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			About the Author

			 

			Dr Suzie Edge trained as a molecular cell biologist before moving into clinical medicine to spend more time talking to people rather than just bugs in test tubes. She worked as a junior doctor in a variety of medical specialties including infectious diseases, haematology, trauma and orthopaedic surgery. She completed an MLitt in Modern History and lives in the Highlands of Scotland with her husband, their two teenage daughters and their dog, Scout.

		

	
		
			About the Book

			 

			How the monarchs of England and Scotland met their deaths has been a wonderful mixture of violence, infections, overindulgence and occasional regicide. In Mortal Monarchs, medical historian Dr Suzie Edge examines 1,000 years of royal deaths to uncover the plots, accusations, rivalries, and ever-present threat of poison that the kings and queens of old faced.

			 

			From the “bloody” fascinating story behind Oliver Cromwell’s demise and the subsequent treatment of his corpse and whether the arrow William II caught in the chest was an accident or murder, to Henry IV’s remarkable skin condition and the red-hot poker up Edward II’s rear end, Mortal Monarchs captivates, grosses-out and informs.

			 

			In school many of us learned the dates they died and who followed them, but sadly never heard the varied – and oft-gruesome – way our monarchs met their maker. Featuring original medical research, this history forms a rich record not just of how these people died, but how we thought about and treated the human body, in life and in death.

		

	
		
			

			For Howard, Liz, Derek, Kathryn and Charlotte

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			In January 1066 Edward the Confessor, king of the English, stumbled. A clot was forming in the blood vessels within his brain. Soon the clot was dangerously lodged in a small artery. Behind it, the red blood cells and plasma carrying the oxygen, energy and nutrients backed up and pushed against the clot that would not budge. With Edward’s blood unable to get through to his brain tissue, the cells starved of oxygen. Being demanding aerobes, his cells needed the blood supply to survive.

			If enough of the brain was spared the ischaemia (lack of blood supply), then his body could survive, for now, but he would probably experience difficulties with moving limbs, speaking, or understanding. Edward had a series of strokes until eventually his brain shut down and he died. His body was embalmed and buried at Westminster where he had built the Abbey. In the first week of January, his ending sparked events that made 1066 one of England’s most famous dates. The King was succeeded by his wife’s brother, Harold Godwinson, but Harold did not see what was coming next. By Christmas of 1066, he too was dead, and another claimant was crowned king.

			Despite the belief that monarchs were appointed by God, they were mere mortals like the rest of us. But despite being mere mortals, their deaths often meant so much. The death of a king could spell catastrophe for some or salvation for others, depending on who they had supported and who was to succeed. The new monarch could bring with them wars and bankruptcy, or they could bring peace and wealth. Whenever a monarch died there followed a time of uncertainty and concern. The stories of the monarchs’ deaths tell us so much about their reigns and many of those tales were written to placate the newly crowned incumbent.

			Edward the Confessor was a pious, gentle man, an intimation passed on to us by the religious chroniclers following his reign. We know Edward was a good man because history records a good ending for him. There was no need to create or tell us stories of a gruesome end for Edward, there were no stories of stinking putrefaction or ghastly death scenes as were bestowed on many unloved monarchs. His was a peaceful ending, a reflection of what we are meant to make of him. That’s because the stories told about how monarchs died were never mere recordings of detail. Rather they are morality tales, meant for the people and posterity to remember their reign. Their deaths reflected their lives, and the quality of life under them. So the story of Edward’s demise is a pleasant one. Those who followed Edward the Confessor to the throne were not always given the same treatment.

			Clifford Brewer, the last surviving surgeon to have worked during the D-Day landings in 1944, also shared our interest in the deaths of monarchs during his quieter moments. He studied the mortality of our kings and queens from William the Conqueror to Queen Victoria in his book The Death of Kings. His observations sometimes carried a surgical leaning, where a physician might make different interpretations.

			As a medical doctor myself, who later also studied history, I became interested in the history of the human body and in the history of death. It fascinates me how these sometimes gruesome stories can be manipulated to defend or accuse, even after the body has taken its last breath. The lives of monarchs may have been very different to those of their people but I could see how the deaths of those monarchs reflected the deaths of everyone. This book aims to study the stories of the rulers’ final days, updating our understanding of their deaths. Four more British monarchs have died and at least one has been found since Brewer’s stories ended. It’s time to re-evaluate how our monarchs died with a modern understanding of medicine and genetics, and in some cases shed new light on the stories of the kings and queens of England and Scotland.

			It is my hope that as we understand more about the human body, we will also understand more about the monarchs who have shaped the near one thousand years since 1066. The more we know of the human body and medicine now, the more we can delve into the historical figures’ insides, to understand what they may have gone through. These are, though, retrospective diagnoses and every argument is an interpretation based on current understandings. Academic historians might raise an eyebrow or roll their eyes at anyone trying their hand at retrospective diagnosis. Attempting to diagnose a cause of death a few hundred years after the event is wrought with inconsistencies and difficulties in interpretation. However, the detailed records of monarchs’ illnesses and final days make it much more possible to study their deaths. Through the changing fashions in the study of history and also in popular culture, the monarchs’ lives have remained central to so much storytelling. The accounts of them are more accessible and widely known, far more than for most people in history. Most of all though, it is fun to mull over the potential pathologies and treatments given. With the best of the surgeons and physicians at hand, providing the very latest in care for ailing monarchs, we can see the medical beliefs, understandings and fashions of the day. We can see how they changed and not just in how the body was treated in life, but also in death. We see when autopsies became more common and how and why embalming practices changed. We can see, through the treatments given to the monarchs, how those treatments changed for everyone over a thousand years.

			Each chapter brings a new monarch whose medical history we dive into. In retrospectively diagnosing any of our predecessors, monarchs or otherwise, we must be careful not to lay our own experiences of ill health onto theirs or stick strictly to modern ailments. Some diseases could well have come and gone in the last thousand years, diseases that we have no idea even existed.

			How the kings and queens of England and Scotland have died has been a mix of the bizarre, accidental, painfully common and downright mysterious. There has been violence, infections, overindulgence and even the occasional regicide. There were plots, accusations, rivalries, and there was the ever-present menace of poison. Trauma was a constant threat, not just on the battlefield but also at play. Hunting and jousting were as dangerous as battle. More than one of the monarchs was injured or killed whilst at leisure. If our monarchs avoided a traumatic end then an infection was just as likely to strike them down. Dysentery, tuberculosis and smallpox played their part. There was rarely a death without a suspicion of murder. The whisper of poison was never far from the lips of those in power. Many monarchs who usurped their predecessor increased the risk of a similar lethal end for themselves. In short, if your hands were covered in blood when you took the crown, don’t be surprised if a violent murder is coming your way too.

			By the twentieth century the kings and queens had put aside axes through the head, pokers up the rear end and gushing dysentery for more of the chronic lifestyle-related diseases of the lungs and heart that claim most of our lives today. When it came to the monarchs though, the last century was not without its own controversy.

			Some members of the royal family are largely forgotten while others are seen as icons in academia and in popular culture. So much was recorded of their demise, and of the accompanying ceremony, that studying their deaths also becomes a history of how we’ve treated, cared for and disposed of bodies throughout time. Of course for everyone else it was most likely a mass grave during a plague or suffering as the whole village was ravaged by pestilence, famine or war. The bodies of the kings and queens were no different to others, and so were subject to the same decay and indignity of death.

			However, in the case of monarchs, we can be assured that the stories told and the histories that we have were embellished to suit the needs of those writing them. The agendas of the writers, the religious chroniclers, always learned men, set the tone and dictated our understanding. It was they who could bestow saintly wholesomeness on someone they felt should be admired, or ­devilish putrefaction on someone they wanted to paint in a bad light. At the stroke of an inky quill they would do just that, and their stories are still told today.

			Remains of the kings and queens, whilst often given lavish over-the-top send-offs by those left behind, were not always allowed to simply rest in peace. The sacking of graves looking for lead and riches, the pulling down of abbeys and simple curiosity has led to many tombs being opened, prodded, poked and stolen from. For Richard III, the discovery of his remains makes for a wonderful tale of persistence, problem-solving and luck.

			It is time to pull on the rubber gloves and take a deep dive into the blood and guts of a thousand years of royal deaths.

			 

			Suzie Edge

			March 2022
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			Harold Godwinson

			Died 1066

			Harold looks up at the wrong moment.

			From the classrooms of the Ragged Schools to the halls of Eton College, it has been the duty of every English schoolchild to learn that at the Battle of Hastings in 1066, King Harold was killed by an arrow that hit him in the eye.

			As a nearby soldier shouted, ‘Watch out,’ Harold turned to look up at the sky above the battlefield at the worst possible moment. The cold sharp metal struck his face and burst open his eyeball. The juices from his eye lubricated the arrow as it tore through his retina, broke through the bone of his skull and lodged in the frontal lobe of his brain. This story will come up again and again, at the pub quiz at your local on Friday night, and in conversation with Granny over Trivial Pursuit at Christmas: in 1066 the English King Harold II took an arrow in the eye at Hastings, thus starting the Norman Conquest and the reign of William the Conqueror.

			It is the fate of those same schoolchildren to learn, at some shatteringly disappointing moment later in life, that the details of Harold’s demise are likely nonsense, and that this is probably not how Harold Godwinson was killed. Sincerest of apologies if this is such a moment.

			 

			Though it might still be taught in our schools, there is a strong argument against Harold’s death being arrow induced. But the modern theory that the arrow narrative is a pack of lies is not going to stop us contemplating the notion of taking one in the eye on an eleventh-century battlefield.

			The enduring image of an embroidered Harold, clutching at an arrow lodged in his face, comes from a most wonderful piece of art that has survived the centuries, the Bayeux Tapestry. The incredibly well-preserved, 70-metre-long embroidered work tells us one version of the story of the Norman invasion. Whose version it is is not entirely clear and nor is it clear exactly what happened to Harold. The iconic image of the soldier grasping at the arrow in his face comes below the text Hic Harold Rex Interfectus Est (Here King Harold has been killed).

			Those with a keen eye on the Bayeux Tapestry will notice the depiction of another man, also under that text. This man has fallen, and he is being run through by a sword-wielding horseman. This other man might have been Harold all along. If, however, we might read the Bayeux Tapestry in sequence, then Harold was struck in the eye with an arrow, fell to the ground (changing his socks on the way) and was then killed, chopped to pieces by swordsmen. It is intriguing that in a copy of the Bayeux Tapestry from the 1700s there is no arrow in the face of the gentleman in question. Could it have been added later? During a restoration perhaps?

			Being hit in the face with an arrow was not necessarily an immediate death sentence. At least two other monarchs can testify to that. Henry V of England (whilst he was Prince of Wales) and Philip II of Macedon (father of Alexander the Great) both had battle arrows pulled from their skulls and survived. Sadly, James IV of Scotland cannot join the club: an arrow in the face killed him at Flodden in 1513.

			That is not to say that King Harold definitely didn’t die from an arrow in the eye, bearing in mind that he certainly met his demise on the day of the battle in October of 1066. We do know his life did not end in a long, drawn-out agonising scene on a deathbed. It was not caused by sepsis with a grim wound-site infection spreading across his face. He did not lie in pain for weeks, with his wounds tended by an already grieving widow whilst his brain shut down. Something killed Harold on the day. It was instant and if it were an arrow, it would have travelled far through his eye and through the skull behind it, to do damage deep inside the brain. It would have caused a bleeding and a swelling in the brain, meaning that oxygenated blood could no longer get through and sustain brain function.

			Aerodynamic, fast and sharp, a metal arrowhead fixed to a wooden arrow, shot from a Norman bow, could easily cut through the tissue of the face, the eyeball, the thin bone of the sockets and the jelly-like brain tissue that sits behind them. The eyeball itself is extremely vulnerable, sitting outside the protective bony skull. It is merely a squidgy ball of fluid, held and controlled by the small muscles around it.

			If a Norman had punched Harold in the face or had used a blunt weapon, the eyeball would have been pushed backwards into the socket rather than being permitted to explode. The pressure of that force can be great enough to cause a break in the thin bony layer of the eye socket behind it. The thin layer of bone is there to take one for the team, releasing the energy and stopping the eyeball from impending messy explosion. It is a bit like how a modern car will crumple around a passenger in a high impact car crash. Such a traumatic event does not ever look survivable, but it is the crumpling of the car that saved the occupant by absorbing the energy of the crash.

			The fracture of the socket, as an indirect blow to the thin bone caused by pressure through the eye, is known as a blowout fracture. So, blowout fractures defend the eye against blunt forces, but sharp, fast arrows are a different matter. Once through the eyeball and the socket wall, the arrow would encounter soft brain tissue, having avoided the hard skull that protects the rest of the head.

			At the front of the brain, where the arrow tip would strike once it got through the sockets, is the frontal lobe. The frontal lobe is so named, not surprisingly, because it is at the front. Though it was named logically, the frontal lobe deals instead with emotion. We might surmise that if Harold took a sharp blow to the frontal lobe, it may well have momentarily rendered him emotionally disinhibited, and he might have been a little bit sweary. Frontal lobe injuries do manifest in sufferers acting out of character if they are not immediately fatal.

			If we are looking for an injury that killed Harold instantly, the arrow would have to have sliced through the brain and its blood vessels. This would have set off a cascade of bleeding and swelling, and pushed the brain matter against itself and the skull, until blood could no longer move about and provide oxygen to the brain tissues. With a traumatic brain injury of this nature, it would not be long until unconsciousness and death.

			Harold may not have been killed instantly by the arrow in his eye, but he could well have been inconvenienced enough to be caught and hacked apart by swordsmen. Guy, Bishop of Amiens, in his ‘Song of the Battle of Hastings’, the earliest contemporary source of the events, said that Harold was dismembered by four knights, including William of Normandy. They would claim Harold’s death was at the hand of the all-conquering William, of course. There are many versions, some portray facial arrows, some do not.

			It will become a theme when recounting the deaths of kings and queens that these stories are always varied and contrary. They are often commenting on the political, religious or moral nature of the monarch and trying to legitimise the reign of whoever came next. Propaganda, confusion and contradictory accounts are what can make the manner of a sovereign’s death even gorier, and with that even more meaningful. Often the stories told of what happened to the monarchs give us insight into the political context, particularly of the monarch who came next.

			Harold was dead, by arrow or by sword, and his body was held by the conquering Normans. Harold’s widow Edith was brought over to the Norman camp to identify the body thought to be her husband. The face was mutilated so she could perhaps only provide an answer by recognising other distinguishing marks, in places familiar only to her.

			Harold’s mother went to William (whom we can now call The Conqueror) and asked him for her son’s body back, offering a gold reward. William refused her, worried that the body would be used as relics, or as a shrine to martyrdom. As William himself had dug up the body of St Valery for moral support before he crossed the Channel, he was not wrong that this might be the fate of Harold’s remains. Also, maybe onlookers would notice he did not have an arrow protruding from his face and that would ruin a thousand years of a good story.

			The whereabouts of Harold Godwinson’s final resting place is still up for debate, and some are looking to exhume what they think are his bones in the search for an answer.

			When in 1954 workmen were lifting an old rotten floor at Holy Trinity Church in Bosham, Sussex, an Anglo-Saxon coffin was found. Bosham was Harold’s birthplace and local historians believed that these could be the remains of Harold. With the head and part of one leg missing, this pattern of injury was consistent with Guy d’Amien’s song describing Harold’s last moments. The Diocese of Chichester refused an exhumation request in 2003, ruling that the chances of true identification were not high. Exhumation for sentiment or to satisfy curiosity on so little evidence was thought sensational, particularly as the task was to be paid for by a television company. It was likely to be a futile project anyway. If anything did remain of the bones found in 1954, the chance of anyone being able to extract DNA would be small and parts of the bones would need to be destroyed in the process. Even if DNA could be extracted, there would need to be a comparator, a living person who could for sure be a descendant of Harold Godwinson himself, nearly 1,000 years on. Carbon dating is not accurate enough to be conclusive that these remains belong to Harold, and are not from a generation above or below the King.

			To dig up the grave of a Christian burial, whether it be Harold or not, would be standing teetering at the top of a slippery slope, and set a dangerous precedent. A floodgate would be opened that would allow for the exhumation of, well, everyone mentioned in this book for a start, and then who?

			Most academics believe that the evidence points to Harold having been interred at Waltham Abbey. Some accounts state that the King was buried at sea, others say his resting place is somewhere near the coast, deliberately unmarked so that he would not be turned into a relic by rebels fighting the Normans. At the spot where Harold is supposed to have lost his life stands Battle Abbey, or what remains of it, but what remains of Harold’s remains, remains a mystery.

			Whether or not Harold took an arrow in the eye that day is a question unlikely ever to be answered. If he did, it may not have ended his life instantly, it may have just rendered him powerless against the mob surrounding him with swords and spears. The arrow in the eye story most likely represents a statement against the King: that he was not actually the true king. William’s claim was tentative at best but the Normans felt that Harold broke the oath that he had made to William of Normandy, and he got his just deserts. His perjury was paid for by the symbolic punishment of the day for traitors, that of blinding. Harold was to be depicted for the next 1,000 years as the blinded king who had betrayed his oath. It will not be the last time we encounter a death story that conveys the writer’s agenda around the memory of the deceased, rather than a true articulation of the moment of their departure.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			William I

			Died 1087

			Duke William of Normandy was the bastard who was victorious at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. He really was called William the Bastard. We are not just calling him names for invading England. He was the illegitimate son of Robert the Magnificent and Heleva of Falaise, but we shall call him Duke William of Normandy for now, as it’s better for the children. William survived the fight and so the Norman duke was able to claim the throne of England.

			William believed the throne of England was rightfully his, promised to him by his distant cousin Edward the Confessor. He felt it was an arrangement that the new king Harold had sworn to uphold, and so an angry William went looking for what he thought was his. Now known as William the Conqueror, his reign began on Christmas Day in that infamous year of 1066.

			William’s post-coronation shenanigans included building new castles, settling his Norman nobles in England and the Harrying of the North. He placed his own clergymen in powerful church positions, pushing out the locals. He ordered the compilation of the Domesday Book, which was a record of the people and their land, or rather, William’s new land. He did not bother to hang around too long in England though; back he went to France where the weather was somewhat preferable. It is hard to fault him for that.

			In the summer of 1087, twenty-one years after the Battle of Hastings, William of Normandy was still out there fighting and pillaging. As he rode his horse through the streets of Mantes after a raid, he might well have been brooding over the French monarch’s words. King Philip had pointed out that he looked fat like a pregnant woman. William had put on weight during his years as king of England. Around him the city was burning as his pillaging troops set alight the houses, causing chaos. A burning building sent up a lively hot spark and William’s horse was spooked. Dobbin reared up and came down with a crash. William’s giant frame, which had grown much too large in ­celebration of all the conquering, was thrown forward, his ample belly hitting the heavy iron pommel of his saddle.

			The pressure on his abdomen, which pushed his insides back against the hard bones of his spine and pelvis, was enough to squeeze and split one of his organs open. A perforated bowel is the most quoted cause of death for William but it could have been either bowel or bladder, or perhaps even his urethra. In an injury such as a bowel perforation, a doctor would expect to hear of a painful distention of his abdomen, accompanied by vomiting; there was mention of his moaning in pain, but bloating and vomiting were not noted in reports of the King’s death. Perforation of his bowel would have meant that the ­bowel’s contents – the celebratory burgers and beers from so much conquering – which are usually separated from the peritoneum (the lining of the abdominal wall) by the walls of the bowel, would spill out, leaving faeces and bacteria free to cause trouble. The result is peritonitis – inflammation, and infection of the peritoneum. Untreated, peritonitis can lead to a painful death. Nowadays such a case would require a surgeon, an anaesthetist, an army of theatre nurses, intensive care nurses and a holy grail full of antibiotics. Orderic Vitalis, the chronicling monk, made no mention of an ICU admission but we must remember his account was written a few years after William’s death, so he may have missed a detail or two.

			Alternatively, the forceful crash of William’s lower abdomen against the saddle’s pommel could have perforated the rider’s bladder or even his urethra (the tube that brings urine from the bladder down to the outside world). It is an injury that, though rare, could occur with an eye-watering, forceful shove of a saddle between the legs.

			A perforation of the bladder would have been signalled by haematuria (blood in the urine), which again one would expect to have seen commented on in the accounts. Leakage of urine out of a split in the bladder wall can result in infected collections where you do not want them to be, and then in potentially deadly sepsis. If urine can’t get out of the urethra, then it backs up to the kidneys, which can affect their function. If for any reason kidneys cannot filter blood, there is life-threatening trouble ahead.

			Whatever was perforated, be it bowel, bladder, or urethra, the injury brought about William’s death. It took a few weeks though, and William had asked to be taken to the Priory of St Gervais at Rouen, Normandy’s capital, where his bishops could tend to him. The chronicler Orderic wrote that in the time he had remaining, William was at least repentant, sorry for all the brutality, especially in England. He also had time to make plans for his sons and his lands, making William Rufus king of England and Robert Curthose Duke of Normandy. William I, King of the English and Duke of the Normans, died of complications stemming from an internal rupture of an organ on 9 September 1087. He was lucid in the morning and then he was dead. He was fifty-nine years old.

			The story of what happened to William the Conqueror did not end there. Of course not. As soon as the King was dead, pillaging broke out and the nobles around him went off to protect their own lands and belongings. They left behind servants who pilfered all the King’s belongings for themselves, even his finery and clothes, leaving his body unceremoniously dumped on the floor of his bedchamber. It is a story often repeated to demonstrate the consequences of being an unliked king. William was considered deceitful and ill-educated, culturally inadequate and unworthy, and his death story became an extension of that unworthiness.

			Very soon the King’s cold, dead body started to discolour. It was recovered from the bedchamber floor but there was little dignity in what was to come. His courtiers took a long time to decide how to honour him, how and where to bury him and who to invite to the after-party. It took for ever. The Archbishop of Rouen eventually declared that the body of the King should be taken to the monastery of St Stephen in Caen – but who was around to deal with it, embalm it or remove the smelly parts? There was one obstacle after another. On the way to Caen the procession had to stop to contend with a fire that broke out. All bodies begin to smell, even a king’s. A knight called Ascelin of Caen came forward to claim that the church where William was to be buried had been built on land belonging to his father, land that had been stolen by William of Normandy. He wouldn’t let the burial take place until they paid him off, only then did he agree they could go ahead. Can’t think what made him change his mind.

			All the while William’s rotting corpse was swelling, getting bigger and bigger. Bodies swell after death because the mechanisms in place to keep the bowel contents inside the bowel fail and so all the foul contents leak out. The bacteria are freed and can go to lunch, burping and farting as they munch away on yummy dead-king stew. The gases swell the body and if you try, as they did, to shove that swollen, gas-filled corpse into a stone coffin, something is going to give way and explode, and it won’t be the coffin. It’s hard to imagine quite how bad the exploded king corpse must have smelled when the rotting remains burst free. The senser burners swung from side to side on their chains ahead of the procession, spreading their smoke of frankincense and spices, but they had no effect. The putrefaction in the air hit the nostrils hard. They had to finish the ceremony and get out fast.

			Anyone associated with William might well have been accustomed to corpses lying about. Before the Battle of Hastings, William waited for the weather to turn so that he could sail his army across the Channel, he needed a way to keep the ­mercenary troops on side while they waited. They were at the town of St Valery so it seemed a perfectly normal thing to do to dig up the body of the town’s namesake and parade it in front of the troops, asking them all to pray for victory over his remains. Unlike William, though, St Valery was not the explosive type. He was a saint, so there were no stories of him exploding like the rotten king.

			Putrefaction is a trope to brand the memories of the kings thought unworthy. William was remembered as a tyrant who disrespected England and so it is no surprise to hear of his stuff being looted and of this bodily decay. If an intact, untouched body was a sign of saintliness, a stinking and putrefied body, exploding and seeping rotting juices, surely demonstrated the opposite.

			William Rufus, the son who was to become the next king of England, commissioned a tomb for his late father, and under it the first William did surprisingly well to rest in peace for 500 years. The Pope let someone open his tomb to have a look in 1522, when all was found to be well. He was reinterred, but forty years later a Calvinist mob broke in. They were expecting to find riches, and when they found nothing of use, they sacked the grave. What was left was again reinterred, but was later destroyed during the French Revolution. The plunderers were looking for lead to make musket balls. One single thigh bone, a left femur, was rescued and reburied. In the 1960s the single femur was found again. A thigh bone, the largest bone in the body, can tell us quite a lot, even a lonely single one. They give clues about the height and health of their owner. This one came from a man measuring between 5 feet 9 and 5 feet 11. It was thought to be all that remains of William I and it was buried again in 1987, to mark 900 years since William the Conqueror’s death. On his tomb, a Latin inscription in marble slab tells us:

			 

			Here lies the invincible William the Conqueror, 

			Duke of Normandy and King of England, 

			founder of the house, 

			who died in the year 1087.

			 

			Can we define invincible? Well, I suppose his thigh bone has been, so far.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			William II

			Died 1100

			Not to be outdone by his father’s nicknames (William the Conqueror, William the Bastard), William II was known as William Rufus, meaning William the Red, because of his red complexion. Rufus was not the first-born son of William the Conqueror, he was the third. They lost their brother Richard in a hunting accident in the New Forest when Rufus was a teenager. Remember that important nugget, it reappears later. Clearly the New Forest is a dangerous place for princes – or Richard’s death there gave someone an idea thirty years later.

			Rufus had another older brother, Robert. He was a bit wayward and sided with the Conqueror’s enemy, the king of France. Though he made up with his father towards the end, Robert had not earned the throne of England. Instead, he was given the duchy of Normandy without England. England was given to Rufus. Their youngest brother, Henry, was not given land, but got £5,000 upon his father’s death. He was the sort of lad that had it weighed and measured on receipt, just to make sure he had been given the exact promised amount. When their father was buried, eventually, the sibling rivalries intensified, but Henry had the last laugh.

			As kings go, William Rufus did a reasonable job. He defended his father’s kingdom and kept rebellions at bay. He was a respected military general and had a reputation for courage and good luck. He was known to be generous to his loyal soldiers, who were keen to obey their king as there was a high price for disloyalty and punishments were severe and brutal.

			However there were many who were not happy with the King, and the Church was chief among them. William had achieved his military might and added to his personal riches at the expense of the Church and rebel barons. He was slow to appoint clergy so he could use the lands and riches for himself. His attitude was distinctly anti-clerical and contemptuous of religion. His court was flamboyant and hedonistic, and the monastic chroniclers did not hold back in their equally contemptuous descriptions of William Rufus. The chroniclers, who happened to be religious men and held in contempt by Rufus, wrote of him as a waster, a womaniser and, worst of all, ungodly and deserving of what was to come his way.

			What came his way happened on a fine day in early August in the year 1100. William had woken early, having had rather a lot to drink the night before. He was startled from a dream where he had had a conversation with the devil, who told him that he would be seeing him tomorrow. He was also told by the monks that they had had visions of terrible things ahead. William was not impressed or bothered, so they went hunting that afternoon.

			As they made ready, he handed two of his arrows to his companion, Walter Tyrell, Lord of Poix. ‘Bon archer, bonnes flèches,’ he said – ‘Good arrows for the good archer’. One might wonder if the arrows actually had William’s name on them.

			William’s brother Henry was in another hunting party elsewhere in the forest. The game was afoot. A stag went by, Walter Tyrell took aim, and his arrow glanced off a tree and hit the King in the chest. This was not good. An arrow piercing the chest, with its sharp pointed iron head slicing between ribs, would hit either lung tissue or major vessels, or even the heart. Hitting a lung would mean the lung tissue being opened to the outside world, and air and blood could get drawn into the cavity between the pleura (the lining of the lungs) and the lung tissue. This haemo-pneumothorax not only means a lung that’s not functioning, exchanging the gases that are required for the living cells, but the pressure can push against the heart. Once pierced, a major blood vessel such as the aorta, the artery that takes the blood from the heart to the rest of the body, will pour the blood out into the surrounding tissue instead. Each new beat of the heart deposits more blood where it should not be. With less and less blood to pump, the body recognises a reducing blood pressure and the heart starts to pump harder and faster. Catecholamines (the stress hormones) will be released that will tighten blood vessels, increasing the action of the heart, which will try its best to compensate. Rufus would have been gasping for air as his body struggled to provide more oxygenated blood to the tissues which by now are wondering where the blood has gone, especially the brain. If the tear in the vessel where blood is pouring out is not fixed, the compensation mechanisms will be working in vain.

			If this huge pool of blood in the surrounding tissues grows, it will push onto the heart itself, the build-up of pressure will tamponade (compress the heart), fixing it, giving it no room to fill with blood and pump it out. If the sharp metal arrowhead tore through the heart itself, the damaged heart muscle would instantly struggle to coordinate the squeeze and to pump the blood. In either of these situations, the result will be a heart that can’t pump or has nothing to pump.

			While his body tried to compensate, to keep him alive despite overwhelming loss of blood, William broke the shaft of the arrow that hit him. He fell, pushing what was left further into his chest, and he breathed his last. To survive such an injury, you would need almost instant emergency pre-hospital surgery to stop the bleeding. Fibrillation of the heart muscle occurs as it can no longer beat effectively, and the heart muscle movement becomes erratic. For William Rufus, this scenario needs far more medical attention than a twelfth-century companion of the King could provide. Besides, they had all run off anyway. They did not want to be caught with, and blamed for, a dead king. The story told, of a king’s body being left for dead by his companions, represented a time of fear once again. Tyrell fled, first to France and then onward to crusade. He did not attend the funeral of the dead king. Not many did, not even the King’s brother, Henry.

			Nobody was left to deal with the King’s newly deceased corpse. It’s a familiar story and one we heard with his father, William the Conqueror, thirteen years before. A dead king meant a time of change and potential lawlessness until he was replaced. Some servants were left to manhandle the King’s dead body. Blue blood dripping onto their clothes and hands, they hauled him into a cart. The last of his air gurgled up through frothing blood in his throat as he was conveyed in the cart to Winchester.

			William Rufus had no children. His heir would have to be one of his brothers, Robert or Henry, and as Robert was not in England, here was Henry’s chance. Henry, having heard about his brother’s death, rode straight away, not to his brother’s side, but to Winchester.

			There was more than one account of the events of that day. Another writer, in France, the Abbot Sergerius of St Denis stated that his good friend Tyrell was not even there in the forest that day. Tyrell didn’t confess on his deathbed either, which was usually the time to bare all, so maybe he did not do that dastardly deed that our history books have laid upon him. Those who believe the King was assassinated argue that Tyrell was a good shot. He was not incompetent and therefore was unlikely to accidentally shoot the King.

			A few days later, on Sunday, 5 August 1100, rather than turn up to mourn at his brother’s funeral in Winchester, Henry was in London, being crowned Henry I, King of England, by Bishop Maurice. He wanted to be inaugurated quickly before the return of his older brother Robert Curthose, from his crusade. In this time when no king meant no law, everyone was happy to see a new king crowned so speedily.

			Before these unfortunate events in the woods, the Pope had been considering excommunicating Rufus from the Church because of his contemptuous and irreligious behaviour. Henry, however, was supported by the Church. The accounts of the death of William II, written during the reign of Henry by monastic chroniclers, were not going to start throwing around accusations of assassination, but we can. Henry had the motive, he had little regard for Rufus’s body after his demise, and interestingly, he had seen the deaths of both his older brother Richard, and his nephew (also Richard, son of Robert Curthose) occur as the result of arrow accidents while hunting in the forest. When he heard of his brother’s death he did not hang about. He rushed straight off to Winchester to the crown treasury, and he was crowned only three days later. None of that sounds like the work of an innocent brother.

			The remains of William Rufus have been hard to pin down, if not quite as hard as Rufus himself. He was buried at Winchester Cathedral but was later lost. For hundreds of years, it has been thought that the bones of William Rufus were held with the bones of other Anglo-Saxon rulers and a couple of bishops, within six mortuary chests held at Winchester. The bones were gathered when the original tombs were ransacked and now there is a list of twelve possible owners, but nobody knows exactly who the bones belonged to. Recent DNA analysis has shown twenty-two different people, only one of whom could be identified – Queen Emma of Normandy. William Rufus did not rest in peace, but at least he is not alone in the coffin chests, as he was on the day he was abandoned by his companions.

			A stone in the New Forest marks the spot where our story of today played out, 900 years ago. Whether it’s on the site of a dreadful royal accident or a monstrous murder, we’ll never know. It is hard to imagine William’s brother Henry I visiting to pay his respects.
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