding hope with plunder. After a year, news broke of Hubba’s landing in Devon with twenty-three ships and his siege of Kinwith. Earl Oddune burst out before dawn, routed the Danes, slew Hubba, and captured the enchanted raven banner Reafen. Heartened, Alfred entered Guthrum’s camp disguised as a harper, charmed every tent, noted their careless security, and secretly fixed a rendezvous at Brixton.

Warriors rallied beneath Selwood’s eaves, shouting at the sight of their living king. Alfred led them straight to Eddington, struck the least guarded flank, and shattered the larger Danish host. He hemmed the survivors and Guthrum in a stockade, starved them to surrender, spared their lives, baptized them, and stood godfather to Guthrum, now called Athelstan. The new settlers occupied East Anglia and Northumbria; restless bands withdrew to the Five Boroughs or sailed with Hastings to France. Alfred rebuilt ruined towns, especially London, equalized English and Danish law, armed every freeman, rotated garrisons and field columns, and turned England into one vigilant fortress.

Alfred, certain an island must fight on water, built a stronger fleet, trained crews, and ringed the coast so Danish sails met English prows coming or going. A guard of 120 warships, crewed by English and hired Frisians, kept the realm calm until the famed rover Hastings arrived with 330 vessels, seized Apuldore and Milton, and ravaged Kent. Alfred dashed up with his household warriors and levies, slew stragglers, hemmed the pirates in, routed them at Farnham, captured their horses and baggage, chased the rest aboard ships that fled to Mersey, while Hastings abandoned Milton and entrenched at Bamflete.

With Guthrum and Guthred dead, the East Anglian and Northumbrian Danes raised 240 ships, reached Exeter, and besieged it; Alfred raced west, smote them, and hurled survivors to their fleet. They raided Sussex next, yet Chichester’s defenders beat them off. Hastings meanwhile ravaged inland, but London’s troops and citizens stormed Bamflete, slew many, and captured his wife and two sons; Alfred returned them if he would quit the realm. Other bands seized Shobury, then Boddington with Welsh allies; Alfred enclosed them, and when they had eaten their horses they broke out, some escaping to sack Leicester, hold Hartford, flee Quatford, and be crushed.

Sigefert now roved the western seas in taller, swifter vessels, yet Alfred outbuilt him again, seized twenty ships, and hanged the crews at Winchester as pirates. Terror subdued, the East Anglian and Northumbrian Danes renewed their homage; Alfred ruled them directly, the Welsh bowed, and his authority stretched from Channel to Scotland. After twenty-nine and a half splendid years he died in full vigor, earning the style Alfred the Great and founder of English monarchy. Brave, just, learned, affable, temperate, and strong of body, he lacked only chroniclers worthy of him. Amid ruined fields and lawless bands his vigilant reforms began.

He sliced England into counties, then hundreds, then tithings of ten householders. Each master answered for family, slaves, and any guest who stayed beyond three days. A tithing-man led the group, and every man had to enroll or be outlawed; no one moved house without his borsholder’s warrant. If someone offended, the borsholder was summoned; without surety, the felon sat in prison. Flight triggered inquiry: the decennary had thirty-one days to produce him, or the borsholder plus eleven neighbors swore ignorance; failure forced a fine. Mutual vigilance earned these groups the name of frank-pledge throughout England.

To resolve petty quarrels, the borsholder gathered his whole ten to judge; weightier suits or cross-tithing appeals went to the hundred, ten decennaries meeting every four weeks. There twelve sworn freeholders, beside the presiding hundreder, tried the case, the germ of juries. A yearly wapentake, men assembling armed, inspected police, crimes, and registrations. Above stood the county court, held after Easter and Michaelmas; every freeholder voted while bishop and alderman presided. Alfred added a sheriff to balance noble power and guard royal rights, then let appeals reach his own council, where endless petitions pressed upon him.

He worked night and day to cleanse lower courts: nobles schooled, corrupt judged, feeble earls dismissed. He forged a code that rooted the common law, summoned national assemblies in restored London, and soon bracelets hung safely by highways. Yet he proclaimed, “The English should be as free as their own thoughts.” Finding learning drowned by war and Danish ruin, he invited foreign scholars, rebuilt Oxford, ordered landholders to educate sons, and rewarded merit. Dividing each day among rest, rule, and study timed by lantern tapers, the warrior of fifty-six battles still wrote, translated Aesop, Orosius, Bede, and Boethius, spreading wisdom through tales and verse.

Alfred welcomed diligent foreigners to refill lands wasted by Danes, rewarded every new craft, urged seamen to widen trade, and set aside one-seventh of his revenue for masons rebuilding shattered cities, castles, palaces, and monasteries. Silk, spices, and other comforts arrived from the Mediterranean and Indies, teaching people to honor justice and industry. Living or dead he ranked, next to Charlemagne, among Europe’s greatest rulers. By wife Ethelswitha he had three sons and three daughters: Edmund, who died childless; Ethelward, a quiet lover of learning; and Edward, who grasped the sceptre and became known to posterity as Edward the Elder.

Edward soon faced unrest. Cousin Ethelwald seized Winburne, then fled to Normandy and Northumberland, rousing the recently subdued Danes. Allied hosts raided Gloucester, Oxford, and Wilts, yet slipped away before the royal army. Edward retaliated in East Anglia; while he withdrew, disobedient Kentish troops lingered at Bury, beat off a Danish attack, and slew Ethelwald, freeing the king from rivalry. He fortified Chester, Eddesbury, Warwick, Cherbury, Buckingham, Towcester, Maldon, Huntingdon, and Colchester; broke Thurketill, humbled the Five-burgers, East Angles, Northumbrians, Britons, and Scots. His bold sister Ethelfleda governed Mercia, shunning marriage after perilous childbirth; she died first, and Edward followed in 925.

Illegitimacy barred no throne, so Athelstan rose. Thane Alfred, accused of plotting, offered to swear before the pope; in Rome he spoke, fell convulsed, and died the third day, his estate given to Malmesbury. Athelstan entered Northumbria, crowned the Dane Sithric, and sealed him by wedding sister Editha; Sithric died within a year, and sons Anlaf and Godfrid were expelled. Anlaf fled to Ireland; Godfrid sheltered with Constantine of Scotland, who warned him to escape. Godfrid died a pirate; Athelstan ravaged Scotland, and Constantine submitted. Courtiers urged conquest; he answered, “More glorious to confer than conquer kingdoms.” English chronicles claim homage, Scottish ones deny it.

Constantine, scorning gratitude, joins Anlaf’s fleet of Irish-sea pirates and fearful Welsh princes; together they pour into England. Athelstan gathers his host, meets them near Brunsbury, and, thanks chiefly to the dashing chancellor Turketul, wins the field. On the eve of battle Anlaf, disguised as a minstrel, charms the English camp, performing in the royal tent and accepting a reward he later buries. A suspicious comrade trails him, confirms the ruse, and warns Athelstan, explaining his earlier silence was sworn loyalty. Praised, the soldier sees the camp shifted; that night Anlaf storms in, slays a bishop, then flees, leaving princes dead and his army shattered.

Triumphant Athelstan enjoys calm rule, grants a bold statute: any merchant who funds three long sea voyages earns the dignity of thane. He dies at Gloucester in 941, sixteen years after his coronation, and his brother Edmund inherits. Young yet resolute, Edmund rushes on rebellious Northumbrians, compelling abject submission and a showy vow to embrace Christianity. Distrusting their pose, he drives the Five-burgers from Mercian towns, conquers Cumberland, and bestows it on Malcolm of Scotland for homage and northern defence. During a festival at Gloucester the banished robber Leolf invades the hall; Edmund grapples him and receives a fatal dagger-thrust.

Edred ascends amid another Northumbrian rising. He marches, forces oaths, ravages the land, withdraws; the Danes rebel again, are crushed, and English garrisons with an English governor are planted in their towns, while Malcolm renews homage. Able but deeply credulous, Edred surrenders his conscience to Dunstan of Glastonbury, who is raised to lofty office and imports rigorous Benedictine monks. Earlier English houses had held secular priests who taught youth, owned time and property, and might marry. The newcomers vow obedience, seclusion, perpetual chastity, ideals Rome praises to sever clergy from civil ties; yet for centuries many priests stubbornly resist.

Dunstan, born to English nobles, studied under his uncle Aldhelm at Canterbury, won notice at Edmund’s court, yet rumors of licentiousness blasted his hopes. Seeking redemption, he bricked himself into a cell so narrow he could neither stand nor stretch, filling every hour with prayer and handiwork until his wits swam with visions. One day the devil thrust his head through the window; Dunstan clamped red-hot pincers on the intruder’s nose and held fast until infernal howls shook the fields, a feat proclaimed miraculous. Returning, he mastered Edred, became treasurer, and spread rigid monastic discipline through Glastonbury and Abingdon, then aimed at all England.

Preachers praised virginity, and monks used that fervor to brand married priests sinners, calling their wives concubines; the secular clergy fought back, and England seethed. Edred died after nine years, leaving youthful Edwy to reign. The handsome boy wed the lovely Elgiva, though canon law forbade such kinship, angering the ascetics. During his coronation feast he stole to her chamber, love-struck, while her mother stayed nearby. Dunstan, towing Archbishop Odo, stormed in, railed at their ‘lasciviousness’, tore Edwy from her arms, and flung him before the roaring nobles. Stung, the king charged Dunstan with treasury abuse and drove him into exile.

While Dunstan stayed abroad, his allies praised his holiness and damned the royal pair. Archbishop Odo sent soldiers who seized Elgiva, burned her face with a red-hot iron to destroy her beauty, and ferried her to Ireland, forcing Edwy into divorce. She later healed, slipped back toward her husband, but Odo’s men caught her, hamstrung her, and she died at Gloucester in torment. Superstitious crowds called it judgment, revolted, and raised Edwy’s young brother Edgar as king of Mercia, Northumbria, and East Anglia. Dunstan returned, steered the boy, took Worcester, London, then Canterbury; Edwy, excommunicated and hunted, soon died, leaving Edgar sole ruler.

Ascending young, Edgar quickly proved an adroit ruler. He welcomed war but, by disciplined readiness, secured peace to hone internal order. Troops camped in the north kept Northumbria quiet and barred Scottish raids; three roaming squadrons ringed the coasts, their practiced seamen guarding against Danish sails. Foreign freebooters stayed away, domestic Danes lay still, and the kings of Scotland, Wales, Man, Orkneys, even Ireland bowed. At Chester he heightened his glory: seated in a barge on the Dee, he compelled eight tributary princes—Kenneth III. of Scots among them, the tale insists—to pull his oars in silent homage.

Power rested chiefly on his pact with Dunstan and the black-robed monks who had lifted him to the throne. He expelled secular canons, showered only their foes with preferment, moved Oswald into Worcester, Ethelwold into Winchester, consulted them in church and state, exempted their houses from bishops, and even accepted charters they forged. Summoning a great council, he denounced priests for tiny tonsures, gaming, hunting, dancing, song, and living openly with concubines. Turning to Dunstan he cried, “When did I refuse you alms or treasure? Join spiritual rod to crown and purge God’s house of thieves.” Monks soon ruled every convent.

Yet the champion of chastity ravaged vows at will. He stormed a convent, seized the nun Editha, and violated her; Dunstan rebuked him, and Edgar, unparted from his prey, merely laid aside his crown for seven empty years—punishment far lighter than the torments once hurled at luckless Edwy. Roaming one day near Andover, the king desired a nobleman’s radiant daughter and begged her for the night. The virtuous mother, fearing refusal, substituted a waiting-maid in the dark. Dawn revealed Elfleda’s smiling face; delight quenched anger, the deceit was pardoned, and the maid reigned as favorite until his wedding with Elfrida.

Elfrida, secluded daughter and heiress of Earl Olgar, had already dazzled England with rumors of her beauty. King Edgar, resolved to test those tales, sent his confidant, Earl Athelwold, ahead to Devon to inspect her before making an honorable proposal. One glance enslaved the envoy; mad with desire, he reported that Elfrida’s looks were ordinary, praising only her birth and fortune, then begged leave to wed her himself. Edgar, wishing his favorite well, endorsed the match and smoothed the negotiations. Athelwold married her quickly, then kept her buried in the country, fearing exposure of his treachery.

Courtiers soon whispered the truth; Edgar, suspecting fraud, announced a visit to the new couple’s castle. Allowed to ride ahead, Athelwold begged Elfrida to mask her deadly charms with plain dress, pleading, “Spare my honor and my life.” She secretly resolved to claim the crown his deceit had cost her. When the king arrived, she greeted him dazzling in sumptuous robes and irresistible grace, inflaming his passion and wrath. On a hunting pretext he lured Athelwold into a wood and stabbed him, then took Elfrida as queen. Edgar’s prosperous court welcomed swarms of foreign settlers, and his policies finally wiped wolves from England.

After sixteen thriving years on the throne, Edgar died at thirty-three; the crown passed to Edward, his fifteen-year-old son by his first wife. Elfrida pushed her own child, seven-year-old Ethelred, claiming Edward’s birth was flawed, yet the youth’s stronger title, nearness to manhood, and the nobles’ fear of Elfrida’s dominance turned the balance. Above all, holy Dunstan, revered throughout the realm and already Edward’s mentor, championed him fiercely. To silence debate, Dunstan swiftly anointed and crowned the boy at Kingston, and England submitted. Elfrida’s ambitions smoldered, but for the moment the reins of power lay beyond her grasp.

In Edward’s brief reign the struggle between reformed monks and secular clergy raged. Duke Alfere of Mercia expelled the new orders from his monasteries, whereas Dukes Elfwin and Brithnot sheltered them and insisted that Edgar’s laws stand. Mixed assemblies of bishops and lay lords met to settle the quarrel. Whenever votes threatened the monks, wonders erupted: Dunstan announced visions straight from Heaven; a crucifix’s voice proclaimed divine favor; and, most terrifying, the floor of a council chamber collapsed, crushing many delegates while the beam beneath Dunstan remained unmoved. Awe conquered resistance, and the monks retained their wealth and houses.

Edward himself, guileless and affectionate, bore no grudge against his step-mother, and cherished young Ethelred as a brother. While hunting near Corfe Castle in Dorset, he stopped alone to greet Elfrida. Mounted and thirsty, he lifted a cup; one of her servants slipped behind and stabbed him. Bleeding, he spurred away, but tangled in the stirrup, he was dragged until life fled. His followers found the body and buried it quietly at Wareham. Stories of miracles spread, and the slain youth was hailed a martyr. Elfrida founded monasteries and performed public penance, yet the realm never forgave her.
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The long calm since Alfred owed much to Danish colonies in Normandy and a succession of alert English kings; but fresh warriors now crowded the North, and England lay under a boy sovereign. Seven ships tested the coast at Southampton, plundered freely, sailed away; six years later another raid in the west met equal luck. Emboldened, a larger host landed in Essex, slew brave Brithnot at Maldon, and roamed unchecked through neighbouring shires. Ethelred the Unready, swayed by Archbishop Siricius and timid nobles, chose coin over courage and sent the strangers off with ten thousand pounds of tribute.

Alarmed, the realm gathered a fleet for London, yet Duke Alfric, plotting security, warned the enemy, fled with his squadron by night, and left compatriots exposed; Ethelred blinded Alfric’s son Alfgar, but still restored the traitor to Mercia. Sweyn of Denmark and Olave of Norway thrust up the Humber, wasted Lindesey, burned Banbury, and, aided by Northumbrians, routed an English army whose three Danish commanders fled first. Ninety-four ships then entered the Thames; London’s citizens fought, the siege failed, but Essex, Sussex, and Hampshire were harried. Another council bought peace for sixteen thousand pounds; Olave, confirmed at Andover, swore never to return, and kings withdrew.

Yet respite was brief. Dragon-prows surged into the Severn, ravaged Wales, Cornwall, Devon, rounded the south coast, rushed up Tamar and Avon, fired Dorset, spoiled Wight, pierced the Medway, beat Kentish men before Rochester, and left ashes. Councils ordered fleets and armies, but treachery, cowardice, and discord wrecked every march; resistance or tribute alike drew blood. Twenty-four thousand pounds bought another hollow peace. The pirates sailed for Normandy, summoned by countrymen pressed by King Robert, and Ethelred sought safety by marrying Emma of Normandy. Years earlier Denmark had reared bold Rollo, who, hounded by a jealous king, still foiled force and fraud.

He soothed Rollo with false peace, murdered the prince’s brother and chiefs, and drove him to Scandinavia. Old subjects, weary of Danish oppression, rallied beneath his banner and, stirred by a prophetic dream, pledged to follow him. Choosing plunder over a hard homeland war, Rollo mustered Norwegians, Swedes, Frisians, Danes—restless men who prized only battle—and raided Alfred’s England. Finding that realm disciplined, he turned on France and, while Eudes usurped and Charles the Simple faltered, devastated coast and interior. Unlike inland Goths who entered with families and settled at once, these sailors struck from boats, pillaged, returned, and only later sought land.

When Charles bartered ravaged Neustria for peace, one clause wounded the Viking: homage on bent knee. Rollo hesitated, weighed pride against profit, and yielded. "I’d sooner renounce the gift," he growled when told to thank the king; a captain sent instead grabbed Charles’s foot as if to kiss it, then flung him over, an insult prudently ignored. Rollo married Gisla, gained extra lands, divided Normandy among chiefs, tamed his men, guarded the French, and died in calm age. William ruled twenty-five years; his son Richard inherited as a minor. The next Richard gave his sister Emma to England’s Ethelred.

Danes had stayed longer in England than in France, yet, finding little polish among Saxons, clung to old ferocity. Paid Danish troops, sleek from daily combing, weekly baths, and fresh clothes, seduced English women and betrayed English walls. Hatred soared, and weak Ethelred commanded a secret massacre on St. Brice’s Sunday[5]. Crowds butchered every Dane, sparing neither age nor sex. Gunilda, Danish king’s sister, forced to see her family slain, warned, "This cruelty will ruin England," before death. Sweyn landed, took Exeter through Norman governor Hugh, and ravaged the realm. Alfric feigned illness; Edric rose; famine followed; England purchased peace for thirty thousand pounds.

English law orders every eight hides to raise a horse, each 310 to supply a ship; eight hundred vessels gather. Edric has his brother Brightric accuse Wolfnoth of treason; Wolfnoth, forewarned, deserts with twenty ships. Brightric pursues with eighty; a storm wrecks them, Wolfnoth burns the lot. Helpless, the king cannot recover, Edric ruins defences, the fleet disperses. Enemies swarm in, raze towns, strip fields; governors refuse aid, councils dither. England buys peace for forty-eight thousand pounds, but raids continue: Kent pays eight thousand, the archbishop is slain, nobles yield, hostages surrendered, and Ethelred escapes with Emma and sons to Normandy, welcomed by Duke Richard.

Six weeks after Sweyn dies at Gainsborough, bishops and nobles recall Ethelred if he will reform; he comes back unchanged. Edric slanders Mercian lords Sigefert and Morcar, lures and kills them; the king takes their lands and shuts Sigefert’s widow in a convent. Prince Edmund frees and weds her. Canute scours the east, dumps hostages at Sandwich, sails to Denmark, then sacks Dorset, Wilts and Somerset. Edmund and Edric raise an army, but Edric’s plotting scatters it and he sails to Canute with forty ships. Edmund musters; the king hides in London, levies dissolve, Edmund marches in vain, returns, and Ethelred dies after thirty-five years.

Edmund Ironside wins at Gillingham, meets Canute at Scoerston; Edric hoists Osmer’s head, crying "Fly, behold the head of your king!" Edmund unmasks and the battle stalls. Edric pretends loyalty, gains command, but deserts at Assington; England falls. Edmund musters at Gloucester; exhausted nobles arrange a split, north for Canute, south for Edmund. A month later chamberlains bribed by Edric kill Edmund at Oxford. Canute assembles the estates, quotes the pact, and is crowned sole king. He sends Edmund’s sons to Sweden to be slain; the Swede forwards them to Hungary, where Edwin dies childless and Edward weds Agatha, begetting Edgar Atheling, Margaret and Christina.

Canute, once king, bought loyalty by naming Thurkill to East Anglia, Yric to Northumberland, and Edric to Mercia, keeping Wessex himself. Soon he banished Thurkill and Yric and hurled Edric’s executed body into the Thames. To pay his Danes he raised seventy-two thousand pounds, plus eleven thousand from hostile London; afterward he sent many Danes home, restored Saxon customs, and ruled with even justice. Edmund’s young heirs were exiled to Hungary; only Alfred and Edward stayed safe in Normandy. When Richard armed a fleet for them, a storm shattered it, and Canute secured peace by marrying Richard’s sister Emma, promising her future sons the crown.

Campaigning against Sweden, Canute placed Earl Godwin beside the enemy; at midnight Godwin burst through their lines, routed them, and was seen next dawn in triumphant pursuit, earning the king’s daughter and lifelong trust. Later Canute drove Olaus from Norway and held that realm. Ruler of England, Denmark, and Norway, he turned to devotion: he raised churches, enriched monks, funded masses for the slain, and walked to Rome to win lighter tolls for English pilgrims. When flatterers called him omnipotent he sat by the surf and commanded, “Retire—thus far shalt thou go, and no farther”; as water rose he declared true power divine.

Returning, he demanded the Scottish tax called ‘danegelt[6]’. Malcolm refused, saying he would neither buy peace nor pay others to fight. Canute advanced with a strong army; Malcolm yielded, letting grandson Duncan hold Cumberland as English vassal. After four quiet years the king died at Shaftesbury, leaving Sweyn in Norway, Hardicanute in Denmark, and Harold in England. Though a treaty favored Emma’s children, Canute’s will named Harold. Backed by Danes and the treasury, Harold took London and everything north of the Thames; Earl Godwin and the English upheld Hardicanute in the south. The nobles approved this split, and Emma governed Winchester awaiting her son.

Robert, duke of Normandy, dies on pilgrimage, leaving a minor son; the English princes Alfred and Edward, no longer protected abroad, travel with a train to visit their mother Emma at Winchester. Earl Godwin, secretly won by Harold Harefoot, plots with him to destroy the brothers. Harold lures Alfred toward London, but at Guilford six hundred companions are butchered by Godwin’s men; Alfred is captured, blinded, sent to Ely, and soon dies. Warned, Edward escapes to Normandy and Emma to Flanders, while Harold occupies the realm unopposed. His four-year reign yields only this bloody deed; famed merely for his swift legs, he dies April 1039.

Before Harold dies, Hardicanute musters sixty ships, planning invasion; hearing the news he sails to London and is hailed king. Enraged at Harold and Alfred’s fate, he twice drags Harold’s corpse from the grave and hurls it into the Thames, Godwin helping. Edward lands and accuses the earl of Alfred’s murder; Godwin presents a gilded galley rowed by eighty gold-braced sailors, swears innocence, and walks free. Hardicanute revives danegelt; Worcester’s crowd kills two collectors, whereupon the dukes burn and loot the city before sparing its people. After two years of drink and violence, Hardicanute collapses dead at a wedding feast.

The throne now lies open; with Sweyn absent and the Ironside heirs far in Hungary, the English seize the chance to restore Edward, who is already at court. Success depends on Godwin, still powerful and mistrusted; friends engineer peace once Edward promises to marry Godwin’s daughter Editha. Supported by Wessex men, the earl convenes council at Gillingham, silences Danish objections, and crowns Edward amid universal acclaim. Brief riots against Danes fade under the king’s gentleness; languages blend, an annual feast marks deliverance. Edward reclaims lavish grants, strips Danish favorites, confines his wealthy mother Emma in a Winchester convent, and ignores gossip spun by credulous monks.

The new king, Edward, fresh from Normandy, filled his English court with polished Normans whose speech, dress, laws, and rites quickly dazzled the realm. Bishops Ulf, William, and Robert took Dorchester, London, and Canterbury; French words crept into charters, and French fashions glittered at feasts. One man scowled: Godwin of Wessex, lord also of Kent and Sussex, sire of the mighty Sweyn, Harold, Gurth, Leofwin, and Tosti, each ruling broad shires. Rich, allied, and ambitious, he watched Edward, who had wed Godwin’s daughter Editha yet shunned her bed, a cold insult that fed old grudges between crowned saint and imperious earl.

A spark flew when Eustace of Boulogne, denied lodging at Dover, saw a follower force entry and wound the host; townsmen slew the stranger, his escort struck back, and about twenty died. Eustace raced to Edward. Angered, the king ordered Godwin, whose fief held Dover, to punish the town. The earl refused and faulted the count. Edward, backed by Siward of Northumberland and Leofric of Mercia, mustered troops, convened a council in London, and proclaimed Godwin rebel. The earl’s array dissolved; lacking hostages he fled. Godwin with Gurth, Sweyn, and Tosti sought Flanders; Harold and Leofwin escaped to Ireland; Editha was cloistered; their estates confiscated.

Flemish docks supplied ships, and Godwin returned. Edward’s new fleet drove him off once, but when it disbanded he sailed again, met Harold’s Irish squadron at Wight, ruled the Channel, seized southern ports, and summoned followers to fight ‘foreign tyranny’. Swollen by thousands, his masts filled the Thames. London wavered; nobles begged peace. Godwin professed loyalty, offered hostages, and sought open trial; the primate and Normans were banished, the crown weakened, and the hostages shipped to Normandy. Soon after, he died at Edward’s table. Harold took Wessex, pleased the kind king, and rose quietly while Edward, countering, promoted Algar of Mercia, sowing fresh feuds.

Harold ousted Algar from East Anglia, yet Griffith of Wales and old Leofric forced him to restore the exile. After Leofric’s death Harold expelled him again; Algar returned with Norwegian troops, overran the shire, but soon died, leaving Harold supreme and young Edward of Mercia powerless. Siward of Northumberland now died, opening Harold’s way. Earlier Siward had invaded Scotland, killed Macbeth, and restored Malcolm, though his own son Osberne fell. Walthoef, the remaining boy, was deemed too young, so Harold won the dukedom for his brother Tosti. Siward, hearing Osberne died front-wounded, rejoiced, and himself awaited death upright in armor, spear in hand.

King Edward, aging and childless, summoned from Hungary his nephew Prince Edward with children Edgar Atheling, Margaret, and Christina, yet the prince died days after landing, renewing the dilemma. Distrusting Harold and disliking the Godwins, the king secretly leaned toward his kinsman William of Normandy, whose strength might secure the throne. William, bastard son of Duke Robert and a tanner’s daughter of Falaise, had been declared heir before Robert’s fatal pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Through a stormy minority he beat barons and French arms, ruled with iron justice, then visited England during Godwin’s exile, when Archbishop Robert bore Edward’s verbal pledge of succession.

Edward later shrank from open declaration, hoping the English would accept the Saxon youth Edgar; yet his nephew’s inexperience drew him back to the Norman design, which he kept hidden. Meanwhile Harold flaunted his loyalty in public, strengthened his following, and eyed the crown that age and sickness would soon tear from Edward’s grasp. Two close hostages, a brother and a grandson of Godwin still held in Normandy, stood in his way. He won permission to retrieve them and set sail with a splendid train. A storm cast him onto Ponthieu; Count Guy seized him for ransom, and Harold secretly begged Duke William to intervene.

William instantly grasped the chance. He demanded Harold from Count Guy, who dared not resist. Escorted to Rouen, the Englishman was greeted with lavish honor while the duke spoke of Edward’s promised will and a shared path to England’s crown. “Aid me, and your house shall rise,” William vowed, offering his daughter and freedom for Harold’s hostages. Harold, seeing no escape, pretended consent, renounced his own claim, and swore to uphold the Norman’s right. Beneath the altar lay hidden relics; when the oath was finished William revealed them, warning of the dreadful sanction. Harold masked his shock, repeated assent, and departed unharmed.

Once free, ambition urged Harold to void the forced vow. He courted popularity, inflamed resentment of Normans, and displayed strength to daunt Edward. Rallying foot, horse, and ships, he invaded Wales; relentless attacks forced the enemy to behead Prince Griffith and accept two rulers appointed by the king. Next came Northumbria: Tosti’s cruelty had driven the people, led by Morcar and Edwin, to revolt. Ordered to subdue them, Harold heard Morcar’s defence and deemed it just. He secured pardon, confirmed Morcar, married their sister, advanced Edwin to Mercia, and let raging Tosti flee to Baldwin’s refuge, while Edward sank toward death on 5 January 1066.

Edward’s corpse scarcely lay cold before Harold seized the vacant throne. Londoners, clergy, and great nobles, bound to him by kinship and favor, filled the hall; opposition kept silent. Taking that silence for assent, they placed the crown upon him next day, Aldred of York anointing him, and the realm cheered. Yet peril brewed abroad. Tosti, nursing wrath in Flanders, denounced his brother’s usurpation, enlisted Baldwin’s aid, tempted English malcontents, and dispatched agents to Norway to summon prowling warriors. Finally he crossed to Normandy, trusting that Duke William, Baldwin’s son-in-law and spurned beneficiary, would add counsel and steel to the coming invasion.

The duke of Normandy, stung by news of Harold’s intrigues, dispatched envoys to England demanding instant surrender of the crown. Harold faced them and declared, “The oath you cite was wrenched from me by fear, so it binds me not; I held no warrant to offer England’s throne, and should break an unlawful pledge at the first chance. The people have chosen me, and I will defend their liberties; if the duke invades, he will meet a united nation and a king ready to die with his realm.” William had anticipated such defiance and pressed on with invasion plans.

Undeterred by the perils of crossing the sea, William saw only advantages: England, softened by fifty years of peace, lacked fortresses and must stake all on one battle; Harold, newly crowned over a displaced dynasty, sat on a shaky seat. The Normans, already famed for seizing Apulia and Sicily, burned to match those exploits, and William’s court glittered with tournaments where bold guests sought his notice. Throughout France, Germany, and the Low Countries, restless lords, bred on tales of chivalry and eager to surpass their neighbors, hurried to offer men and steel, forcing William to choose among veteran contingents.

Fortune multiplied his strengths. Conan of Brittany died before he could hinder the venture, and Hoel sent his son Alain with five thousand Bretons; Anjou and Flanders encouraged recruits; the Flemish regent, William’s father-in-law, covertly aided him; Emperor Henry IV guaranteed Normandy’s safety while the duke campaigned. Pope Alexander II embraced the cause, branded Harold a perjured usurper, threatened excommunication, and blessed William with a holy banner and a ring holding Saint Peter’s hair. When the Norman estates balked at funding an overseas war, William courted magnates individually until, with precedent disclaimed, they voted full support and treasure.

William gathered three thousand ships and sixty thousand warriors, armor gleaming beside horses and chiefs—Eustace of Boulogne, Aimeri de Thouars, Hugh d’Estaples, William de Warenne, Roger de Montgomery and others. Pointing across the Channel he shouted, "There lies the field where you’ll win your fortunes!" To distract Harold he fanned Tosti’s rancor and allied him with Harald Hardrada. Tosti left Flanders with sixty ships, met Hardrada’s 300 in the Humber and routed Earls Edwin and Morcar. Harold dashed north, mustered allies, crushed them at Stamford Bridge, killed both leaders, seized the fleet, freed Prince Olave with twenty vessels, then learned William had landed in Sussex.

William kept his army aboard the Dive all summer; adverse winds and wrecks were stifled by strict order and ample stores. Driven to St Valery, delay bred mutiny until he paraded Saint Valery’s relics; on St Michael’s eve the wind shifted, a sign they cheered, and they crossed unopposed to Pevensey. Jumping ashore the duke fell, laughed that he had seized the soil, and a soldier handed him a thatch tuft as pledge. Harold’s northern victory cost veterans and, after he withheld spoils, prompted deserters. Ignoring Gurth’s counsel to delay and spare himself, he hurried south to fight at once.

Near Hastings Harold, confident, offered William payment to quit England; the duke scoffed and, by monks, demanded the crown, Harold’s vassalage, papal judgment, or single combat. "The God of battles will decide." Harold answered. That night the English feasted and drank; the Normans kept vigil, praying. At dawn William gathered his chiefs, reminding them a kingdom waited on courage and a sea barred retreat, while a perjured usurper faced wrath. He set Montgomery’s archers in front, Martel’s heavy foot behind, placed himself with cavalry on wings and center, gave the signal, and the host advanced singing the song of Roland.

Harold seized the high ground, dug trenches along the flanks, and chose to stand fast, wary of the enemy horse. Kentish warriors held the van, Londoners guarded the standard, and the king, with brothers Gurth and Leofwin, dismounted before the infantry, vowing to conquer or die. The Normans charged fiercely, the English met them blow for blow, and the broken slope stalled William’s riders. They wavered, then fell back in disorder, until the duke galloped in with a picked troop, stiffened the line, and hurled a fresh wave forward. Still blocked by the hill, he ordered a sudden feigned retreat.

When the exhilarated English poured into the plain, he wheeled his infantry against their faces and loosed cavalry on their wings, driving them up the slope. The trick worked twice, yet a solid block still stood. William sent mailed footmen to batter the shield wall while archers shot overhead; arrows slipped through and killed Harold, with Gurth and Leofwin. Leaderless ranks broke, many cut down. A stubborn handful fought in a swamp, but the duke’s arrival scattered them and night ended the chase. He lost three horses and fifteen thousand men, granted Harold’s corpse to his mother, thanked Heaven, and advanced on a shaken realm.
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After Roman despotism collapsed, the fierce northern tribes kept their ancient freedom. Persuasion, not command, drew their warriors, and Europe recovered courage, honor, and law from those generous barbarians. The Saxons who conquered Britain carried that spirit intact: they uprooted the natives yet transplanted pure Saxon speech, place-names, and German customs. Their leaders, more captains than kings, held narrowly bounded power; personal merit outweighed rank; the monarch stood as foremost citizen, his life assessed by a fixed weregild higher than any subject’s—a measured price that plainly marked his subordination to the community before the law’s impartial tribunal.

Among such independent folk, orderly succession proved elusive. Royal kin enjoyed reverence, yet no inflexible rule bound the vacant throne. When a capable son existed, he mounted it; if too young, an uncle or distant prince assumed command and left the scepter to his own heirs. A reigning king, by courting leading men, could almost name a successor, but popular consent, expressed or silent, always remained needful. Still, once possession was gained, obedience followed, for barbarous minds felt rights only faintly. Thus these kingdoms were neither strictly elective nor strictly hereditary, but a shifting compound of both.

Though records are sparse, every Saxon realm held a wittenagemot[7] whose approval was required for laws and public acts. Preambles to the codes of Ethelbert through Edward the Confessor, even those of Canute, affirm this balanced rule. Bishops, abbots, and county aldermen or earls sat uncontroversially, and chroniclers describe the gathering with titles like principes and magnates, hinting at an aristocracy and excluding humble burgesses. Landless traders, absorbed in frail boroughs, lacked place among sword-bearing landowners. Yet the council could not be filled solely by officers appointed by the crown; substantial freeholders, owning about forty hides, entered automatically, their limited number keeping debate manageable.

After the Heptarchy fell, royal authority shrank and the wittenagemot, whatever its members, weighed little against swelling aristocracy. Great landholders—Harold, Godwin, Leofric, Siward, Morcar, Edwin, Edric, Alfric—ruled provinces, dictated policy, and even the disliked Edric and Alfric kept power through lineage and estates. One Athelstan is styled alderman of all England and half-king, while high offices slide from father to son. Danish raids worsen the tilt: roving freebooters force every shire to muster under its own thane and sheriff, so private battles that shield homes, unlike national wars, feed the nobles’ independent strength and growing domination.

Among warriors hostile to trade or industry, justice falters; violence pushes freemen to submit themselves to patrons who defend them and claim compensation if they are slain, just as masters are paid for murdered slaves. Domesday shows townsfolk clustered under such lords. Men of middling rank bind each other in the sworn brotherhood called “sodalitium,” kissing relics and vowing mutual aid: bury every comrade where he chooses, contribute to funeral costs, rush to rescue when summoned, fine a negligent sheriff one pound, levy eight pounds on a murderer, share wergyld for poor associates, and punish insults with a measure of honey.

Unchecked freedom soon enslaves. Without firm law, citizens trade independence for protection, and aristocrats rule. Travel to the wittenagemot is safe only “except they were notorious thieves and robbers.” Society rests on three ranks: thanes, freemen, slaves. Birth and land make true thanes; lesser thanes hold from greater. Athelstan allows a merchant after three sea voyages, or a ceorle with five hides, hall, chapel, kitchen, and bell, to gain the style, yet lineage still divides. Thin cities like York shelter few households; nobles spend riches on revelry, not castles, lead swarms of huscarles, and, as Godwin before London, force the monarch to yield.

Ceorles formed the lower free rank, laboring as husbandmen on the thanes’ estates, paying rent in kind yet holding no secure lease, their fate swayed by noble pride and widespread illiteracy. Far more numerous stood the villains, absolute property of their lords; Domesday reveals they tilled most land, while removable husbandmen and protected socmen were scarce. Such bondage, unlike early German custom, sprang from incessant Heptarchic wars and Danish raids that turned captives into chattels. Vast wealth joined to lax justice magnified aristocratic sway; only by chance could a solitary man remain free. Household and rustic slaves endured this rule, yet some limits tempered cruelty.

Masters were not all-powerful: blinding a slave or knocking out his teeth earned the victim freedom; killing him cost a fine to the king if death followed within a day; men might still sell themselves or their children. Great lords and abbots held criminal sway on their lands, often shielding thieves. Yet traces of liberty survived. Decennary, hundred, and county courts gathered freeholders twice yearly in the shiremote to judge civil and ecclesiastical causes. Bishop and earl merely kept order while the majority declared sentence, fines enriching king and alderman. Major deeds were proclaimed there and copied into Bibles under a curse. Absentees paid penalties.

Because few could write and taxes were rare, daily life was guided less by statutes than by custom, so judicial decisions in those local gatherings mattered more than legislation. Yet private force served or oppressed more than any writ, and great estates, meek tenants, and ceaseless turmoil pushed the kingdom toward stark aristocracy long before the conquest. Punishments and proofs looked strange to modern eyes. In early German fashion, a slain man’s kin claimed blood-price; among Frisians revenge stayed unchecked, but other tribes accepted fixed compensation in cattle. When they settled Roman provinces, the magistrate added a royal fridwit, enriching the treasury and discouraging strife.

Anglo-Saxon statutes temper, not end, private vengeance. Alfred commands an injured man to ask compensation first; he may besiege his foe seven days, keep him thirty after surrender, then release him “and be content with the compensation.” Temple or royal town sanctuary stays sacred. Lack of force sends the avenger to alderman, then king, before any assault. On a chance meeting he must demand surrender; only refusal justifies battle. A slave fights for his master, a father for his son, never against his lord. Ina repeats the rule. Edmond, decrying ceaseless blood-feuds, sets fines, shuns unrepentant killers, and denies pardon.

Weregild sets prices: king thirty-thousand thrimsas, prince fifteen, bishop or alderman eight, sheriff four, thane or priest two, ceorle two-hundred-sixty-six; other codes vary, one ranking an archbishop above the king. If the fine goes unpaid, the slayer stands outlawed. Alfred once makes murder capital yet lets conspiracy be redeemed. Wounds have tariffs—one-inch cut under hair one shilling, same in face two, loss of ear thirty. Adulterers fund a replacement wife. Sales over twenty pence require witnesses in open market; stolen-cattle tracks compel the landholder. Robber packs under thirty-five men, a “turma,” or larger, an army, face non-capital penalties.

Even rebellion buys forgiveness, although breaches of the peace before king, alderman, bishop, or inside an ale-house draw heavier fines. Truth is harder: witnesses impress by number, not weight, so oath-helpers line up by the dozen, sometimes three-hundred, merely swearing they believe the speaker. Distrusting tongues, warriors summon the sword; law lets parties challenge foe, witness, even judge to single combat. When quarrel proves too knotted, judgment of God decides. The accused, with eleven supporters, prays, wraps two sticks, one marked with a cross, in wool upon the altar; a priest lifts one. Cross means innocence, the other guilt.

The ordeal stood as a regular Saxon trial. Commoners plunged a hand into boiling water; nobles bore a bar of red-hot iron. After prayers and exorcisms the accused raised the submerged stone or carried the iron, then kept the wrapped hand sealed three days; unburned skin meant innocence, blisters guilt. A second test hurled the suspect into blessed cold water: floating damned him, sinking saved him. No wonder innocence rarely cleared the first and guilt seldom surfaced in the second. Yet a third device, the consecrated cake called a "corsned", absolved any offender bold enough to swallow and digest it.

Unlike the continental kingdoms, England’s land was not shackled by full feudal burdens; homage, reliefs, wardship, and forced marriages were unknown. Expelling the Britons, the Saxons settled as in Germany, sharing defence expenses across all soil. Every five hides armed one warrior, and the inescapable “trinoda necessitas” demanded service in war, road repair, and bridge work, even from church estates unless specially exempt. Ceorles kept weapons and rotated to the field. With 243,600 hides the usual levy reached 48,720 men, though more mustered in emergencies. Some nobles maintained military tenants dubbed “sithcun-men”, and small office lands were held only at pleasure.

Royal income flowed chiefly from vast demesnes and the tolls he levied at boroughs and ports inside them. He could not grant crown lands, even to the altar, without the states’ consent. When danger loomed they voted Danegelt, a shilling on every hide. The silver pound then weighed nearly thrice today’s, containing forty-eight shillings of five pence each, so a shilling outweighed ours by a fifth and a penny by threefold. Money stretched far: a sheep cost a shilling, an ox six, a horse thirty Saxon shillings; Ednoth bought a hide for little more than one, yet famine once drove wheat to sixty.

To interpret any ancient sum three cautions are vital: the pound’s weight has since fallen to a third; silver’s purchasing power has shrunk tenfold; and a thinner, idler population once made every piece harder to raise, so a medieval pound could strike with more than hundredfold force today. Saxon land split equally among sons by gavelkind, and entails already existed. Charter “bockland” descended like full property, while “folkland” remained at the lord’s will. Edgar ordered clerical suits before the bishop; harsh penances could be hired out. The people stayed illiterate, unskilled, turbulent, hard-drinking, brave yet undisciplined and treacherous—barbarians the Norman conquest slowly began to civilise.
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The news of Hastings—king slain, nobles butchered, army scattered—stunned England. Arms were plentiful, yet Danish rule and mistrust in young Edgar had sapped spirit; councils floundered. Earls Edwin and Morcar, with Archbishop Stigand[8], crowned Edgar and called the shires, but panic spoiled every plan. Meanwhile William pressed his advantage: he punished Romney for murdering wrecked Normans, then, needing a secure port, besieged Dover; the well-garrisoned town surrendered at once, and he repaid citizens whose houses soldiers accidentally burned. Dysentery halted him eight days, but once his ranks recovered he marched swiftly toward London to exploit the chaos.

The approach of the conqueror deepened disorder. Norman clergy brandished the papal bull; Edgar seemed helpless. A clash where five hundred Norman horse scattered Londoners, Kent’s easy surrender, and Southwark aflame shattered resistance. Edwin and Morcar withdrew north. William crossed the Thames at Wallingford, reached Berkhamstead, and received Stigand, the nobles, and Edgar. They begged him to take the vacant throne, declaring, "they desired to follow, in this particular, the example of their ancestors, and knew of no one more worthy than himself to hold the reins of government." Feigning doubt, he yielded when Aimar of Aquitaine urged speed and ordered forts before the coronation.

Westminster Abbey glittered as Aldred of York, not Stigand, asked English and Normans whether they accepted William; both sides shouted assent, and he crowned the duke, who swore to guard the church, do justice, and curb violence. Soldiers outside misread the cheers, struck the crowd, and burned nearby houses; nobles scattered until William quelled the panic. He retired to Barking, where Edric the Forester, Earl Coxo, Edwin, Morcar, and other lords swore fealty and kept their lands. Gifts from Harold’s treasure and English tribute paid his troops, enriched Rome and monasteries, raised Battle Abbey, and financed the stern justice that marked his reign.

William ruled his host with iron discipline yet, amid triumph, strove to soothe the conquered. He urged marriages between Normans and English, greeted every petitioner with affable courtesy, and even honored young Edgar Atheling as Earl of Oxford, styling him nephew to his beloved Confessor. Harold’s lands and those of the men who fought at Hastings he confiscated, yet he pardoned others upon the slightest pretext. He confirmed the ancient liberties of London and the other cities, travelled the realm with stately court, and, beneath mailed splendor, displayed clemency and justice that made the English believe only the succession had changed.

He kept the sword in Norman hands. London and other bustling towns were disarmed; citadels rose in the capital, Winchester, Hereford, and strategic cities, each packed with foreign garrisons. Forfeited manors rewarded his captains, and steady pay bound the ranks to him, so the civil face of a lawful prince masked the mastery of a conqueror. Trusting the realm pacified, he crossed the sea, leaving Bishop Odo and William Fitz-Osberne in charge and carrying the chief lords—Edgar, Stigand, Edwin, Morcar, Waltheof and others—as glittering hostages. At Fécamp, princes gathered, marveling at English stature, silver plate, and brilliant embroidery, yet Norman arrogance soured the revels.

While feasts continued abroad, England seethed. Norman captains, greedy for plunder, mocked the subdued people, provoked quarrels, and soon discontent, plots, and scattered raids darkened the realm. Kent men, with Eustace of Boulogne, struck at Dover; Edric the Forester joined Welsh princes to fight along the Severn; a widespread scheme planned one-day slaughter of every Norman, and Earl Coxo’s steadfast loyalty cost him his life by his own vassals. Alerted, William hurried back, shattered the conspiracies, confiscated rebel lands, and fed his followers’ appetite for spoil. Henceforth he deemed the English irreconcilable, yet masked his resolve by restoring certain tenants and reviving the hated danegeld[9].

Githa, Harold’s mother, roused Exeter to bar a Norman garrison; men from Devon and Cornwall joined her. William raced north. Leading citizens, fearing ruin, surrendered hostages, but a street mutiny shattered the deal. Outside the walls the king put out one hostage’s eyes and warned, “Such doom awaits rebels.” Panic broke resistance; the townsfolk flung themselves at his feet. He pardoned them and stationed guards to restrain his troops. Githa slipped with treasure to Flanders. Cornwall repeated the revolt and was subdued; a citadel stayed under Baldwin. Back at Winchester William crowned Matilda and rejoiced in newborn Henry while his sons remained in Normandy.

The king’s seeming fortune masked rising fury. Norman lords strutted as conquerors; scattered groups were ambushed and slain, and an uprising flared in the north. Earls Edwin and Morcar, angered that William broke his promise to marry his daughter to Edwin, secured aid from Wales, Scotland, and Denmark, then called their countrymen to fight for ancient liberty. William, always ready, dashed northward, fortifying Warwick and Nottingham as he went, and reached York before allies arrived. Overawed, the earls and Archil yielded and gave hostages; their estates were spared, yet lands of commoners were stripped for foreign adventurers. A treaty with Malcolm erased hope of rescue.

English misery spread; even Norman captains yearned for home. Hugh de Grentmesnil and Humphry de Teliol sought dismissal, forfeited lands, and departed, while fresh adventurers arrived. Harold’s sons Godwin, Edmund, and Magnus struck from Ireland but were beaten by Brian of Brittany. Northumbrians slew governor Robert de Comyn at Durham; York rebels killed Robert Fitz-Richard and trapped William Mallet in the castle. Danes under Osbern’s fleet, plus Harold and Canute, joined Edgar Atheling and allied chiefs. Mallet’s fire consumed York; assailants stormed the keep and butchered Normans. Meanwhile Hereward held Ely, Somerset and Dorset men attacked Montacute, and Cornwall and Devon besieged Exeter.

Edric the Forester calls the Welsh, besieges Shrewsbury, and opposes Earl Brient and Fitz-Osberne. English everywhere repent easy submission, unite for liberty. William, undismayed, gathers forces, tempts them with new forfeitures, marches north against strongest rebels. He buys off the Danish fleet with gifts and licence to pillage coast; Osberne sails home. Cospatric pays fine, gains earldom of Northumberland. Waltheof, brave defender of York, trusts William and is well treated. Edric, forced, yields and is pardoned. Malcolm arrives too late and retreats. Hereward remains in his marsh, the rest disperse. Edgar Atheling escapes again to Scotland. Normans hold the kingdom without dispute.

Yet the conqueror’s mild front masks iron resolve. Regarding the Northumbrians as incurable, he orders the stretch between Humber and Tees burned bare. Houses blaze, cattle are driven off, tools smashed, and those who cling to home freeze or starve in the woods; one hundred thousand lives vanish. Master now of a broken land, he prosecutes treason, spares bodies but seizes estates, enriching Norman followers and adding vast manors to the royal demesne. It becomes crime enough to be rich or noble. Castles, titles, and every path to advancement pass to foreigners while ancient English houses beg for bread.

With property secured, William forges a lasting harness. Almost every acre, outside the crown lands, is carved into baronies held directly of him; about seven hundred chief tenants divide over sixty-thousand knights’ fees, each service-bound for war. Native landholders, few and cowed, accept second-rank vassalage beneath stern Norman lords. Church wealth is yoked likewise: bishops and abbots must furnish mounted warriors or forfeit their sees. English prelates are pushed aside; foreigners fill the stalls. Only Stigand of Canterbury still looms. When Rome’s legate Ermenfroy, flanked by cardinals, convenes Winchester council, the primate stands accused of pluralism, unlawful palls, and simoniacal investiture.

Stigand’s supposed offences—holding two sees and accepting Benedict’s pall—served only as pretexts. The papal legate stripped him of the archbishopric, William seized his goods and locked him away to die in want. Agelric of Selsea and Agelmar of Elmham suffered the same removal and prison; numerous abbots fell; Egelwin of Durham fled; mild Wulstan of Worcester alone kept his staff. Aldred of York, who had crowned the conqueror, expired earlier, heartsick, bequeathing a curse on the oath-breaking king. Such severity announced the new order: English pastors were to be humbled, their flocks left without native guides.

Advancement now obeyed a cold rule: no islander should bear sword, crozier, or baton of office. William gave Canterbury to Lanfranc, a learned Milanese, who forced Thomas of York to bow to southern primacy and, under cover of zeal for Rome, spread devotion to the papacy throughout England. Yet the king held the crosiers short: no pope recognized, no canon valid, no bull published, no excommunication uttered, till the monarch approved. While he curbed clergy he crushed commons, ordering French taught in every school, spoken at court and bar, written in laws and deeds, though grudgingly reviving a few statutes of Edward.

Stripped of trust, Earls Morcar and Edwin chose belated resistance: Edwin rode north to raise men; Morcar joined Hereward in the marsh-girt Isle of Ely. William ringed the fens with boats, built a two-mile causeway, and forced surrender. Hereward hacked through the lines to freedom and earned restoration; Morcar and Bishop Egelwin were jailed, the bishop soon perishing; Edwin, betrayed while fleeing to Scotland, fell to Norman swords, drawing tears from the king. Malcolm of Scotland hastened to homage; Edgar Atheling accepted a pension. Lesser captives lost hands and eyes. William then led English levies into Maine, crushed revolt, and secured the province.

While William tightened his rule over beaten English, the very Norman barons who had conquered with him chafed at his growing despotism. Roger, Earl of Hereford, sought the king’s assent to wed his sister to Ralph de Guader, Earl of Norfolk; rebuffed, he finished the marriage anyway and filled the hall with their adherents. Amid wine and revelry the two earls denounced serving “a bastard tyrant”, bewailed English bondage and their own, promised Danish help, and bound every guest to rebellion. Waltheof, last great English lord, flushed with drink and patriotism, assented to the plot, sealing a league against the crown.

Son of Siward and favored by the conqueror, Waltheof held Huntingdon, Northampton and Northumberland, and had wed William’s niece, Judith. Love of England and wine-born rashness soon sobered; judging the revolt doomed and the English little safer under quarrelling foreigners, he confided in his wife. Judith, secretly faithless, rushed word to William, blackening every detail. Seeking pardon, Waltheof confessed to Archbishop Lanfranc, then crossed to Normandy, where thanks masked the king’s distrust. Meanwhile the plotters, fearing exposure, rose too early. Walter de Lacy blocked Hereford beyond the Severn; Odo and two justiciaries crushed Norfolk at Fagadun; Ralph fled from Norwich to Denmark, then to Brittany.

William hurried home, found the rising quenched, and turned to vengeance. Gallows and irons fell on the rebels; yet Roger of Hereford lost lands and liberty only, his renewed arrogance making captivity endless. Waltheof, English and wealthy, fared worse: tried, condemned, beheaded, he died a folk-saint, while Judith sank into scorn and misery. Still pursuing Ralph, the king besieged Dol, but French and Breton help compelled an even peace. England lay quiet; a London synod rearranged bishoprics, and a Winchester council faced weightier questions as Gregory VII defied lay investiture, confronting Emperor Henry and shaking royal authority.

Once the church’s ambitions swelled enough to demand investiture rights, Italy and Germany erupted. Pope Gregory hurled excommunication at Emperor Henry, declared him deposed, loosed his subjects from allegiance, and the multitude applauded. Every discontented minister cloaked revolt as piety; even Henry’s mother joined his foes. Rival princes exploited papal thunder, and the feud bred the Guelf and Ghibbelin factions, whose blend of zeal and ambition spawned assassinations and tumults. In Henry IV’s reign sixty battles raged, and eighteen more under Henry V, until the pontiff’s claims finally triumphed. Undaunted, Gregory pushed his daring still further onward.

Anathemas flew: Nicephorus of Constantinople, Robert Guiscard of Naples, Boleslas of Poland, Philip of France all felt the bolt, while Spain itself was sliced into fiefs owing Rome. Even bishops saw their own chains when Gregory seized every law and judgment for himself. He wrote William the Conqueror, demanding homage for England and the old Peter’s pence. William promised the money but denied vassalage, and he barred his prelates from the council Gregory had convened. Yet the king, tainted by the age’s devotion, allowed a Winchester synod to press clerical celibacy, though its decrees stopped halfway.

Living in Normandy, William faced storms within his brood. Robert, nicknamed “Gambaron or Courthose,” matched his father’s valor but lacked restraint; once promised Maine and later succession to Normandy, he now pressed for fulfillment. William refused, growling that “he never intended to throw off his clothes till he went to bed.” Suspicion and sibling rivalry burned. After his brothers doused him for fun, Alberic de Grentmesnil whispered honor was stained; Robert unsheathed his sword and chaos shook L’Aigle. Thwarted at Rouen’s citadel, he rode to Hugh de Neufchatel, raised banners, drew the youth of Normandy, Anjou, Brittany, and reportedly received money from his mother Matilda.

William’s lands shook under his son Robert’s revolt until the Conqueror summoned English veterans who swept rebels from every stronghold. Robert fled to Gerberoy, a fortress supplied by the French king, and endured a siege. In a knightly skirmish he met an armored foe, wounded him in the arm, and toppled him; the cry for help revealed the victim was his father. Horror-struck, Robert fell at William’s feet and begged forgiveness. William cursed him and rode off on Robert’s horse, yet, urged by the queen and friends, soon relented, brought him to England, and let him lead war against Malcolm while the Welsh bought peace.

With peace, William orders a kingdom-wide survey; commissioners collect by jury every estate’s size, owners, value, tenants, livestock, and land types. Six years later they deliver a complete register, later called Domesday Book, modeled on Alfred’s older record. William, frugal yet lavish through owning the realm, keeps one thousand four hundred twenty-two manors yielding rent in produce and money; a chronicler claims fixed income near four hundred thousand pounds, worth today untold millions. With no permanent fleet or paid army, his treasure outshines any ruler, though the figure might be inflated; still, he remains among the richest English kings ever known to history.

Addicted to hunting, William cleared thirty miles near Winchester for a new forest, expelled villagers, razed churches, paid no compensation, and imposed savage rules: blinding anyone who killed deer, boar, or even hare, while homicide still cost a fine. His brother Odo, bishop of Bayeux and earl of Kent, plotted to buy the papacy with treasure; the scheme reached William, officers quailed, so the king seized him, saying, “I arrest you not as bishop but as earl of Kent.” Jailed in Normandy, Odo stayed there. Matilda died; three years later William returned with Edgar Atheling, granted him a Holy Land pilgrimage, and faced French raids.

William fumed at barons' license and guessed they trusted French backing. News arrived that King Philip, hearing the corpulent Norman lay ill, had jeered, 'I marvel our English brother is so slow in delivering that great belly.' William shot back, 'When I rise I’ll offer so many candles at Notre-Dame that France will find little joy.' He mounted the moment he recovered, crossed into Île-de-France, and with fire and sword ravaged the land, burning Mantes to ashes. Yet triumph turned swift: his horse shied, the saddle pommel crushed his belly, and the pain sent him reeling toward mortal sickness.

Fearing the wound, he ordered a litter to Saint Gervase; within its walls the fever climbed and he felt death advancing. Grandeur suddenly looked hollow, and memories of cruelty tortured him. He poured gifts on churches and monasteries, commanded the release of Earl Morcar, Siward, Beorn and other English captives, and, after pleading, let even Bishop Odo go free. Normandy and Maine he assigned to Robert; he bade Lanfranc crown William king of England; to Henry he left only his mother Matilda’s estates, yet foretold that this youngest would outshine both brothers in power and wealth. He died aged sixty-three after twenty-one English years.

Few rulers matched his fortune. A daring spirit fired his every move, yet caution steered the flame. His ambition knew scant curb from justice or pity, but always bent to sound policy. In a rough age that scorned obedience he bent wills by sheer force of character, art, and feigned mildness, forging unbounded authority. He loved display so much that clemency and severity alike marched in pomp. His stern maxims might have served an established realm; applied to a conquered one, they bit deep. His assault on England was the last full triumph of its kind in Europe.

Some disputed the title conqueror, but his arrival was armed, his power rested on steel, his statutes privileged Normans, and any momentary bow to law was mere expedience. The victors pushed conquest to extremes: lands seized, insults poured until the word English meant contempt, and no Saxon gained baron’s rank for generations. Though the old wrong no longer binds the blended people, all early chronicles still call it conquest. His daughters: Cicily abbess at Caen; Constantia wed Alan of Brittany and died childless; Alice once pledged to Harold; Adela wed Stephen of Blois, bearing four sons; Agatha died betrothed to the king of Galicia.





Chapter V.


Table of Contents


William, the red-haired son of the Conqueror, bolted from St. Gervas before his father died, flashed into England ahead of the news, and, citing royal orders, seized Dover, Pevensey, Hastings, and the sixty-thousand-pound treasury at Winchester. Lanfranc[10], his tutor and ally, gathered bishops and nobles and crowned him with all speed, while Robert accepted quiet rule in Normandy. Yet discontented barons owning land on both sides of the Channel—Odo of Bayeux, Earl Mortaigne, Count Eustace, Roger of Shrewsbury, Robert de Belesme, and others—plotted to unite the realms under Robert. They raised banners, occupied strongholds, and awaited Norman reinforcements.

William wooed the humbled English with promises of kinder rule and free hunting, marched into Kent, starved Pevensey and Rochester, spared the prisoners but stripped their lands, and rewarded loyal Normans. Once safe, he forgot the pledges; after Lanfranc’s death he lived by confiscation, holding bishoprics vacant, selling sees, silencing complaints by fear. Turning on Robert, he bought Norman fortresses, bribed France to stand aside, and released their brother Henry, who flung the traitor Conan from a Rouen tower. War loomed until barons forged a treaty giving William Eu and Aumale, and each heirship to the other’s dominions.

Unsatisfied, Henry fortified St. Michael’s Mount; William and Robert circled him until thirst gnawed the garrison. Robert sent water and wine, answering William’s rebuke with, “What, shall I let my brother die of thirst? Where shall we find another when he is gone?” During a lone reconnaissance the king was unhorsed; as a sword rose above him he cried, “Hold, knave! I am the king of England.” The startled soldier lifted him and won reward. Henry surrendered, penniless. Robert led troops north; Malcolm did homage, later invaded, and fell at Alnwick. William backed Duncan, harried Normandy, and mustered twenty thousand for the coast.

Ralph Flambard wrings ten shillings from each soldier instead of service; William uses cash better than troops, buying off the French king and bribing Norman barons, though a Welsh raid recalls him to England; he repels them yet cannot pierce their mountains. A larger threat rises: Robert Mowbray, Earl of Northumberland, with the Count of Eu, Richard de Tunbridge, Roger de Lacy and others plot to crown Stephen of Aumale. William’s swift move foils them; Mowbray resists, is captured and dies decades later in prison. The Count of Eu loses duel to Geoffrey Bainard, is blinded and castrated; William de Alderi is hanged.

While minor wars fade, the roar of crusades grips Europe. After Mahomet forged the Arabs into conquerors, they seized Jerusalem yet let paying pilgrims pray in peace. Turkish nomads wrest Syria in 1065, harass visitors, mock the mysteries, and rouse universal outrage. Gregory VII dreams of uniting the West, but suspicion stifles him. Peter the Hermit, fired by dangers he saw in Jerusalem, urges Pope Martin; the pontiff convenes a council at Placentia. Voices paint the East's misery, vows erupt for war. At Clermont, pope and hermit speak again; the crowd cries, “It is the will of God, It is the will of God.

The shout becomes rallying cry; the cross sewn on each shoulder binds the pledged. Priests rule minds, violence racks lands, and valor alone is prized, so superstition and warlust drive Europe eastward. Nobles, craftsmen, peasants, felons, even women in mail race toward the only road to heaven; alms pour from the weak, sins trade for service, vice mates with zeal. Wary chiefs—Hugh of Vermandois, Raymond of Toulouse, Godfrey of Bouillon, Stephen of Blois—let Peter and Walter the Moneyless lead three hundred thousand zealots; plundering Hungary and Bulgaria, they are butchered. Disciplined armies follow, cross at Constantinople, and number seven hundred thousand on Asia’s plains.

Crusading fever swept Europe; nobles liquidated ancient castles for pennies, dreaming of Eastern riches, while princes who stayed annexed vacant fiefs, convents re-invested alms in land, and the pope sometimes aimed crusader zeal at his own rivals. Aloof William II of England gained most. His gallant yet penniless brother Robert, duke of Normandy, meant to lead thousands overseas and therefore sold Normandy and Maine to William for only ten thousand marks. The king squeezed the sum from every rank, even forcing monasteries to melt plate. Money raised, William took possession, and Robert departed magnificently for the Holy Land certain of glory and salvation.

William’s difficulty in raising so little money exposed earlier tales of vast royal hoards as exaggeration, yet he remained avaricious and irreverent. He joked at crusading ardor, took sixty marks from a Jew to reclaim an apostate son, threatened the boy, then returned half the fee when persuasion failed. He staged a public debate between rabbis and theologians, promising to embrace the stronger argument, a jest that amused him more than anyone else. After Lanfranc died he pocketed Canterbury’s income until illness frightened him; seeking remission, he forced the abbot Anselm of Bee—who wept and clenched his fist—to accept the archbishopric.

Recovered, William renewed rapine: promised prisoners stayed chained, church income in his grasp, benefices still for sale. Anselm resisted; his sermons could not ban long pointed shoes yet made courtiers crop their hair. During the schism setting Urban against Clement, Anselm, already Urban’s man, proclaimed him without leave, so William summoned a Buckingham synod but lacked power to depose him. Accepting Urban at last, the king granted the pall, then quarreled again when a Welsh campaign needed the archbishop’s troops. Ill-equipped soldiers and withheld revenues drove Anselm to appeal and depart; William seized his property while Urban welcomed the exile and threatened excommunication.

At Bari, Anselm helped decree that only clergy might elect to church offices, and that any priest who knelt, clasped hands, and swore fealty to a lay lord—or any layman who demanded it—incurred spiritual curses; holy fingers that summon God, the council said, must never be trapped between rapacious, blood-stained palms. Robert’s surrender of Normandy and Maine enlarged William’s realm yet not his authority, for unruly barons and the French king encouraged revolt. Helie of La Flèche seized Mans and hemmed its citadel. Hearing this while hunting, William spurred for Dartmouth, defied a storm, and declared mariners had never yet heard of a king drowned.

He reached Mans in time, freed the garrison, chased Helie into Anjou, and besieged Majol; a wound forced him home. Such weakness in rulers contrasted with hosts marching east: William of Poitiers, duke of Guienne, gathered nearly sixty thousand horse and countless foot for the Holy Land. Lacking coin, he offered to pawn Guienne and Poitou to William, who readied ships and troops to claim them. Then, hunting in the New Forest, an arrow from Walter Tyrrel glanced off a tree, pierced the king’s breast, and slew him. Tyrrel fled to France and the crusade as courtiers left their master a plain grave at Winchester.

Church chroniclers, though biased, paint William violent, rapacious, prodigal, and faithless, swayed more by rage than judgment. Yet he built the Tower, Westminster Hall, and London Bridge, and three years before death sent Edgar Atheling with a small force that restored Prince Edgar, heir of Scotland. Earlier, brother Richard and nephew Richard had died in the New Forest, so many deemed the king’s fate divine revenge for clearing that region for game. William reigned thirteen years, died about forty, and left no legitimate children. In his eleventh year Magnus of Norway raided Anglesea but was repelled; the Northmen soon embraced farming and ceased their plunder.
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The vast host crossed the Bosphorus and felt hunger, heat, quarrels, and Greek treachery their zeal had ignored. Alexis Comnenus, amazed by the flood of strangers who mocked his people as cowards and heretics, flattered the chiefs yet bartered their secrets to Soliman, hoping the torrent would spend itself in Asia. Famine, fatigue, and clashing counsels slew thousands, yet faith and fury bore the survivors on; they stormed Nice, shattered Soliman twice, captured Antioch, and, rejecting the soldan’s offer to enter Jerusalem unarmed, encircled the city. After five weeks they burst in, slew all, then, blades laid aside, crept barefoot to the sepulchre and wept.

Jerusalem fell on the fifth of July 1099; the princes crowned Godfrey of Bouillon, shared their spoils, and many sailed home. Robert of Normandy, strongest in rank and valor, set out, yet while crossing Italy loved Sibylla of Conversana, wed her, and wasted a pleasant year as England waited. The delay cost him the crown. Hunting with King Rufus in the New Forest, Prince Henry heard of the king’s death, galloped to Winchester, and reached the treasury first. William de Breteuil blocked the door, claimed every coin for Robert; Henry bared his sword, vowed to strike, supporters rallied, and Breteuil yielded.

Bearing the hoard to London, Henry gathered bishops and nobles, purchased their favor, and within three days of Rufus’s death was crowned by Bishop Maurice. No one risked civil war for the absent duke; possession passed for right, yet the new king felt his title tremble and sought support through vows. He promised to leave church revenues untouched while sees lay vacant, to sell no benefice, exact only lawful reliefs, abolish forced wardships, harsh marriages, sudden taxes and crushing fines, pardon crimes, forgive debts, grant to every vassal the liberties given his barons, and renew the good laws of King Edward.

Henry displayed his charter in every county abbey, as if proclaiming a permanent curb on his power, yet thereafter broke every clause. Reliefs, wardship, forced marriages, and the seizure of chattels from intestate subjects flourished unchecked until Magna Carta and beyond. Licentious Norman lords, ready to set aside hereditary right and enthrone a younger brother, lacked the temper for ordered liberty; violence outweighed law, and a prince found less resistance in violating statutes than enforcing them. The charter, issued by his “free grace,” bound barons as well as king, proving they understood neither limited monarchy nor shared legislation.

Henry courted favor by arresting Bishop Ralph Flambard, yet immediately violated his own pledge, keeping Durham’s revenues for five years. He summoned Anselm from Lyons, requested renewed homage, and heard the blunt reply: “I will not do homage, nor commune with anyone who submits to lay investiture[11].” Unwilling to quarrel, Henry deferred the question and sent envoys to Rome. Soon he sought to wed Matilda of Scotland, reared under a veil at Rumsey. Before a Lambeth council she declared, “I wore the veil only to shield my chastity.” Anselm pronounced her free, solemnized the marriage, and England rejoiced.

Robert landed at Portsmouth soon after securing Normandy; Belesme, Warrenne, Montgomery, and other nobles, joined by defecting seamen, promised to rise for him. Facing peril, Henry courted Anselm’s holiness, vowing “strict regard for ecclesiastical privileges” and obedience to Rome. The primate, convinced, rode through the camp crying, “Defend your prince, keep your oaths; happiness awaits under a just sovereign!” Backed by Warwick, Mellent, Bigod, Redvers, and Fitz-Hamon, the royal army met Robert, but both hosts hesitated. Mediators forged peace: Robert renounced England for a yearly pension of three thousand marks; each should succeed the other if childless, pardon followers, and harbor no rebel.

Henry broke the treaty he had framed. Though estates were restored, he resolved that magnates should not enjoy them long. Spies trailed the Earl of Shrewsbury; forty-five charges were read, he rebelled, was beaten, banished, and despoiled, his brothers Arnulf de Montgomery and Roger of Lancaster sharing the ruin. Robert de Pontefract, Robert de Mallet, William de Warrenne, and William, Earl of Cornwall, soon lost their lands. All knew the offence was loyalty to Duke Robert. Robert sailed to England, railed at Henry, sensed peril, surrendered his pension, and withdrew. Normandy, left to his rule, begged Henry’s aid, and the king raised an army.

Henry stormed Bayeux, accepted Caen’s surrender, but failed at Falaise and returned, vowing support. Next spring he besieged Tenchebray, openly aiming to seize Normandy. Duke Robert, backed by the Earl of Mortaigne and Robert de Belesme, mustered a strong host and advanced to decide all in one battle. Robert’s dash shook the English, yet Belesme’s flight spread panic and turned victory to rout. Henry slew many and captured nearly ten thousand, including the duke and his chief barons. Rouen yielded, Falaise opened, Prince William was taken; Henry revoked grants, razed new castles, and carried Robert in chains to England.

Robert spent twenty-eight years captive, dying at Cardiff; his son William, trusted to Helie de St. Saen, was faithfully protected. Edgar Atheling, taken at Tenchebray, was freed with a small pension and lived long, forgotten. With Normandy quiet, Henry faced the investiture fight. He wanted clerical support yet refused to surrender the power of appointment. Anselm withheld homage, Henry promised to treat. Pope Pascal retorted that “Christ was the door,” priests were gods, and kings who invested them tried “to create their God.” Henry dismissed the claim, hid the papal letter, and made three bishops swear Pascal privately favored him.

Anselm’s monks insisted the tale against him was groundless, yet three bishops carried more weight, and Henry installed new prelates at Hereford and Salisbury. Distrusting the royal story, Anselm neither consecrated nor communed with them; shunned by all, the bishops surrendered their staffs. Threats followed; the primate begged leave to plead at Rome, and Henry, glad to be rid of him, agreed, then seized Canterbury revenues. Vast crowds escorted Anselm to the shore, lamenting the ruin of true faith. In Italy, Henry’s envoy warned Pope Pascal, “My master will sooner lose his crown than investitures,” and Pascal retorted, “I would sooner lose my head.

Forbidden to return unless he yielded, Anselm stayed at Lyons, then Bec, while the king, now conciliatory, restored his income and courted him in private talks. English supporters chided his absence, warning that religion was dying, sodomy spread unchecked, and men flaunted scandalously long hair. Across Europe, the papal machine still advanced, feeding on ignorance and monkish dependence. Emperor Henry V seized Pascal, forced a treaty granting lay investiture, shared the host, and swore fearful oaths; freed, the pope cancelled every clause and excommunicated the emperor, who at last surrendered. The English king hovered on the brink of the same peril.

Mutual fear produced compromise: Henry abandoned the ring and crosier, yet bishops still performed homage for lands, keeping him a voice in elections, and Pascal, content to gain the spiritual symbol, stayed his thunder. Anselm was empowered to reconcile the earlier intruded bishops and to cure, as Rome phrased it, the nation’s barbarous disorders. At Westminster the king, fixed on the main point, let lesser canons pass: priests were bound to celibacy, marriages within seven degrees barred, lucrative dispensations and divorces multiplied, and laity forbidden long locks. Obedient, Henry cut his own hair short and compelled every courtier to follow.

Henry prized Normandy, ancestral seat of his line, yet his unlawful seizure bred wars and taxes. At six, his nephew William went to Helie de Saint-Saen; when Henry demanded the boy, Helie whisked him to Count Fulk of Anjou. Grown to manhood, the prince won sympathy across Europe. Louis the Gross, once Henry’s protégé in England, now dreaded an English Normandy and united with Anjou and Flanders. Henry spent two years defending the duchy; skirmishes followed until he betrothed his heir William to Fulk’s daughter, snatching Anjou from the alliance. Peace broke; Baldwin of Flanders backed the exile; fighting ended when Baldwin fell near Eu.

Louis soon paraded young William before the council at Rheims, denouncing Henry’s theft and Robert’s captivity. Henry sent English bishops with strict orders: “Go, salute the pope, hear his commands, but bring none of his new inventions into my kingdom.” Gifts followed words; complaints cooled. Louis tried force, aiming at Noyon; Henry intercepted him at Brenneville with nine hundred horse. Prince William fought fiercely; Crispin gashed the king’s head, yet Henry struck him down, rallied his men, routed the French, and nearly seized their king; only two knights died, armor saving the rest. A treaty ignored William, then misfortune struck the victor’s household.

On the voyage home, the White Ship with eighteen-year-old Prince William tarried; drunken sailors drove her onto a rock. The prince reached a boat, turned back for his screaming sister, and all drowned with over one hundred forty nobles. A Rouen butcher alone survived; captain Fitz-Stephens, hearing of William’s fate, sank himself. Henry awaited news, fainted, and never smiled. With only his daughter Matilda, widow of Emperor Henry V, he wed Adelais of Louvain, yet remained childless. Nephew William won French backing, but Henry countered by wedding Matilda to Fulk’s son Geoffrey and forcing English and Norman barons to swear her heir, angering them.

Charles, earl of Flanders, was murdered at mass; King Louis instantly installed William, Henry’s nephew, in the county claimed through Matilda. The prize looked rich, yet within months William fell in a skirmish with the landgrave of Alsace, and Henry’s fears subsided. The king held the realm in deep calm: turbulent barons kept down, foreign raids swiftly checked. To cage the Welsh he shipped Flemings to Pembrokeshire in 1111, where their speech and habits long stayed alien. Though ruling autocratically, he eased burdens where he could, especially the marauding purveyance gangs he now mutilated for seizing farmers’ food and carts.

Difficulties rose from Rome. In 1101 the legate Guy of Vienne landed and, while Henry wrestled with early turmoil, exercised full authority. By 1116 the king barred Anselm of St Sabas, winning from Pope Calixtus a vow never again to send a legate uninvited. Once secure, Calixtus reneged, dispatching Cardinal De Crema. Threatened by his nephew’s plots, Henry endured a London synod where the cardinal thundered, "Is it not monstrous that a priest touch Christ’s body after rising from the side of a strumpet?" That night officers burst into a brothel and found him in bed with a harlot. Mocked, he fled; the council collapsed.

To halt such cycles, Henry dispatched Archbishop William to protest; the pope countered by naming the prelate his own legate, claiming Canterbury’s ancient rights sprang solely from papal grace. Avoiding open battle, the king let the fiction pass. With England quiet he crossed to Normandy, doting on his daughter Matilda; her son Henry soon arrived, the barons renewed their oath, and two more grandsons followed. Intending to stay abroad, he prepared to return only after new Welsh raids. At St Denis-le-Forment he gorged on lampreys, sickened, and died aged sixty-seven, thirty-five years crowned, leaving all to Matilda and pointedly ignoring Geoffrey. Accomplished, he was 'Beauclerk.

King Henry, father of seven bastard sons and six daughters, adored the chase, enlarging royal forests and treating a slain stag like murder; dogs were hamstrung, subjects denied hunting or timber. Justice stayed fierce: stealing became capital, almost fifty coin-forgers were hanged or maimed, and people cheered. A code later bearing his name, likely spurious, shows Normans favored and blood-feuds still legal. His accession promise to reunite civil and church courts stalled under Anselm. He chartered London—£300 farm, chosen sheriff, crown pleas, freedom from scot, danegeld, combat, billeting, forest sport. Rents shifted from produce to coin, so the court wandered to consume on site.
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While Lothaire held the empire, David ruled Scotland, Louis VI France, Alfonso VIII Spain, and popes Innocent II to Anastasius IV sat in Rome, England slid toward crisis. Feudal law, once open only to sword-bearing heirs, softened with time, letting women inherit land and, by extension, crowns. King Henry I bound all vassals in England and Normandy by solemn oath to his solitary child, the empress Matilda. Yet his own irregular title warned him that such fealty might fracture. Nephew Stephen of Blois, already rich with Boulogne by marriage and with forfeited English and Norman lands, charmed barons through courage and people through lavish, friendly ease.

Henry drew his last breath; Stephen darted from Boulogne, dodged shut gates at Dover and Canterbury, and stormed into London, where a prepared rabble shouted him king. To crown him, Bishop Henry and Roger of Salisbury pressed Archbishop William; he resisted until Hugh Bigod swore, 'The dying king renounced Matilda and left all to Stephen.' The oil was poured, few magnates appeared, yet none lifted a sword. Stephen next bought security: a charter promising swift clerical appointments, trimmed forests, cancelled danegeld, ancient laws; Henry’s Winchester treasure funded pledges. Mercenaries from Brittany and Flanders filled his camps, and a papal bull hallowed the act.

In Normandy, barons hostile to Anjou first turned to Stephen’s brother Theobald of Blois, but when word of the London coronation arrived they pledged themselves to Stephen. King Lewis accepted Eustace’s homage for Normandy and bound the houses by betrothing his sister Constantia, while Theobald sold his pretension for two thousand marks. Geoffrey of Anjou, cornered, accepted a two-year truce for five thousand, and Stephen, having settled all, returned home. Robert, earl of Gloucester and Henry’s able bastard, now faced dilemma. Unwilling to forfeit influence or break oaths, he offered homage only if Stephen respected every right; wary of Robert’s strength, the king consented.
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