



[image: image]










[image: image]








To Royalists and Republicans alike






ABOUT THE AUTHORS


Peter Snow CBE is a highly respected journalist, broadcaster and author. He was ITN’s Diplomatic and Defence Correspondent from 1966 to 1979 and presented BBC’s Newsnight from 1980 to 1997. He presented Tomorrow’s World and two series of battlefield programmes with his son, Dan Snow. For many years he was an indispensable part of election nights. He has written several books on military history and he and Dan are the best-selling co-authors of The Battle of Waterloo Experience and Treasures of British History.


 


Ann MacMillan was born in North Wales and moved to Toronto as a child. After receiving a BA in English and History, she became one of Canada’s first female news correspondents. She and Peter Snow met at a Commonwealth Conference in Ottawa in 1973 and when they married, her broadcaster moved her to its London Bureau. As CBC News London Bureau Chief she reported widely on Britain’s royal family. She and Peter co-authored War Stories in 2017 and Treasures of World History in 2020.






FOREWORD


They’re unavoidable. I have worked on hundreds of podcasts, books and TV shows determined to tell the story of a period of history without chopping it up into episodes defined by who was wearing the crown. I failed every time. Monarchs matter.


I should have just listened to my parents.


As they point out in the pages that follow, the men and women who have ruled Wessex, England, Britain, and the United Kingdom have left a gigantic imprint. Apart from a handful of scientists, writers and artists, along with some politicians and warriors, no one else has been outstanding enough to become synonymous with a whole era of history. Athelstan’s Wessex, Henrician and Elizabethan England, Williamite Ireland, Georgian and Victorian Britain … they define our past.


Louis XIV summed up what so many of these monarchs represented when he proclaimed: “L’État c’est moi” (“I am the State”), and I suspect Edgar, William I, and many others would have agreed. There are plenty of examples of empires, states or regimes that simply dissolved once their charismatic overlord died or was deposed. Cnut ruled over a vast maritime empire from the Atlantic to the Baltic, but it did not outlast him. The first Plantagenet monarchs governed from Cork in Ireland to the Pyrenees, but that collapsed in short order once the powerful presences of Henry II, Richard and, perhaps most importantly, Henry’s wife Eleanor of Aquitaine died.


Of course they mattered. They were essentially head of the legislative, judicial, and executive branches of government. They determined what language we spoke. They minted the money. They made the laws, enforced them, and settled disputes among their subjects. They were usually supreme warlords. Armies marched and fought and died on the whim of the monarch. Harold seized the throne and called up warriors to fight off at least two challengers, Harald Hardrada and William of Normandy. Kings and queens sent men to savage deaths on hundreds of battlefields. They dominated the spiritual as well as the temporal. Early rulers decided between the old gods and Christianity, later they chose between Luther, Calvin and the Pope. From Henry VIII till today the monarch has been the supreme authority in the Church of England.


Kings and queens have always set the trends and commissioned art. George IV shaped fashionable tastes. Shakespeare depended on the patronage of Elizabeth and James I. Kings appointed Chaucer and Wren to senior diplomatic and clerical positions. Royals shaped the landscape, built our cities. William I created the New Forest, raised towering castles and unleashed the gigantic forces of Romanesque architecture, which eventually saw every cathedral in the land torn down and rebuilt. Charles II oversaw the rebuilding of London after the Great Fire. The Royal Navy, Royal Observatory, Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, the Royal Society … all the work of royal founders.


After reading this book I am forced to acknowledge that parents know best. Peter and Ann, Dad and Mum, have reminded us all why these kings and queens matter, while underlining that for all their power and reach, they were all too human.


Dan Snow






INTRODUCTION


The crowning of a new monarch after the death of a queen who enjoyed the longest reign in British history and the accession of her son present a unique opportunity to look back at the story of Britain’s royal family and to look forward to its future. Elizabeth II witnessed Britain and the world being transformed around her during her 70-year reign. She remained a stable and greatly admired presence, a focus of national pride. She ensured that the monarchy, with all its flaws, carries on and the new king inherits a wide measure of public support. Charles III faces the challenge of preserving her legacy at a time when the royal family is under increasing scrutiny. Our aim is to look at how the monarchy has maintained its hold, how its kings and queens have used what power they’ve had over the centuries and to what extent their lives and loves have differed from or reflected those of their subjects.


When you look behind the scenes, past the sceptres, castles, courtiers, past all the pomp, power and privilege you find human beings not so very different in character from the people they rule. While other great monarchies – French, Russian, Chinese – have been swept away by revolution, dictatorships and new ideologies, the individuals we write about have sustained an institution for way over 1,000 years.


As we wrote this book we were struck by how improbable this royal story is with its parade of utterly random personalities qualified to sit on the throne only by accident of birth. It is odd that one of the world’s oldest and most sophisticated democracies persists in accepting a hereditary monarchy. Neither monarchs nor their subjects have any say in their right to the crown. They are born into it. What has now settled down as the iron rule of succession leaves no space for selection of the fittest: there’s been no legendary King Arthur drawing the sword from the stone to qualify for kingship. The haphazard mishmash of gifted and flawed personalities has exposed the royal family to both admiration and ridicule.


Exceptional kings like Edward I are often succeeded by a hopeless son. Valiant warriors like Richard the Lionheart and Henry V and exemplary standard-bearers such as both Elizabeths are mingled with weaklings like Henry VI and dissolute scoundrels like Edward II. Many contemporaries regarded Richard III as a villain and called Bloody Mary a zealot. Like them or not, all are intriguing threads in the tapestry of Britain’s rich history.


One compelling feature of the rule of hereditary succession has been how monarchs moved heaven and earth to produce an heir. It took Henry VIII three marriages to secure a son to succeed him. That son, the childless Edward VI, stretched the succession rule to breaking point when he insisted on transferring the crown to his pitiful cousin Lady Jane Grey. When James II produced a rightful heir who raised the spectre of a Catholic succession, it led to revolt, invasion and the end of his reign.


There have also been moments of crisis when fate or ambitious cousins upset the iron rule. Edward IV, Henry IV and Henry VII stole the throne from close relatives. Henry I’s heir Matilda should have been crowned queen, but she was having a baby in Anjou when Henry died, so his nephew Stephen raced to England and claimed the crown.


An unexpected pleasure in writing this book has been coming across stories about the kings and queens that give us a glimpse of their humanity. Alfred the Great not only burned the cakes he also couldn’t read until he was fully grown. Henry I never smiled again after his son and heir drowned at sea. Edward III’s crown was stuffed with cotton so it wouldn’t fall off his young head. Elizabeth I had a French boyfriend in later life. Charles I went off in disguise to woo the daughter of the king of Spain. When William III had an asthma attack in the middle of the Battle of the Boyne, a burly soldier saved him from falling in the river. George II asked to be buried in a sideless coffin so his bones could intermingle with his wife’s. Edward VII set his clocks half an hour late to be sure of extra light for his shooting parties. George V spent hours collecting stamps, and George VI, before he became king, competed in the Wimbledon tennis championships.


As we explored these lives it became more and more obvious how their elevated position couldn’t protect the royals from the frailties of their subjects. Most Anglo-Saxon kings died in their twenties or thirties. William the Conqueror found himself trembling violently during his coronation. Nothing could save Queen Anne’s many children from death by the age of 11. George III famously suffered bouts of madness. There were fears about Victoria’s mental health when her 42-year-old husband Albert died, and Elizabeth II suffered the divorces of three of her four children.


Another strand in this story is how royal power, which once determined the fate of the nation and was near absolute in the hands of William the Conqueror, has been slowly whittled away. As far back as 1215, King John was browbeaten by his barons to set his seal on the Magna Carta, a pillar of world democracy. Over the next 800 years, through a process of hard-fought give and take, a constitutional monarchy emerged. By the twenty-first century the kings and queens finally know that their place is as figureheads not as lawmakers. Yet, after all this time, Britain’s constitution remains complex and imprecise. In 1939, 13-year-old Princess Elizabeth, later to become queen, spent hours poring over a book about the constitution by the scholar Sir William Anson. The document is, he wrote, a “somewhat rambling structure … like a house which many successive owners have altered”.


There is still no overwhelming appetite in Britain for an alternative to the monarchy. The age-old procession of kings and queens has entrenched itself so deeply it is inseparable from British life. In the words of the author Rebecca West, the monarchy is “the emblem of the state, the symbol of our national life, the guardian of our self-respect”. The royal rollercoaster, peopled by such a disparate collection of heroes, rascals and, for the most part, human beings as mixed up as the rest of us, has somehow allowed the monarchy to survive, but we find it tantalizing to imagine what would happen if the throne of Charles III were occupied by a monarch like his duty-free great uncle Edward VIII.


A Note on Anglo-Saxon Names


Many Anglo-Saxon names have a so-called “digraph” double-letter prefix, Æ-, at the front. Thus Athelstan is correctly spelt Æthelstan. We have simplified this to the familiar way the kings are pronounced. Thus Æthelred the Unready we have spelt Ethelred, as he is widely known, but in all other cases we have replaced the “Æ” with an “A”, as with Athelstan.






PART I
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ALFRED


871–99


We make no apology for beginning with Alfred. Of all the monarchs in British history, he was the closest to Plato’s ideal of a philosopher king. In the coarse patchwork of Anglo-Saxon England, he did much to lay the foundations of the nation: its administration, its language, the advancement of learning and the rule of law. He held off foreign marauders for long enough to consolidate Englishness as a way of life, setting in place early elements of the civilization that has lasted to this day.


And Alfred’s achievements were all the more astonishing since he was at war for half his reign and only learned to read when he was an adult. He was far-sighted enough to ask a Welsh bishop and scholar, Asser, to write his life story and also commissioned the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Both works, when you allow for a pardonable dose of flattery, give us a valuable insight into England at the end of the ninth century. We have only a few images on coins to tell us what Alfred looked like, but we know that he was one of five brothers – and Asser tells us that Alfred was “more comely in appearance” than them. He was “pleasing in manner, speech and behaviour” and passionate in his pursuit of wisdom. The Wessex where Alfred was born in 849 struggled to hold off thousands of Viking invaders. Wessex, broadly today’s southern counties between Cornwall and Kent, was the core of Anglo-Saxon England. Mercia in the Midlands, Northumbria in the north-east and East Anglia were constantly ravaged and sporadically occupied by the Vikings. These Scandinavian raiders, some from Norway but mainly Danes from Denmark, were lured by the wealth of Anglo-Saxon England. The first raiding party arrived in 789 and an Anglo-Saxon official who asked them their business as they disembarked was promptly cut in two. By the time of Alfred’s birth, the Vikings were way beyond grabbing what loot they could. Under leaders with bloodthirsty names like Ivar the Boneless and Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye, they seized and settled much of northern and eastern Britain.


Alfred’s father Athelwulf and three of Alfred’s elder brothers who succeeded their father on the throne fought – and usually failed – to hold the Vikings back. Athelwulf spotted his youngest son’s early promise and took him to Rome when he was only a little fellow of six. It was Alfred’s second visit; he had already been taken there as an infant, and he obviously impressed the Pope, who anointed him as a likely future king. The Anglo-Saxons had been Christians for 200 years and the Pope and his Roman Catholic church loomed large in Western Europe. Monasteries were flourishing centres of learning, and Alfred carried a book of psalms and other religious sayings in his pocket from an early age. He couldn’t read them, but was an avid learner. Asser tells a touching story about how the young prince was fascinated by his mother reciting tales from a beautifully illustrated book. She promised the book to the first of her sons to learn and recite it, and Alfred won.


Alfred’s father died soon after his return from Rome, and his elder brothers reigned for just five years each until the last one, Athelred, died in 871. Alfred was now 22 and, like most young male Anglo-Saxons, was nimble with the sword, the axe and the shield. He had already helped Athelred score an unusual victory over the Danes at the Battle of Ashdown. Shortly afterward, Alfred succeeded his brother and was immediately embroiled in several battles, most of which the Danes won. But Alfred was lucky. The Danes, still pagan, decided to switch their struggle for supremacy over the Christian princelings from southern to eastern and northern England. They crushed Edmund, the Anglo-Saxon ruler of East Anglia, and brutally executed him by tying him to a tree and using him as an archery target. By 875, they subdued Northumbria, and the central Anglo-Saxon state of Mercia.


While the Danes were busy up north, Alfred had a brief window to entrench his rule in Wessex. His royal capital rotated from place to place, but Winchester was his favourite. He inherited the valuable and usually sound advisory council, the Witan, from his predecessors. It met in various places and Alfred was often on the move too, well aware of the political value of being seen and recognized by the hierarchy of local officials who were the lifeblood of Anglo-Saxon governance and society.


It wasn’t long before a Danish leader called Guthrum turned the invaders’ greedy eyes back to Alfred’s Wessex. From 875, Guthrum’s hit-and-run raids had Alfred and his forces darting from one threatened point to the next. By 878, the Danes had penetrated deep into Wessex, often by using their shallow draft vessels to cause havoc way up river valleys. Early that year, Guthrum was strong enough to establish his headquarters at Chippenham, and his bands of Danes roamed with such impunity over Alfred’s territory that the king felt forced to take refuge in the marshes of Somerset.


He was little more than a fugitive in his own kingdom. The famous story was inserted by a later scribe in Asser’s biography – perhaps based on oral gossip passed down over the years – that Alfred sought shelter in a cowherd’s cottage. It was there, we’re told, that the cowherd’s wife, who had no clue that her guest was the king, asked him to keep an eye on the cakes she was baking on the fire. Alfred’s mind was on greater things and he was cleaning his weapons when the woman returned. The cakes were burning and, according to the medieval text, his furious host shouted: “Look here, man! You hesitate to turn the loaves which you see to be burning, yet you’re quite happy to eat them when they come warm from the oven!”


Alfred was soon lying low more securely in a fort at Athelney, an island in the marshes. From there, he set out in the spring of 878 in a desperate bid to save his kingdom before Guthrum could swallow it up. Legend has it that before he embarked on this critical foray, he disguised himself as a musician and slipped into Chippenham to assess Guthrum’s military strength. The story may have boosted the image of Wessex’s warrior king, but Alfred would hardly have taken such a hazardous step when he could have found a willing volunteer to do it – so it’s probably just another myth.


Alfred’s standing army or “fyrd” was scattered over the western parts of Wessex. In May, the king dispatched a message to all the fighters he could reach and about 5,000 from Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire assembled somewhere just south of Warminster. Alfred marched them north and suddenly found himself facing Guthrum’s so-called “Great Heathen Army” at Edington (once known as Ethandun) about three miles to the east of Westbury.


The battle fought there was one of the most decisive in British history.If Alfred had lost, Anglo-Saxon England would have collapsed. From behind their wall of shields, his soldiers fought desperately to destroy Guthrum’s army. The Danes were routed. Alfred pursued the fugitives to Chippenham, where Guthrum’s defences collapsed. He sued for peace and Alfred pulled off a remarkable deal. In what became known as the Treaty of Wedmore, he persuaded Guthrum to set aside his threat to Wessex and retire to his domain in East Anglia. Guthrum also agreed to become a Christian. Alfred hosted the Danish leader’s baptism and became Guthrum’s godfather. At a stroke, Alfred had removed the deadliest threat to his kingdom. Although the Danish pressure on Wessex continued until Swein and Cnut triumphed a century later, Alfred and his descendants had time to make an indelible mark on English history.


Alfred built on his successful rebuff of Guthrum with a brilliant political stroke that doubled the effective size of his kingdom. He added Mercia, a large slice of the western midlands by befriending Athelred, the Mercian ruler, and marrying his daughter Athelflaed to him. The new Mercian couple formed an awesome partnership, and Athelflaed in particular, who gloried in the name of “Lady of the Mercians”, became sole ruler on her husband’s death in 911. England was now divided between Wessex and Mercia to the west and the so-called “Danelaw” in the east – with Watling Street the approximate dividing line.


The Danes returned with a vengeance in the 890s, but Alfred was now better prepared than before. His army, the fyrd, was divided in half, so that while the active part was ready for immediate service, the other half was off military duty and working on the land. By this time, Alfred had his stalwart elder son Edward fighting at his side, and they managed to hold back a large Danish army under Hastein in 893 by cleaving it in two and defeating each part separately.


Alfred developed his navy by building warships that were twice as long as their Danish adversaries. Each accommodated 60 oarsmen in hulls that were swifter and steadier than their opponents. They were sometimes victorious in battles with Danish ships, although the boats’ deeper draughts could leave them high and dry on a low tide with the Danes running rings around them. But, the Danish threat had subsided by 896, and Alfred enjoyed three years of comparative stability before his death at the age of 50.


Even though he learned to read and write late in life, Alfred had, according to Asser, an “insatiable desire for knowledge”. To share this with as many of his subjects as possible, he enthusiastically promoted the Anglo-Saxon language that was spoken by ordinary people. He supervised the translation of works written in Latin into words the king was fast establishing as “English”. He boosted education by founding a school where his family and other nobles could tackle Alfred’s English translations of Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, the Dialogues of Pope Gregory and the Soliloquies of St Augustine. It was Pope Gregory who, 200 years earlier, had pronounced that the people who lived in what used to be the Roman land of Britannia were “not Angles but angels”. Alfred was the king who made “Angle-land” England.


Alfred also saw himself as a supremely wise judge. He revised and tabulated the whole body of Anglo-Saxon law that had been passed down to him, reserving the right to intervene in individual cases and arbitrate where he spotted a faulty judgement. He wouldn’t hesitate to sack officials whose verdicts he thought mistaken. This might look like the height of authoritarian conceit, but the ever-loyal Asser assures us that Alfred had what he called the “wisdom of Solomon”. In Alfred’s own account of his lawgiving he admits he ordered the laws of his predecessors “which I liked” to be preserved and “those which I did not like I rejected”. The king’s prerogative was supreme.


Another of Alfred’s measures which had a lasting effect was his introduction of more than 30 strongholds he called “burhs”. These were dotted across the breadth of Wessex and Mercia, from coastal Hastings past Alfred’s capital at Winchester to Worcester. The burhs provided refuges with little more than 20 miles between them where people could seek safety from the Danes. They were also administrative hubs that would become modern Britain’s boroughs, each with its own core of officials. Alfred set the burhs within shires, today’s counties. His curiosity also attracted him to technical issues such as timekeeping. He was so obsessed with the need to measure its passage that he arranged for the construction of a primitive clock. It consisted of candles 12 inches high, which burned down at a rate of 20 minutes an inch, each candle marking the passage of 4 hours.


By the time he approached what was, in those days, the ripe old age of 50, Alfred was seen as the father of his people. It was not until 600 years later that he became the only English monarch to be called “the Great”. He was seen, rightly, as the founder of the English nation. Charles Dickens put it well, describing Alfred the Great as possessing “all the Anglo-Saxon virtues”, someone “whom misfortunes could not subdue, whom prosperity could not spoil, whose perseverance nothing could shake”. He loved “justice, freedom, truth and knowledge”.
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ALFRED’S SUCCESSORS


EDWARD THE ELDER


899–924


Alfred’s immediate successors were some of Britain’s finest monarchs – with the glaring exception of King Eadwig, who reigned for four years from 955. The seven Anglo-Saxon monarchs who ruled for 75 years after Alfred’s death brought all of England under a single crown. They built on his legacy of judicious administration and the expansion of learning. It wasn’t until the time of Alfred’s great-great-grandson Ethelred, the so-called “Unready”, that Anglo-Saxon England began to fall apart. The pity is that robust and wise as they were, few of Alfred’s successors lived long, most dying in their twenties or early thirties. It’s a confusing list of up to 10 names beginning with A or E or, most accurately, Æ (see earlier note), but the country thrived until the Anglo-Saxon grip on power took a nosedive under Ethelred the Unready.


Alfred’s second child, Edward the Elder, who fought the Danes with his father, became king in 899. He married three times and had 14 children, three of whom sat on the throne. Edward was said to be a gentle, liberal-minded and well-read young man – but perfectly capable of baring his teeth when his realm was under threat. He had to start early. His first cousin, Athelwold, the son of Alfred’s predecessor as king, had long resented being passed over as an infant, and now demanded the throne he reckoned he’d been cheated of. Edward raised an army and penned up Athelwold in Wimborne, where his rebel cousin promptly kidnapped a nun and then sneaked off to take refuge with the Danes in Northumbria. Athelwold’s revolt came to a humiliating end when he and the Danes tried and failed to defeat Edward’s supporters in Kent at the Battle of the Holme in 902.


From then on, unchallenged in Wessex, Edward waged a triumphant war with the Danes in close alliance with his sister Athelflaed, the “Lady of the Mercians”, who was now a veritable Joan of Arc, leading her troops into battle. By 910, the Danes had been decisively defeated at the Battle of Wednesfield and brother and sister went on to advance deep into the Danelaw. She captured Derby and Leicester. He pressed on into Essex and built a fort at Maldon. When Athelflaed died in 918, Edward assumed the sole kingship of Mercia. Just to be safe, he took the prudent but heartless step of sending Athelflaed’s daughter off to a nunnery in Wessex.


That same year, Edward went on to occupy all of England up to the Humber. The Danes were down, but far from eliminated. In 921, two Danish warlords, Ragnall and Sihtric, even managed to establish a short-lived regime in York and Lincoln. And Edward was not unchallenged in Mercia. There was anger at the way he had sidelined Athelflaed’s daughter, and the Mercians may also have resented the imposition of the new Wessex-style shires to replace the age-old Mercian regions. All this helped promote the rebellion Edward faced in Chester in 924. But this doughty successor to King Alfred died soon after he had crushed the rebels.


ALFWEARD


17 July–2 August 924


The next Anglo-Saxon king rivalled only Lady Jane Grey 600 years later for the brevity of his reign. It lasted 16 days. Some believe that when Alfweard’s father Edward the Elder died, he intended to split his kingdom – with his eldest son, Athelstan, inheriting Mercia, where he had been educated while Alfweard, Athelstan’s younger half-brother, would become the king of Wessex. Athelstan, who was anything but faint-hearted, was unlikely to accept losing half the kingdom he could claim was rightly his. Conveniently, his bothersome brother died only a couple of weeks after his father and before he could be crowned. There is no evidence that he was murdered but it is certainly suspicious that he died at Oxford just as he was embarking on a first visit to Athelstan’s Mercia.


ATHELSTAN


924–39


The man who was now the unchallenged king had been the apple of his grandfather Alfred’s eye. Athelstan was only a young lad when Alfred died, but Alfred had sensed his grandson’s promise and given him a magnificent scarlet cloak, jewelled belt and Anglo-Saxon sword with a gilded scabbard. Athelstan’s father had asked Athelflaed, the Lady of the Mercians, and her husband to arrange for Athelstan to be schooled at their court. Athelstan soon accompanied his Mercian patrons in their battles with the Danes and became an esteemed warrior. He was of average height and slim build, and according to the medieval chronicler William of Malmesbury, had fair hair “beautifully intertwined with golden threads”.


There was a curious gap of more than a year before Athelstan was crowned king of Wessex in 925. The Bishop of Winchester absented himself from the ceremony and there was a clear preference in some Wessex hearts for Athelstan’s younger half-brother Edwin. He backed a failed conspiracy against Athelstan, and it was some time before Athelstan became widely accepted in Wessex. When Edwin was drowned a few years later, there were suspicions that it was not an accident.


Many of his subjects may have felt uneasy about Athelstan at first, but he was soon recognized as a military champion in the war with the Danes. He reabsorbed Northumbria into Anglo-Saxon England and by the 930s, he was deep inside Scotland. His greatest victory was the crushing of the Danes and Scots at the Battle of Brunanburh in 937. No one knows the exact location, but the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us, “Never … was a greater slaughter of a host made by the edge of the sword” since the Angles and Saxons occupied England four centuries earlier. Athelstan’s prowess set him on something of a pedestal in Western Europe, where he was regarded as a major power with the whole of England at his feet. He made the most of his reputation and influence abroad by pursuing a lively diplomacy and promoting English trade and the increasingly respected national coinage. He also entrenched the Christian Church as a central bulwark of his governance. Bishops were among his most trusted advisers, and he was a generous supporter of the drive to build monasteries throughout the kingdom. Athelstan’s promising reign was another short one, ending with his death in 939, when he was in his early forties.


EDMUND


939–46


Athelstan was succeeded by another half-brother, Edmund, son of Edward the Elder’s third wife, a forceful woman called Eadgifu. He seems to have been Athelstan’s choice. They’d fought together in the great Battle of Brunanburh, and, although he was only 18, Edmund became king on Athelstan’s death.


Edmund was a staunch opponent of the Danes, who maintained their pressure, particularly from one Viking stronghold – the Irish city of Dublin. Olaf Guthrifson, the king of Dublin, managed to regain the Danish lands around York but, fortunately for Edmund, Olaf died in 941. Edmund went on to ravage Cumbria and humiliate the Scots by blinding the sons of the king of Strathclyde. Alfred’s successors may have inherited his love of learning and justice, but they were quite capable of abominable cruelty. Edmund himself was to die horribly in his early twenties at a banquet in Gloucestershire. An outlaw called Leofa had somehow got into the hall, and when Edmund joined others to seize him, Leofa fatally stabbed the king in the stomach.


EADRED


946–55


Eadred was the second of four kings in a row to die in their early twenties or thirties. Like his murdered brother Edmund, he had to face unrelenting pressure from the Danes. One of his most ferocious opponents was a Norwegian warrior prince, Eric Bloodaxe, who held power for a time in York and attacked Eadred’s army as it was returning from securing Northumbria. Bloodaxe’s attack was so savage that Eadred turned his shattered army around and threatened to exact revenge so terrible that the northerners who’d supported Bloodaxe switched sides and banished the Norwegian.


Eadred had the good sense to retain the advisers who had provided the stability of the last half-century of government. They were now reinforced by the sagacious and energetic Dunstan, Abbot of Glastonbury, a zealous promoter of the monastic building programme. He would later become Archbishop of Canterbury and be pronounced a saint.


Sadly, Eadred’s promising start was cut short by a debilitating illness which killed him in 955.


EADWIG


955–59


There has to be a low point in every dynasty, and this was it. Eadwig was only around 15 when, as the eldest son of Edmund, he became king on his uncle’s death. He was, if we are to believe Dunstan’s account of his disgraceful reign, an incorrigible rascal and lecher. The day after his coronation, Eadwig was to host a great celebratory feast with all the country’s notables present. But the newly crowned king didn’t turn up. Dunstan was sent to find him and had to drag him from his bed, where he was enjoying a threesome with his young cousin and her mother. To be fair to Eadwig, he did later marry the girl, but she was considered too close a relation to the king, and they were persuaded to part. Eadwig was so irritated by Dunstan that he expelled him from Glastonbury. The ex-abbot wisely decided to seek shelter abroad. This and other scandals made William of Malmesbury agree with Dunstan that Eadwig was “a wanton youth” who “misused his personal beauty in lascivious behaviour”.


Eadwig went further to enrage the church by departing from the royal patronage of the monasteries. He seized the property of his grandmother, the hitherto influential Eadgifu, widow of Edward the Elder, and lavished money and estates on his cronies.


Popular disenchantment with their new king was soon rife in Mercia, and the kingdom was effectively split in two in 957. Eadwig held on to Wessex south of the Thames, but his younger brother Edgar was recognized in the north. Perhaps fortunately, Eadwig died at the age of little more than 20 in 959.


EDGAR


959–75


Eadwig’s younger brother Edgar was cut from sterner stuff. He was only in his mid-teens, but immediately reversed Eadwig’s hostile attitude to the church. He also restored his grandmother Eadgifu’s estates. She had long admired Edgar and arranged for him to be educated at a Benedictine monastery. The new king recalled Dunstan and made him Archbishop of Canterbury in 960. By the end of Edgar’s 16-year reign, there were 33 Benedictine monasteries throughout the country. Edgar married Alfthryth, a woman who, like his grandmother, was to become a major power at court.


Edgar was crowned with great pomp in a service in Bath that was closely echoed at Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1953. Oddly, Edgar’s elaborate ceremony did not take place until 973, when the king was 29 years old – perhaps because he humbly recognized he should be closer to the mature age of 30 before being formally crowned. Shortly after his coronation, Edgar called on nobles from England and rulers from Scotland and Wales to gather at Chester. All were so impressed by Edgar, or in such fear of him, that they hailed him as their ally. One highly visible feature of the great Chester concourse was Edgar’s display of his large fleet on the River Dee. He was a keen proponent of naval power and had four separate fleets boasting, unbelievably, some 4,000 ships altogether. He made a point of going to sea with them every summer.


Edgar died when he was just 31 or 32 in 975. He was widely respected, and the relative peace, stability, and prosperity of the country under Edgar earned him the nickname of “Pacificus”.


EDWARD THE MARTYR


975–78


Edgar’s son Edward was only 13, the youngest of Alfred’s descendants, when he became king. He was of dubious legitimacy because some questioned whether his father was properly married to his mother. He owed his accession to the endorsement of the now highly respected Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury. This left Edgar’s other surviving widow, Alfthryth, harbouring a grudge that her own son by Edgar, the mild-mannered Ethelred, should be king rather than hot-headed Edward. She didn’t wait long to act. When Edward was still well short of 20 years old, his stepmother invited him to visit her in Corfe. On arrival, he was dragged unceremoniously from his horse and, though he struggled hard with his assailants, he was stabbed to death. No one admitted to or was charged with his murder, but few doubted who was responsible. Alfthryth effectively became regent when her son Ethelred succeeded his half-brother as king. He was just 10 years old.






PART II
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ETHELRED AND THE DANES


ETHELRED THE UNREADY


978–1013


If Ethelred’s mother, who had briskly grabbed the throne for her son, had hoped that he would be another leader in the normally robust Anglo-Saxon tradition, she and the country were to be disappointed. Bad omens had begun at his baptism, which was performed by Archbishop Dunstan, when baby Ethelred urinated in the font. In time, he was to become a weak and dithering king ridiculed by chroniclers and historians for his long and, in the end, disastrous reign. His nickname said it all. Unraed actually means “ill-advised” rather than “unready”, but he was both. He was good-looking and elegant, but his poor judgement let him down. The country was fortunate that through his teenage years, veteran councillors like Dunstan still had some influence, but by the late 980s, Ethelred’s feckless and uninspiring leadership was loosening any bonds that kept the regional warlords loyal to him. On top of this came the increased battering England faced from the Danes. It began as a series of vicious hit-and-run raids targeting the gold and other loot that prosperous England offered invaders. It was to end in outright occupation.


Swein Forkbeard, named after his bristling two-handled moustache, was king of Denmark, a country once again flexing its muscles and greedy for empire. He and his Norwegian ally Olaf Tryggvason landed in Essex in 991. The Battle of Maldon was the first of several reverses that Ethelred’s shaky kingdom suffered over the next years. Ethelred responded with several ill-advised actions that neatly endorsed his nickname. He tried buying off the Danes with money that only helped them build more ships and, though they promised restraint each time, they soon came back for more. The £10,000 (tens of millions in today’s values) of Danegeld – the tax paid for national defence against the Danes – handed over in 991 swelled to £36,000 by 1007.


In 1002, Ethelred was so exasperated by the Danish raids that he reacted almost hysterically by ordering the massacre of all the Danes in England. One dreadful outcome was the fate of the Danish population of Oxford. They took refuge in St Frideswide’s church and it was burned to the ground with all inside it. Ethelred’s next unwise move was to appoint unreliable associates to positions of power. He made his shifty son-in-law Eadric Streona, known for treachery and subterfuge, his acting viceroy in Mercia.


By 1009, Swein’s marauding Danes were led by a brutal warlord, Thorkell the Tall, whose two-year rampage through southern England climaxed with the capture of Canterbury and its redoubtable archbishop, Alfeah, in 1011. His captors offered to release him for £3,000, but Alfeah refused to allow his people to pay a ransom. He was kept a prisoner by the Vikings for a whole year until, in a moment of drunken delinquency, they bombarded him with bones, ox heads and other unlikely missiles, then finally axed him to death. Even the terrible Thorkell was so appalled by this that he switched sides and agreed to commit his 45-ship navy to fight for Ethelred.


But Swein was back in 1013 with an immense force of ships and Viking warriors. For Ethelred, defeat looked inevitable. It felt as if all the masonry of his Anglo-Saxon fortress was collapsing around him. He invoked a deal he’d made with Count Richard, the ruler of Normandy (the state in north-western France created by Rollo the Viking, who had planted the Norsemen’s flag there half a century earlier). Richard and Ethelred forged an alliance in the face of the great wave of Viking expansion, and Ethelred married Richard’s daughter Emma. It was an alliance that offered Ethelred a refuge from the Danes. With London overrun by the forces of Swein and his fearless son Cnut, Ethelred decided to flee to Normandy with Emma and their two sons. There they were welcomed by Richard’s son, Richard II, the grandfather of William, Duke of Normandy, who would be England’s conqueror 50 years later.


SWEIN FORKBEARD


1013–14


Swein Forkbeard was king of England for only a few weeks. Anglo-Saxon England, his new domain, was part of an expansive empire. He had already defeated and killed his old ally Olaf Tryggvason of Norway, and his Scandinavian kingdom now absorbed England, one of Europe’s richest countries. He was in his early fifties, a Christian, and by all accounts a generous and conscientious ruler. He made his home in Gainsborough, in Lincolnshire, but had no time to entrench his rule. By February 1014, he was dead, leaving his son, Cnut, as the commander-in-chief of the Viking forces in England.


ETHELRED THE UNREADY (RESTORED)


1014–16


Anglo-Saxon England was not yet defeated. Ethelred, normally unready, was uncharacteristically agile. He sent messages home to England from his refuge in Normandy and was soon invited back by leading English nobles. They reckoned that he, with all his faults, was preferable to the Danes, whose legacy, despite Swein’s promising start, remained one of belligerent savagery. Ethelred and the nobles signed a remarkable agreement, a precursor to the Magna Carta, the compact exactly two centuries later in which the English barons won important concessions from King John. Ethelred accepted minor restrictions to his power and became king again. Cnut was compelled by forces that supported Ethelred to leave England and return to Denmark.


After this shrewd step, Ethelred soon returned to his unwise ways. Rather than attempt to conciliate those who had sided with the Danes, he took revenge on them. He was complicit, with his son-in-law Eadric Streona of Mercia, in the murder of Danish nobles from eastern England. This led Edmund, King Ethelred’s son by his first wife, to defy his father. Still in his early twenties, he raised an army in eastern England. Civil war looked inevitable, and Cnut seized the opportunity to return and restore Danish rule. Ethelred was now almost certainly suffering from the illness that killed him in early 1016. His former close ally Eadric Streona chose this moment to switch sides and hand over Wessex and Mercia to Cnut. By April that year, Ethelred was dead, leaving his son to try and save the kingdom.


EDMUND II IRONSIDE


April–November 1016


Ethelred’s son Edmund was a sharp contrast to his father. Known as “Ironside” for his military prowess, he was clearly an inspiration to his followers and an effective military commander. He was unlucky to inherit the throne from his disastrous father when the odds were spectacularly stacked against him. Cnut was a fearsome adversary, and the fickle Eadric Streona could not be trusted to give Edmund wholehearted support from Wessex and Mercia.


Even so, Edmund won enough support to fight two battles with Cnut in Somerset and Wiltshire in the summer of 1016, and to force him to abandon his siege of London. Edmund went on to defeat the Danes just west of London and soon afterward he pushed Cnut back into Kent. It seems that the incorrigible turncoat Eadric changed sides yet again, but finally betrayed Edmund at the Battle of Assandun, fought on 18 October 1016, probably at Ashingdon in Essex. At a critical moment in a vicious melee, Eadric’s men fled, leaving Cnut victorious. It appears that there was then a further battle with Cnut, and that Edmund may have been wounded. All that we know for sure is that at a meeting with Cnut, Edmund was granted control of Wessex while Cnut took the rest of the country. But Edmund was dead by the end of November. Some chroniclers wrote that he was stabbed or poisoned on the orders of the egregious Eadric, who was no doubt hoping to display his devotion to the new king, Cnut.


CNUT (CANUTE)


1016–35


Cnut had already reminded the world that he was as savage as any of his forebears by cutting off the hands, ears and noses of a group of Anglo-Saxon hostages he’d seized on a raid in 1014. He missed no tricks in securing the throne his father had briefly occupied – by luring back Edmund Ironside’s brother from abroad and briskly executing him. Cnut also disposed of several other nobles he saw as untrustworthy, including the two-faced Eadric Streona: all were beheaded. The only two rivals to his claim to the English throne now lay in Normandy. Ethelred’s widow, Emma, had fled there with her two sons by Ethelred, Edward (later known as Edward the Confessor) and Alfred. Cnut felt he had to neutralize any threat from them. In a brilliant stroke of romantic diplomacy, he asked Emma to marry him. She accepted, which was rather strange, since Cnut had already taken as his “consort” a well-connected woman from Northampton called Alfgifu, who had borne him two sons, Swein and Harold Harefoot. But Emma was no stranger to palace intrigues and the exercise of wifely power, and she clearly enjoyed them.


It is perhaps surprising to learn that Cnut was zealous about fostering Christianity and won respect as manager of the kingdom. He wisely preserved and even extended the hierarchy of Anglo-Saxon officials and local administrators. He was busy running two other kingdoms in Denmark and Norway, and was occasionally forced to fight to keep his Scandinavian empire together. But he gave England two decades of peace and prosperity.


Little is known about his personality, but the story that schoolchildren learn about his challenge to the tide tells us something about him. The popular version is that Cnut believed himself so powerful that he could sit on his throne on the beach and force back the waves. And when he found he couldn’t, he was exposed as an arrogant fool. More likely is the account, a century later, of Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, suggesting it was not at all a case of the king making an idiot of himself. He says Cnut ordered his councillors to follow him to the seashore because he was appalled and exasperated at his attendants’ endless flattery and was determined to prove he was not all-powerful. The archdeacon writes that Cnut sat on the edge of the shore and commanded the waves not to advance any further. And when they did, he jumped up with his feet soaking wet and cried out:


“Let all the world know that the power of kings is empty and worthless, and there is no king worthy of the name save Him by whose will heaven, earth and sea obey eternal laws.”


When you bear in mind that Cnut was a wily old salt who had spent a lifetime at sea, there’s little doubt about which story we should believe.


If this bizarre demonstration of the limits of regnal power ever took place, one noble almost certainly present was Godwin, Earl of Wessex. He was a man of sturdy Anglo-Saxon stock, typical of the English leaders that Cnut came to rely upon to run the country. And by the time of Cnut’s death, Godwin was as powerful as any. He and his family would help decide the course of history for the next generation.


Cnut died in 1035. The man who had come to England as a rapacious outsider turned out to be a king who ruled ruthlessly, but well.


HAROLD HAREFOOT


1035–40


Cnut left two sons likely to succeed him: Harold Harefoot, his son by Alfgifu of Northampton, and Harthacnut, by Emma. Both men were in their early twenties. Emma was reliably reported to have insisted when she married Cnut that he could not allow Alfgifu’s sons to succeed him if he and Emma had any sons. Cnut’s death set the two women at each other’s throats. The influential Godwin supported Emma’s pitch for Harthacnut, while Alfgifu promoted Harold Harefoot. Harold had two advantages: he was strongly endorsed by the leader of Mercia, and Harthacnut was away in Denmark, where his father had sent him to help run the kingdom. Emma had to accept that Harold should be king.


Harold’s predicament was sharpened by another event that took place in 1036, a year into his rule. Emma had two other older sons, Edward and Alfred, by her first husband Ethelred the Unready. They had taken refuge with her in Normandy on Swein’s invasion in 1013. Now, more than 20 years later, her sons decided to risk their necks by crossing to England to see if they could win support for their claim to the throne. As Ethelred’s sons, they had a case, but Alfred’s was a poorly prepared and, in the end, suicidal venture. Godwin, who had sided with Emma earlier, now showed what a schemer he could be by apparently welcoming Alfred, but then delivering him to King Harold, who promptly ordered him to be blinded. So primitively was this hideous punishment carried out that the young pretender died. His brother Edward, who did much later succeed as Edward the Confessor, was either chased away or wisely abandoned his attempted return to England, briskly retreating to France. Emma was packed off into exile in the Netherlands, despairing of seeing any of her sons on the English throne while Harold Harefoot was alive.


HARTHACNUT


1040–42


Harold did not live long. When he died in 1040, Emma and her son Harthacnut made their move. Harthacnut had been in Denmark while his half-brother Harold was on the English throne, but Harthacnut now travelled straight to Bruges, where his mother had taken refuge. And when messages came inviting them to England, they sailed across the Channel with a fleet of 62 ships in June 1040. Harthacnut was proclaimed king.


He quickly showed that he did not admire his predecessor. On Harthacnut’s orders, Harold’s body was exhumed and dumped in a marsh. It was later recovered and buried in a church in London, possibly St Clement Danes, in the Strand.


Harthacnut’s reign was relatively serene. Emma had her possessions restored and regained her important status. She may have been instrumental – though some sources deny this – in encouraging one key move by Harthacnut. He had no children of his own but, unlike his dead brother Harold, he was prepared to consider the claim of Emma’s son by Ethelred, Edward (the future ‘Confessor’). It was a generous act of historical importance. Edward, who had remained in Normandy, was invited to England in 1041 and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that he was sworn in as the future king. Harthacnut was not well, and it was only a matter of months before his short reign came to an end in 1042. Emma’s family connection with Normandy had set in motion the course of events that were to climax in 1066 with the most revolutionary change in English history.
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EDWARD THE CONFESSOR


1042–66


It is not clear whether the new King Edward’s mother Emma actually supported her son’s claim to the throne. The fact that one of Edward’s first acts as monarch was to confiscate nearly all Emma’s possessions suggests that he burned with resentment at the fact that she’d preferred his younger half-brother Harthacnut to him. She was a formidable example of a medieval woman who exercised remarkable political power.


Another woman soon stepped into the role of a queen who made a difference. A year after he became king, Edward married Edith, daughter of the eminent Godwin, Earl of Wessex. Edith was said by her admirers to have been a woman of great beauty, highly educated and literate in several languages. She was a loyal and attentive wife who rapidly changed Edward from a nonchalant bachelor into a royal personage who enjoyed all the splendour and trappings of kingship. She also wasted no time in securing prominent earldoms for her brothers, particularly Godwin’s son, Harold Godwinson, who was to succeed his father as Earl of Wessex in 1053.


Edward was tall, strong and healthy. It was only later in life when he became increasingly devotional that he was seen as frail and rather ineffective. He had spent 25 of his 40 years in Normandy and retained a natural affection for that connection. One of the few appointments he made from across the English Channel was an important one. He named Robert of Jumièges, an abbot who had befriended him in Normandy, Bishop of London and then Archbishop of Canterbury. It was an unwise decision and aroused the jealousy of his Anglo-Saxon advisers, including Godwin.


On a visit to Rome, Jumièges was reported to have made a formal alliance between Edward and the 23-year-old William, the young Duke of Normandy, the illegitimate child of Robert Duke of Normandy. Edward’s mother Emma was William’s great-aunt which made the two men cousins. The alliance began a chain of commitments which William claimed Edward made to him leading up to the Norman invasion of 1066. One of history’s great unanswered questions is whether Edward directly or indirectly promised William the title to his English throne. The most compelling clue is the mysterious trip that Edward’s brother-in-law Harold Godwinson made to Normandy in 1064 or 1065. He was shipwrecked on the coast and felt obliged to William when he was rescued and given a warm welcome by William’s men. They spent some time together, and Harold appears to have been persuaded, some say forced, by William to swear that the throne of England would be his on the Confessor’s death. If true, it was a remarkable surrender to a foreign power by Harold, who was, after all, brother-in-law to an Anglo-Saxon king.


The family of Godwin, Earl of Wessex, no doubt felt they had as fair a claim to Edward’s throne as any Norman. Godwin’s family came close to losing everything halfway through Edward’s reign. A minor event in 1051 led to a crisis that shook Edward’s throne. The king’s French brother-in-law, Eustace of Boulogne, was visiting from France when his retinue started a brawl with locals in Dover. Godwin was sent to restore order and punish the people of Dover for reacting so forcefully, but he decided that Eustace was to blame for the fracas, and demanded the Frenchman’s surrender. Robert of Jumièges leapt to the aid of his fellow countryman and declared that Godwin was plotting against King Edward. Edward’s court summoned Godwin for trial but, fearing punishment, he fled and gathered a fleet to confront the king. Edward sent his wife, Edith, Godwin’s daughter, to a nunnery and prepared to fight for his kingdom. Godwin and his navy sailed up the Thames to London and presented such a threat that many of Edward’s supporters, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, ran for it. Edward was furious, but felt he had no choice but to negotiate. The two antagonists met in London and there was a significant reconciliation. Edward had to grit his teeth and restore Godwin and his son Harold to favour and Edith returned to Edward’s side. Robert, the archbishop, was sent packing back to Jumièges. Godwin died in 1053 and Harold inherited the earldom of Wessex. His brother Tostig was awarded the earldom of Northumbria. All seemed forgiven.
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