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    At once a chronicle of rulers and a meditation on causes, David Hume’s The History of England traces the ceaseless negotiation between authority and liberty, faith and prudence, custom and innovation, showing how a kingdom’s laws, churches, and manners evolve not by accident but through the friction of competing claims—sovereigns seeking obedience, subjects guarding privileges, sects asserting conscience, magistrates refining order—until the very idea of national character appears as the unstable residue of these struggles, inviting readers to consider how power is justified, how opinions harden into institutions, and how prosperity and conflict may spring from the same restless source.

Composed and published in six volumes between 1754 and 1762, this work belongs to the genre of narrative history, written in the idiom of the Enlightenment and addressed to a wide reading public. Its setting is England across many centuries, culminating in the late seventeenth century, and its scope ranges from the Roman encounter to the transforming political settlements of a modernizing kingdom. Hume presents not a chronicle of curiosities but a sustained account of public life—crowns, parliaments, courts, churches, and the habits of ordinary people—seeking coherence without sacrificing complexity, and offering a vision of national development grounded in cause and effect.

The volumes move through successive reigns and eras with an eye for turning points, yet the narrative never depends on sensational revelations. Hume writes in a measured, urbane voice that combines clear exposition with reflective pauses, pausing to weigh motives, evaluate testimony, and distinguish durable patterns from passing accidents. The tone is judicious rather than theatrical, designed to guide readers through complex controversies without demanding specialized knowledge. The result is a history that feels both panoramic and intimate: institutions and policies are explained alongside manners and ideas, and the flow of events is illuminated by steady attention to probability and proof.

At its core the work explores how constitutions are shaped by habit as much as by law, how religious allegiance can both stabilize and unsettle civil society, and how commerce and finance interact with war, taxation, and representation. It traces the balance between monarchy and parliament as a living equilibrium, not a static formula, and examines how parties arise from ideas, interests, and temperament. Throughout, Hume is attentive to manners—the tacit rules that govern belief and conduct—arguing implicitly that durable liberty depends on them. These themes remain urgent whenever communities debate authority, toleration, prosperity, and the responsibilities of citizenship.

Hume’s method is philosophical without being abstract. He privileges evidence that can be weighed, resists credulity in miraculous or partisan accounts, and looks for causal connections that link private motives to public outcomes. He often warns the reader against the distortions of faction and the romance of patriotic legend, preferring explanations that turn on institutions, incentives, and prevailing opinions. This temper does not drain the narrative of color; it disciplines it. By joining narrative momentum to analytic restraint, the work models a way of reading the past that clarifies rather than flatters, inviting scrutiny of both sources and our own assumptions.

Hume’s History remains valuable to contemporary readers not because it supplies a simple origin story, but because it demonstrates how to navigate contested memory. Its pages show how constitutional forms depend on habits of trust, how disagreement can be intense without destroying the possibility of settlement, and how economic growth reshapes values as surely as statutes. In an age wary of partisanship and misinformation, the book’s patience with complexity and insistence on proportion offer a disciplined counterexample. It encourages readers to attend to evidence, to test inherited narratives, and to see liberty as a practice sustained by culture as well as law.

Approached sequentially or by period, the six volumes reward slow reading and periodic reflection, since arguments about character, policy, and religion accumulate across chapters. The narrative welcomes newcomers to English history while offering experienced readers a unifying frame that links episodes to enduring questions. Without anticipating outcomes, it is safe to say that each era reshapes institutions and expectations, and that Hume’s steady perspective helps make sense of change without treating it as destiny. Read as literature and as inquiry, this History offers the pleasures of a grand story and the discipline of careful judgment, a combination still worth cultivating.
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    David Hume’s The History of England (Vol. 1–6) offers a continuous narrative from antiquity to the late seventeenth century, written in the mid-eighteenth century with the aims of clarity, balance, and philosophical reflection. Across six volumes, Hume surveys political institutions, religious movements, manners, and commerce, blending narrative with analysis of causes. He proceeds chronologically, weighing chronicles, statutes, and correspondence, and drawing attention to the limits of the evidence, especially for early periods. The work follows how power is formed, contested, and restrained, tracing the interplay of monarchy, nobility, church, and commons, and setting England’s development within broader European currents and recurrent domestic tensions.

The opening stretches survey Britain before and after the Roman arrival, moving from scattered tribal polities to provincial administration under imperial rule. Hume recounts conquest, colonization, and the gradual diffusion of Roman law and infrastructure, followed by imperial withdrawal and the political vacuum it left. He then traces Anglo-Saxon settlements, the formation of multiple kingdoms, and the slow consolidation of authority. The introduction of Christianity reshapes learning, law, and ecclesiastical influence. With limited sources, Hume emphasizes cautious inference, describing how customary practices and emerging leadership structures create the conditions for later institutional change without projecting modern ideas back onto sparse and contested records.

The narrative turns to the unification of England under the Anglo-Saxons, recurrent Scandinavian incursions, and the pressures they impose on governance. Hume foregrounds figures associated with defense and legal consolidation, and considers how councils, customary law, and royal authority interact amid shifting threats. He explores the social hierarchy, landholding, and the role of ecclesiastics in administration and diplomacy. By examining laws and chronicles, he traces the evolving relationship between kingship and local powers. The account culminates in a picture of a realm that, while more unified, remains exposed to external claims and internal rivalries that test the durability of nascent institutions.

With the Norman Conquest, Hume marks a decisive transformation in landholding, justice, and the crown’s reach. He examines the imposition of feudal tenures, administrative surveys, and tighter oversight of church and nobility. The narrative follows succession struggles, baronial resistance, and the church’s assertion of jurisdiction. Under the Angevins, reforms in courts and procedures strengthen royal justice and entwine governance with law. Hume analyzes how legal rationalization both empowers the crown and creates expectations of regular rule. The conflicts of personalities and principles, notably between royal prerogative and ecclesiastical independence, foreshadow enduring debates about authority, conscience, and the bounds of obedience.

The thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries introduce chartered liberties and a more defined role for representative assemblies. Hume situates Magna Carta within recurring crises of finance and war, emphasizing negotiation rather than abrupt constitutional revolution. He follows administrative consolidation under Edward I and the emergence of parliamentary practices that shape consent to taxation. Foreign wars and Scottish resistance test resources and legality. Subsequent instability under Edward II illustrates the fragility of balance between king and nobles. Early phases of the Hundred Years’ War and economic shocks reorder society, as Hume connects military fortunes and plague-driven upheaval to changes in labor, revenue, and the character of governance.

Late medieval politics reveal the volatility of dynastic legitimacy and the dangers of faction. Hume recounts the deposition of kings, the Lancastrian accession, continental campaigns under Henry V, and the erosion of gains amid domestic strain. He presents the Wars of the Roses as protracted contests that exhaust baronial houses and unsettle administration, even as they accelerate shifts in power structures. The narrative underscores the costs of private feuds and weak stewardship. Out of disorder emerges a monarchy more determined to discipline magnates and manage revenue, setting the stage for a new mode of rule that seeks order, solvency, and predictability under the early Tudors.

The Tudor volumes study consolidation after civil war and the profound religious and institutional changes of the sixteenth century. Hume treats Henry VII’s fiscal cautions and statecraft, then follows Henry VIII’s break with Rome, monastic dissolution, and the administrative reach of the crown. He tracks alternating confessional policies under Edward VI and Mary I, and the Elizabethan religious settlement’s attempt at stability. Foreign policy confronts continental rivalry and maritime challenges, while commerce and letters expand. Throughout, Hume analyzes how religious zeal and political prudence intersect, and how centralized authority, legal form, and economic growth begin to reshape liberty and obedience.

With the Stuarts, Hume explores union of crowns, theories of kingship, and mounting disputes over finance, religion, and jurisdiction. James I’s and Charles I’s relations with parliaments expose unresolved questions about prerogative, taxation, and church governance. The narrative links policy to public sentiment and regional differences, following the consequences of religious uniformity efforts and conflict in Scotland and Ireland. Civil war transforms the balance of power, and experiments in republican government and military rule test the durability of law and custom. Hume weighs motives and miscalculations on all sides, emphasizing how principle, fear, and opportunity combine to unsettle institutions.

The final volume traces the Restoration settlement, party formation, and renewed contention over succession and toleration. Hume follows the political and religious crises that mark the later Stuart decades, including episodes of conspiracy scares, legislative struggles, and the pressures of foreign policy. He presents the Revolution of 1688 as a culmination of long-running disputes about authority and rights, and examines the subsequent adjustments to law and governance. Without resting on partisan teleology, Hume’s broader message stresses moderation, historical context, and the civilizing influence of commerce and manners. The work endures for its narrative craft, skeptical method, and lasting impact on debates about constitutional development.
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    David Hume composed The History of England in six volumes between 1754 and 1762, later revising the text across subsequent editions. Written in Edinburgh and London during the Scottish Enlightenment, the work narrates events from the Roman invasion to the Revolution of 1688. Its setting spans England’s monarchy, Parliament, and established churches, while constantly relating English affairs to Scotland, Ireland, and continental powers. Hume wrote amid intensifying debates over the British constitution after the 1707 Union and in the wake of the 1745 Jacobite rising. The work’s publication coincided with imperial expansion and wartime mobilization, sharpening interest in national origins and political legitimacy.

At its outset, the narrative situates England within Roman provincial administration and the subsequent Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, where law, kinship, and warlord rule shaped political life. The consolidation of the West Saxon monarchy, Viking incursions, and Christianization introduce institutions that later endure. The Norman Conquest of 1066 transforms landholding and governance, importing feudal tenures, a restructured aristocracy, and royal fiscal instruments such as the Domesday survey. Hume traces the growth of royal justice and the common law, the emergence of councils of magnates, and the gradual articulation of parliamentary assemblies, stressing how conquest, custom, and record-keeping produced durable frameworks for authority.

Medieval chapters dwell on the tension between monarchy, nobility, and clergy as jurisdictional claims overlapped. The charter tradition, marked by Magna Carta in 1215 and subsequent confirmations, constrains royal exactions while asserting due process and feudal rights. The Model Parliament of 1295 exemplifies broader political participation, though power remains contested. Foreign wars, especially with France, and crises like the Black Death disrupt revenues and labor, provoking legislation and revolt. The later Wars of the Roses reorder the peerage and crown. Hume reads these disruptions through administrative records and chronicles, emphasizing how fiscal needs, law courts, and military change recalibrated authority.

Under the Tudors, the crown consolidates power after 1485 while harnessing statute, council, and courts to police magnates and regulate religion. Henry VIII’s break with Rome and the dissolution of the monasteries reorder landownership and ecclesiastical jurisdiction, anchoring royal supremacy over the Church of England. Religious policy shifts under Edward VI and Mary I, before Elizabeth I settles a Protestant establishment that coexists uneasily with dissent. Overseas ventures, commercial companies, and confrontation with Spain, including the Armada of 1588, expand horizons and fiscal demands. Hume relates policy to manners, arguing that court culture and trade alter governance as much as statutes.

With the Stuarts, dynastic union in 1603 brings England and Scotland under one monarch while preserving separate parliaments and churches. James VI and I and Charles I dispute taxation, prerogative, and religious uniformity, confronting Puritan opposition and episcopal controversies. Fiscal expedients and the attempt to impose bishops on Scotland precipitate the Bishops’ Wars and the Long Parliament. Armed conflict follows in the English Civil Wars, the trial and execution of Charles I in 1649, and the republican Commonwealth. Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate rests on army power and godly discipline, illustrating how confessional fracture and war could unmake and refashion authority.

The Restoration of 1660 reestablishes monarchy, bishops, and many landed interests, while religious tests and penal acts mark dissenters. Naval wars with the Dutch, the Great Plague, and urban rebuilding accompany fiscal expedients through excise, customs, and short-term loans. Political crisis intensifies with the Popish Plot alarms and the Exclusion debates, during which Whig and Tory identities take recognizable shape. James II’s policies toward Catholics, standing forces, and prerogative provoke resistance among elites. The invitation to William of Orange and the Revolution of 1688 recast the settlement, embedding limits on monarchical power and strengthening parliamentary control over taxation, officeholding, and the armed forces.

Hume presents this arc as philosophical history, correlating constitutions with manners, commerce, and religion. He mined state papers, parliamentary journals, and printed collections such as Rymer’s Foedera, often quoting or paraphrasing official correspondence. Claiming impartiality, he criticized factional exaggeration and the teleological 'Whig' narrative, while censuring religious enthusiasm and rebellion. Early volumes on the Stuarts drew intense controversy; critics accused him of favoring prerogative and maligning Puritans. Hume issued corrections, expanded notes, and adjusted language across editions to meet objections. His narrative style, attention to economic change, and skepticism of party myths made the work both admired and contested.

Composed amid the Scottish Enlightenment, the History aligns with contemporary inquiries into progress, commerce, and civil society advanced by figures like Adam Smith and William Robertson. Its popularity made it a standard national narrative in eighteenth-century Britain and a resource for constitutional debate during imperial and wartime expansion. By foregrounding revenue, administration, and religious policy, Hume treats liberty as the product of institutional balance rather than providential destiny. He questions clerical authority and zeal while crediting legal procedure and parliamentary appropriation with disciplining power. The work thus reflects Enlightenment confidence in reasoned evidence and critiques partisan myths about inevitable liberty.
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    David Hume (1711–1776) was a Scottish philosopher, historian, and essayist of the Enlightenment. He is a key figure in empiricism and skepticism. His philosophical writings transformed epistemology, philosophy of mind, ethics, and religion, while his multivolume History of England made him, in his lifetime, a celebrated historian. He wrote in lucid prose, aiming to apply the “experimental” methods of science to human nature. Hume also contributed essays on politics and economics that influenced later classical political economy. Living primarily in Edinburgh and spending periods in France and London, he participated in the transnational republic of letters that defined eighteenth‑century intellectual life.

Educated in Edinburgh in his early youth, Hume absorbed classical literature and the emerging sciences before turning decisively to philosophy. He read widely in Francis Bacon and Isaac Newton, whose methods shaped his program for a science of man. From John Locke and George Berkeley he inherited an empiricist focus on experience and ideas, though he pushed skepticism further. Ancient sources, including Cicero and the Pyrrhonian skeptics, supplied models of inquiry and moderation. Hume also engaged with contemporary Scottish moral philosophy and the broader Enlightenment milieu, forming connections with learned societies and salons that fostered debate about commerce, religion, taste, and civic virtue.

In the mid‑1730s Hume withdrew to France to concentrate on what became A Treatise of Human Nature, published in three books in 1739–1740. The Treatise proposed that human understanding arises from impressions and ideas, that belief is a product of habit, and that causation is inferred from constant conjunction rather than perceived necessity. Its initial reception was cool, a disappointment he acknowledged in later writings. Hume reworked key portions for a broader audience in Essays, Moral and Political and later in An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, clarifying his account of belief, skepticism, and the limits of reason, notably in his analysis of miracles and induction.

Over the next decade Hume broadened his range. Serving as a secretary on military and diplomatic expeditions in the late 1740s, he gained financial stability and continental exposure that reinforced his cosmopolitan outlook. His candidacy for university chairs, however, met opposition amid controversy over his religious views. In the early 1750s he issued Political Discourses, influential essays on commerce, money, and luxury that argued for the civilizing effects of trade and articulated a pragmatic approach to policy. An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals advanced a refined sentimentalism, grounding virtue in utility and approval, and helped establish his reputation as a moral philosopher.

Appointed librarian to the Advocates Library in Edinburgh in the early 1750s, Hume gained access to extensive sources that enabled his ambitious History of England, published in installments over the following years. Though sometimes criticized for perceived political bias, the History was immensely popular and provided the financial independence he had long sought. It offered a narrative spanning from ancient Britain to the late seventeenth century and shaped public understanding for generations. Alongside historical work, he published The Natural History of Religion, tracing religious belief to psychological and cultural causes, and continued revising his philosophical essays, collecting them as Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary.

In the 1760s Hume entered public service. He served in Paris with the British diplomatic mission, where his wit and conversation made him a prominent guest in salons, and later worked in London as an under‑secretary of state. The period brought both celebrity and controversy, including a brief, well‑known dispute with Jean‑Jacques Rousseau. Returning permanently to Edinburgh, he prepared Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion for posthumous publication, presenting a skeptical examination of arguments about divine design. His short autobiographical sketch, My Own Life, reflects on his character and career with characteristic restraint, emphasizing cheerfulness, literary ambition, and the steady labor behind his works.

Hume’s legacy is extensive. Immanuel Kant credited Hume’s challenge to causal reasoning with awakening him to critical philosophy. Debates over induction, personal identity, practical reason, and moral sentiment continue to engage his arguments. Nineteenth‑century historians revised his judgments but not his example of literary history, while economists drew on his essays about money, trade, and international balances. In the twentieth century, analytic philosophy and philosophy of science returned to Hume’s methods and problems, and contemporary cognitive science often echoes his insights about habit and association. Read for clarity and rigor, Hume remains a central voice in discussions of knowledge, ethics, religion, and politics.
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Ancient peoples long to trace heroic beginnings, yet distant times crumble into obscurity once memory replaces record. Tales spun from idle tradition mislead, and grim eruptions among barbarians offer little charm even when known. Only language, customs, and manners safely hint at remote origins, while enchanting Greek myths stand as the lone tolerated fiction. Therefore the earlier legends of Britain are here dismissed; attention turns to the island as Roman eyes first saw it, to the conquest that followed, to the dim Saxon interval passed swiftly, and finally to periods whose clearer truth can engage and instruct.

The Britons, a Celtic offshoot from Gaul, shared tongue, government, and worship with their source. Southern commerce with Italy softened Gaul and sent a faint glow across the Channel, yet travelers still called the islanders savage. South-east fields were already tilled and crowded; elsewhere clans wandered with herds, wore skins, raised forest huts, and shifted camps for forage, plunder, or fear. Countless tribes prized liberty; chieftains ruled by consent. Druids[1], immune from tax and war, oversaw justice, schooling, and sacrifice; excommunication meant civil death. Secret groves rang with human victims and guarded war spoils until Roman law smashed the cult.

Britain remained so until Caesar, flushed with Gaul, sought fresh glory. Despite knowing the odds, he landed near Deal, won skirmishes, took hostages, withdrew for winter. Next year he returned with more men; though Cassivelaunus united the tribes, Caesar routed them, forded the Thames, burned the capital, set Mandubratius over the Trinobantes, accepted new oaths, and departed, empire in name only. Roman civil wars followed; Augustus and Tiberius kept peace, Caligula merely threatened. Under Claudius, Plautius invaded; victories let the emperor visit, and south-east kingdoms submitted. Caractacus resisted; Ostorius Scapula broke the Silures, seized him, and sent the unbowed chief to Rome.

Suetonius Paulinus, sent by Nero, sailed against Mona, sacred isle of the druids. On the shore women and priests shrieked, hair loose, torches blazing, yet the general urged his legion forward; the Britons fled, and the druids perished in their own fires. Thinking resistance broken, he marched south, but Boadicea[2], outraged queen of the Iceni, rallied the tribes. London was forsaken, burnt, and seventy thousand Romans and settlers were butchered. Suetonius gathered the remains of his forces, slew eighty thousand rebels in a decisive field, and Boadicea drank poison. Recalled, he was succeeded by Cerealis, Frontinus, and finally Agricola.

Agricola advanced north, smashed every host under Galgacus, planted forts between Clyde and Forth, and drove the wildest clans into Caledonian hills. While swords rested he urged Roman law, language, towns, and schools, softening conquest with comfort. Britain, lulled and unarmed, lay quiet for centuries; only Caledonia raided behind Hadrian’s rampart, Antoninus’ embankment, and Severus’ strengthened wall. Meanwhile the empire rotted: Italians forgot war, mercenary frontier legions chose emperors, and recruited Goths and Vandals tasted Roman weakness. When Arcadius and Honorius faced simultaneous invasions, distant troops were summoned home, and Britain lost entirely its garrisons.

Sea protected Britain from Gothic hordes, yet the exposed province lured nearer foes. Picts and Scots flowed over the vacant wall, plundering fields. The frightened Britons begged Rome; a legion landed, crushed the raiders, withdrew; the plea was repeated, relief returned, but crises on the continent forced the generals to refuse further aid. They urged the islanders to defend their own freedom, rebuilt Severus’ stone barrier, and sailed away around 448. Liberty felt like doom. Former usurpers Gratian and Constantine had already drained the island of its finest youth; the remnant, untaught in war or rule, abandoned the ramparts, and the invaders ravaged unchecked.

The desperate Britons, for a third time, sent envoys to Rome, bearing a scroll titled “The groans of the Britons.” They cried, “The barbarians drive us to the sea; the sea flings us back to the barbarians; we must choose death by sword or by wave.” Ætius, hard-pressed by Attila, could offer no aid. Abandoned, the islanders deserted farms, hid in woods and hills, and starved while the enemy plundered. Famine soon gnawed the invaders as well; harried by scattered Britons, they hauled their spoils homeward. The natives returned, tilled the ground, enjoyed plentiful harvests, and forgot their former misery.

Sated by peace, the Britons stored no arms and let jealous chiefs rule separate districts; theological quarrels with the swelling Pelagian sect further split them. Foreseeing a fresh northern raid, Vortigern of Dumnonium urged, and the council agreed, to invite Saxon warriors from Germany. Those Germans loved freedom, met decisions in full assembly, rattled shields for assent, and followed elected chieftains more by devotion than by law; in war they were fierce, in peace loosely bound. They lined the coast from the Rhine to Jutland, had long ravaged Britain by sea, and Rome once opposed them with the “Count of the Saxon shore.

Around 449, the brothers Hengist and Horsa, famed great-grandsons of Woden, sailed over with three ships and sixteen hundred men, landed at Thanet, and beat back Scots and Picts for their grateful hosts. Seeing easy prey, they secretly hailed Saxony with tales of Britain’s wealth and Vortigern’s feeble rule; seventeen more vessels soon brought five thousand reinforcements. Alarmed yet inert, the Britons endured the swelling host until the Saxons claimed unpaid subsidies, joined the Scots and Picts, and raised open banners of war. Outraged, the islanders deposed Vortigern for his son Vortimer; many battles followed, and the Saxons steadily gained ground.

At Faglesford Horsa fell, leaving Hengist sole leader of the Saxons. Reinforced from Germany, he ravaged Britain without mercy, burning homes and temples, killing priests, bishops, nobles, and commoners alike. Some Britons fled to rugged hills only to be cut down; others accepted bondage; many sailed to Armorica and founded Brittany. Welsh chroniclers blame the disaster on Vortigern’s infatuation with Hengist’s daughter Rovena, his supposed banquet at Stonehenge where three hundred nobles died, and his own capture, yet such tales seem fanciful. After Vortimer’s death, Ambrosius rallied the Britons and rekindled their dormant will to fight.

Hengist retained his foothold, summoned his brother Octa and nephew Ebissa to Northumberland, and forged the kingdom of Kent, ruling from Canterbury until his death about 488. His success drew fresh Saxon, Angle, and Jute bands, who drove the Britons toward Cornwall and Wales. In 477 Ælla landed on the south coast, triumphed at Mearcredes Burn, stormed Ancired Ceaster, butchered its garrison, and became king of Sussex and part of Surrey. Cerdic and his son Kenric arrived in 495, battled immediately, called reinforcements, slew Nazan Leod in 508, but Arthur broke their siege of Mount Badon in 520 before they secured Wessex.

Elsewhere the tide rolled on. After 527 eastern adventurers fought shadowed campaigns; Uffa became king of the East Angles in 575, Crida of Mercia in 585, and Erkenwin of Essex about the same time, the three realms spanning East Anglia, the midlands, and the Thames estuary. In the north, Ida landed in 547, conquered Bernicia, while Ælla seized Deïri; their grandson-in-law Ethelfrid wed Acca, expelled Edwin, and joined the realms as powerful Northumberland, its reach into Scotland marked by Saxon speech. After roughly one hundred fifty years of war the seven kingdoms stood over a desolate land, surviving Britons enslaved, Roman civility lost.

None of the other northern invaders equalled the Saxons in fury; arriving piecemeal, they met stiffer British resistance, lengthened the struggle, then sought fresh reinforcements until only extermination could win them land, making their conquest one of history's most ruinous. While Britons still fought, the seven Saxon leaders held together; once the natives were driven into Cornwall and Wales, their fragile bond snapped, and each kingdom acted alone. Endless wars, revolutions, and tangled successions ensued, yet the monkish annalists, remote, credulous, and intent on miracles, left little more than names. Even Milton called their battles the skirmishes of kites and crows.

Escus succeeded his father Hengist in Kent but lacked the conqueror's fire; warriors flocked instead to Aella of Sussex. Escus ruled until 512, when his son Octet inherited; during Octet's reign the East Saxons carved Essex and Middlesex away. After twenty-two years Octet died; Hermenric reigned thirty-two years, crowning his son Ethelbert co-ruler to secure succession. Ethelbert's early ambition faltered: Ceaulin of Wessex beat him twice and overawed the Heptarchy, even subduing Sussex. The humiliated princes united under Ethelbert, won a decisive battle, and, on Ceaulin's death, Ethelbert claimed supremacy, forcing every king but Northumberland into dependence and planting Webba as tributary ruler of Mercia.

The Saxons worshipped Woden, Thor, sun, moon, trusted spells, sacrifices, and dreamed of drinking ale from enemy skulls in their god's hall; this crude creed lacked order and could yield to a new faith. Despite hatred from wars, they admired the civilized south. A chance helped: Ethelbert wed Bertha, devout Frankish princess, promising her free worship; she arrived with a bishop, lived saintly, and won his ear. Pope Gregory, recalling Saxon captives, exclaimed, 'Not Angles but angels!' Hearing 'Deiri,' he said, 'From God's anger—de ira.' Told their king was Aella, he cried, 'Alleluia!' Fired by these puns, he planned a mission, yet Romans restrained him.

Gregory, aflame against paganism, resolved to win the Saxons and chose the monk Augustine, sending him and forty companions across the Channel. Daunted, they paused in France; Augustine hurried back, but Gregory urged perseverance, provided Frankish interpreters, and gained Queen Brunehaut’s aid. Landing in Kent in 597, Augustine found the danger slight. King Ethelbert lodged him in Thanet and met him outdoors, fearing sorcery. Through interpreters Augustine preached salvation and endless heavenly kingship. Ethelbert answered, “Your words sound fair, yet they are new; I cannot forsake ancestral rites. Stay in peace, accept provisions, and teach my people.” Encouraged, Augustine began.

Severe penances and rumored wonders, allied with court favor, soon filled Kent’s rivers with converts, and Ethelbert himself was baptized without forcing others. Bertha aided the cause. Rome exulted. Gregory’s letter warned the world’s end approached, urged the king to crush idols by exhortation, terror, blandishment, or correction. He answered Augustine’s doubts: cousins must not wed; a pregnant woman may be baptized; infants may at once; a husband must abstain until nursing ends and purify himself before communion. He ordered idols removed but altars retained, and pagan feasts redirected to churchyard banquets. Augustine received the pall as archbishop of Canterbury, though forbidden jurisdiction over Gaul.

Ethelbert framed the first Saxon laws, ruled Kent fifty years, and died in 616. His son Eadbald, enamored of his stepmother, spurned Christianity; the realm lapsed into idolatry. Bishop Laurentius, ready to flee, showed the king a body bruised by Saint Peter’s blows; shaken, Eadbald cast off the illicit wife and restored the faith. He died in 640, leaving Erminfrid and Ercombert. The younger seized the crown, imposed Lent, and razed idols during twenty-four years. His son Egbert fostered learning yet slew cousins, endowed Domnona’s convent, then fell to brother Lothaire; Edric, aided by Sussex, overthrew him; Richard fled to Germany and died at Lucca.

Lothaire ruled Kent eleven years, Edric only two; in 686 their brother Widred seized the crown. Factions roused Cedwalla of Wessex and his brother Mollo, who ravaged Kent until Mollo fell in a skirmish. Widred rebuilt order, reigned thirty-two years, and left the throne to his line; Eadbert, Ethelbert, and Alric followed. When Alric died in 794 the house of Kent ended, and ambitious nobles tore the realm apart. Egbert lasted two years, Cuthred of Mercia six, Baldred—an illegitimate prince—eighteen; in 823 Egbert of Wessex drove him out, dissolved the Saxon Heptarchy, and drew every kingdom beneath his power.

Adelfrid of Bernicia married Acca of Deïri, expelled her infant brother Edwin, fused the northern counties, and humbled Scots, Picts, and Welsh. At Chester he saw 1,250 Bangor monks praying beside the Briton host; learning their purpose he declared, “Then are they as much our enemies as those who intend to fight us,” and sent troops who spared only fifty. Chester fell, Bangor’s monastery was razed. Yet Adelfrid feared grown-up Edwin, guest of Redwald of East Anglia. Bribes and threats pressed Redwald, but the queen’s pleas and Edwin’s resolve prevailed; Redwald struck first, slew Adelfrid—losing son Regner—and set Edwin on Northumbria’s throne.

Edwin ruled seventeen years, enforced unbroken peace, survived Cuichelme’s assassin when Lilla leapt between blade and king, declined East Anglia’s offer and seated Redwald’s son Earpwold, married Ethelburga of Kent, pondered Paullinus’s teaching, and after lonely reflection embraced Christianity; Coifi shattered the idols and the people followed. In 633 Edwin and his son Osfrid fell to Penda of Mercia and Caedwalla of the Britons. Bernicia and Deïri parted; pagan Eanfrid and Osric died quickly, Oswald reunited faith, beat Caedwalla, then died against Penda. After Oswy came Egfrid, Alfred, Osred, Kenred, and short-lived usurpers until slaughter bred anarchy and Northumbria bowed to Egbert of Wessex.

In East Anglia, Earpwold, Edwin of Northumberland's ward, accepted baptism yet, lured by his pagan queen, fell back and soon met a violent end. His half-brother Sigebert, trained in France, restored the faith, fostered learning, and allegedly planted Cambridge's first schools. After him came a blur of bloodstained names until the virtuous youth Ethelbert was lured to Hereford and secretly beheaded by Offa of Mercia, who seized the crown. Mercia itself had begun with Wibba and Ceorl, but the throne finally reached Penda, fifty and untamed: through wars he slew East Anglian kings Sigebert, Egric, Annas, and Northumbrians Edwin and Oswald before Oswy destroyed him.

Penda's son Peada gained the throne in 655, married Oswy's Christian daughter, adopted her faith, then died violently. Wolfhere mastered Essex and East Anglia; his brother Ethelred raided Kent, slew Egfrid's brother Elswin, paid blood-money, and ended his days in Bardney, yielding power to Kendred, who soon abdicated for a Roman pilgrimage. Ceolred came next, then Ethelbald, killed in a mutiny. Offa rose in 755, crushed Kent at Otford and Wessex at Bensington, swelling Mercia's borders; yet he murdered Ethelbert of East Anglia. Seeking pardon, he granted rich tithes, instituted Peter's pence, journeyed to Rome, and built a great shrine to St Alban.

Charlemagne courted Offa, who sent the learned Alcuin to help crush the adoption heresy; Offa died in 794, and Egfrith reigned mere months. Kenulph then stormed Kent, mutilated King Egbert, installed Cuthred, yet fell to East Anglian steel; his boy Kenelm was murdered by ambitious Quendrade. Ceolulf, Beornulf, Ludican, and Wiglaff rose and were cast down until Egbert of Wessex subdued Mercia. In Essex, faith wavered: Sebert embraced baptism, Sexted and Seward reverted, later Sigebert the Good restored it, and, after Mercian wardship, Sigered surrendered to Egbert. Sussex, weakened under Cissa, lost Adelwalch to Ceadwalla; his infants and defenders died, leaving Wessex unchecked.

Cerdic carved Wessex from Britons; his son Kenric continued the fight. Ceaulin, king in 560, seized Devon and Somerset, but his aggression raised a Saxon league under Ethelbert of Kent that cast him out to die abroad. Rule by his sons ended in 593; Cealric and then Ceobaid held the throne until Kynegils gained it in 611 and, urged by his son-in-law Oswald of Northumbria, embraced Christianity. Kenwalch followed; at his death in 672 his widow Sexburga ruled two years, yielding to Escwin, then Kentwin. Ceodwalla fought to power, seized Sussex, raided Kent, mourned his brother Mollo, repented, went to Rome, and died in 689.

Ina ruled thirty-seven years: he won Somerset, treated Britons gently, framed laws, went to Rome, retired to a cloister, and died. Childless, he bequeathed the crown to Queen Ethelburga’s brother Adelard; Oswald rebelled and was crushed. In 741 cousin Cudred rose and, with general Edelhun, defeated Mercian Ethelbald. Next came Sigebert, whose tyranny sparked revolt; Cenulph was crowned. Sigebert, sheltered by Duke Cumbran, murdered his host and was soon hunted down. Cenulph beat Cornish Britons but failed against Offa; later he was slain at Merton by Sigebert’s brother Kynehard, and the avengers killed every conspirator. In 784 Brithric, remote kinsman, took the throne.

Brithric married Offa’s daughter Eadburga, who pushed him against the nobles. Her poisoned cup for a rival also killed the king; despised, she fled to France. The lords recalled Egbert, great-grandson of Ingild and veteran of Charlemagne’s court, to take the crown in 800. Sole heir of Saxon royalty, he beat the Cornish Britons, then met Mercian Bernulf. At Ellandun (825) he won, sent his son Ethelwulf to seize Kent, and soon absorbed Essex. East Anglia sought his shield; Bernulf and Ludican died there. Entering Mercia, Egbert left Wiglef a puppet crown. Anarchic Northumberland swore allegiance, and Egbert ruled the Heptarchy.

Egbert’s victories and shrewd diplomacy at last fused the seven Saxon realms into one power nearly four hundred years after the first long-boat beached on British sand. Kent, Northumberland, Mercia—each once hungry for supremacy—now lay willingly inside his expanding mantle, and the lesser crowns followed without struggle. The new dominion stretched across the same breadth later known as England and promised the Anglo-Saxons a settled, civilized throne, tranquil within, guarded without. This turning point, hailed throughout the island as the birth of a single kingdom, fell in the memorable year 827. Hopes of orderly law and enduring prosperity stirred every shire.

The people, however, still mirrored their German forebears in craft and cruelty rather than in learning or law. Christianity, filtered through Rome's murky channels, had planted credulity instead of light; saints’ bones replaced the Almighty, miracle tales crowded out reason, and idle cloister rules outweighed active virtue. Gold poured into abbeys washed away murder, treachery, even assassination, while whispered penances soothed unrepentant hearts. Any man in priestly garb stopped traffic on the high road, his every syllable greeted as oracle. Swords rusted, nobles claimed comfort behind monastery walls, and cash-starved kings, stripped by endless gifts to altars, lacked rewards for courage.

Blind devotion fastened the island to Rome. Pilgrimages over Alps were prized above ruling a realm; princes and ladies trudged dusty roads, and more than one monarch laid his crown before the pontiff to purchase paradise. Relics gushed from the eternal city, each miracle richer than the last, and cloistered scribes praised rulers not for justice or courage but for tribute sent across the sea. Encouraged, successive popes pressed deeper into English affairs. Wilfrid of Lindisfarne, proud and splendid, clinched their claim when he appealed to Rome against a local synod and thundered that Saint Peter would bar Heaven to any doubter.

Quarrels flared over the very date of Easter and the shape of a shaven crown. Scots and Britons clung to an elder calendar and sliced hair from ear to ear; Romans and Saxons followed a later reckoning and circled the tonsure to mimic Christ’s thorny wreath, denouncing their rivals as schismatics who sometimes shared the Passover with Jews. For a century priests refused mutual communion, each calling the other pagan, until Roman usage triumphed and Wilfrid drove the quartodeciman habit from Northumbria. Earlier, in 680, Archbishop Theodore gathered bishops at Hatfield, endorsed the Lateran curse on Monothelites, and hurled eternal anathemas at them.
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Images adorned Saxon churches from Christianity’s dawn, yet none were adored until distant councils bred that abuse. Under Egbert, the seven kingdoms, alike in tongue and custom and bereft of native dynasties, bowed willingly to one sword. His victories promised peace, but northern storm-clouds gathered. Charlemagne’s brutal conversion of German Saxons drove fierce fugitives into Jutland; mingling with Danes, they thirsted for plunder and revenge, launched as “North-men” upon Frank and English shores. In 787 a scouting party slew a Wessex magistrate and escaped; in 794 another sacked a Northumbrian monastery before storms and locals cut them down.

Five years after Egbert had fixed his crown, thirty ships ravaged Shepey[3] and fled. Next season thirty-five reappeared at Charmouth; the king charged them, fell heaps on both sides, yet the invaders held the field and slipped to sea. Joining Cornish Britons, they burst into Devon, but Egbert scattered them at Hengesdown. Soon after, death took the only shield mighty enough to guard the realm, and gentle Ethelwolf wore the uneasy diadem. He ceded Kent, Essex and Sussex to son Athelstan, beat back raiders at Southampton; Æthelhelm fell winning Portsmouth. Small craft, entrenched on creek banks, kept England trembling; monasteries burned, every season bore dread.

At Wiganburgh, governor Ceorle cut down a horde, yet the tide swelled: a fleet wintered on Thanet, met spring with three hundred fifty keels, fired London and Canterbury, chased King Brichtric from Mercia, and ravaged Surrey. Ethelwolf, sword in hand beside his son Ethelbald, won a ghastly field at Okely, but the Northmen slew governors Ealher and Huda and settled on Shepey. Amid this storm the king journeyed a year to Rome with six-year-old Alfred, heaped gold on St. Peter, then wedded Judith of France. Returning, he gave the west to Ethelbald, kept the east, and before all chiefs endowed the church.

Ambitious clergy, thriving on ignorance, preached that divine law granted them a perpetual tenth of land, labor, and trade, and under the fearful Ethelwolf they won legal tithes free from every tax, while the people, expecting miracles, ignored defence. Ethelwolf died two years later and willed the realm to his elder sons: Ethelbald in the west, Ethelbert in the east. Ethelbald, lustful, married his step-mother Judith until Bishop Swithun’s rebuke forced a divorce; he soon died. Ethelbert ruled worthily for five years, yet Danish fleets sacked Winchester and, after a false treaty in Thanet, plundered Kent.

Ethered ascended, fighting endlessly beside his gallant brother Alfred. East Angles, hoping to escape ruin, supplied the Danes with horses; the invaders seized York, slew Osbricht and Ælla, wintered at Nottingham, yet retreated when Ethered and Alfred approached. Hinguar and Hubba re-entered East Anglia, captured King Edmund, and butchered him, then fortified Reading. Mercian defection left the West Saxons alone; after a brief success the siege collapsed and they were chased off. At Aston Alfred’s wing was surrounded; Ethered, finishing mass before charging, snatched victory, but another battle at Basing ended in defeat, and his mortal wound soon raised Alfred to the throne.

Gifted yet once illiterate, Alfred twice journeyed to Rome, received unction, learned reading through Saxon songs, then mastered Latin; when summoned to rule, he traded books for arms. With scant levies he fought at Wilton, gained ground, pressed too far, and lost, yet the Danish casualties forced them to parley and winter in London. They soon broke faith, ravaged Mercia, seized Repton; King Burrhed fled to a cloister, ending Mercian royalty. New hordes led by Guthrum, Oscitel, and Amund arrived, split forces: Haldene held Northumbria, the rest from Cambridge captured Wereham. Alfred encircled them, bound them by oaths on holy relics, and awaited divine justice.

Without warning the Danes struck Alfred’s camp, scattered his troops, and seized Exeter. The king raised fresh levies, fought eight hard battles, and cornered the invaders, then accepted a treaty: they might settle if they barred new marauders. News soon came that fresh ships had landed; their force joined kinsmen, stormed Chippenham, and ravaged the shires. Panic smothered Wessex: some fled to Wales or overseas, others bowed to the victors; none answered Alfred’s summons. Stripped of retinue and rank, he roamed in peasant dress, lodging with a cowherd. Absorbed in mending his bow, he scorched the housewife’s cakes and earned a scolding.

Once Danish patrols relaxed, Alfred gathered loyal hands and slipped into the marsh where Thone and Parret meet, fortifying two dry acres he named Athelney. From this hidden isle he raided the enemy, feeding hope with spoils. A year later he learned of Earl Oddune’s dawn sally at Kinwith: Hubba fell, the raven banner was taken, and Devon cheered. Disguised as a wandering harper, Alfred then entered Guthrum’s camp, noted its careless ease, and secretly summoned thegns to Brixton. Cheers greeted his return; leading them to Eddington he struck the least guarded wall, shattered the Danes, and starved the remainder into surrender.

He spared their lives, settled Guthrum—rebaptized Athelstan—and his warriors in wasted East Anglia and Northumbria; other bands occupied the five boroughs, while restless crews sailed with Hastings to France. Apart from a brief raid up the Thames to Fulham, peace held. Alfred rebuilt ruined towns, especially London, forged one code for Saxon and Dane, and set the same wergild[4] on every murder. He armed and enrolled the whole people, rotated service among field army, garrison, and farms, and planted forts at key crossings. England became a single vigilant garrison, ready to meet any sail that darkened the horizon.

Alfred, seeing that an island must answer sea raids at sea, built a strong navy, drilled crews, and ringed the coast with warships that hunted Danes before they landed or caught them fleeing with plunder. A squadron of one hundred and twenty armed ships guarded the realm and crushed scattered pirates. Then Hastings, fresh from ravaging France, burst into Kent with three hundred and thirty sails; eighty followed him up the Thames to Milton, the rest seized Apuldore. Alfred raced forward with his household troops and gathered militia, trapped roaming plunderers, and drove the main host into their earthworks, starving on French spoil.

Weary of confinement, the Apuldore Danes tried for the Thames; Alfred struck them at Farnham, took their horses and baggage, forced them aboard ships, and chased them to Mersey. Hastings likewise abandoned Milton for Bamflete, yet London’s garrison and citizens stormed that camp, slew many, and carried off his wife and two sons; Alfred returned them on promise of departure. Guthrum and Guthred dead, East Anglian and Northumbrian bands rebelled, sailed to Exeter, and were repulsed. Beaten again near Chichester, they fled. Others entrenched Shobury and Boddington; Alfred ringed them, starved them, shattered their desperate breakout, and scattered remnants through Leicester, Hartford, and Quatford.

Sigefert prowled the western coast with swift vessels, yet Alfred built larger ships, seized twenty, and hanged the crews at Winchester as pirates. Fear of such justice and islandwide defences brought peace; Danes of East Anglia and Northumbria, and the Welsh, bowed to him, and his rule stretched from the Channel to the Scottish marches. After twenty-nine and a half years he died in full vigor, hailed as Alfred the Great and founder of the English monarchy. Courage balanced caution, severity mercy, command affability; strong of limb and bright of mind, he labored to restore law, learning, and industry to a land ruined by plunder.

Alfred mapped England into counties, each split into hundreds and every hundred into tithings of ten households. Each householder answered for family, servants, and guests past three days. The ten formed a frank-pledge under a tithing-man; any man unregistered was outlawed, and none might move without his borsholder’s warrant. When someone sinned, the borsholder produced him or he was jailed; flight exposed the whole decennary. They had thirty-one days to bring the fugitive; failing, twelve chosen men swore innocence or the tithing paid a fine. Mutual vigilance bound neighbor to neighbor, taming a fierce, lawless people.

The borsholder gathered his ten to settle quarrels; suits went to the hundred, ten tithings meeting every four weeks. There twelve sworn freeholders with the hundreder judged causes, seed of juries. Armed assemblies, or wapentakes, met yearly to punish crime and verify enrolments. Twice a year the county court, led by bishop and alderman, heard appeals; Alfred added a sheriff to curb nobles. If justice failed, men appealed to the king, who taught law, expelled the corrupt, and framed a code. Discipline grew so exact that golden bracelets hung beside the road untouched, and he vowed, “The English shall be as free as their thoughts.

When Alfred ascended, war and Danish plunder had burned monasteries, scattered monks, and left scarcely anyone south of the Thames able to interpret Latin. He invited foreign scholars, rebuilt schools, revived Oxford, and ordered every freeholder with two hides to educate his children, rewarding knowledge with office. Soon he rejoiced at the nation’s progress. Yet his greatest spur was example: though plagued by illness and battle, he split each day equally among rest, business, and study, timing hours with graded candles in lanterns. He fought fifty-six battles, still translated Orosius, Bede, Boethius, and Æsop, and composed moral tales to teach his people.

Alfred welcomed skillful foreigners to renew a land wasted by Danes, rewarded every inventor, launched commerce to distant shores, devoted a seventh of his revenue to masons rebuilding shattered towns, and imported Mediterranean and Indian luxuries that taught his people to honor justice and industry. Living or dead, he stood next to Charlemagne in European esteem. By his wife Ethelswitha he had three sons and three daughters: Edmund died childless; studious Ethelward lived privately; Edward, second-born, later called the Elder, received the crown. Thus ended Alfred’s prosperous reign, and Edward immediately faced the age’s restless hunger for war.

Edward marched against cousin Ethelwald, who seized Winburne; the pretender escaped to Normandy, roused Northumbrians and East Anglian Danes, then raided Gloucester, Oxford, and Wilts. Edward retaliated in East Anglia. Kentish men, looting at Bury despite orders, were attacked; though defeated, they killed Ethelwald and many chiefs, allowing peace. When Northumbrians invaded during a naval feint, the king crushed them at Tetenhall and chased the fugitives home. He fortified Chester, Warwick, Buckingham, Towcester, Maldon, and more, beat Thurketill, subdued East Angles, Northumbrians, Britons, even Scots. Resolute sister Ethelfleda helped, died, Mercia returned to him. Edward died 925, leaving England to his natural son Athelstan.

Though illegitimate, Athelstan outshone Edward’s young sons. Alfred the great landholder conspired, was seized, proposed an oath before Pope John, swore, convulsed, died; his estate went to Malmesbury. Athelstan entered Northumberland, crowned the Dane Sithric and gave him sister Editha. Sithric died in a year; his sons Anlaf and Godfrid claimed rule, were expelled; Anlaf fled to Ireland, Godfrid to Scotland. King Constantine hid then warned him; Godfrid turned pirate and soon died. Athelstan ravaged Scotland and won Constantine’s submission. When courtiers urged full conquest, he answered, “It is more glorious to confer than conquer kingdoms.” Scots later denied any homage.

Constantine saved by Athelstan nursed resentment. He teamed with Anlaf's Danish fleet and Welsh princes and invaded England. Athelstan met them at Brunsbury, Northumberland, and, aided by the bold chancellor Turketul, won. On the march Anlaf, disguised as a minstrel, entered the English camp, entertained the king, accepted a gift, and buried it. A former comrade recognized him and told Athelstan, yet refused earlier betrayal because of old oaths; the king applauded the scruple and moved his tent. That night Anlaf's raid slew a bishop in the vacated spot. After the rout, Athelstan ruled peacefully, ennobled merchants, and died at Gloucester in 941, Edmund succeeding.

Edmund marched against rebellious Northumbrians, whose quick surrender included a promise to accept Christianity. Doubting them, he removed the Five-burgers from Mercian towns that bred unrest, seized Cumberland from the Britons, and gave it to Malcolm of Scotland on homage and northern defense. Though young, Edmund reigned six years. During a Gloucester feast he saw the outlaw Leolf, already banished, sitting in the hall. He ordered him out; Leolf refused. Enraged, the king grabbed his hair and was stabbed fatally, dying in 946. With his sons still children, the throne went to his brother Edred.

Edred faced the habitual revolts of Northumbrian Danes: first they swore allegiance, then plundered again; twice he stormed north, burned the land, crushed them, and finally secured the region with English garrisons and a resident governor, while Malcolm of Scotland renewed his homage. Devout yet sickly, the king surrendered influence to the austere abbot Dunstan, whom he promoted lavishly. Dunstan imported strict Benedictine monks, upsetting an ecclesiastical order once staffed by free sometimes married clerics who taught youth and owned their time. The new brethren embraced enclosure and chastity, ideals Rome praised to detach clergy from lay ties; fierce resistance delayed universal celibacy for centuries.

Dunstan, born to nobles in western England and raised by Archbishop Aldhelm, rose at Edmund’s court; then, branded licentious, he fled to a cell so cramped he could neither stand nor stretch. There, ceaseless prayer and toil warped his mind: he claimed the devil poked in, and pinched the fiend’s nose with red-hot tongs until hellish screams shook the village. Credulous crowds hailed him holy. Recalled by King Edred, he guided conscience and treasury, displayed austerity, enforced monastic rules at Glastonbury and Abingdon, and, amid praise of priestly chastity and talk of transubstantiation, roused monks against secular clergy. Edred’s death left young Edwy king.

Handsome, upright Edwy, barely seventeen, took the throne and secretly wed his kinswoman Elgiva, defying church degrees. Dunstan’s faction fumed. During the coronation revel, nobles roared with drink while the enamored king slipped to the queen’s chamber, her mother discreetly present. Guessing the reason, Dunstan dragged Archbishop Odo through the palace, burst in, hurled a vile epithet, tore Edwy from Elgiva’s arms, and shoved him back to the feast. Incensed, Edwy probed Dunstan’s handling of Edred’s gold; when no account came, he banished the monk. Yet Dunstan’s allies praised his sanctity, damned the royal couple, and stoked the crowd’s fury.

Odo next sent soldiers who seized Elgiva, branded her lovely face with a red-hot iron, and hauled her to lifelong exile in Ireland; the king, helpless, accepted divorce. She later healed, slipped back toward her husband, but Odo’s men caught her, cut her hamstrings, and she died in agony at Gloucester. The superstitious people hailed the cruelty as heaven’s judgment, rose in revolt, and crowned Edwy’s thirteen-year-old brother Edgar over Mercia, Northumbria, and East Anglia. Dunstan reappeared to guide the boy, gained the sees of Worcester, London, and then Canterbury, while Edwy, excommunicated and hunted, soon perished, leaving Edgar sole ruler and monastic rigor triumphant.

Ascending the throne young, Edgar swiftly proved an able ruler. He kept drilled troops in the north to restrain restless Northumbrians and repel Scots, built a strong navy, and split it into three roaming squadrons that ceaselessly circled his coasts. Foreign Danes dared not near, domestic Danes stayed quiet, and the kings of Scotland, Wales, Man, Orkneys, and Ireland bowed. At Chester he once ordered eight tributary princes to row him along the Dee, displaying a dominance so firm that no alliance could challenge it while his preparedness let him pursue peace and steady internal rule.

Maintaining power, he courted Dunstan and the monks who had raised him. Only their allies gained preferment, Oswald took Worcester, Ethelwold Winchester, and the king sought their counsel in civil and church affairs. Summoning a general council, he condemned the secular clergy for small tonsures, gaming, hunting, dancing, singing, and keeping concubines. Turning to Dunstan he cried, “It is you whose advice filled my realm with monasteries and charity. When did I refuse you? Now join your spiritual force to my crown, wield sharper remedies, and purge God’s temple of thieves.” With king and prelates united, monastic discipline triumphed.

Monks hailed him as statesman, saint, and paragon, yet his passions raged. He burst into a convent, seized the nun Editha, and ravished her; Dunstan’s rebuke only forbade him wearing the crown for seven years. The milder offense of King Edwy had once drawn harsher torments, proof of cabal’s sway. Later, riding through Andover, Edgar lodged with a nobleman and burned for the daughter. The mother, fearing him, slipped a comely maid, Elfleda, into his bed. Discovering the ruse at dawn, he laughed, transferred his love to Elfleda, and kept her his favored mistress until marrying Elfrida.

Elfrida, sole heir of Olgar, Earl of Devon, dwelt in the shires, yet tales of her beauty filled the realm. King Edgar, never deaf to such applause, vowed, 'If the vision equals the praise, I will claim her with honor.' He sent his confidant, Earl Athelwold, saying, 'Visit her home, see with eyes, then report.' Meeting the lady, Athelwold saw rumor fall short; desire blazed, fidelity vanished. Returning, he lied: 'Sire, only her wealth and birth beguile the crowd; her features would pass unnoticed in humbler dress.' He proposed, 'Grant me your blessing to court her; her dowry suits my station.' Edgar, pleased, agreed.

Athelwold wed Elfrida swiftly, then kept her hidden in Devon, inventing errands to delay any royal visit. Yet rivals whispered; Edgar learned the truth and announced, 'Friend, I will hunt near your manor and greet your bride.' Allowed only a head-start, Athelwold confessed everything to Elfrida: 'For your honor and my life, veil that beauty, speak modestly, turn the king's gaze away.' She smiled, promising obedience while plotting a crown. When Edgar arrived she met him in silks, eyes shining; passion and wrath flared in him. Next day, luring the favourite into the forest chase, the king stabbed him and soon married the widow.

Edgar’s brilliant court drew swarms of foreigners; their manners, praised by some, blamed by others, widened English horizons. He also waged relentless hunts against wolves, and, when the beasts fled into Wales, commuted the Welsh tribute to 'three hundred wolf heads a year' until the island lay free of fangs. After sixteen years on the throne, the king died, aged thirty-three. His elder son Edward, fifteen, stood heir, though Elfrida pressed her own child, seven-year-old Ethelred. Dunstan warned the nobles, 'Obey the late king’s will.' He crowned Edward at Kingston. Soon courtiers fought over monasteries: monks backed by miracles—heavenly voices, collapsing floors—bested the secular clergy.

Edward governed quietly for four years, gentle, fearless, trusting even those who had disputed his crown. He embraced Elfrida as mother and showed brotherly love toward Ethelred. One day in Dorset he followed the hunt near Corfe Castle and rode alone to visit her. After remounting he asked, 'Bring me a cup of wine.' As he drank, an armed servant stepped behind and plunged a knife into his back. Reeling, the boy spurred his horse; blood loss cast him senseless, foot caught in the stirrup, body dragged over ground until he died. Frightened attendants traced the crimson trail and buried him in secret at Wareham.

News of the youthful king’s cruel fate stirred nationwide grief; crowds thronged his humble grave, whispering of healing lights and murmured wonders, and soon hailed him 'Edward the Martyr.' The name clung, though the crime sprang from ambition, not faith. Stricken—or anxious—Elfrida raised monasteries, endowed altars, walked barefoot in penance, yet suspicion darkened every gesture. None forgot that her longing for a throne had slain a trusting boy and set her own son upon the path to power. Miracles at Wareham outshone her offerings, and the people, while praying at Edward’s tomb, shunned the queen whose remorse could not buy back their love.
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England’s respite from Danish raids owed to Norman settlements and stout kings. With timid boy-king Ethelred ruling, new sea-kings revisited the tempting isle. Seven ships plundered Hampshire; another foray in the west prospered. A larger host landed in Essex, slew Duke Brithnot at Maldon, and ravaged nearby shires. Ethelred, swayed by Archbishop Siricius and pliant nobles, paid ten thousand pounds to buy their departure. A London fleet was then planned, but Duke Alfric secretly warned the foe, slipped away with his squadron, and ruined the scheme; Ethelred blinded Alfric’s son, yet the traitor soon forced his way back to Mercia.

King Sweyn of Denmark and King Olave of Norway now sailed up the Humber with a mighty fleet, burned Lindesey and Banbury, and pressed Northumbrians to join or perish. An English army gathered but fled when the Danish-born captains Frena, Frithegist, and Godwin turned tail. Emboldened, the invaders rowed ninety-four ships into the Thames and besieged London; staunch citizens hurled them back, so they roamed Essex, Sussex, and Hampshire on stolen horses. Ethelred bargained again, feeding them at Southampton and handing over sixteen thousand pounds. Olave received confirmation at Andover, vowed never to return, kept faith; Sweyn likewise withdrew.

Relief proved brief. Fresh pirates surged into the Severn, ravaged Wales, Cornwall, Devon, then rowed up the Tamar and Avon, burning Dorset and the Isle of Wight. They stormed Rochester, crushed the Kentish host, and stripped the province. Bickering chiefs delayed fleets and armies, so England again bought safety, paying twenty-four thousand pounds and sinking back into ease. Norman Danes, hard pressed by King Robert of France, called their kinsmen; seeking friendship, Ethelred wedded Emma of Normandy. Years earlier the bold Dane Rollo had defied his jealous monarch, beating repeated assaults and treachery to seize a new domain.

Feigning peace, the Danish monarch lures Rollo close, slays his brother and captains, and drives him to Scandinavia. Loyal exiles and men oppressed at home flock beneath his banner; spurred by a prophetic dream promising glory, he builds a motley fleet of Norwegians, Swedes, Frisians, Danes, restless adventurers hungry for spoils. England, hardened by Alfred’s new armies, repels him, so he turns on France, burning inland and coast alike while Eudes grapples for the crown and Charles the Simple quails. Charles buys safety, offering Neustria. Proud Rollo balks at homage yet finally kneels, then has his captain topple the king during the ritual.

Battles done, the aging conqueror surveys Normandy, parcels estates to lieutenants under feudal custom, tempers his Northmen, protects the French, plants laws and order, and, after a quiet old age, dies, leaving the duchy secure. William rules twenty-five peaceful years; by his death the mingled Normans talk French, follow French fashions, and accept a child, Richard, as duke. That Richard reigns fifty-four years, strengthening institutions; in 996 his son, also Richard, inherits. Seeking wider ties, the second duke sends his sister Emma across the Channel to wed Ethelred of England, a link that will soon redraw Europe’s map.

In England the long-settled Danes, pampered household troops who bathe weekly, comb daily, dress finely, and seduce local women, abuse the people they should defend, and even ally with roving raiders. Fury mounts between races until timid Ethelred orders a secret slaughter on St. Brice’s Sunday[5]. Axes fall everywhere; no age or sex is spared. Gunilda, Danish king’s sister, sees her husband and children cut down, then faces death, crying that England will perish. Sweyn seizes the excuse, lands, captures Exeter, and devastates the realm. General Alfric feigns illness; traitor Edric rises; famine follows, and a shattered nation buys peace for thirty-thousand pounds.

English prepare, law of hides, build fleet. Edric manipulates Brightric to accuse Wolfnoth; Wolfnoth deserts with twenty ships to Danes; Brightric chases with eighty, storm wrecks them, Wolfnoth burns fleet. Navy falls apart, king too feeble, Edric foils all defence. Danes sack towns, scour country; provinces refuse aid; councils fruitless; kingdom buys peace for forty-eight thousand pounds. Danes break deal, exact eight thousand from Kent, slay Canterbury’s archbishop. Nobles submit, give hostages; Ethelred flees to Normandy with Queen Emma, Alfred, Edward; Duke Richard welcomes them. Sweyn dies six weeks later; prelates recall Ethelred, who returns still credulous and cowardly.

Edric murders Sigefert and Morcar; Ethelred seizes their lands and cloisters Sigefert’s widow. Prince Edmund frees and weds her. Canute soon lands, mutilates hostages at Sandwich, scours Dorset, Wilts, Somerset. Edmund and Edric muster troops; Edric scatters them, joins Canute with forty ships. Ethelred dies; Edmund Ironside takes the crown, wins at Gillingham, meets Canute at Scoerston; Edric hoists Osmer’s head, shouting, "Time to fly; behold the head of your sovereign!", yielding stalemate. Feigning submission, Edric earns command, bolts at Assington, causing slaughter. Edmund rallies at Gloucester, yet exhausted nobles impose a treaty dividing north and south; a month later chamberlains murder him at Oxford.

Canute, brave and restless, now faces Edmund’s infant sons Edwin and Edward. Wishing a cloak of right, he summons the great assembly, produces nobles who swear that Gloucester’s pact named him heir or guardian, and the states place the crown on his head. Jealous yet cautious, he sends the boys to his ally the Swedish king, asking for their death; generosity spares them, and they are forwarded to King Solomon of Hungary. Edwin weds Solomon’s sister and dies childless. Edward marries Agatha, daughter of Emperor Henry, and begets Edgar Atheling, Margaret of Scotland, and Christina the nun.

Having seized the English crown, Canute placated leading nobles by granting vast earldoms—Thurkill East Anglia, Yric Northumberland, Edric Mercia—while keeping Wessex. Soon he banished Thurkill and Yric, slew distrusted English lords, and hurled the treacherous Edric’s corpse into the Thames. To reward his Danes he levied seventy-two thousand pounds, plus eleven thousand from defiant London; yet he later dismissed many warriors, restored Saxon laws, and dispensed equal justice. Edmund’s heirs were shipped to distant Hungary, while Alfred and Edward fled to Normandy, whose duke’s threatened fleet prompted Canute to wed the duke’s sister Emma, promising that their children should inherit the throne.

With England secure, Canute sailed to Denmark against Sweden, placing Earl Godwin near the foe. Godwin struck at night, stormed the trenches, routed the Swedes, and amazed the king at dawn; grateful, Canute married his daughter to the daring earl and kept him close. He then seized Norway from Olaus, yet, weary of conquest, turned to devotion: building churches, enriching monasteries, founding chantries at Assington, and journeying to Rome, where he gained relief from tolls for English pilgrims. When courtiers hailed him, he set his chair by the tide and cried, “Thus far shalt thou go, and no farther,” until the water wet his feet.

After Rome he marched on Scotland. Danegeld had never been paid by Cumberland; Malcolm refused, saying he could beat the Danes himself. Canute demanded homage; when the Scottish king declined, he came with an army. Malcolm ceded Cumberland to grandson Duncan, who became England’s vassal. Four years later Canute died at Shaftesbury, leaving Sweyn in Norway, Hardicanute in Denmark, and Harold in England with the treasury. Though a Norman pact favored Emma’s son Hardicanute, Canute’s will named Harold. Danes backed Harold, English and Earl Godwin Hardicanute; compromise gave Harold London and the north, Emma ruling Winchester and the south until Hardicanute arrived.

Robert of Normandy died on pilgrimage, leaving a child heir; the English princes Alfred and Edward, now unsafe abroad, journeyed with a great escort to Winchester to see their powerful mother Emma. Darkness fell. Earl Godwin, secretly won by Harold Harefoot and promised the hand of his daughter, joined a murderous scheme. Harold invited Alfred to London; at Guildford Godwin’s vassals attacked, butchered six hundred followers, seized Alfred, gouged out his eyes, and hauled him to Ely, where he soon expired. Edward fled to Normandy, Emma to Flanders, while Harold calmly occupied every domain granted to his absent brother.

Harold ruled four years, famed for the speed that dubbed him Harefoot, and died 14 April 1039. Hardicanute, already gathering sixty ships on the pretext of visiting Emma in Flanders, dashed to London, was hailed king, and instantly dug up Harold’s corpse twice, twice hurled it into the Thames with Godwin’s aid. Edward soon charged the earl with Alfred’s murder; a gilt-sterned galley manned by eighty gold-braceleted oarsmen and a solemn oath won acquittal. The new king re-imposed danegelt[6]; Worcester slew two collectors; Godwin, Siward, and Leofric burned the city, then saved the inhabitants marooned on Beverey. Hardicanute, drunk at a wedding, died within two years.

Hardicanute’s death let the English shake off the Danish yoke. With Sweyn of Norway absent and Canute’s line extinct, Edward, luckily present, was the obvious choice, though Ironside’s heirs lingered in distant Hungary. All hinged on Godwin; friends reconciled them, the earl demanding Edward wed his daughter Editha. A council at Gillingham proclaimed the new king, the Danes too scattered to resist. Brief rioting against them faded under Edward’s mild rule, and the two peoples mingled; a feast celebrated their deliverance. He reclaimed grants, chiefly Danish, and seized Queen Emma’s hoard, confining her at Winchester. Legends of murder, adultery, and ploughshare ordeal are monkish fantasies.

After Edward's accession, the English believed foreign dominion ended, yet the king, schooled in Normandy, called Normans to court. Their polished manners soon made French speech, dress, law, and ritual fashionable; bishops Ulf, William, and Robert of Canterbury received sees, while civil offices stayed English. This favor angered Earl Godwin, lord of Wessex, Kent, and Sussex, whose sons Sweyn and Harold ruled vast territories. Although Edward married Godwin’s daughter Editha, hatred lingered; the king shunned her bed and won praise for virgin chastity. Godwin’s growing wealth, alliances, and ambition threatened a monarch already lacking vigor.

Eustace of Boulogne, departing Dover after visiting Edward, saw a follower denied lodging; the man forced entry, wounded the host, and townsfolk killed him. Eustace’s party slew the injured owner, brawl surged, about twenty fell per side, and the count fled to Edward. Furious, the king ordered Godwin, whose territory held Dover, to punish the citizens. Godwin refused, blaming the foreigners, and secretly mustered troops under color of guarding the Welsh frontier. Edward, unprepared at Gloucester, summoned Siward of Northumbria and Leofric of Mercia; their levies swelled, negotiations stalled, and Godwin, lacking full support, dismissed his host and escaped.

Godwin reached Flanders with sons Gurth, Sweyn, and Tosti, while Harold and Leofwin sailed to Ireland; estates were seized, Editha cloistered. Financed by Baldwin, Godwin gathered ships, tried Sandwich, retreated before the royal fleet, then struck again when English seamen disbanded. Joined by Harold off Wight, he swept southern ports, rallied subjects, and advanced up the Thames. London rocked; Edward vowed resistance, yet peers urged peace. Godwin offered trial, provided hostages, and won a pact banishing Archbishop Robert and the Normans; hostages went to Normandy. Godwin died at table, Harold inherited Wessex, charmed Edward, and gained power, while Algar of Mercia rose as counterweight.

Harold’s intrigues expelled Algar from East Anglia, yet Griffith of Wales, Algar’s son-in-law, and Leofric of Mercia mustered troops that forced Harold to restore him. After Leofric died, Harold banished Algar again. Algar returned with Norwegian allies, overran the county, then died; his son Edward received Mercia, but the family’s weight waned while Harold’s grew. Siward of Northumberland soon died. Earlier, by King Edward’s order, Siward had invaded Scotland, killed Macbeth—usurper and murderer of King Duncan—drove out treacherous nobles, and set Malcolm back on the throne, though Siward’s son Osberne fell. Young Walthoef proved unready, so Harold seized Northumberland for his brother Tosti.

Two tales marked Siward’s stern spirit. When news arrived that Osberne had fallen, he mourned until assured the wound lay in his son’s breast and that he had fought bravely. Dying, he ordered full armor, sat upright with spear in hand, and vowed to meet death as a warrior. King Edward, frail and childless, sought an heir. He summoned his nephew Edward from Hungary; the prince reached England with his children Edgar, Margaret, and Christina, but died within days. Youthful Edgar seemed unequal to Harold’s growing power, and the king, still hostile to the Godwin clan, secretly turned his hopes toward his Norman cousin William.

William, natural son of Duke Robert of Normandy and the tanner’s daughter Harlotta, became heir when his father left on a Jerusalem pilgrimage. Robert died abroad; the child faced baronial revolt, Breton and Norman claimants, and French assault, yet as man he subdued rebels, forced King Henry to peace, and ruled with iron law. Visiting England during Godwin’s exile, he won Edward’s esteem and, through Archbishop Robert, heard the king’s wish to name him heir. Edward later hid that plan while Harold courted popularity. Seeking release of hostages in Normandy, Harold sailed, wrecked on Ponthieu, was seized by Count Guy, and begged Duke William’s aid.

Harold, wrecked on the coast of Ponthieu, was seized by Count Guy, then demanded by Duke William. Delivered to Rouen, he was greeted with lavish courtesy; the duke promised the hostages’ release, unfolded Edward’s secret promise of the English crown, begged Harold’s aid, pledged gratitude and a daughter’s hand. Feigning consent, Harold renounced his own claim, then, over concealed relics, swore to uphold William’s rights. Shown the holy bones, he hid his alarm, repeated his vows, and was set free. Back in England, he deemed the forced oath void, gathered allies, and, to win fame, planned a relentless assault on marauding Welsh.

Light troops trailed Griffith in the mountains, horse scoured the plains, ships harried the coast; driven to despair, the Welsh cut off their prince’s head and sent it to Harold, accepting rulers named by Edward. Soon Northumbria rebelled against the brutal Tosti. At the frontier Morcar pleaded, “We fight for lawful rule, not oppression.” Convinced, Harold dropped his brother, gained royal pardon for the province, married Morcar’s sister, and secured Edwin in Mercia, while Tosti fled to Baldwin of Flanders. United Wessex, Mercia, and Northumbria made Harold paramount; William felt betrayed as the pious, law-giving Edward sickened and died 5 January 1066.

Harold had laid every plan before Edward’s breath was cold. Londoners cheered him, bishops blessed him, nobles bound by kinship or favor thronged his side; Edgar Atheling’s name barely whispered, and William’s claim unheard, he summoned his supporters, took their acclamation for the people’s voice, and, on the morrow of Edward’s death, Aldred of York crowned and anointed him. England seemed content. Peril, however, gathered overseas. Exiled Tosti, nursing fury in Flanders, bewailed his wrongs to Count Baldwin, corresponded with disaffected English lords, lured the Norwegian sea-kings with promises of plunder, then hurried to Normandy, hoping William would avenge them both.

Normandy’s duke burns at news of Harold’s manoeuvres, yet first he dispatches envoys demanding England be surrendered at once. Harold answers that the oath was forced by fear, he held no mandate to offer the crown, and duty now binds him to guard the liberties entrusted to him: if William invades, he will meet a realm united behind a king ready to die and reign in the same breath. The reply matches William’s expectation. Fixing on courage, resentment, and ambition, he sees not a vast kingdom but a single battle: long-peaceful troops, unfenced towns, a new throne ripe to tremble.

Norman valor already blazes across Europe; knights who carved Naples and Sicily from Greeks, Germans, and Saracens make William scorn caution. A continent split into proud baronies seethes with restless steel, each chieftain hungry to outshine his peers. William’s hall overflows with such spirits; hospitality and promised glory bind them to his banner, and volunteers press forward faster than he can choose. Fortune helps: Conan of Brittany dies before mischief ripens, his heir Hoel sends five thousand Bretons; Anjou and Flanders stir their men; France, ruled by boy-king Philip, half forbids, half assists through William’s father-in-law; the emperor pledges Normandy’s safety.

Pope Alexander, craving wider sway, brands Harold a perjured usurper, blesses William, and dispatches a holy banner and ring twined with Saint Peter’s hair, wrapping the invasion in sanctity. Only Normandy’s own estates resist. Gathered at Lislebonne, they balk at funding distant war and setting perilous precedent. William abandons the hall for private persuasion, enticing the richest first, each recruit wooing another. Longueville, Mortaigne, warrior-bishop Odo, and steadfast Fitz-Osborne pledge coin and swords; the mood turns. After securing a vow that the grant be no model for future taxes, the assembly votes full support, and Normandy stands ready.

William gathered three thousand ships and sixty thousand picked men; armor flashed, horses pranced, and captains—Eustace of Boulogne, Roger de Beaumont, William de Warenne, Charles Martel, Geoffrey Giffard—crowded his standards. Pointing across the Channel he shouted, “There lies the field where you must raise your trophies and homes.” To further weaken Harold, he roused Tosti, who with sixty Flemish vessels united with King Hardrada’s three hundred. They plundered the Humber and beat Earls Morcar and Edwin. Harold hurried north, fought at Stamford Bridge, slew Tosti and Hardrada, crushed the Norwegians, spared prince Olave with twenty ships, then heard William had come ashore in Sussex.

William’s fleet had gathered at the Dive all summer, windbound yet orderly under discipline and stores. When tempers sagged he carried relics of St Valori in procession; the wind turned on St Michael’s eve, the men hailed it as Heaven’s sign, and the armada slipped unopposed to Pevensey. Landing, the duke stumbled but laughed, declaring he had seized the soil; a soldier tore thatch from a cottage and placed it in his hands. News of Harold’s victory reached camp, yet Norman spirits soared. Harold had lost veterans and goodwill by withholding spoils; deserters thinned his ranks. Brother Gurth begged delay and skirmishes, but the king pressed south.

Opposing hosts closed near Hastings. Harold, confident, offered William payment to depart; the duke scoffed, then sent monks demanding, “Resign the crown, hold it of me, submit to the pope, or face me in single combat.” Harold replied, “God of battles will decide.” That night English soldiers revelled; the Normans prayed. At dawn William harangued his captains, promising a kingdom to valor and reminding them the sea barred retreat. He drew up three lines—archers, heavy foot, and his own cavalry extending past the wings—raised the signal, and the entire army moved forward chanting the song of Roland.

Harold seized the hill, dug trenches on both flanks, and chose to fight on foot. Kentish men held the front, Londoners guarded the banner; with brothers Gurth and Leofwin he vowed to conquer or fall. Norman cavalry surged uphill, but axes bit and the line drove them back. Battered by the slope, the invaders wavered until William rode up with a picked guard and steadied the ranks. Reinforcements stormed again; the crest still held. The duke feigned flight; eager Saxons chased him into the plain. Norman foot wheeled, cavalry crushed the wings, pushing the pursuers uphill; Harold rallied them, yet a stubborn core kept fighting.

William repeated the feint with equal profit, yet the shield wall held. He sent heavy infantry uphill while archers behind showered arrows over their heads. A shaft pierced Harold’s eye; he fell, and his brothers soon after. The line sagged, then broke; Normans flooded forward, cutting down fugitives. A Saxon cluster fought in mire and drew blood, but the duke’s arrival scattered them as darkness closed. The day-long fight had given William Hastings. Three horses were killed under him, fifteen thousand Normans on the field, the English more. He returned Harold’s body to his mother, offered thanks, and readied his army for further conquest.





Appendix I.


Table of Contents


The northern conquerors were born to liberty; persuasion, not command, drew obedience. Their fresh vigor shattered Rome’s military despotism, revived Europe’s spirit, and planted lasting ideals of honor and equity. The Saxons carried that stubborn independence across the sea, wiped out the Britons, and transplanted unaltered their civil and military code. Their speech, place-names, and manners stayed purely Germanic. Chieftains, scarcely kings, held power only while courage or judgment earned respect; the ruler ranked merely first among equals, his life appraised by law like any man’s, though at a higher fine, a living token of his subordination to the community.

Such unfettered folk, rudely trained and lightly ruled, cared little for strict hereditary order. The royal line enjoyed reverence, yet vacancy was filled by an adult son, an able uncle, or whoever the great men preferred; possession once gained drew obedience. Thus their thrones were neither fully elective nor strictly hereditary, and government demanded at least tacit popular assent. Across six centuries and many kingdoms, one constant remained: the wittenagemot[7]. No law of Ethelbert to Edward stood without that council’s consent. Bishops, abbots, and county aldermen, later called earls, sat within it, ruling church and state together, while the name of the ‘wites’ stayed disputed.

Chroniclers label council members principes, magnates, proceres—titles fitting an aristocracy and excluding commons. Poor, dependent borough dwellers, like their Frankish or Burgundian peers, lacked claim to legislation; honor clung to the mailed land-warrior, not the trader. Yet if only prelates and royal nominees sat, the crown would verge on absolutism, defying northern custom. Therefore every large freeholder joined without election. Possessing roughly forty hides—about five thousand acres—made a man a princeps; even royal kin needed that estate before admission. Land lay in few hands, ambition to attend was slight, business light; hence the assembly remained orderly despite including all qualified proprietors.

In late Anglo-Saxon England the throne stood brittle while land-rich chieftains swelled; Harold, Godwin, Leofric, Siward, Morcar, Edwin, Edric, and Alfric bent kings to their will, drawing strength from inheritance, not popularity. After the Heptarchy fell and monarchs ruled from afar, provincial magnates tightened grip on vassals and neighbors. Danish raiders striking every shore forced each shire to fight alone, further exalting aldermen who marshaled defenses. Private war, not common host, nourished their eminence; justice faltered, oppression spread, and townsfolk, doubting the courts, paid yearly tribute to patrons who shielded them more surely than crown or council.

Freemen bound themselves tighter still: a Cambridgeshire "sodalitium" of gentlemen swore on holy relics to stand fast. They must bury any brother where he chose, share funeral costs, and, if absent, forfeit a measure of honey. Should danger loom, they hastened to his side and alerted the sheriff; negligence cost a pound, the same penalty for their own president unless sickness or duty excused him. A murderer owed eight pounds; if he fled, they pursued him together. A poor ally who slew a man saw the fine divided—one mark each—yet a wilful killer paid alone and risked expulsion.

Amid ceaseless raids and threadbare law such unions bred fierce loyalty and fiercer vendettas; without firm magistrates, men traded theoretical freedom for personal safety, proving anarchy the midwife of tyranny. Safe-conduct was nonetheless guaranteed to every wittenagemot member on the road, "except they were notorious thieves and robbers." Society split into nobles, freemen, and slaves; nobles—king’s or lesser thanes—rose by birth and land, while rare statutes let a seafaring merchant or a ceorle owning five hides, hall, chapel, kitchen, and bell share their rank. Towns were mere villages; lords squandered wealth on feasts, mustered huscarles, and, like Godwin, even besieged their king.

Ceorls, lower freemen, worked noble estates, paid rent in kind, and could be dismissed at will because leases were rare amid pride and illiteracy. Far more numerous stood slaves, or villains, chattel of their lords; Domesday shows they held most land, while husbandmen and especially fixed socmen were few. Wars of the Heptarchy and Danish raids supplied captives, enlarging aristocratic sway. Two sorts of slaves—household and praedial—resembled later serfs. A master who knocked out eye or tooth must free the victim; if death followed within a day he paid a fine. Men still sold themselves or their children. Lords’ private courts often shielded thieves.

Even so, remnants of older democracy persisted. Decennary, hundred, and county courts guarded general liberty and restrained nobles. Twice yearly every freeholder gathered at the shiremoot; civil and ecclesiastical cases were decided quickly by majority vote, while bishop and alderman merely kept order. After three unsuccessful sessions an appeal might reach the king. Alderman drew a third of collected fines, the crown the rest; any freeholder who skipped court thrice paid a penalty. Because writings were scarce, these assemblies recorded wills, manumissions, and sales, sometimes copying great deeds onto blank pages of the parish Bible and cursing whoever dared alter them.

In such a society justice outweighed statute; taxes were few, laws sparse, custom pliable, and county courts offered the broadest curb on nobles. Yet the power to harm or shield by raw force ruled; great landholders, backed by slaves and clients, made the realm starkly aristocratic. Their tribunals kept strange penalties and proofs drawn from old German ways. Clans had met insult with blood; Frisians clung to endless revenge, but other tribes let magistrates set fixed cattle payments scaled to rank. Later, settlement within Roman lands added the fridwit, a royal fine that filled the treasury and paid for peace.

Anglo-Saxon codes collected by Lambard and Wilkins seek not to end feuds but regulate them. Alfred orders: when an injured man knows his enemy stays in land, he must first demand recompense; he may besiege seven days, without assault, and, if the foe yields with arms, hold him thirty days, then restore him to kin "and be content with the compensation." Sanctuary is inviolable. Lacking force, the avenger appeals to alderman, then king. Meeting an unaware foe requires the same summons; refusal to disarm warrants combat. Slave may fight for master; father for son except against his lord. Ina forbids revenge before denied payment.

Edmund deplores bloodshed and prescribes cures: a murderer may, with kin, pay within a year; if they disclaim him they must not shelter or feed him, else share the feud. Striking any but the killer thereafter forfeits goods and brands offenders enemies to king and friends. Murder fines are never remitted; sanctuary, even in royal halls, stands until penance and payment. Weregilds run from thirty-thousand thrimsas for a king to two-hundred-sixty-six for a ceorle, Kent ranking the archbishop above the crown. Unpaid sums outlaw the culprit. Alfred once made murder capital, yet treason remained redeemable. Tariffs priced wounds, adultery, and, as in Greece, every wrong.

Theft was common; any item over twenty pence had to be sold in open market before witnesses. If a pursuer tracked stolen cattle onto a neighbor’s land, that neighbor must show the trail out or pay their value. Bands of seven to thirty-five robbers formed a "turma"; larger groups an army, yet punishment remained a fine, as for rebellion, breaches of peace in king or bishop courts, and ale-house fights. Perjury was rife, so judges counted oaths, not evidence; the accused mustered compurgators by the hundred or demanded single combat. When proof failed, the judgment of the cross—picking one of two sticks—let fate decide guilt.

Boiling water and red-hot iron stand ready as Saxon judges. Common folk plunge an arm to grasp a sunken stone; nobles pace off a glowing bar. Priests cloak the water or iron in masses, fasts, and exorcisms, then seal the burned hand for three days; a spotless skin frees the accused, a scar condemns him. Cold water reverses the sign: the bound body, cast into a hallowed pool, sinks to innocence, floats to guilt. The bold may choose yet another escape: a consecrated morsel called the corsned; swallow and digest the cake, and the court proclaims unquestioned purity.

Continental feudal chains never fully tighten across Saxon fields; homage, reliefs, and wardships scarcely appear. Like their German forebears, the conquerors seize Britain outright and share the guard duty. Every five hides arm one soldier under the relentless trinoda necessitas—service in war, repair of roads, building of bridges—obligations haunting even abbey acres unless a royal charter lifts them. Surveyors count two hundred forty-three thousand six hundred hides, furnishing an ordinary levy of forty-eight thousand seven hundred twenty spears, with larger hosts on crisis days. Kings and nobles keep select military tenants, the sithcun-men, and scatter office-lands that vanish at pleasure.

The crown draws strength from broad demesnes, from tolls at market gate and sea mouth, yet may not surrender an acre without the estates’ consent. When danger looms, the same assembly lays Danegelt, a shilling on every hide. Coins strike heavy: forty-eight silver shillings to a pound, five pence to each shilling, the whole almost triple our present weight. A sheep costs one ancient shilling, an ox six, a horse thirty, a man three pounds. Wheat soars in famine; under Edward the Confessor a quarter reaches sixty pennies—dearer than seven modern pounds. Reckon silver worth tenfold more, populations threefold fewer.

By gavelkind, every son slices the inheritance; entails already shield chosen acres. Bockland, secured by charter, descends like true property, while folkland clings to lordly will, ceorles shifting at a gesture. Edgar orders clerical quarrels to the bishop’s court, and harsh penances loom, yet gold or a hired penitent can lighten the rod. Daily life remains rough: letters neglected, crafts crude, tempers hot with ale and riot; courage blazes without discipline, loyalty cracks, mercy lies thin. Norman eyes spy barbarians, yet conquest opens the gate for distant arts, slow learning, and the smoothing of ferocity.
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Stunned by Hastings—the king fallen, nobles slain, warriors scattered—the English wavered. Though numbers and arms remained, years beneath Danish rule had dulled pride, and Edgar Atheling[8] seemed too slight for crisis. Yet Edwin and Morcar hurried to London, joined Stigand, proclaimed Edgar, rallied men, but councils dissolved in panic. Seizing momentum, William struck Romney, avenged Norman sailors, then besieged Dover; the garrison surrendered, accidental fires were repaid from his purse. Dysentery stalled him eight days, thereafter he advanced swiftly on the capital, spreading fear through Kent and the suburbs and multiplying the disorder already racking the kingdom.

Bishops—many French or Norman—now brandished the papal bull, preaching obedience; Londoners, routed by five hundred enemy horse and watching Southwark burn, lost heart, and Edwin and Morcar withdrew north. When William crossed the Thames at Wallingford and halted at Berkhamstead, Stigand, Edgar, and the nobles approached his tent: “The throne stands empty; rule us as our forefathers were ruled.” He feigned doubt until Aimar of Aquitaine warned against delay; then he agreed and ordered fortresses raised. At Westminster, Aldred asked the English, “Will you accept William as king?” the bishop of Coutances queried the Normans; answering shouts filled the abbey, sentries panicked outside.

Flushed with the crown yet cautious, William withdrew to Berking. Edric the Forester, Earl Coxo, Edwin, Morcar, and other lords knelt, swore fealty, and kept their lands, and the realm appeared pacified. Harold’s hoard and rich gifts from anxious Englishmen flowed to Norman knights, hinting at future estates. He dispatched Harold’s battle flag to Rome, showered French shrines with treasure, favored English monasteries, and founded Battle Abbey near the fatal hill. While generosity dazzled friends, stern justice awed all: thieves, rioters, and extortioners met swift, harsh penalties, and even amid conquest the roads and markets grew orderly.

William kept his troops under iron discipline and, despite triumph, strove to offend the defeated as little as possible. He urged marriages between Normans and English, welcomed each petitioner with easy courtesy, and honored young Edgar Atheling, confirming his earldom as the Confessor’s nephew. Harold’s lands and those of his Hastings comrades were seized, yet many former foes gained pardon, city liberties were affirmed, and old laws upheld. Still, the king lodged real power with Normans, disarmed London and other strong towns, built castles, rewarded captains with forfeitures, then judged the realm quiet enough to revisit Normandy, carrying great nobles as glittering hostages.

At Fécamp the court blazed. French princes rushed to greet the victor, while English lords, eager to ingratiate, displayed retinues, silver plate, and brilliant embroidery that amazed the visitors. Beneath the revels, Norman swagger stung their pride. After William departed, discontent flared; complaints spread, conspiracies ripened, skirmishes erupted. Some chroniclers blame English fickleness, others the Norman lust for plunder. Whatever the cause, the king’s absence removed the only curb on violence. Kent rose with Count Eustace at Dover, Edric the Forester allied with Welsh princes on the Severn, and a secret design formed to butcher every Norman, vassals even killing Earl Coxo for refusing.

Warned of the storm, William hurried back, and his mere presence shattered the cabal. The bolder plotters fled or hid; their estates were seized, swelling Norman greed and promising further spoils. Convinced now that the English were stubborn enemies, the king determined to strip their wealth and bind them to utter servitude. Harsh by nature yet shrewd, he cloaked oppression with forms of law: all whom Normans had unlawfully ousted were ceremoniously reinstated, only to face a nationwide levy of danegelt, the hated tax abolished by the Confessor. Justice in show, tyranny in substance, the conqueror tightened his iron grasp.

Exeter, urged by Githa, barred Norman troops, rallied Devon and Cornwall, and defied William. As he advanced, prudent townsmen yielded and gave hostages, yet a fresh mob revolt broke the pact. William stationed before the walls, ordered a hostage’s eyes gouged, warning of harsher doom. Terror broke resistance; the citizens prostrated themselves, and he, temper softened, spared them while posting guards to curb his soldiers. Githa escaped with treasure to Flanders; Cornwall soon copied Exeter and suffered alike. The king built a citadel there under Baldwin son of Gilbert, marched to Winchester, welcomed Queen Matilda, had her crowned, and rejoiced at newborn Henry.

Yet discontent deepened. Norman victors prowled the realm, provoking secret slaughters. In the north, Earls Edwin and Morcar, denied the royal marriage long promised, summoned aid from Prince Blethyn of Wales, King Malcolm of Scotland, and King Sweyn of Denmark, then rose with the people. William raced north, fortified Warwick for Henry de Beaumont and Nottingham for William Peverell, reached York before allies arrived, and forced the earls and Archil to sue for mercy. He honored their surrender but stripped their followers, scattering Norman adventurers across confiscated lands. A treaty made Malcolm his vassal for Cumberland, blunting hope and crushing English spirits. Many fled abroad.

Even Norman lords felt uneasy; Hugh de Grentmesnil and Humphry de Teliol begged release, William seized their estates, yet fresh knights arrived. Harold’s sons Godwin, Edmund, and Magnus sailed from Ireland, but Brian of Brittany repelled them. Northumbrians slew Governor Robert de Comyn with seven hundred men at Durham; Yorkers killed Robert Fitz-Richard and trapped William Mallet. Three hundred Danish ships landed under Osbern, with princes Harold and Canute; Edgar Atheling joined Cospatric and others, stirring the shire. Mallet fired nearby houses, flames spread, York burned, rebels stormed the keep, three thousand died. Hereward raided from Ely, and Somerset, Dorset, Cornwall, and Devon besieged Exeter.

Edric the Forester, aided by Welsh allies, besieges Shrewsbury, battling Earl Brient and Fitz-Osberne. Across England repentant natives plot one grand rising. William rallies his troops with promises of fresh spoils and heads north against the strongest rebels. Before striking he buys off Danish prince Osberne with rich gifts and free plunder, persuades Cospatric to pay for pardon and regain Northumberland, lures brave Waltheof into allegiance, and grants even stubborn Edric forgiveness. Malcolm of Scotland arrives too late and withdraws; only Hereward clings to his marsh stronghold while Edgar Atheling flees again to Scotland, leaving the Normans unopposed.

William's mercy ends with the north. Determined to cripple restless Northumbria, he orders the fertile belt between Humber and Tees burned bare; homes blaze, tools are smashed, cattle driven off, and wanderers freeze or starve among the woods—some say a hundred thousand lives. Secure, he brands most English landowners traitors, spares their heads yet seizes their estates for the crown or his followers. Riches alone becomes proof of guilt; noble houses sink to beggary while low-born Normans sit in their halls. To lock power to property he parcels England into baronies, demands fixed service, and plants sixty-thousand knights’ fees under seven hundred chief tenants.

The same chain binds the church. Bishoprics and abbeys must send armed knights or suffer the layman’s penalties; murmurs from Rome fail against William’s army. Still fearing native clergy, he replaces almost every English dignitary with foreigners; yet the mighty Archbishop Stigand of Canterbury, enriched and well–connected, remains. Having first slighted him at the coronation, William waits for a surer blow. When the pope dispatches Legate Ermenfrid with cardinals Peter and John, the king seizes the moment: a council at Winchester summons Stigand, charging him with holding two sees, using a dead prelate’s pall, and accepting his own from the simoniac Benedict IX.

Stigand’s alleged crimes were flimsy pretexts. The legate stripped him of his pall; the king seized his wealth and locked him in a cell for life. Bishops Agelric of Selsey and Agelmare of Elmham met the same fate, and many abbots followed. Egelwin of Durham fled; mild Wulstan of Worcester alone kept his seat. Aldred of York, who had crowned William, died of grief, cursing the oath-breaker. William barred islanders from every high post. He raised the learned Italian Lanfranc to Canterbury; Lanfranc made Thomas of York submit, spread Roman power, yet William kept every canon, bull, and censure under his own seal.

Determined to humble the nation, William ordered French in every school; courts, deeds, and laws adopted the tongue, courtiers flaunted it, English absorbed the new words. After loud petitions he returned a few of Edward’s laws, a token relief. Earls Morcar and Edwin, mistrusted and despised, chose belated revolt: Edwin rode north, Morcar sought the fen-ringed Isle of Ely with bold Hereward. William laid a causeway, hemmed the refuge with boats, and forced surrender. Hereward hacked free and earned pardon; Morcar and Bishop Egelwin were jailed, Edwin betrayed and killed, while the king shed tears for the handsome youth.

Scotland’s king raided the north, yet fled when William advanced and soon renewed homage. Edgar Atheling, tired of exile, surrendered, accepted a stipend, and lived unmolested. The conqueror’s leniency toward chiefs was matched by cruelty to commoners: prisoners from Ely lost hands or eyes and were paraded as living warnings. With England pacified, the province of Maine dared revolt, spurred by Count Fulk of Anjou. William mustered mostly English troops, joined by Norman levies, and crossed the sea. Eager to regain their martial name and the king’s trust, the islanders fought fiercely; towns yielded, Fulk withdrew, and Maine again bent beneath William’s banner.

Foreign barons whom William had enriched now shook his realm. Proud Normans who had crossed with him refused, in peace, to bend to the “arbitrary will of one man.” The discontent infected Roger, Earl of Hereford. Denied permission to give his sister to Ralph de Guader, he finished the marriage anyway, packed the hall with kinsmen, and, wine flashing in every cup, laid out rebellion. They railed at William’s tyranny over English and nobles alike, cursed the shame of serving a bastard, and promised Danish aid. The guests swore to break the crown, and even Earl Waltheof sealed the plot.

Last powerful Englishman, Waltheof had won William’s favor, Judith’s hand, and three earldoms; yet drink cooled, doubts rose. Fearing the barons would fail and double the people’s chains, he confided in Judith. She, loving another, sped the secret to the king, blackening every detail. Still wavering, he confessed to Lanfranc, took the prelate’s counsel, and hurried to Normandy seeking pardon; William received him coldly. Learning of his flight, the rebels struck too soon. Walter de Lacy stopped Hereford at the Severn, Odo crushed Norfolk at Fagadun, prisoners lost their right foot, Ralph fled to Denmark, then Brittany, broken and desperate.

William raced home, strung gallows, blinded and maimed many, yet spared Roger’s life, jailing him when fresh arrogance sealed his fate. Waltheof, English and repentant, found no mercy; coveting courtiers seized his lands, and he died on the scaffold while countrymen wept and hailed his relics. Judith sank into scorn. The king next hunted Ralph at Dol, but Breton and French allies forced him to treat for peace. England quieted. A London synod fixed episcopal rank and moved sees to larger towns; at Winchester the greater struggle flared—Gregory VII banning lay investiture, Henry IV defending the royal staff and supremacy.

Gregory’s ambition burst into full view when he tried wresting investiture rights from secular rulers, plunging Italy and Germany into turmoil. He thundered an excommunication against Emperor Henry, declared him deposed, released subjects from their oaths; multitudes joined the assault, and ministers, vassals, Henry’s mother cloaked rebellion as piety. Princes exploited the decree, cities split into Guelf and Ghibelline, spawning assassinations, riots, sixty battles under Henry IV and eighteen more under Henry V before the papal claim triumphed. Undaunted, Gregory hurled the same bolt at Nicephorus, Robert Guiscard, Boleslas, Philip of France, and even parceled Spain to would-be conquerors, determined to crush all resistance.

William the Conqueror next felt the pontiff’s reach. Gregory’s letter demanded homage for England and the tribute his “predecessors had always paid.” By tribute he meant Peter’s pence. William answered that the coins would cross the Channel as usual, “but I never promised homage, nor will I chain my realm.” To prove his independence he barred English bishops from attending the council Gregory had summoned. Yet the king shared the time’s superstition; he let the papal legate convene a synod at Winchester. The clergy decreed future priests must vow celibacy, though married priests outside cathedrals might keep their wives.

While William lingered in Normandy, turmoil flared at home. He had once assured Maine and the Norman barons that his eldest son, Robert Courthose, would rule them; later he refused, snapping, “I won’t take off my clothes till I go to bed.” Ambitious Robert grew jealous of his pliant brothers William and Henry. At L’Aigle, the younger pair dumped water on him in jest; urged by Alberic de Grentmesnil, he drew his sword and rushed upstairs. The castle erupted, the king barely quelled the uproar. That night Robert fled, failed to seize Rouen, then raised rebellion with eager Norman youth and his mother’s secret gold.

Years of rebellion shake William’s lands until he reaches England, whose stricter rule lets him summon English troops; they scatter Robert’s faction. The prince escapes to Gerberoy, a fortress supplied by the French king, and is besieged. In a chivalric clash he unknowingly fights the helmeted William, wounds his arm, unhorses him; the king’s cry reveals the truth. Horrified, Robert kneels, begs pardon, offers any penance. William curses him, rides off on the son’s horse, lifts the siege, returns to Normandy. The queen and friends forge peace; William later brings Robert to England, sets him against Malcolm of Scotland, fines the Welsh, and restores calm.

With peace secured, William orders a nationwide inquest. Commissioners, guided by juries, note every manor’s owner, tenure, value, meadows, woods, fields, stock, and even cottagers and slaves. Six years’ labor yields an exact register, soon kept in the exchequer and named the Domesday Book[9]; Alfred’s earlier survey had served as model. A born economist, William still rewards followers because the conquered realm is his purse. He retains 1,422 manors and vast fixed revenues. One chronicle reckons his yearly income at £400,000—silver then thrice heavier and commodities tenfold cheaper—so enormous that later ages doubt the figure yet concede unparalleled wealth.

Passion for hunting breeds cruelty. Near Winchester he clears thirty miles for a new forest, destroys homes, churches, convents, pays nothing, then sets savage laws: blinding for killing deer, boar, or hare, while homicide still pays a fine. His brother Odo, bishop of Bayeux and earl of Kent, plots to buy the papacy, hoards wealth, enlists barons. William learns all, arrests him despite clerical protest; “I arrest you, not as Bishop of Bayeux but as Earl of Kent,” he says, and sends him to Normandy. Matilda dies; grief lingers. Three years later William crosses, lets Edgar Atheling seek Jerusalem, and is detained by French raids.

William suspected his unruly barons relied on Philip’s backing. When the French king mocked the corpulent conqueror—wondering why “my brother of England has not yet delivered his great belly”—William answered, “Once I rise, I’ll bring so many lights to Notre-Dame that you will hate the blaze.” He rose, summoned an army, stormed into the Île-de-France, and scorched field after field. Mante fell, its streets drowned in flame and blood, sparks flying toward the sky. The havoc might have spread farther, yet a sudden mishap soon checked the furious advance.

Riding amid the ruins, his startled horse swerved: the saddle-pommel slammed his abdomen. Age, illness, and girth turned bruises to mortal danger. He ordered a litter to Saint Gervase and lay there, pain mounting, splendor dissolving. Remorse gripped him; churches and monasteries received hurried gifts. He commanded freedom for Earl Morcar, Siward, Beorn, and other English captives. Even his detested brother Odo gained release after urgent pleas overcame lingering rage. In the dim cell, the iron-willed king struggled to balance ravaged conscience and closing life, hoping late generosity might soften the weight of his deeds.

Feeling death’s breath, he settled succession. “Robert shall possess Normandy and Maine,” he declared, and sent riders instructing Lanfranc to crown William king of England. To Henry he left only their mother Matilda’s estates, yet prophesied, “You will surpass both brothers in wealth and power.” Candles flickered; silence thickened. In his sixty-third year, after twenty-one ruling England and fifty-four Normandy, his chest rose once more, then stilled. Monks chanted over the body that had crossed seas, toppled dynasties, and burned cities, now motionless upon the humble boards of a monastic chamber.

He left three sons—Robert, William, Henry—and five daughters. Cicily, once a nun at Fécamp, later served as abbess of the Holy Trinity at Caen, dying in 1127. Constantia married Alan Fergant, earl of Brittany, and died childless. Alice had been contracted to Harold yet never wed. Adela married Stephen, earl of Blois, and bore four sons: William, Theobald, Henry, and Stephen, the eldest passed over for weak intellect. Agatha, pledged to the king of Galicia, perished a virgin on her journey south. Such was the lineage that survived the Conqueror’s passing.
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William Rufus, fiery-haired son of the Conqueror, sped from Saint-Gervais before his father died, reached England first, and, citing royal orders, took Dover, Pevensey, Hastings, and the sixty-thousand-pound hoard at Winchester. Lanfranc[10], his tutor and primate, gathered bishops and nobles and hurried through the coronation, while Robert quietly assumed Normandy. English barons owning land on both sides of the Channel feared divided loyalties and favored the genial duke over his harsh brother. Odo of Bayeux, Robert of Mortain, and other magnates conspired, armed their castles, and awaited Norman reinforcements. William wooed the subdued English with kind words and forest hunting rights, then marched.

Famine forced Pevensey to yield, then Rochester; the rebels’ lives were spared but estates were forfeited and bestowed on loyal Normans, Roger of Shrewsbury deserting the plot. Secure, the king forgot his pledges; his violent temper pressed every rank. Bishoprics and abbeys lay vacant while he drew their revenues, sold sees, and doled lands to favorites; yet fear stifled protest. Turning on Robert, he bribed St.-Valery and Albemarle, and Philip of France stayed neutral for gifts. Prince Henry, once granted the Cotentin for three thousand marks, flung the traitor Conan from Rouen’s tower, then joined his brothers as unrest spread through Normandy.

Noble intermediaries forged peace: William kept Eu, Aumale, Fécamp, pledged help in Maine, restoration of outlawed barons, and mutual succession, twelve lords per side guaranteeing it. Spurned, Henry held Mont-Saint-Michel; the brothers besieged him until water failed. Robert sent barrels, laughing, “What, shall I let my brother thirst? Where will we find another?” While scouting alone William was knocked down; “Hold, knave! I am the king of England,” he shouted, hiring the attacker. Henry capitulated, penniless. Robert led forces north; Malcolm of Scotland did homage, rose again, and died at Alnwick; Donald, then Duncan, contested the crown. William arrayed twenty thousand men on the coast.

Ralph Flambard, William’s crafty minister, wrung ten shillings from every soldier as ransom for service and sent them home; the hoard bribed the French king away from Robert and lured wavering Norman barons, until a Welsh incursion dragged William back. He repelled the mountaineers but soon faced treason. Robert Mowbray, earl of Northumberland, with the count of Eu, Richard de Tunbridge, Roger de Lacy, and others, would crown Stephen of Aumale; the king’s swift march crushed the scheme. Mowbray was caged for life. The count of Eu lost duel and eyes, William de Alderi swung from the gallows.

These tumults were drowned by the roar of the crusade. After Mahomet welded the Arabs, they stormed the fading Eastern empire and seized Jerusalem, yet the Saracens let tribute-paying pilgrims kneel at the sepulchre. Turcoman Turks captured the city in 1065; their savage rule filled returning travelers with tales of robbery and blasphemy, and the West burned for vengeance. Gregory VII dreamed of a united assault but found no trust. The barefoot pilgrim Peter the Hermit, stirred by the pilgrims’ perils, begged Pope Martin II to unleash Christendom. At Placentia, before four thousand clergy and throngs of laymen, the cry for war burst forth.

At Clermont the pope and the hermit renewed their appeals until the multitude roared, “It is the will of God, it is the will of God!” The cross on each shoulder sealed the vow. Ignorance, zeal, and feudal valor fused; nobles, artisans, peasants, priests, disguised women, even criminals pressed forward, certain the war erased every sin. Leaders Hugh of Vermandois, Raymond of Toulouse, Godfrey of Bouillon, and Stephen of Blois, dreading the crowd’s size, let three hundred thousand follow Peter and Walter the Moneyless; begging miracles, they plundered Hungary and Bulgaria and were cut down. Disciplined forces crossed at Constantinople, seven hundred thousand strong.

Europe caught crusading fever; in France and Germany the craze spread. Knights dreamed of Eastern riches, sold ancient castles for pennies, and hurried to join the host. Staying princes calmed restless warriors abroad and absorbed fiefs. The pope sometimes aimed crusader steel at his own foes, while convents bought estates with alms meant for Jerusalem. Most enriched was England’s William II, who shunned the march. His brother Robert of Normandy, brave but penniless, needed splendor for the journey, so he offered Normandy and Maine for ten thousand marks. William wrung the sum from clergy and laity, assumed the duchy, and Robert rode east in state.

That paltry payment belies stories of the Conqueror’s vast revenue; if coffers had brimmed, Robert would not have sold, nor William squeezed the realm. England scarcely caught crusading heat: Norman settlers feared to leave, and their sardonic king mocked chivalric dreams. He took sixty marks from a Jew to reclaim a baptized son; failing, he said, “I’ll keep thirty for my trouble.” Another time he made rabbis and divines argue religion, promising to adopt the winner. After Lanfranc died he kept Canterbury’s funds, fell sick, dreaded damnation, forced tearful Anselm to accept the staff, then recovered, seized church wealth anew, and found the archbishop unyielding.

Anselm’s reforming zeal brought fame. Clergy had long cursed hooked shoes in vain; he targeted long hair, withheld Ash-Wednesday ashes, and youths soon cropped their locks. Strife with William escalated. Urban and Clement vied for the tiara, and Anselm already acclaimed Urban. Enraged, the king summoned a Buckingham council to depose him, yet bishops dared not act without Rome. William eventually backed Urban and sent the pall, but dispute flared when Anselm’s Welsh levy appeared ragged. The king threatened suit; the archbishop demanded his revenues, appealed to Rome, departed with royal leave, lost his goods, and was honored abroad while Urban menaced William with excommunication.

At Bari Anselm sat with the council that ended the Greek-Latin dispute over the Holy Ghost and ruled that only clergy may choose church offices; any cleric kneeling in homage, or layman who demanded it, fell under spiritual curses. The fathers cried that it was “execrable that pure hands, which could create God and offer Him for mankind, be thrust between profane hands inured to rapine and obscene contacts.” Meanwhile Duke Robert’s sale of Normandy and Maine enlarged William’s realm yet left him shackled by rebellious barons and French aid. Helie of La Flèche stirred Maine, seized Le Mans, and penned the garrison in the citadel.

Riding after a hunt in the New Forest, William heard of the outrage. He wheeled his horse to Dartmouth, vowing, “I will not stop a moment until I have taken vengeance.” Storm clouds terrified the sailors; the king leapt aboard and barked, “You never yet heard of a king that was drowned.” He reached Le Mans, lifted the siege, chased Helie into Anjou, but a wound before tiny Majol forced him home. Such halting wars contrasted with the vast hosts gathering for the crusade. William of Poitiers, lacking funds, offered to pawn Guienne and Poitou; the English king agreed and readied ships and men.

With plans underway, the king rode into the New Forest to hunt. Walter Tyrrel, keen to prove his aim, shot at a stag; the arrow glanced from a tree and pierced William’s breast, killing him. Tyrrel raced to the coast, sailed for France, and joined the crusade. Peasants found the corpse; courtiers intent on the succession sent it to Winchester without ceremony. The lavish monarch left the Tower, Westminster Hall, London Bridge, and had restored Prince Edgar to Scotland, yet died childless. Kinsmen had fallen there before him. In his thirteenth year Norway’s last raid on Anglesea failed, and the northern pirates turned to tillage.
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The crusading host crossed the Bosphorus, only to meet hardships their zeal had masked: famine, heat, quarrelling captains, and the smiling treachery of Emperor Alexis, who secretly courted Soliman. Disease, fatigue, and Turkish blades mowed them, yet they stormed Nice, routed Soliman twice, seized Antioch, and shattered Turkish rule. The Egyptian soldan offered, "Enter Jerusalem unarmed, fulfil your vows; pilgrims shall be safe." The crusaders replied, "Surrender the city." He refused; after five weeks they breached the walls, slaughtered every age and sex, ten thousand prisoners included, then cast aside bloody swords, crept barefoot to the sepulchre, and wept hymns on 5 July 1099.

Godfrey of Bouillon became king of the captured city; many nobles sailed home to enjoy their glory. Robert of Normandy, having abandoned his broad dominions for the crusade, lingered in Italy, courting the fair Sibylla of Conversana; a year of pleasure kept him from England. Then King William Rufus fell in the New Forest. Hunting with him, Prince Henry galloped to Winchester, knowing the treasure would buy a crown. Keeper William de Breteuil arrived, protesting, "The treasure and crown belong to your elder brother; I am his man." Henry showed steel: "Disobey and you die." Followers gathered, and Breteuil submitted.

Henry sped to London with the coffers, won bishops and lords by tact and gifts, and within three days of Rufus’s death was crowned by Bishop Maurice. Power silenced doubts; none raised Robert’s claim while civil war threatened. Knowing a usurped throne sits loose, the new king sought favour through a broad charter. He swore never to seize church revenues in vacancies or sell benefices, admitted heirs on lawful reliefs, renounced harsh wardships, vowed not to traffic in heiress marriages, scrapped arbitrary moneyage and farm taxes, softened fines, cancelled debts, pardoned offences, extended the same freedoms to vassals, and reaffirmed Edward’s old laws.

To seal his concessions, Henry placed copies of his charter in every county abbey, as though the parchment would forever fence his power; yet once the immediate danger passed he forgot every clause. Reliefs remained unfixed, wardship and enforced marriage raged on, and when a man died without a will the king or his lord swept away all movables, children included. Such license suited the turbulent Normans, strangers to ordered liberty and careless of rightful succession. Law lay stunned; violence reigned. The charter, issued by the king’s sole grace and binding barons as well as himself, betrayed ignorance of limited monarchy.

Seeking favor, the king clapped Bishop Ralph Flambard in irons, then quietly held Durham’s profits for five years. He summoned Anselm from Lyons, but when he asked, “Renew your homage,” the archbishop, recalling the Bari decrees[11], replied that he would neither do homage nor touch a crozier bestowed by lay hands. Henry, needing the saintly name, yielded and sent envoys to Rome. Soon another question burned: he wished to wed Matilda of Scotland, once veiled at Rumsey. A council at Lambeth heard her plea that the veil had been mere shield against Norman lust; Anselm pronounced her free and married them grandly, delighting the English.

Robert soon sailed home, seized Normandy, and, cheered by crusading fame, prepared to claim England. Earls of Shrewsbury, Surrey, Montgomery, Giffard, Pontefract, Mallet, and Grentmesnil invited him; half the fleet defected. Henry, fearing crown and life, draped himself in piety, consulted Anselm at every step, pledged obedience to Rome. The primate, convinced, rode through camp crying, “Stand by your sworn king; justice awaits you!” Warwick, Mellent, Bigod, Redvers, and Fitz-Hamon steadied the lines facing Portsmouth. Neither side dared strike; mediators forged peace: Robert quit his claim for three thousand marks yearly, succession was settled, followers were pardoned, and each prince renounced sheltering the other’s foes.

Henry, though the pact favored him, broke it first. He restored lands to Robert’s followers, yet secretly resolved to crush them. Spies tailed the Earl of Shrewsbury; forty-five charges followed; when he armed for defence, Henry’s swift forces beat him, banished him, and seized his estate, dragging down his brothers Arnulf and Roger. Robert de Pontefract and Robert de Mallet were tried and ruined next; then William de Warrenne; even William, Earl of Cornwall, lost his family’s vast holdings. Robert, furious, crossed to England, scolded his brother for the treaty’s breach, sensed peril, and bought his escape by surrendering his pension.

From afar Robert’s courage shone; wielding power, it wilted. Swayed by pleasure and superstition, he let servants rob his coffers and vassals, while barons ravaged Normandy. Desperate nobles begged Henry to restore order. The king arrived, showered bribes, raised partisans, wrung gold from England, and returned with an army. He stormed Bayeux, accepted Caen’s submission, failed at Falaise, promised aid, then next year besieged Tinchebray. Robert, backed by Mortaigne and Belesme, marched out, rallied his men and pressed the English, but Belesme fled; panic broke the line; Henry slew many, captured ten thousand, and seized the duke himself.

Rouen yielded; Falaise opened after talk, placing Prince William in Henry’s hands. The conqueror assembled the Norman estates, took homage, cancelled grants, razed new forts, and sailed home with his captive brother, who spent twenty-eight years in Cardiff. William passed to Helie de Saint-Saen; Edgar Atheling won freedom and a small pension. Soon Henry disputed investitures. Anselm declined homage; the king promised to consult Rome. Pope Pascal replied that ‘Christ is the door,’ not laymen, and thundered, “It is monstrous for a son to beget his father; priests are gods.” Henry suppressed the letter, made three bishops swear Pascal secretly agreed, and stalled the storm.

Anselm’s monks swore the rumor was false, yet three bishops won Henry’s ear; he invested the chosen men of Hereford and Salisbury. Anselm denied them consecration or communion, and they, despised, laid down their badges. The quarrel blazed: Henry threatened all who crossed royal rights; the primate begged passage to Rome, and the king, seizing Canterbury’s revenues, granted it. Crowds mourned as he embarked. In Rome William de Warelwast declared, “My master would sooner lose his crown than surrender investiture.” “And I,” said Pascal, “would sooner lose my head than allow it.” Forbidden home, Anselm waited abroad, while England muttered of vice and long hair.

Rome’s power marched on, armed only with ignorance and superstition; forgeries passed as relics, oaths dissolved where ‘God’s interests’ intruded, and every triumph made heroes or martyrs of the clergy. Even amid schisms Pascal was lucky: seized by Emperor Henry V, he signed away investiture, shared a consecrated host, thundered curses on any violator—then, once free, annulled the pact and excommunicated the emperor, who finally bent. England hovered over the same abyss. Pascal had already cursed Earl of Mellent and counsellors and levelled the bolt at the king. Rebels sharpened daggers, Countess Adela trembled for her brother’s soul, yet Henry swore he would never yield.

Negotiators crafted a middle path. Bishops still gave the king homage for lands, yet the ring and crosier now came solely from the church. Satisfied, Pascal let Anselm reconcile with the formerly tainted prelates after humble submissions and armed him with full authority to amend the ‘barbarous’ realm. A Westminster synod followed: priestly celibacy affirmed, marriages within the seventh degree banned, and laymen forbidden to wear hair below the ears. Dispensation fees soared; divorces multiplied. Pious or not, Henry obeyed fashion: he clipped his own locks and ordered every courtier to bare his neck alongside him.

Henry clung to Normandy, patrimony and keystone of his stature, yet its unjust seizure bred unrest, wars, and taxes at home. He placed his six-year-old nephew, William, with Helie de St. Saen, then regretted the trust; Helie carried the boy to Count Fulk of Anjou. Grown to manhood, William roamed Europe, earning pity and stirring anger against his uncle. Louis the Fat, once Henry’s friend, now feared a Norman realm tied to England and joined Anjou and Flanders against him. Skirmishes flickered; Henry broke the league by wedding his heir to Fulk’s daughter. Baldwin revived William’s cause, but died near Eu, and fighting subsided.

Unable to seize Normandy, Louis paraded young William before the council at Rheims, denouncing Henry’s usurpation and the captivity of Duke Robert, begging the church to restore the heir. Henry answered with craft. He sent English bishops, warning, “Go, salute the pope, hear his precepts, but bring none of his new inventions into my kingdom,” then quieted Calixtus with gifts. The council cooled, and the pope later praised Henry’s eloquence. War flashed again: Louis schemed to surprise Noyon, yet Henry hurried over, fought him at Brenneville, was gashed in the head, felled Crispin, and routed the French, though only two knights fell.

After William was proclaimed heir, the fleet left Barfleur. Henry’s vessel sped ahead; the prince’s crew, drunk, smashed on a rock. William boarded the launch, but hearing his sister’s cries ordered, “Back for her!” Both craft sank, drowning more than 140 nobles; Rouen butcher survived. Captain Fitz-Stephens learned the prince was lost, cried, “Then I follow,” and plunged into the sea. Henry waited in vain, fainted at the news, and never smiled again. William’s boast he would “make the English draw the plough” died with him. Henry, still sonless, married Adelais, wed Matilda to Geoffrey of Anjou, and forced barons to swear to her.

Charles, earl of Flanders, was stabbed during Mass; King Lewis instantly placed young William, Henry’s restless nephew, in the vacant county, strengthening the rebel cause. Fortune faded as quickly: William fell in a skirmish against the landgrave of Alsace, and Henry’s fear subsided. The king then ruled in deep calm: barons kept low, foreign foes found him armed. To curb Welsh raids he planted hardy Flemings in Pembrokeshire in 1111. Though he wielded absolute power, he eased burdens where he could, especially purveyance; lords who plundered tenants were seized, their hands or legs lopped off, and the countryside breathed, yet only for a season.

In 1101 the pope sent Guy of Vienne as legate; the new king, hemmed by troubles, swallowed the affront. By 1116 his strength had grown: Anselm of St. Sabas, bearing the same commission, found England’s ports barred, and Pope Calixtus swore no envoy would come unasked. Victory proved brief. Once his antipope fell, Calixtus empowered Cardinal De Crema; Henry, pressed by plots, endured the imposition. At the synod the cardinal thundered that it was “an unpardonable enormity for a priest to touch Christ’s body after rising from a strumpet.” That night officers dragged him from a brothel; shamed, he fled, the council collapsing behind him.

To break the pattern, Henry sent Archbishop William to denounce Roman encroachments. The pope answered by naming the archbishop his legate, renewing the title at will, and claiming every right flowed from papal favor; the king, preferring quiet, let it pass. He sailed to Normandy, cherished Matilda, greeted her son Henry, and bound English and Norman lords with a new oath. A Welsh alarm recalled him, yet at St. Denis le Forment he overindulged in lampreys, sickened, and died at sixty-seven after thirty-five years on the throne, bequeathing all to Matilda. The realm recalled “Beauclerk”: tall, witty, brave, scholarly, and relentless when ambition called.

King Henry indulged women, fathering seven illegitimate sons and six daughters. Hunting was his passion; he enlarged royal forests, made killing a stag equal to murder, mutilated dogs near the borders, and sometimes denied landowners their own game or timber. He applied harsh justice: theft became capital, and coin counterfeiters were hanged or maimed, punishments the crowd approved. A supposed code of his day, actually earlier, records Norman privilege and blood-feuds. His opening laws sought to reunite civil and church courts, but Anselm resisted. He chartered London with fiscal, judicial, and hunting rights, commuted demesne rents to cash, and roamed the realm to eat revenues.
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The old rule that only fighters could inherit crumbled; women now held land and, by extension, crowns. So when Henry died without sons, the throne and Normandy seemed to fall naturally to the empress Matilda, to whom every vassal had sworn. Yet Henry’s niece had a rival within his own household. Stephen of Blois, married to rich Matilda of Boulogne and loaded with English and Norman estates, had spent years winning hearts: brave in war, lavish with gifts, easy in speech, especially among the Londoners. Though outwardly loyal, he stored coin and goodwill for the moment he might strike.

Henry breathed his last; instantly Stephen crossed the Channel. Dover and Canterbury barred their gates, yet he pushed on, and a clamor in London proclaimed him king. To seal the prize he courted the clergy. His brother, bishop Henry of Winchester, and Roger of Salisbury pressed Archbishop William to anoint him. Hugh Bigod swore that the dying king had disowned his daughter and named Stephen heir; the archbishop yielded, placed the crown, and opposition fell silent. The new ruler issued a charter promising vacant benefices[12], narrower forests, and an end to danegelt, seized a hundred-thousand-pound hoard, hired Flemish swords, and procured a papal bull.

Across the Channel, Norman lords, loathing Anjou, first invited Stephen’s elder brother Theobald, then, learning of the English coronation, swore to Stephen instead. King Louis accepted young Eustace’s homage for the duchy and bound him by betrothing Princess Constantia; Theobald contented himself with a yearly two-thousand-mark pension. Geoffrey of Anjou signed a two-year truce for five thousand marks, and Stephen sailed home satisfied. Danger remained in Robert of Gloucester, Henry’s able natural son. Unwilling to betray Matilda yet loath to be exiled, Robert offered homage only "so long as my rights stand untouched." Surrounded by Robert’s friends, Stephen agreed.

Priests echoed the rebels and swore allegiance only while the crown guarded church liberties. Barons bargained harder: permission to wall their keeps and summon arms. Helpless, Stephen consented; towers rose everywhere, manned by vassals and wandering swords. Loot paid the garrisons, and private feuds burst loose. Castles bred castles; lords minted coins, judged without appeal, and lesser folk clung to whichever chieftain could shield them, paying with coin and violence. Aristocratic might peaked under the usurping king who had tolerated these outrages to hold his throne. At last he struck back: mercenaries roamed unpaid, the treasury bare, and complaints filled every shire.

Stephen would no longer endure the insult. Abandoning concessions, he let force rule; mercenaries, unpaid, pillaged the realm. Robert of Gloucester left, a defiant writ renouncing his oath. King David of Scotland marched into Yorkshire for his niece, burning towns. Alarmed nobles—Albemarle, Ferrers, Piercy, Brus, Moubray, Lacy—planted the Standard cross at North Allerton, broke the Scots, and David and his son Henry fled. Triumphant, Stephen challenged the bishops of Salisbury and Lincoln, seized them and their castles, and forced surrender. Legate Henry convened a Westminster synod, summoned the king, and, rebuffed, smoldered. Meanwhile Empress Matilda landed at Arundel with Gloucester and 140 knights.
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