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“All men dream: but not equally.


Those who dream by night in the


dusty recesses of their minds wake in


the day to find that it is vanity.


But the dreamers of the day are dangerous


men for they act their dreams with


open eyes to make it possible.”


T. E. Lawrence








[image: images]








[image: images]




Preface


On the 6th January 1066 Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex, was crowned King of England. His reign was short lived. Ten months later he was lying dead in an English field. The man who succeeded him was a Norman called William or, to give him his correct title, Guillaume, Duke of Normandy. All these facts can be found in the Saxon Chronicles.


But the real story of the Norman invasion and how William came to claim the throne of England has been recorded for posterity in a unique seventy metre long, coloured embroidery known throughout the world as the Bayeux Tapestry. This extraordinary visual interpretation of the events leading up to the Battle of Hastings, dating from the eleventh century and incorporating action scenes with elements of medieval life, has survived for a thousand years despite wars, political upheaval and revolutions. Initially credited to William’s wife, Matilda of Flanders, it is believed to be the work of Kentish craftsmen undertaken sometime between 1070 and 1077.


Although the rise to power of William in Normandy and Harold’s influence in England spanned in excess of two decades, the story depicted in the Tapestry is limited to the two year period between 1064 and 1066. Despite the mystery and controversy surrounding the Tapestry’s creator, it was most likely commissioned by Odo (or Odon) de Conteville, Bishop of Bayeux, and the Conqueror’s half brother, after his appointment as Earl of Kent, to be exhibited in Bayeux Cathedral.


If the dates are correct, it was a remarkable achievement that a decade after the invasion Bishop Odo managed to convey, either from memory or from a diary that he had compiled, a precise description set out in the form of an extraordinary coloured comic strip, divided into fifty eight separate scenes, of the circumstances leading up to what was arguably one of the greatest military expeditions of its time.


This is an account of the events depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry and those that led up to the battle. It is the story of two men, one Saxon, the other Norman, both claiming the throne of England, whose destinies were to lead to a final confrontation on an English hillside that changed the course of English history. It also portrays the love between two people in a marriage that lasted for more than thirty years and was deemed to have remained a faithful union, which, during one of the most tempestuous periods of our time, produced ten children.


The battle of Hastings and the death of Harold Godwinson, the King of England mortally wounded, so legend has it, by a stray Norman arrow which pierced his eye, are part of English folklore. But what do we know about William, the man destined to be King? He was the illegitimate son of a Norman Duke, propelled into the role of Duke of the Duchy when he was only eight. From this point on, history tells us he grew up to be a faithful husband, a devoted father, an able administrator, a pious Christian and a ruthless warlord. Moreover, at thirty-nine years old, with not a drop of English blood in his veins, he became King and undisputed ruler of England as well as of his native Normandy.


While William’s achievements and brutality as King of England between 1066 and 1087 are well documented, there has been relatively little interest shown in the origins of this charismatic figure from Normandy, who after two decades of intrigue, rivalry and conflict, defeated rebellious Barons and warmongering neighbours to establish a highly organised and efficient feudal system with the support of the church. Having managed to overcome the inner conflict arising from his illegitimate origin as well as political rivalry and military resistance from his opponents, he brought peace to his Duchy and then persuaded soldiers, peasants, mercenaries and adventurers from across Europe to join his armada and undertake a risky and perilous expedition to invade England and claim the crown. For this reason, the year 1066 remains engraved on the mind of every schoolchild as the most important date in English history.




Introduction


By the beginning of the eleventh century, the Normans, men from the north, who were descendants of the Vikings, had established one of the most powerful and warlike states in Christendom. Their influence extended to Spain and as far as Sicily. It was a period that saw great changes taking place across the world. Even as armed conflicts led to the rise and fall of regimes and monarchies, art and religion were becoming established aspects of society. In Spain El Cid would push back the Moors leading ultimately to its reunification; the Byzantine Empire extended from Constantinople throughout the Middle East; it was the Heian period in Japan, ruled from Kyoto, the capital city where Buddism was reaching the masses; a new class of warrior, whose legacy remains to this day, became established - the Samourai. Neighbouring China was controlled by the Song Dynasty, the Maya civilisation was predominant in Central America and in Rome the Pope was extending his power and influence on society as the Christian church began to spread into the Feudal societies, expanding across Europe and even taking an active role in military conflicts.


As descendants of the Vikings the Normans had inherited a fighting spirit and brought with them a new style of offensive warfare unknown in Saxon and Viking occupied England. Their strategy relied on the mobility of mounted knights armed with lances and swords, able to sweep into battle at speed and adapt to changing tactics of enemy forces quickly. The cavalry was supported by bowmen, lined up in close formation, concentrating their fire power by unleashing a barrage of arrows into the sky to rain down on opponents like modern mortar or artillery fire. It was also the beginning of the age of stone built castles; impregnable strongholds built to secure the possession and occupation of conquered territory that would play an essential role in the expansion of Norman influence.


England, at this time, found itself torn by rivalry between Saxons, Vikings and Celts each controlling different regions of the country and claiming the throne for one of their own. Such was the danger to King Aethelred, that the Queen, Emma, sent her two children, Alfred and Edward, to seek refuge with her brother, Duke Robert I, in Normandy. Following Aethelred’s death in 1016, while her children were growing up in Normandy, Emma re- married, this time to Cnut, the new King from Denmark and she bore him a son, Hardicanute.


It was into this changing world that in the year of our Lord 1027 in the castle at Falaise, a village in Normandy, a child named William was born. His father, Robert the Magnificent, son of Robert 1, had become Duke of Normandy, after the mysterious death of his brother. His mother, Herleva, known as Arlette, was the daughter of Fulbert, a tanner to the Court. Although Christians, living as man and wife, they had not taken the vows of marriage, and as William grew up he had to face opposition from the church and confront the many powerful Norman Barons who would not serve a future Duke born out of wedlock. No one could have foreseen that nearly forty years later these unrelated events would lead to the conquest of England by the ruler of the Duchy of Normandy.




PART I




CHAPTER 1


The fighting had ceased and there was an eerie silence hanging over the hillside. Dusk and the stench of rotting corpses were making the recovery of bodies laborious, made even more distasteful by the looting of clothing, mail, helmets, personal items and weapons. A tall well built man, not yet forty, his face and chain mail splattered with blood, was walking around the battlefield, lingering from time to time to observe one of the many bodies strewn across the hillside. For William, Duke of Normandy, the 14th October 1066 had been a long and bloody day. When he finally reached the ridge, some of his foot soldiers were already grouped around the Saxon position where the Norman standard had been planted firmly into the ground. They were staring down at the body of a Saxon warrior. He was lying on his back, his arms by his side, his legs straight. The chain mail had turned red with gaping holes where Norman broadswords had pierced it. The soldiers parted when they saw the Duke approaching to let him through. He stood for a moment over the body then knelt down. The man’s helmet concealed most of his face. William took the helmet in his hands and gently removed it allowing the man’s long hair to drape over his shoulders. His face was distorted and bloody with a hole where his right eye had been. William placed his hand on the man’s forehead and looked up at the sky. He knew his calculated gamble had paid off. Nobody could stand in his way to take the crown of England; the bastard, who had become a Duke while still a child, would now be a King.




CHAPTER 2


It was the 9th September 1089. Two years to the day had passed since King William 1 had died at Rouen. Even after twenty one years on the throne of England he had never forgotten that he was still Duke of Normandy and in 1087 had to return to quell yet another revolt, this time at Mantes, a town on the bank of the river Seine, some 50 kilometres from Paris. It was to be his last battle. Flames rising from buildings set ablaze by William’s troops caused his horse to panic. As it reared up, William was propelled forward and thrown to the ground by the sudden movement. Norman saddles were designed with high pommels to give stability to riders in battle. They were not meant to stop a human body, especially one that was heavy and since the death of his wife Matilda in 1083, William had become grossly overweight. He hit the pommel with such force it ruptured his blood vessels causing internal bleeding. He was taken to his palace at Rouen and then to the Priory of St Gervais, where after a month in agony, in the presence of two of his sons, William and Henry, he died. It was an ignominious ending for the King of England. After several weeks of uncertainty his body was finally taken by sea to Caen and laid to rest in the Abbey of St Etienne. The reign of the most powerful War Lord in Christendom was over.





On that autumn day of 1089 in Normandy it was windy and raining heavily. It had been a long and tiring journey for the three horsemen, dressed in black cloaks, their heads covered by hoods to provide some protection from the elements, as they made their way slowly along the track that led to Bayeux. Reaching the village, their appearance and the sound of horses’ hooves splashing through the muddy, narrow alleys, did not go unnoticed by the local peasants going about their daily chores.


The horsemen halted when they reached the west façade of the cathedral. The Norman built sanctuary, standing majestically before them, had been constructed in the Romanesque style from stone quarried near Caen in 1062. The forbidding symmetrical towers with their solid, stone walls rose vertically for more than twenty-five metres. To support the vaulted roof and high walls, buttresses had been built at intervals along each side. One of the men seemed to take a special interest in this house of God, looking up at the large arched opening above the central porch between the towers. The silence was broken by one of his companions.


“Well, Sire, we are here at last.”


Without replying the man dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to his companion. Shaking the rain off his cloak, he slowly made his way up the path towards the entrance of the cathedral. He pushed one of the great doors, but it did not budge.





Inside, a monk kneeling in prayer heard the noise outside, shuffled to the entrance and pulled open one of the heavy oak doors. He looked down at the sandals of the man facing him and remarked on his soaked feet. His eyes rose, taking in the long black cloak tied with a cord. He saw before him a bearded man of about sixty, roughly one metre seventy. A little overweight, the monk thought to himself. The eyes though were still sharp. As the man removed his hood the monk stepped back in shock.


“Bishop Odo!”


“Let me pass,” said the stranger impatiently.


The monk stood transfixed as the man brushed past him and walked down the left aisle of the cathedral. He was looking around, glancing into each of the shadowy chapels lining the aisles and up at the vaulted ceiling as he strode towards the bishop’s throne by the high altar, almost slipping on the stone floor. In his wet clothing, Odo could feel the cold, damp air inside the cathedral permeating through his garments. He gave the impression of someone who knew exactly where he was going. Other monks, carrying out their duties, gazed at him as he passed and expressed the same look of surprise as their brother.


“Odo is back,” whispered one Monk to his companions.


The news quickly spread around the sanctuary. After kneeling for a moment before the altar in silent prayer, Odo rose to his feet, glanced down the central nave, and walked back to the aisle until he reached an arched opening in the wall. He entered and disappeared from view. The sound of his wet sandals echoed as he descended the stone steps into the cathedral crypt.





Inside the crypt, the flickering flames from torches projected distorted shadows on the walls. A novice was sweeping the floor, quietly reciting prayers. At the sound of footsteps he stopped and looked up. The shadow of the visitor spread out in front of him.


“There is nobody here,” he announced to the stranger, now facing him and looking around as if expecting to see someone.


“I am here, I am Odo of Conteville, Bishop of this cathedral.”


The novice dropped his broom in surprise.


“I am sorry my Lord, I know you not. But I have heard of you.”


“I have been away too long, first in England and then five years in a dungeon at Rouen because of my brother. But now he is dead, God rest his soul, I have my freedom.”


Odo turned and gazed quizzically at the novice. He could not have been older than eighteen, his boyish face suggesting someone even younger and the monk’s habit could not hide his skinny frame.


“You have been here long?”


“Just six months, my Lord.”


Odo strode towards the far wall of the crypt. “Come, come with me.”


Without hesitating the novice followed him. The crypt was no larger than ten square meters divided into three naves. The ribbed, vaulted arches were supported by eight circular pillars crowned with sculptured capitals decorated with frescoes of angels. Embedded in the centre of the far wall was an opening covered by a steel door about seventy centimetres square. Odo took two keys from his robe and handed them to the novice.


“Here, open the vault for me.”


The novice looked startled but held out his hand and took the keys. In the obscurity of the crypt he had not paid any attention to the small door concealed in the wall. Now, lit by the torch, the vault stood out, he thought, like a tomb. After fiddling with the key he managed to insert it into the rusting lock and twisted it. He pulled, but it would not budge. As he pulled again, using more force, the heavy steel door slowly began to open with a scraping sound caused by its rusty hinges. The dust rising in the confined space made the novice sneeze. He covered his nose with his hand as he eased the door back against the wall as far as it would go before peering inside. As his eyes gradually became accustomed to the darkness he made out what appeared to be a large box.


“There is a something inside. It looks like a trunk of some sorts.”


“I know,” replied Odo impatiently. “Take it out.”


Together they heaved out a heavy, dusty, wooden chest and eased it down to the floor. Odo’s eyes began to gleam as he brushed off the mould and cobwebs that had found a home in the damp, black recess.


“Open it with the other key.”


The novice did as he was asked, inserting the key and raising the catch. Cautiously lifting the top of the chest he peered inside and saw what looked like a rolled up parchment.


“Now, lift it out, but carefully,” said Odo, his voice expressing excitement. “It is fragile.”


As they unrolled the first section of the parchment it became clear that they were looking at an embroidered linen cloth woven in strips with exquisitely stitched woollen designs and figures with inscriptions sewn together and dyed a variety of colours. Although only about fifty centimetres in width, it appeared to be long, very long.


“Thank God it has been preserved,” exclaimed Odo with relief.


“What is this meant to represent?” asked the novice as he examined with growing awe the coloured panels that seemed to illustrate a variety of scenes. Odo was running his hands delicately over the cloth to satisfy himself that it was not damaged.


“It is a glimpse of history. It chronicles the events leading to the invasion of England by my half brother, William, Duke of Normandy, in 1066. Before you were born.”


“You were with Duke William in England?” The novice spoke with admiration.


“Oh yes, as his kinsman I was with him from the beginning.”


“I would like to know more,” said the novice eagerly.


Odo began to unroll the first section of the tapestry uncertain as to whether he should be flattered or bothered by the novice’s increasing curiosity. Better to be grateful, he thought.


“See,” he said, pointing to the Latin text, reading it aloud.


“Edward Rex Ubi Harold Dux Anglorum”


With the novice paying close attention, Odo started to explain the significance of the illustrated tapestry.


“It begins with King Edward of England who had no heir, asking the Saxon, Earl Harold, to visit Normandy to advise William that he had chosen him to succeed him.”


The novice turned to Odo and shrugged his shoulders.


“So what led to the invasion?”


Odo placed his hand on the novice’s shoulder.


“Come, sit down. It is a long story.”


They made themselves as comfortable as possible on the stone floor close to the wooden chest. Odo’s joy at finding the tapestry intact in the damp crypt made him forget how uncomfortable he was in the wet clothes clinging to his body. He crossed his legs and sat in silence for a while wondering how to answer the novice’s question.


He and his brother, Robert of Mortain, were half brothers to William. Having been appointed Bishop of Bayeux by William in 1049 when just fifteen, Odo had been a faithful companion to his brother throughout the rebellious years in Normandy. He had dedicated himself to the church and had grown up to become one of the most eminent religious leaders in Normandy whose influence over the development of the church extended to both Normandy and England.





After William had conquered England, Odo’s loyalty had been rewarded with large estates in Southeast England and the title of Earl of Kent. At the same time, he retained both his title and position as Bishop of Bayeux and had returned to Normandy on many occasions. But once the Kentish craftsmen had begun work on his embroidered account of the Norman invasion, completing it became an obsession, taking up far more of his time than he could afford.


Odo was constantly controlling the quality of the work and as it progressed had to ensure that the designs were an accurate reflection of the facts. It had been a massive task and Odo must have wondered how he was going to ship the final version back to Normandy. Nevertheless, the wooden chest in which it had been stored was taken from Canterbury to the coast with an escort of soldiers and loaded on board a longship, where it was carefully protected and strapped to the deck for the voyage. On arrival in Normandy, still under the watchful eye of Odo, it was transported to Bayeux Cathedral. Although he had decreed in 1077 that the completed tapestry was to be displayed in the cathedral once a year, circumstances and long periods of absence had prevented him from fulfilling his wish. However, Odo’s relationship with William, the King, had gradually deteriorated in England and he was still not ready to forgive his brother for condemning him to five long years in Rouen prison.


“Perhaps I did make mistakes and should not have extracted so much money from the Saxons,” he thought to himself. “But to deserve such a punishment from my own kinsman after all I had done!”


But now he had at last come back. Keeping his memories and his bitterness to himself, Odo’s thoughts returned to the tapestry and the young novice. He was justly proud of his work and had found someone to whom he could relate his story.





Twenty-three years had gone by. He was a man of God. He knew that he and all those who had played a part in the invasion and had fought at the battle of Hastings would eventually pass on to another world, to be forgotten. Only the contents of the chest would be left for future generations to discover how the Normans had invaded and conquered England. As the novice listened attentively, Odo’s voice began to echo around the crypt.


“Edward had spent his youth in Normandy before he became King of England. He and Duke William were kinsmen of sorts through the marriage of Edward’s mother, Queen Emma to King Aethelred. She was the sister of William’s grandfather Duke Robert, and thus William’s great aunt. But if William believed he was the rightful successor, so did the Viking King, Hardrada and the powerful Saxons, Earl Godwin and his son Harold, who also claimed the throne for themselves. Conflict was inevitable.”


Odo pondered for an instant and then continued.


“But William’s destiny had been sealed many years before. When his father, Duke Robert, died on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, William was only eight years old. The Duke had never married his mother, Arlette, who was not of noble origin, and there were many powerful Norman Barons who refused to be ruled by a child born out of wedlock.”


Odo paused again and looked towards the young novice who was listening attentively.


“Several attempts were made on his life.”




CHAPTER 3


It was a warm, sunny, summer afternoon in the year 1035 on the coast of Normandy. There was a slight breeze, which played with the tufts of reeds sprouting out of the dunes. The shore was flat, extending for several kilometres to both the east and west. Behind the dunes the ground sloped up gently at first before rising sharply to the line of trees at the edge of the forest.





Playing alone on the shore was a small, thin boy about eight years old, throwing pebbles into the sea and making patterns in the sand. The breeze blew his blond hair across his face masking his clear blue eyes. He looked puzzled when the waves lapping onto the shore broke over his feet and then receded, washing away his designs, leaving only a mound of wet sand split by streaks of water.





One hundred metres away at the foot of a rock strewn path, which climbed at an angle towards the trees and provided the only access to the sea shore, a young woman was seated on a horse-drawn wagon busy with her embroidery. Edwige was a simple girl with short, brown, untidy hair atop a plain face and at twenty, still single. She was, though, more than content to have been asked to look after young William. It was easier work than toiling in the fields and gave her time to engage in her favourite pastime, embroidery. A local girl, brought up in the pleasant, rolling countryside of Normandy, she was dressed in a long, black frock and white pinafore with a matching scarf tied around her head, typically worn by domestic servants. From time to time she looked up to glance at the child playing by the water’s edge.





Neither of them was aware of two scruffy looking men watching their movements from the top of a dune. Lying flat on the sand, their bodies concealed behind a clump of bushes, they were unshaven and their poorly fitting clothes were torn. Their eyes had been following the playful antics of the boy on the sand.


“Long way from home ain’t he,” said the first man.


His companion sniggered. “He should know better than be out alone. Let’s finish the job and claim our reward.”


Gathering their swords both men started to slide cautiously down the dune towards the shore.


The young boy, busy watching the waves swirling around his feet, did not sense their presence until he suddenly saw two shadows appear in the water before him. Surprised, he turned around to find himself face to face with the armed strangers.


“Oh!” he exclaimed, visibly scared, his thin legs trembling.


At the same time the maid, who had been watching from a distance, also saw the two men approaching the boy. She dropped her work and cried out.


“William! What is it William?”


The two men, now close to the boy, instinctively turned towards where the voice came from while one reached out to grab him. Strong hands took hold of the boy’s arms. The boy, petrified, shut his eyes. There was a thud followed by a cry. As quickly as they had held him he felt the hands loosen their grip. The boy opened his eyes as the man, arms outstretched, his face contorted in a grimace, with blood seeping from his mouth, fell towards him. As he stepped aside, the body hit the ground, sending up a fountain of water. Two arrows were embedded in the man’s back. His companion was already clambering as fast as he could up the side of a dune, every move hampered by his sandals sinking into the soft sand. As he reached the ridge a horseman suddenly appeared and, with a slash of his sword, cut him down. Already dead, the man’s lifeless body rolled back down the dune coming to a halt in a hideous twisted form.





It had all happened in a few minutes. Shocked, the boy raised his eyes. He found himself looking straight at the forelegs of a horse. Its nostrils were so close he could feel its hot breath. He looked up at the horse’s rider but saw only cold eyes peering through the slit in his helmet. Behind him three archers on horseback guarding their distance, were lowering their bows and carefully sliding unspent arrows back into their quivers. As the other horseman guided his mount down the dune, the maid was running towards William screaming. The first knight dismounted and ignoring the boy walked slowly past him turning over the body of the man. He glanced at his companion.


“Recognize them?”


“No. But their ragged attire suggests they are paid assassins,” replied the second knight. Sheathing his sword, the first knight slowly removed his gauntlets and took off his helmet. “Well they have paid now.”


The boy’s expression changed from one of fear to relief.


The man standing before him was tall and muscular, in his mid thirties. His long, dark hair was blowing across his face, the long scar on his cheek was masked by a beard. The eyes that were staring at William were ice blue. Roger, Count de Beaumont, was William’s kinsman and a loyal friend to his father. He turned to the boy and put his hand on his shoulder as the maid arrived panting. She took hold of the boy and brushed him down.


“William, are you alright?”


“Does his mother know that you journeyed here without an escort?” Count Roger enquired of her. Looking downcast the maid answered.


“She… she does, my Lord.”


Count Roger put his arm around William and together they walked slowly along the beach. He remained silent for a few minutes before looking down at the young boy.


“God favoured you this time.” He turned and looked disapprovingly at the maid. “It was good fortune that led us here.”


The second knight interrupted.


“My Lord I think it time to depart if we are to reach Bayeux before nightfall.”


Count Roger glanced up at the darkening sky, nodded his approval and turned to the maid. “How did you get here?”


The maid turned and pointed to the horse and wagon some hundred meters away.


“You came in that! Well, let’s not waste more time.”


The wagon carrying William and Edwige, who had a very worried look on her face, was being escorted by Count Roger and his bodyguards and finally reached Bayeux Palace an hour later. Daylight was fading as they made their way slowly through the gate into the courtyard, the wheels of the wagon grinding across the wooden planks of the bridge that lay over the stream below the walls. As soon as they had passed beneath the porch, the gates slammed shut behind them.





William’s mother, Herleva, was seated head bowed in her chamber, her hands across her lap, when Roger, William and Edwige made their entrance. William ran towards her and hugged her tight. She was dressed in black and her eyes were filled with tears. The news of Duke Robert’s death at Nicaea in Asia Minor while returning from his pilgrimage to Jerusalem had only reached them early that morning. Having consented to William spending the day by the sea she had asked Count Roger to find him and break the news. She could see from their faces that something was wrong.


The maid, her head bowed, looked worried.


“I am sorry my Lady, but…”


William’s mother raised her hand.


“Don’t concern yourself, there is nothing to worry about.”


She clasped William in her arms and hugged him again.


“You have had a long day. I think it is time for you to sleep. Go with Edwige.”


She gestured to the maid. “Take him.”


Herleva kissed William goodnight as Edwige took his hand and led him out, closing the door behind her.





Alone with Roger, Herleva who preferred to be called by her nickname, Arlette, looked at him anxiously.


“What happened?”


Roger, keeping his voice low, expressed his concern.


“We arrived in time to prevent at best a kidnap, at worst a murder.”


Arlette gasped. “A murder!”


“There were two of them, probably paid assassins. We took no chances and killed them. Robert had to fend off many enemies. Do you think they would think twice about challenging an eight year old? Whoever was behind this act knew that Robert would never return.”


Arlette was shaking, her eyes still tearful. “But so soon”


Roger looked at her. “Traitors amongst our own kinsmen; those who never accepted that you and Robert did not take the vows of marriage. From now on we must be on our guard.”


He put his hands on Arlette’s shoulders.


“I know you are in mourning but William must be sworn in as Duke. The barons and clergy must be summoned and the Bishop informed that there will be a ceremony to conduct. Do I have your consent?”


Arlette nodded. “Did you tell William about his father?”


“No, No, I could not. Not after what happened. It is late, rest. Let me explain everything to William tomorrow at Falaise.”


Roger kissed her on both cheeks and made his exit.





Arlette slowly crossed the room and stood by the window. She could hear the gurgling sound of water flowing in the stream outside. Her thoughts turned to the day nine years before when she had been washing clothes by the fountain on the bank of the stream below the walls of Falaise castle. She had felt her heart pounding when Duke Robert the Magnificent first approached her and their eyes met. Although she was only seventeen and a poor tanner’s daughter, the Duke had fallen in love with her. Three times he had come to gaze at her until finally he approached and they conversed for the first time.





With her father’s consent, she had willingly agreed to become his companion and lover, and her life had completely changed from the day she moved into the castle. But when she gave birth to a son, they still had not married according to the Christian faith, and William was consequently regarded a bastard. Still only in her mid twenties, Arlette’s pretty face, blond hair and trim figure turned many a suitor’s eye. But before he had departed Robert had arranged, as the local custom permitted, for her to be married to a loyal Norman baron, Count Herluin de Conteville, who would give her the respectability she deserved. Now Robert was dead she was deeply worried about the responsibility that had suddenly fallen on her eight year old son.




CHAPTER 4


The Normans were at the forefront of a revolution in the architecture of defensive strongholds, building stone fortresses on high ground with vast rectangular or circular keeps. Falaise castle, where William was born and spent his first years, was no exception, rising ominously on a rocky hilltop overlooking a valley. Directly below, a stream cut a path through the lush green fields before disappearing into the dense woodland. The castle’s towering square keep could be seen from afar. Thick grey stone walls rising high into the sky above a sheer cliff made it an impenetrable fortress and would deter the most reckless of invaders.





Being an adventurous child, William knew every corner, stairwell, secret passage and chamber, except one; he had never been allowed into his father’s private study. He was therefore surprised when Roger beckoned him to follow as he climbed the stone steps spiralling high into the tower. His surprise turned to hesitation when Roger took out a key and unlocked the door to his father’s chamber.


“Don’t be afraid, go in,” he said, inviting William to enter.


William stepped inside the chamber with caution. His father was not there. Through the slit window a shaft of sunlight beamed across the floor fixing its point on shelves full of manuscripts. William’s eyes followed the beam and then took in all the contents of the chamber. On the table in the centre of the room lay a sword, a helmet and numerous objects. On one wall hung a large almond shaped shield emblazoned with the heraldic arms of the House of Normandy – two gold lions on a red background. William walked slowly around the room gazing at his father’s effects.





On a side table he noticed a chess set laid out ready for play. He picked up a piece and in silence turned it over in his hand. It resembled a king.


“I will teach you how to play one day,” said Roger, trying hard to smile.


He knew the time had come to break the news of his father’s death. His face now serious, he reached up and took a book from the shelf, flicking over the pages. What was he going to say to the young boy standing before him? He looked down at William. This child was going to be a Duke. Manhood would come faster than for others of his age. He would soon learn about, and have to come to terms with, the indignity of his illegitimate birth and the scorn of many peers. Moreover, if he was to succeed, he would have to endure pain and suffering.


“These belong to your father,” he said softly, waving the book around the room. He paused for a moment before placing his hands on William’s shoulders and looking him in the eyes.


“I have sad tidings to bring you. I must tell you that your father will never return from his long pilgrimage to Jerusalem. An illness struck him down during his journey and God has taken his soul to him. He was a dear friend as well as a kinsman. I mourn him and share your suffering. But it was God’s will and we are bound to abide by it.”


William, the shock and sadness apparent in his expression, listened in silence, his head bowed as he stared at the stone floor. Tears slowly filled his eyes. His mind went back to the last time he had seen his father. It had been in his bedchamber. He remembered how his father, wearing a pilgrim’s robe, had held him in his arms and told him that he was leaving on a long journey to a far off place, the name of which he had not understood. He could see his father now, turning to wave as he and his mother watched from the ramparts until both horse and rider had disappeared from view into the valley.





William felt the Count’s hand sympathetically patting him on his shoulder. Then the faltering voice he was listening to shifted to one of authority.


“Your father was a man of God but also a War Lord. He had to be. Now you must learn to be a War Lord. You have seen that there are some who do not wish you to succeed him; men who seek the Duchy for themselves. But Kinsmen like me, loyal to your father and mother, and to Normandy, will protect you.”


William listened in silence. At one point his hand reached out to the table to touch the handle of the sword and he ran his thumb carefully along the blade.


“One day I will teach you how to use that too.”


Interrupted by the sound of horses and voices outside, Roger edged towards the window and peered out into the courtyard to see what the commotion was.


Knights had begun to arrive at the castle. News of the consecration of William as the new Duke of Normandy had reached every corner of the Duchy. The Norman Standard was blowing in the wind high above the keep of the castle as Knights and barons mingled with peasants, creating a jam as they clattered across the narrow drawbridge. Trumpets sounded as they entered the courtyard where they dismounted and handed their horses to servants. As they were led to the stables, the guests made their way into the great hall. There was a buzz of excitement, tinged with remorse, as the groups of nobles, members of the clergy and other guests mingled, exchanged views and discussed the future of Normandy.





Roger turned from the window to William and took a leather pouch from his pocket. He opened it and extracted a medallion. It was about five centimetres in diameter, made of silver and in the centre was engraved a crucifix.


“This belonged to your father. He entrusted it to me before he left. Now it is yours. Wear it and God will protect you.”


William carefully took the medallion. He held it for a moment in both hands feeling the small cross in the centre. He then placed it over his head and let it drop around his neck tucking it into his tunic.


Roger gently put his hand on his shoulder.


“The Barons gave an oath to your father. They are now assembling below to give their oath to you. Some may not accept you because your father and mother did not live according to the church but God has chosen you to bring unity to Normandy. You have not yet reached manhood but must take your father’s place and learn to become a leader. Do not be afraid. I shall stand by your side. Remember always hold your head upright.”


Roger handed him a large robe. “You must wear this. Try it on.”


William took the deep red, velvet cloth with gold edges and draped it over his shoulders. It was far too large for him. Roger helped him adjust it, tightening the cord around the waist.


“There, you look perfect,” he said encouragingly to William. “Now, the Barons are waiting.” He stepped back smiling, waved his hand across his body and bowed. “After you, my Lord.”




CHAPTER 5


Ever since he had become Duke in 1027 after the mysterious death of his brother, Duke Robert had nurtured an ambition to set off on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Over Christmas in 1034 he chose to hold court at his castle at Le Vaudreuil, one of his many residences, near Rouen, close to the river Seine. He had summoned the most influential Barons, many his own kinsmen, from across the Duchy, as well as leading clergymen. William Talvas, Ranulf de Briquessard, Neel de Saint Sauveur, Hamon de Creully, Grimoult de Plessis, Guy de Bourgogne, Raoul Taisson and others had journeyed to Le Vaudreuil; esteemed names that the young boy who was present, would learn to remember as he grew up.





Duke Robert’s son William, who was just seven years old, was guest of honour. It was a moment of immense satisfaction to his mother, Arlette, who was proud to see her young son taking his place next to his father.


“I have called you here as it will be my last Christmas before I leave for the Holy Land,” announced the Duke to an astonished assembly. Reactions were mixed: the Barons expressing concern that the Duke’s long absence could be harmful to the cohesion of the Duchy, while the ecclesiastical guests were fully in support of his commitment to God. “My absence forces me to assure my succession,” continued the Duke, turning to the child by his side. “I introduce my son William. He will be my successor. I want you to swear allegiance to him.”


Robert was never to return from his pilgrimage.




CHAPTER 6


The Saxon Chronicles:


“Blithe-minded aye was the harmless king though he long ere, of land bereft abode in exile wide on the earth when Knut overcame the kin of Aethelred and the Danes wielded the dear kingdom of Engle-land. Eight and twenty winters’ rounds they wealth dispensed.”





Trumpets announced William’s presence, as two men at arms, standing by the entrance, pulled open the heavy oak doors to the great reception hall. The vast room fell silent. The eyes of everyone present were fixed on the young boy, wearing the long robe, which dragged behind him as he walked slowly towards the throne. Some appeared consolatory, others indifferent. William looked nervously at the assembled barons all elegantly dressed in their finest robes and then up at the ceiling. The hall seemed so vast and high. From the balustrades of the first floor gallery overlooking the magnificent banqueting hall, hung an array of colourful banners representing the Norman coats of arms.





With Roger at his side, he slowly climbed the three steps to the platform and took his place on the throne next to his mother as she beckoned him to be seated. Roger remained standing. He gestured to the barons to gather below the throne. Two men stepped forward leaving the other barons to jostle for space behind them. One, a slim tallish figure, approaching thirty, with a rather melancholic face partly hidden by a beard, was Prince Edward of England. The other was a man of the church of about the same age, albeit smaller in stature. Robert Champart of Jumieges was of slight build, almost gaunt, with a pale face, his hair already thinning on top. The two men had known each other ever since Edward had been sent to Normandy as a ten year old child some twenty years before.
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