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Introduction


England is medieval. When the Roman army left these shores and the Irish, Picts, Saxons, Jutes and Frisians fought over the corpse of Britannia, neither the word nor the idea of England existed. There was warm beer, thankfully, although I fear that orderly queuing and a sense of fair play were still some years in the future. As was Parliament and the English language. There was no Westminster, no football, no monarchy, no cross of St George. England was forged in the centuries that followed that original, apocalyptic Brexit in the Middle Ages: the medieval period. At the end of this period, which we are going to roughly define as the end of the 15th century, around 500 years ago, not only England, but Scotland, Wales and Ireland were recognisable to our modern eye, Christianity had seen off paganism, Oxford and Cambridge were seats of learning, London was the principal city, and English-speaking kings ruled over a well-established realm from their base in Westminster. Chaucer and others had established the English literary tradition, Shakespeare’s birth was in the offing. It was all starting to look very familiar.


England as an independent, distinct kingdom did not outlast the medieval world by that long. Within a century or so monarchs ruled jointly over both England and Scotland; within two centuries, in 1707, they formally merged to form Great Britain. So the Kingdom of England was very largely a medieval phenomenon.


This phenomenon has proved so intriguing to the generations that have followed. The architecture, ideas, stories and fashion of medieval England continue to grip us today. From buildings seeking to boost their magnificence with crenellations and mullioned windows, to fans at the World Cup dressing as medieval knights; we love the Game of Thrones franchise, so obviously inspired by the 15th-century Wars of the Roses, with added dragons and Mongols, and video games set in the medieval world; and millions of us enjoy days out at heritage sites featuring catapults, weaving, shield-making and jousting. There is an enduring fascination with Arthur, Alfred, castles, cathedrals, crusades, Vikings, Richard III and his nephews, and English victories against the odds on the bloody fields of that eternal frenemy, France.


When I started History Hit I assumed we would be spending a lot of time and attention on the World Wars and the Tudors. In fact, our audience in Britain and around the world have outed themselves as massive fans of medieval history. Time and again tales of castles and the Black Death, or the stories of everyday medieval lives, top our charts of what people are listening to or watching on our platforms.


That has given me a wonderful opportunity to explore the period. I have helped out as metal detectorists sought to locate a lost medieval battlefield, Brunanburh, a crucible of England itself, where Æthelstan smashed a coalition of British, Irish and Viking enemies who were trying to strangle England at its birth. I have crept through church crypts and along exposed battlements. One highlight was crawling through the tunnels beneath Dover Castle. You can see the marks made by the miners who hacked out the chalk during the terrible siege of 1216, the French attackers and the English defenders both burrowing away deep underground. I have been lucky enough to get close up to original copies of Magna Carta, the rolls of fines from the reign of Henry III, and the shocking mortality records from the Black Death.


The medieval is as fascinating as it is important. Our knowledge is patchy and incomplete, which is why many love it. There is space for conjecture and imagination. Some of the history is familiar. There are warring families and conflict among royal princes. There is ambition, conquest, pandemics, outbreaks of the dancing plague – which saw people dance until they dropped – and scientific breakthrough. But there is also much that is obscure: the worldviews, the superstitions, the religious beliefs and the long-dead, oddly shaped countries. This book is here to help.


History Hit’s in-house medieval scholar and Richard III apologist, Matthew Lewis, has conducted hundreds of interviews while making podcasts and TV shows with the world’s best medievalists to add to his own encyclopaedic knowledge. He has given us a brilliant primer, an accessible account of nearly a millennium of history that will set out the landscape for anyone who wants to delve deeper. If you want to know your Plantagenets from your Valois, your Edwards from your Henrys, this is the book for you.


Dan Snow, 2024
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Chapter 1


The Bit Before 1066, Which Matters Just as Much




Viking raiders attack England : the Great Heathen Army arrives : the Heptarchy collapses : Alfred of Wessex resists the Vikings : Æthelstan and the birth of England : Cnut the Great conquers England : the Anglo-Saxon revival : claimants on Edward the Confessor’s death : Harald Hardrada invades : the Norman Conquest : Hereward the Wake resists the Normans





From the late 8th century, England was the target of attacks by Scandinavian raiders remembered as the Vikings. The most famous early encounter with the Vikings came on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne off the coast of Northumbria in 793. Sightings and encounters were recorded just before this, the first appearing in 787, but the brutal assault on Holy Island and its community of monks rocked the Christian world. To the pagan Vikings, the monastery was an unguarded store of treasure almost begging to be taken. The monks were unarmed nuisances, but any survivors had value as slaves. The terrifying attack on Lindisfarne is often used to date the beginning of the Viking Age.


Over the decades that followed, Viking raiding parties would return again and again to plunder England’s seemingly endless wealth. In 865, a large Viking invasion was dubbed the ‘Great Heathen Army’ by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. This time, their purpose was conquest. The rich, fertile land had proven easy to raid. If they could take it, there would be no more need for long sea voyages and violent pillaging. They could hang up their axes and enjoy the easy life.




WHAT WAS A VIKING?


The word ‘Viking’ is a label applied to Scandinavian people who migrated across Europe from the 8th to the 11th centuries. The word only refers to men, and in a basic translation it means ‘pirate’ or ‘raider’ in Old Norse. But Scandinavian people at this time were not all pirates or raiders. There was also no Viking ethnic group or one unified ‘Viking’ kingdom or Empire.





[image: A map of England showing the kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxon Heptarchy. The kingdoms from north to south are Northumbria, Mercia, East Anglia, Wessex, Essex, Sussex and Kent.]




BURGHS AND BURYS OF ENGLAND


The suffixes ‘burgh’, ‘borough’ and ‘bury’, all hailing from the early medieval period, mean ‘fortified’. Thus Canterbury, Peterborough and Bamburgh all have medieval or earlier fortifications. The Roman equivalent of this is ‘caster’ or ‘chester’, referring to a Roman castrum (fort). For example, Winchester or Lancaster.





The Great Heathen Army swiftly overran the north and east of England. The army overwintered rather than return home, and would remain in England for 14 years.


By 871, only Wessex remained unconquered. Its new king, Alfred, had bribed the Vikings to leave his realm after a defeat at the Battle of Wilton. Raids into Wessex continued and, in January 878, Chippenham was attacked while the king was staying in the town. He escaped, later establishing a fortress at Athelney, an island in the marshes of Somerset. From there he organised resistance to the Viking invaders.


King Alfred’s Resistance


In May 878, Alfred mustered his kingdom and fought the Vikings at the Battle of Edington in Wiltshire. After winning a stunning victory, Alfred pursued the Vikings to Chippenham, laying siege to the town until their supplies ran out. Upon the Viking surrender, Alfred agreed to terms requiring the Viking leader, Guthrum, to convert to Christianity. The independence of Wessex was preserved, and part of the midlands realm of Mercia would remain under Saxon rule. Guthrum would withdraw beyond a new boundary that ran from the River Thames to the River Lea, on to the River Ouse, and then followed the old Roman road of Watling Street, which is today the A5. It effectively cut England in two, with Anglo-Saxons, dominated by Alfred in Wessex, controlling the south and west, and Vikings ruling the east and north. The area under Viking control became known as the Danelaw – where Danish law prevailed.


Alfred would earn the epithet ‘the Great’ for his resistance to the seemingly unstoppable Vikings. Another Viking invasion arrived in the early 890s, but Alfred pushed them back until they abandoned their efforts in 896. The king, supported by his son Edward the Elder and his daughter Æthelflæd, Lady of the Mercians, maintained Anglo-Saxon control of part of England. He took the title King of the Anglo-Saxons and created a network of burhs, fortified towns that allowed the local population to shelter within from raids and work together as a defensive unit.


This strategy of organised, coordinated resistance proved successful and Alfred, who died in 899, became a legend in English history. The Vikings, however, began to settle in the Danelaw. A century of tense peace was shattered by the arrival of a new Danish army seeking to exploit the wealth of England.


In 978, Alfred’s great-great-grandson Æthelred became King of the English. That title had first been adopted by Alfred’s grandson Æthelstan in 927, to signify his rule over all those who spoke the English language. Æthelstan had unified Britain with astonishing success, though his achievements had begun to unravel after his death. Æthelred is known as the Unready, though his nickname in Old English was actually Æthelred Unræd. Unræd meant ill-advised and was a play on Æthelred, which meant well-advised. So Well-advised the Ill-advised. Maybe it was funnier in the 10th century.
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The Danelaw
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From 980 onwards, Danish fleets renewed their raiding on the English coast from Hampshire to Cornwall as well as in Cheshire. In 991, Danes invaded the southeast and defeated Byrhtnoth, Ealdorman of Essex at the Battle of Maldon, a moment immortalised in the poem in Old English named after the battle.
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The Battle of Maldon





Æthelred’s response was to fall back on a previous tactic. He paid the Danes a large sum of money, 3,300 kg of silver, to go away. It worked for a time but only served to convince the Danes that England had vast reserves of wealth that they could get their hands on.


The Danish Conquest


King Sweyn Forkbeard of Denmark led an assault on London in 994 and was bought off. In 1001, Æthelred made another huge payment to buy off raids on the south coast of Devon. The payments became known as Danegeld and are seen as a failure of Æthelred’s government, though the tactic had been used before both in England and in France. Æthelred did try other things to counter the threat. In 1002, he did two things that proved important. He married Emma, the daughter of the Duke of Normandy. The foreign match was unusual for an Anglo-Saxon king but proved important to the story of England. In the same year, Æthelred also turned the Vikings’ violent tactics against them, ordering the St Brice’s Day Massacre. Both sides were capable of shocking acts of violence against leaders and the populace.


On 13 November 1002, all Danish men who could be found in England were slaughtered. Among the dead was reported to be Gunhilde, the sister of Sweyn Forkbeard, and her husband. Vengeance for this, as well as for his countrymen, probably motivated Sweyn’s attacks on England from 1002 to 1005, 1006 to 1007, and again from 1009 to 1012. Sweyn was accompanied by Thorkell the Tall, a prominent warlord. When Sweyn returned in 1013, Æthelred had adopted another new tactic. He had hired Thorkell and his men as mercenaries to defend England from Sweyn.


Sweyn proved too strong this time for Æthelred, even with Thorkell’s support. Æthelred was driven from England, and Sweyn was proclaimed king. It was short-lived. He ruled for just five weeks before he died. With the Danish claim to the throne of England forged in conquest, Sweyn’s son Cnut, on his father’s death, failed to obtain recognition as the new king. Instead, Æthelred was invited by the Witenagemot or Witan, England’s council of nobles, to return from exile in Normandy, and ruled until his death in 1016. He was succeeded by his son Edmund, known as Ironside because he spent so much of his young life at war. Edmund Ironside became king in April 1013 but died in November the same year.


When Edmund died, Cnut was in England pressing his claim to his father’s Crown. He capitalised on Edmund’s unexpected passing and snatched power, marrying Æthelred’s widow, Emma of Normandy, despite being already married. Cnut would rule England for almost 20 years, until his death in 1035. As King of Denmark and of Norway, he presided over an Anglo-Scandinavian ‘North Sea Empire’, following Alfred in gaining the epithet ‘the Great.’


On his death, there was another power struggle. Cnut’s son, Harald Harefoot, sought the Crown but could only attain the position of regent for his half-brother, Emma’s son, Harthacnut, who was in Norway. Eventually, when Harthacnut failed to arrive in England, Harald managed to have himself crowned king. In the aftermath of this, Emma’s two sons from her marriage to Æthelred returned from exile in Normandy to England.


A letter exists that appears to be from Emma, calling on one of her sons to come and stake a claim to England. We know something about Emma and how she hoped to be remembered because she commissioned her own biography, the Encomium Emmæ Reginae. Both her sons would cross the Channel separately. Edward arrived safely, but his brother Alfred fell into the hands of Godwin, Earl of Wessex, an adviser of King Harald. Godwin had the young man blinded, and he soon died from the wounds. Edward fled back to Normandy.


Harald Harefoot died in March 1040, just as Harthacnut was preparing to invade. With his path unexpectedly cleared, Harthacnut was proclaimed king. The new king’s health seems to have been a concern, and his mother, Emma, convinced him to invite his half-brother Edward back to England again and recognise him as heir to the throne. Harthacnut agreed, with some sources suggesting they worked together as co-kings until Harthacnut’s death in June 1042. Edward became king aged almost 40. Despite his later reputation as a saint and his epithet of the Confessor, Edward could be ruthless. He deprived his mother of all her lands and influence because he blamed her for his life as a penniless exile in Normandy. His 24-year rule would end with his death in 1066, a year that was to change the kingdom of England radically and permanently.
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The Norman Conquest


Æthelred and Emma’s marriage became more significant in 1066. Emma had crafted for herself an incredible position in England. Æthelred had been significantly older than her, and during his reign she had held little authority. When Cnut became king, and forcibly married Emma, she was the older and more experienced partner, and her influence grew. Emma became Queen of England in 1002 and remained consort for over 30 years. To Cnut, she was a connection to England and a strand of legitimacy for his kingship. To Æthelred, she had been an attempt to stop the Viking threat.


Normandy was, in some ways, a French equivalent to the Danelaw in England. In the early 10th century, the part of Europe known today as France was called West Francia and was the western third of Charlemagne’s Frankish empire, which had been broken up among his grandsons. Charles the Great, known as Charlemagne, had ruled a vast European empire from 800 to 814 comprised of West Francia, Middle Francia and East Francia. Those living in the realms were collectively known as the Franks, a name that became synonymous with Christian Europeans and is the root of the name of France and the French. Like England, the Frankish lands were viewed by Viking raiders as rich, easy pickings.


As in England during the 9th century, the Vikings were a menace in northern France. They besieged Paris repeatedly, taking large ransoms in 845 and 885. One Viking leader, named Rollo, besieged Chartres in 911. While he was unsuccessful, the King of West Frankia, Charles the Simple, granted him a parcel of land north of the River Seine, which was expanded in 924 and again in 933. Rollo became Count of Rouen, and in return he converted to Christianity and swore to protect the Seine from other Viking attacks. Although he was not initially referred to as Duke of Normandy, Rollo’s establishment of a buffer zone between the Franks and Vikings marked the foundation of Normandy. The name refers to its possession by the North Men, the Normans.


In 1002, Æthelred had sought to marry Emma of Normandy to end Norman support for Viking incursions into England. Emma was the great-granddaughter of Rollo. Her Norman connection provided a safe haven for her family when Æthelred was deposed and for her sons after his death. Edward the Confessor had also spent more than 20 years in exile at the Norman court from his early teens, making it likely that his outlook was far more Norman than English when he became King of England in 1042. Emma had created a link between England and Normandy that would endure for centuries.




THE THREE CONTENDERS FOR THE ENGLISH THRONE IN 1066


Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex: brother-in-law of Edward the Confessor and most powerful man in England.


Harald Hardrada, King of Norway: with a distant link to Cnut. Probably the most famous warrior in Europe.


William of Normandy, Duke of Normandy: first cousin once removed of Edward the Confessor and great-nephew of Emma of Normandy. Had secured his power over Normandy by 1060 after a long struggle.





Edward died childless on 5 January 1066. He had been married for over 20 years. His failure to have an heir added to later views of him as unworldly, holy and saintly. His wife was Edith of Wessex, daughter of Earl Godwin – the same Godwin who had blinded and killed Edward’s brother. That must have made their relationship awkward. There were three contenders to succeed Edward the Confessor, and no clear rule as to who held the best claim.


Succession in England did not yet rely on the passing of the Crown to the oldest son. The council, or Witan, had a role in electing the next monarch. Succession might pass to a brother or uncle of a deceased king to avoid a young king, or if the oldest son was considered in some way unsuitable. Between the death of one king and the coronation of another, there was an interregnum; there was no king, and that meant no king’s peace to be maintained. It could be a dangerous and lawless period, and made a swift coronation desirable.


King Harold Godwinson


Who was next was resolved quickly. Edward the Confessor was buried in Westminster Abbey the day after his death, 6 January. The abbey had been Edward’s great foundation. Immediately after the funeral, Edward’s brother-in-law, Harold Godwinson, was crowned King Harold II. He claimed that, on his deathbed, Edward had entrusted the kingdom to Harold’s care, effectively appointing him heir. The Witan were quick to accept Harold, who was popular and powerful. The matter seemed settled.


The first threat Harold faced came a few months later in May. Harold’s brother Tostig had been deposed as Earl of Northumbria in 1065, and Harold had supported King Edward in throwing him out of England. Now, Tostig wanted revenge on his brother. He harried the south coast from the Isle of Wight, but Harold raised an army and sent a fleet to sea, and Tostig was chased away. But if Harold thought that was the end of his troubles that year he was sorely mistaken.


Tostig made his way to the court of Harald Hardrada (Hard Ruler), King of Norway. Harald was a legend in his own lifetime. Exiled from Norway, he had taken refuge with the Kievan Rus’, themselves descendants of Vikings, and served in the Byzantine Emperor’s personal bodyguard – the Varangian Guard. Here, Harald had taken part in military campaigns around the Mediterranean, grown rich and built a remarkable reputation. By 1046, he had returned to Scandinavia, and by the end of that year he was King of Norway.


In 1066, Harald was about 50 years old and had been King of Norway for 20 years. As with the other contenders, his claim to the throne of England was tenuous. It was claimed that Cnut’s son, Harthacnut, had made an agreement with Harald’s predecessor Magnus I. If either died childless, the other would succeed them. As Magnus’s heir, Harald seized upon the idea of rebuilding Cnut’s North Sea Empire. In September 1066, Harald’s fleet met up with Tostig’s, and they landed in the northeast of England, where Vikings had always enjoyed great success.


The first to react were two brothers. Edwin, Earl of Mercia joined forces with Morcar, who had replaced Tostig as Earl of Northumbria, at York. On 20 September, Edwin and Morcar’s armies engaged with those of Harald and Tostig at the Battle of Fulford, two miles south of York. It was a crushing defeat for the English, though the brothers escaped. This would prove to be the last time a Scandinavian army would be victorious on English soil. The loss of English soldiers would also prove decisive later in the year.


In the immediate aftermath, York surrendered to Harald. Tostig must have thought he had tied his fortunes to an unstoppable force, the next King Harald of England. But within days, his brother, King Harold Godwinson, had arrived in the north with a fresh Anglo-Saxon army. He pushed straight through York to find Harald and Tostig at Stamford Bridge, five miles east of the city. On 25 September 1066, the Battle of Stamford Bridge saw the Crown of England disputed on the battlefield.


Caught by surprise, the Norwegian forces were unprepared. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle explains that one Norwegian warrior blocked the bridge over the river, single-handedly slaying 40 Englishmen and slowing their approach. He was only removed when someone trudged into the river and thrust a spear up from beneath him. The English then crashed into the Norwegian army, and bitter fighting lasted for several hours. Eventually, Harold managed to breach the Norwegian shield wall and outflank his enemy. Harald Hardrada was killed by an arrow in his throat, and Tostig was also slain. The Norwegian army began to fragment, leaderless and without purpose. It was a slaughter. Three hundred ships had brought the invading army. Only 24 were required to take the survivors home. The Battle of Stamford Bridge is a moment often used to mark the end of the Viking Age in England, as the kingdom was never seriously threatened by Scandinavians after this point.


Harold’s stunning victory had preserved his Crown, but then came troubling news. Another rival claimant to the throne of England had landed at Pevensey on the south coast on 28 September. Harold hurried south, pausing in London for a week to replenish his forces and formulate a plan. Facing one invasion in the autumn, out of campaigning season, had been a surprise. A second was an unwelcome shock.


William, Duke of Normandy had a claim every bit as tenuous as Harald Hardrada’s and indeed as Harold Godwinson’s. Known as William the Bastard, he was an illegitimate son of Robert I, the Magnificent, Duke of Normandy and his mistress Herleva. A direct descendant of Rollo the Viking, he was also the great-nephew of Emma of Normandy. This fairly distant blood relation to Edward the Confessor gave William a thin thread by which to claim the throne. He strengthened it by reference to oaths given to him. William claimed Edward had promised to designate him as heir to the throne, though that position was not entirely in Edward’s gift. The Witan had a role to play too. Furthermore, William insisted that Harold had been in Normandy as his guest for a time, during which he had sworn an oath on holy relics to support William’s claim when the time came. The scene would be immortalised in the Bayeux Tapestry, and the idea of Harold as an oath-breaker was a central part of William’s propaganda effort around his invasion. He would claim the Pope’s backing for his bid to depose a man who had broken a sacred promise.


The duke had been preparing to cross the Channel for weeks, but bad weather kept him in port. When he did risk it, he was driven back by fierce winds. The omens were poor. Eventually, late in September, William took his chance as storms subsided and sailed across the sea. The Normans made their way from Pevensey to Hastings, erecting wooden castles to help embed themselves and defend their positions. They also harried the countryside. The Bayeux Tapestry shows homes being burned as women and children flee. The tactic was meant to demoralise the population, demonstrate Harold’s inability to protect them and goad the ungodly king into leaving the safety of London. Harold’s mother and siblings counselled him to wait, rebuild his forces and be ready before he faced William. Enraged and embarrassed by the treatment of his people and confident after his victory against Hardrada, Harold ignored them and marched south.


The Battle of Hastings


On 14 October, the two forces met for a moment that would define the course of English history from that day forward: the Battle of Hastings. Harold rushed south. William’s scouts spotted the approaching force and the duke began to march north. Harold hoped to rely on the surprise of his speedy arrival, as he had done at Stamford Bridge, but William was able to remove at least some of that advantage. The armies met at Senlac Hill, a location ideal for neither of them. William was at the bottom of the hill facing the prospect of fighting an enemy on higher ground. Harold was crammed into a narrow spot that prevented him from deploying his forces as he might have hoped.


William knew he had to get Harold off the hill. He launched volleys of arrows, but the shield wall was unmoved. He sent infantry and cavalry up the hill to try to smash through, but the discipline of the Anglo-Saxons held. Eventually, the Normans fled. The Saxons took heart and charged down the hill to rout the enemy. Sources vary as to whether the retreat was genuine or a trick. Either way, the shield wall that had held all day was broken, not by Norman force but by English excitement. The Normans turned, either springing their trap or recognising the opportunity, and encircled the English force. Brutal fighting continued. Harold’s brothers Gyrth and Leofwine were killed, but the battle really turned on one moment.
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The Battle of Hastings
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King Harold was killed. Although stories sprang up that he was hit in the eye by an arrow, there is considerable doubt as to whether that was true. The depiction in the Bayeux Tapestry of a figure clutching an arrow embedded in his eye is not definitely Harold and was altered centuries after the Tapestry was created. He seems originally to have been holding a spear. The Carmen de Hastingae Proelio, a near-contemporary poem about the battle, tells of a Norman hit squad, which included William himself, punching through the English lines and targeting Harold. William knew the only way to end the fight and claim the Crown was to kill Harold, who was hacked down by this elite squad that had his death as their sole purpose.


The English now fled. The Battle of Hastings had been won by Duke William of Normandy, who now expected to be recognised as the new King of England. The Witan, however, had other ideas. They would not hand the kingdom to this invader so easily. Within days of the battle, the Witan elected Edgar Ætheling as their new monarch. Edgar was about 14 years old, his youth a signal of Anglo-Saxon England’s desperation. Edgar was the grandson of Edmund Ironside. His appointment was the final death throe of Anglo-Saxon England. Edgar would never be crowned and would go on to lead an extraordinary life as a rebel and a crusader, but William had not come so far and achieved so much to relinquish the Crown to a boy.


William marched to Dover, then Canterbury, before reaching the south end of London Bridge. London resisted in what would become the last stand of Anglo-Saxon England. William moved west to cross the River Thames at Wallingford, and the mood in England turned. At Berkhamsted, northwest of London, the members of the Witan came before William and submitted to him, recognising the Duke of Normandy as the new King of England.


On Christmas Day 1066, William, later known as the Conqueror, was crowned at Edward the Confessor’s Westminster Abbey. The day went horribly wrong. As Norman and Anglo-Saxon voices competed to acclaim William, his soldiers outside mistook the clamour for an uprising. They set fire to buildings around the abbey and the building filled with smoke. Much of the congregation fled. William, reportedly shaking, ordered the clergy to remain and complete his coronation. It was hardly an auspicious start to Norman rule. The Anglo-Saxon elite were swept away and replaced by new Norman overlords. The structures of society were slower to be dismantled as William took control and familiarised himself with his new, exalted position as a king, chosen and anointed by God. Although the Normans were descendants of Vikings, they were firmly French now. England’s ties to Scandinavia, which had frequently been fraught but nevertheless formed part of its national identity, were permanently severed, though its new rulers were of Viking heritage. Anglo-Saxon culture and identity would be consumed by customs, systems of government, and not least by a new language of power, which were all French.


Anglo-Saxon England did not therefore die overnight in the wake of Hastings, but it went into terminal decline. Edgar  Ætheling may have been involved in a failed uprising led by the brothers, Edwin and Morcar, who had lost at Fulford. He then managed to reach the court of King Malcolm III of Scotland, who backed an attempt to take William’s throne. The revolt led to the Harrying of the North, when William laid waste to a vast area of the north of England in vengeance for their disobedience. When William made peace with Scotland in 1072, one of the terms was the expulsion of Edgar, who moved to Flanders. On William’s death, Edgar became embroiled in the succession crisis that broke out between his sons. In 1097, he invaded Scotland and helped install his nephew, another Edgar, as king there. He then went on to take part in the First Crusade, and was still alive in 1125. After this final mention of him, his fate and date of death are unknown.
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Hereward’s Rebellion


Resistance to Norman rule was also embodied by a figure remembered as Hereward the Wake, though his epithet may have been a later attempt by the Wake family to associate themselves with his legend. His story is shrouded in myth, but a rebel named Hereward is widely reported as taking up residence on the Isle of Ely, then at the centre of a treacherous swamp. Hereward had been in exile in 1066, but around 1068 returned to England. He found his father dead and his brother murdered by Normans who had snatched his ancestral home. In a rage, he killed them all. After crossing to Flanders to gather support, Hereward came back to England to lead resistance to William. He managed to defeat and outwit the Normans at every turn, infuriating but also impressing William.


Hereward sneaked off the Isle of Ely and went into the Norman court disguised as a potter. He overheard a conversation with a woman about the next plan to attack Ely and committed it to memory before heading into the royal kitchens. When those in the kitchen pushed and shoved him, he reacted violently, killing one soldier and knocking out others. He was chased into the night but escaped. When the attack came on Ely, it was, as Hereward had overheard, led by a witch. She stood atop a wooden tower and muttered a vicious curse on those on the Isle. As she completed the ritual, Hereward and his men sprang from the marshes and set fire to the reeds and the wooden tower. The witch fell and broke her neck as the Normans fled in panic. William was furious.


Shortly after, Hereward offered to appear before William to negotiate peace terms. While in the king’s presence, he impressed William with the organisation of his men. The furious Norman barons arranged for a huge man named Ogger to fight Hereward. Hereward won the contest but was arrested for committing violence at the king’s court. He was placed in custody but eventually escaped, sending word to William that he would still make peace with the king. William accepted the offer, still impressed by Hereward, and returned his father’s lands to him.


Hereward, like Edgar, managed to rebel against William the Conqueror, a man with a fearsome reputation, and survive, even earning the king’s respect. Hereward has become the subject of romantic stories of Anglo-Saxon resistance to the Norman Conquest. In later centuries, he was positioned as the Last of the English, yet all of the evidence of Hereward’s family and background suggests he was of Danish descent. He represented those who had settled in England generations earlier as part of that North Sea connection that was severed in 1066. It was not only Anglo-Saxon England that fought for survival but also Anglo-Danish England. The two worlds, though, were doomed in the face of the blossoming Norman world as a new England, closely connected to France, was forged in the place of the one previously connected to Scandinavia and northern Germany.









[image: A portrait of Hereward wearing regal attire and holding a sword and a shield.]


Chapter 2


Norman England




A history of castles : Castles arrive in England : William the Conqueror’s plans for the inheritance of his sons : Tensions between the three sons of the Conqueror : The death of William Rufus : Henry I becomes king : Henry conquers Normandy from his brother : The White Ship Disaster : Henry I’s succession plans





The Normans brought a Continental innovation that was almost unheard of in England: the castle. A few motte and bailey castles may have earned interested and suspicious looks before 1066. By 1051, Richard’s Castle in Shropshire boasted a polygonal keep on a raised hill – the motte – surrounded by a defensible area, usually encircled by a wooden palisade – the bailey. This was built by a Norman, Richard Scrob, on land granted to him by Edward the Confessor. The small number of these constructions emerging before the Conquest illustrated Edward’s own Norman connections.


The use of ditches and stone walls to defend a place was not new, though the creation of the motte, often a man-made, raised mound, was an innovation of medieval builders. Castles began to spread across continental Europe in the 9th and 10th centuries. Italy had an early explosion of construction that spread more slowly into modern Germany and France. These were primarily wooden buildings, though the Iberian Peninsula, modern Spain and Portugal, saw early stone castles due to the relative scarcity of timber and the influence of Muslim architecture in the region.


[image: A sketch of Richard’s Castle with a polygonal keep on a raised hill surrounded by a defensible area.]


As the Carolingian Empire, founded by Charlemagne at the turn of the 9th century, began to fracture at the end of that century, law and order in northern Europe broke down. Government became decentralised, and local lords took over responsibility for securing their regions. Castles became a centre for local government as well as the home of the magnate controlling the area. They were places that could be defended, and which could house a garrison to enforce law and order as well as military control. The spread of castles may suggest that warfare, particularly between local barons, was widespread. It also demonstrates the willingness of those nobles both to fill the vacuum left by the removal of central authority and to take advantage of an opportunity to increase their own power.


The Norman Conquest saw an explosion in castle construction in England. The previously scarce buildings began to dominate landscapes and communities. William, now King William I of England, the Conqueror, needed to impose the rule of a small minority onto the majority population. Castles, then relatively commonplace in his native Normandy and across France, offered the perfect solution. The scarcity of them in England meant that the Anglo-Saxons were poorly prepared to oppose authority wielded from behind castle walls. Warfare in Anglo-Saxon England had revolved around shield wall formations on the battlefield. Siege tactics were not something the English had been required to develop or learn.




‘The fortifications that the Normans called castles were scarcely known in the English provinces, and so the English – in spite of their courage and love of fighting – could put up only a weak resistance to their enemies.’ Norman chronicler Orderic Vitalis, c. (1140)





William set about constructing wooden fortifications as soon as he landed at Pevensey in 1066. Once he had won the Crown, he began parcelling out control of parts of England to his leading supporters. They built castles in their new domains both to protect themselves from a hostile local population and to enforce their new authority. The first iterations were usually wooden motte and bailey constructions. These were relatively quick and easy to build. On contested frontiers like the Welsh border, they were rebuilt in stone quickly in reaction to an almost constant threat. Ludlow Castle in Shropshire on the border with Wales was founded in 1075 and was being rebuilt in stone by the 1080s. Across England, stone structures replaced wood as the Norman Conquest became established. Like the castles, the new rulers were going nowhere. Over the next century and a half, around 1,000 castles sprang up across England and Wales.


The Castle in England


The castle became one of the primary methods of imposing Norman control on the English population. As well as in contested border areas, they were built in the centre of towns to dominate populations there too. Lincoln Castle was established in 1068 using the location of a Roman fort, incorporating some of the Roman walls into the fortifications. The Vikings had used Lincoln as a trading centre for the same reasons the Romans had built a fortress there. It was a meeting point for several significant roads and rivers. That made it an ideal location for a castle that could control several paths into and out of the north of England. The Domesday Book would record that 166 buildings, described as ‘unoccupied residences’, were torn down to make way for the new castle.


As they were reborn in stone, by the 12th century castles began to take on many of the features familiar today. The donjon, more often known as the keep today, became commonplace. It was a large, usually rectangular building in the centre of the complex. The donjon began as the lord’s home and a place to store treasure and later valuable prisoners. The donjon would eventually move underground, but remained a place to keep things locked up tight: the dungeon. The ditches at the bottom of the motte remained and became moats, sometimes filled with water but often still a dry defensive ditch. Stone walls began to replace the wooden palisades, with towers to guard them and ramparts to provide protection for defenders.


[image: A sketch of a castle with a motte surrounded by a dry moat and a stone defensible wall.]


Over the centuries that followed, castles would evolve further into lavish, comfortable residences. They were often built with comfort in mind since they were to be the homes of the nobility, but, as their military use reduced, the focus on aesthetics and comfort grew. Castles remain a tangible link to the Norman Conquest of England. Their locations can give away the reason that they were built, and their endurance is a lingering testament to the determination of a foreign elite to subdue the population.


William the Conqueror ruled a dual realm separated by the Channel for 21 years. In 1085, he ordered the creation of the Domesday Book. It recorded who owned land throughout England, what its value was, and what they owed to the Crown for it. More than 13,000 places are named and over a quarter of a million households are noted, which suggests an estimated population of around one and a half million people. The Domesday Book, a name given to the project in the following century because its judgements could not be questioned, gave William vital information. Aside from understanding the size and wealth of his kingdom, it helped William understand how many men he could expect to raise if he needed an army. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recorded the annoyance this intrusion caused:




‘So very narrowly, indeed, did he commission them to trace it out, that there was not one single hide, nor a yard of land, nay, moreover (it is shameful to tell, though he thought it no shame to do it), not even an ox, nor a cow, nor a swine was there left, that was not set down in his writ.’





This unprecedented project was completed in 1086, but a year later, King William I died. Accounts of his fate are unclear and differ from source to source. Some claim that, while fighting on the Norman borders, he either fell or crashed into the pommel of his saddle and died from the injury caused. The Norman monk Orderic Vitalis records another version of events, in which ‘King William, who was very corpulent, fell sick from the excessive heat and his great fatigues’. He died six weeks later, on 9 September 1087. Whatever the true cause of his death, Orderic noted that ‘His death was worthy of his life’. That was meant as a compliment, but at William’s funeral in Caen his body proved too large for the hole provided. As the mourners tried to cram the corpse in, it burst, releasing fluids and a terrible stench into the abbey.
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