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Preface
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Identity is found through place and experience, the two combining in the history of a country. However resented, its government provides part of that identity, and for Britain, as for many other states, monarchy has played a major role in that history. Relatively unusually in international terms today, Britain is still a monarchy like several other European countries and principalities, as well as a range of non-Western states including Saudi Arabia, Thailand and Japan. The history of both Britain and its monarchy in part requires an understanding of why that continuity is the case. At this modern turning point, just after the reign of the longest-living British monarch, it is important to understand the past and present of the monarchy, so that we can assess its relevance for the present and the future. Elizabeth II (1952–2022) was a key figure, one who preserved the lineage of monarchy but also changed it to provide a current context for a present that looks toward the future.


An understanding of British monarchy is a fascinating as well as important story, one that consistently involved the interplay of individuals and institutions. The former became clearer with time; with George III (1760–1820) there are regular and plentiful letters written by the king in his own hand, and this practice became more common. As a result, it is from then that it is easier to consider the individual from, as it were, the inside. Nevertheless, all the monarchs have been of consequence, and the history of British monarchy begins far back in time.


It is a great pleasure to thank Emma Smith for asking me to write this book. I have benefited from many decades teaching British history and from having already written biographies of two kings and of one dynasty. I am very grateful indeed to Grayson Ditchfield, Bill Gibson, Will Hay, George Robb, Nigel Saul and Neil York for commenting on an earlier draft of this book. This means an enormous amount given how busy we all are. They are not responsible for any errors that remain. I owe particular points to Daniel Hannan.




The March of Time


‘The prince’s most secret counsels, motives and pursuits, will probably one day be published and rigorously judged; and, however flattered whilst living, yet when dead, he will be treated as his actions have deserved, with honour or reproach, with veneration or contempt.’


Nicholas Tindal, translation of Paul de Rapin-Thoyras’ History of England (1725–3), dedicated to Frederick, Prince of Wales





It is a great pleasure to dedicate this book to William Dartmouth, a generous friend with a strong and profound interest in history.


NOTE



Years after a monarch’s name are regnal years.










1



Origins
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The origin of monarchy is complex and we cannot pinpoint a specific date. Instead, we must look back into multiple reigns in a context very different to that of ruling a country. Let us indeed put aside the effort by James Howell, Historiographer Royal, who, in A Discourse Concerning the Precedency of Kings (1664), managed to present Britain as a ‘Royal Isle’ even prior to the Roman period. In practice, monarchy began in Britain as tribal leadership.


This leadership was a widespread practice that drew on the need for a single leader in conflict and in matters within the tribe, notably the maintenance of order and the administration of justice. Records are very limited for the character of this leadership, other than from the first century BCE, but Roman sources provide material on those rulers with which they came into contact. This was the case not so much with Julius Caesar’s limited expeditions in 55 and 54 BCE which encountered tribal opposition, but rather of the process of conquest that began in 43 CE. Some of those were opponents, notably Caratacus, the leader of the Catuvellauni, and Boudica, Queen of the Iceni, both of whom were finally overcome, while several became allies, particularly Cogidubnus, ruler of the Atrebates, and Cartimandua, Queen of the Brigantes.


Separately, a different form of monarchy was imposed on what became Roman Britain, that of a distant emperor. Indeed, in 43 CE, the year of the next invasion, the Emperor Claudius arrived in a Britain that existed only in the topographical sense, not socially or politically, thus associating himself with a hitherto successful conquest. Other emperors who came to Britain included Hadrian in 122 CE, driving forward the construction of a wall from the North to the Irish Sea, Septimius Severus in 208–211 CE, invading Caledonia (modern Scotland), only to die of disease at Eboracum (York), Constantius Chlorus in 296, and Constantine in 306.




Female Rule


Cartimandua, Queen of the Brigantes (c. 43–69), was a figure of lesser fascination to later commentators than Boudica, but provided an opportunity to discuss rule by women. In his The History of the County of Cumberland (1794), William Hutchinson was clearcut:




‘In those days, it was no disgrace, to the bravest people, to be governed by a woman; disgustful effeminancies had not then contaminated the sex . . . Even men inured to indefatigable labours and toils, constantly in arms, subsisting chiefly by warfare or the chase, and bred up to feats of valour and the simple rules of native honour, were not ashamed to be led to battle by a woman . . . nor is the history of Cartimandua blotted, till, by the intercourse of the Romans, the native virtue of the Brigantes was corrupted.’





In an idealised morality tale, Hutchinson presented luxury and wealth as bringing corruption and vice, with the queen expelling her husband and taking his armour-bearer to her bed.





Foreign rule was the first force that linked what was to become England (bar Northumbria) and Wales in one state; and this began a pattern in which Britain had a variety of monarchical systems. Roman accounts also provide what we know of ancient Britain, beyond what archaeology can reveal.




Invading Caledonia (Scotland)


‘. . . as he advanced through the country he experienced countless hardships in cutting down the forests, levelling the heights, filling up the swamps and bridging the rivers . . . Severus did not desist until he approached the extremity of the island. Here he observed most accurately the variation of the sun’s motion and the length of the days and the nights in summer and winter respectively . . . conveyed in a covered litter most of the way on account of his infirmity.’


Cassius Dio of Septimius Severus, 208–211





Roman imperial monarchy was provided not just for soldiers and settlers, but also for non-Roman subjects. This monarchy was more potent due to its role in religion, notably the cults of the Olympian gods which the Romans introduced. Subsequently, the possible long-term implications of Christianity becoming the state religion in the fourth century are unclear, for Roman Britain was weakened by a crucial failing of the imperial monarchy. This was the inability to devise a consistently accepted system of imperial succession, and the related willingness of military units to support their commanders in bids for power. This process directly affected Britain.


This was notably so in 406 when Gaul (France) was invaded by ‘barbarians’, and Britain, threatened with being cut off from the rest of the Empire, ended up with its own self-styled ‘Roman Emperor’, Constantine III, his name and number a claim to prestige, legitimacy and longevity. This de facto autonomy, however, did not lead to independence. Constantine took most of Britain’s military forces to Gaul, but these troops did not return and he was killed in 411. Meanwhile, the disillusioned Romano-Britons had expelled his administrators and appealed to the true Emperor, Honorius, for the restoration of legitimate rule and for help accordingly. Hard-pressed in Italy by the Goths, who, under Alaric, were to storm Rome itself in 410, he could only tell them to look to their own defences.




Roman Dynastic ‘Magic’


Magnus Maximus, who claimed the Roman Empire in 383, was commander in Britain from 380 and took much of the garrison with him to Gaul in 383. Recognised as Emperor in much of the West in 384, he was defeated in Italy in 388 and executed. Magnus was presented in the medieval Welsh legend Breuddwynd Macsen Wledig as Macsen Wledig, founder of a number of major lineages. This unfounded claim was designed to support the pretensions of the dynasty of Gwynedd. The long shadow cast by Rome was seen in it providing the fount of legitimate political authority. Welsh rulers also established their courts on Roman sites.





The post- (or sub-) Roman British divided into warring kingdoms (albeit in a process for which information is limited) based on locally powerful warlords, such as Maelgwyn (d. 547), ruler of Gwynedd, or north-west Wales. The most famous of these warlords, Arthur, is a legendary figure, whose historicity is a matter of both controversy and contention. So also with Vortigern, a fifth-century figure later referred to as a king of the Britons or as a usurper. In terms of the numbers of kings in British history, the centuries from 400 to 700 contributed the largest number. These kingdoms mounted a long resistance to invasion by the Angles and Saxons, and were celebrated in poetry, the survival of which is seen as starting with Aneirin and Taliesin in the sixth century. Aneirin’s poem described his lord, Mynyddog Mwyn-fawr of Edinburgh, while Taliesin wrote in praise of Unrien of Rheged, a principality around the Solway, and his son Owain. After much conflict, the kingdoms of Elmet, centred on Leeds, and Rheged were absorbed by the Anglian kingdom of Northumbria in the late sixth and seventh centuries. Conquest, however, remained incomplete, the kingdoms in Wales continuing independent, while, as an indication of violence, the use of hillforts revived.


The ethic of the warband was important to the invaders, and remained so thanks to the length of the conquest period. These warbands were led by warriors who were probably tribal figures, although some of the early names that have survived may well be of mythical figures, such as the Jutish brothers Hengist and Horsa, the former of whom allegedly conquered Kent. Conquest tipped the balance between the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Those distant from the frontier of advance, such as Kent, East Anglia, and Lindsey (in Lincolnshire), lost out in power, and eventually independence, to kingdoms further west, to the Saxon kingdom of Wessex (in the West Country) and its Anglian counterparts of Mercia (in the Midlands), Deira (Yorkshire), and Bernicia (the North-East). Their expansion interacted with the coalescence of the numerous small Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. With time, and especially after 700, ruling houses were increasingly differentiated from landowners, and royal justice from that of kin, feud and surety. At the apex was what was to be called a Bretwalda: wide ruler or over-king.


Initially, Kent took a major part. Aethelbert, King of Kent (c.583–616) played a key role in the conversion of Britain to Catholicism, as he welcomed St Augustine who was sent from Rome by Pope Gregory the Great in 597. The king’s wife, Bertha, a Frankish princess, had already been allowed to practise her Christianity. The rapidly converted king supported Augustine in establishing three bishoprics: at Canterbury, London and Rochester. As a result of the influence of Kent, Canterbury, its capital, not London, was the see of the Archbishop. Christian kingship meant a need to incorporate a role for the clergy. It also ensured that polygamy would not be acceptable and thus helped clarify the position of queens as opposed to new sexual favourites of the king. The role of queens was to owe a lot to their linkage with ecclesiastical foundations.


The kings of Northumbria, the kingdom created from Bernicia and Deira, and thus stretching from the Firth of Forth to the Humber producing a far-flung state, were similarly central to conversion by the Irish Church via its Scottish base at Iona. King Oswy (642–70) played a major role in ensuring that at the Synod (church meeting) of Whitby in 664, Roman, rather than Celtic, customs prevailed. Rulers also took an important part in founding monasteries, Oswald of Northumbria helping establish Lindisfarne in 635. For much of the seventh century, Northumbria provided the Bretwalda. It also had the Venerable Bede (c.673– 735), a monk whose Ecclesiastical History of the English People (c.731), dedicated to king Ceolwulf (729–37), provided the idea of an Anglo-Saxon foundation of nationhood, with a witan (council) and elected kings, which was to offer later generations, especially in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the notion of an ancient constitution with the king as bound by law as well as law-giver.


Defeat in 678, however, had led to the end of Northumbrian hegemony, with its replacement in that role, Mercia, having already absorbed or dominated other kingdoms, notably those of the Hwicce and the Magonsaetan and, from 654, East Anglia. The struggle between Mercia and Northumbria, more generally, dominated the period 630–800, being won by Mercia.


The British kingdoms were now largely just adjuncts. As with the Anglo-Saxons, there was a process of consolidation, with a decline in the number of kingdoms, as the less successful, such as Gower, Gwent, Ergyng, Ceredigion, Builth, Brycheiniog and Powys, all in Wales, were taken over. The most expansive in Wales were Gwynedd in the north-west, Deheubarth in the south-west and Glywysing in the south-east, the kingdoms based on the largest amount of fertile lowland, but also benefiting from a degree of immunity from the English. In contrast, Powys in the north-east suffered considerably at the hands of Mercia, while English pressure may also have been responsible in part for the demise of the kingdoms in the Upper Wye. Powys lost Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire to English expansion; a principality that might have served as the base for a strong state being fatally weakened.


Offa (757–96) increased Mercian power, controlling such formerly independent kingdoms as Essex, Kent and Sussex, while Wessex recognised Mercian protection in 786. Offa had aspirations to be in effect king in England. After the defeat of Northumbria, he used the term ‘king of the English’ at least once in his charters. Offa also sought to have the Mercian church, with its see of Lichfield, given archepiscopal equality with Canterbury and York. Offa’s effective control of the commercial centre of London was an important source of liquidity, and also significant to the emergence of the city. Offa is most famous today, however, for the ditched rampart known as Offa’s Dyke, running from the Severn estuary to the River Dee. The Dyke was probably a defensive work as well as a boundary.


Offa’s success, nevertheless, could not provide lasting unity, largely because of the limited ability of his successors and due to the uncertainty of Mercian control over subsidiary kingdoms. His immediate successor, Coenwulf (796–821), harshly suppressed a rebellion in Kent in 798, issued several charters from London, and suspended Archbishop Wulfred of Canterbury. In the 820s, however, Wessex came to the fore, not least through conquering South-East England. Beornwulf of Mercia (823–6), who deposed Ceolwulf (821–3), was heavily defeated by Egbert of Wessex (802–39) at Ellandum near Swindon in 825 and, in 826, he was defeated by the rebellious East Anglians, while Wessex forces successfully invaded Kent. Not only Mercia but also Northumbria acknowledged the overlordship of Egbert, but effective control over England was beyond Wessex’s capability, and Mercia was able to regain the independence lost in 829. Wessex, however, delivered success against the Vikings on a number of occasions across the ninth century. Egbert defeated a joint Viking-Cornish force in 834 and Aethelwulf defeated the Vikings in 851. The frequency of conflict in the history of the period underlined the role of the kings as warriors. At the same time, their functions included internal arbiter, notably as lawgiver and as protector of the church.


A divided England proved vulnerable to Viking invasion, and, in 871, with East Anglia and Yorkshire already conquered, Wessex had to agree to pay tribute to the Vikings, Mercia following in 874. Subordinate kings, alongside territory settled by the conquerors, appeared to be the fate of England, with its monarchical destiny an interplay of local Viking overlord-kings, Scandinavian monarchs, and residual rulers, both Romano-British in Wales and Cumbria, and Anglo-Saxon tributary kings in Wessex and west Mercia: in 877, east and north Mercia had been annexed by the Vikings.


This prospect was brought down by defeat. Alfred of Wessex (871–99) was to be a national hero in later English history, and his successes against the Vikings from 872 were crucial to the curtailing of Viking attack. At the same time, England was divided, with the lands east and north of Watling Street, the Danelaw, left to the Vikings.


The role of contingency in the creation and development of kingdoms was shown by the different fate of Gwynedd under Rhodri Mawr (d. 878), who claimed descent from Magnus Maximus and the sixth-century ruler of Gwynedd, Maelgwyn. He also ruled Powys, which he inherited from his uncle in 855, and Seisyllwg in central Wales which he took over in 871 when his brother-in-law, the ruler, died. Rhodri, however, was pressed hard by the Vikings, and was finally defeated in Anglesey in 867 by invading Mercians.


Alfred was not only victorious but also developed the image and reality of civic kingship (as opposed to just military kingship), setting a pattern for what was to become the Old English Monarchy. Aside from his important military measures and minting good (sound) pennies, a clear sign of a well-established kingdom, Alfred produced a law-code, patronised learning, and established schools. Seeking to sustain his image, he commissioned a biography, The Life of King Alfred (893), from Bishop Asser. This stressed his suffering and endurance, presenting effective royal leadership in a markedly Christian light. Such an approach was eased because Alfred’s power and prestige were increased by the earlier destruction by the Vikings of the other Anglo-Saxon ruling houses.


Alfred also became important to subsequent images of English nationhood. Paintings such as Daniel Maclise’s Alfred the Great in the Camp of the Danes (1852) reflected the demand for an exemplary national history. In 1778, the carving of a white horse in a hillside near Westbury that was believed to commemorate Alfred’s victory over the Danes at Ethandune in 878 was restored, subsequently being repaired on a number of occasions, including 2007.


Alfred’s successors helped define an English state with an English monarch. Military success was crucial to both. His eldest son, Edward (later the Elder, 899–924), conquered the Danelaw, first defeating a rival claimant for Wessex, his cousin Aethelwold. Edward and his sister, Aethelflaed, then conquered East Anglia and the East Midlands, reversing earlier Viking gains.


Edward appears to have intended that his dominions be divided between Athelstan, his son by his first wife, who was born in about 894, and his younger half-brother, Aelfweard, but the latter died soon after Edward. In turn, Athelstan was to be succeeded by Edmund (939–46) and Eadred (946–55), the sons of Edward the Elder by his third wife, and then by the sons of the former, Eadwig (955–9) and Edgar (959–75). England was divided between Eadwig and Edgar in 957, but Eadwig died of unknown causes in 959. There was division and uncertainty over Athelstan’s achievement and succession, but Edgar would reprise his achievement.


After his conquest of Northumbria in 927, and subsequent victories in 934 and 939, Athelstan (924–39) started to call himself rex Anglorum (king of the English) and on his coins became the first Anglo-Saxon king to be shown wearing a crown. He did not marry which was unusual, but may have reflected a vocation for chastity. A warrior-king who was particularly pious, Athelstan was keen on collecting books as well as the relics of saints. Eadred was also described as king of the English, while, in 973, Edgar was the first to be crowned as king of the English. The coronation was important to the formation of a unified English nation, while, in what was to be a totemic image of authority and power, Edgar was rowed in a boat by subordinate British rulers at Chester in 973.


Possibly as a consequence of the influence of Carolingian (the Frankish dynasty of Charlemagne) ideology, specifically the idea of a Christian empire, expressed by Jonas of Orléans and Hincmar of Reims, which influenced Athelstan and Edgar, tenth-century Wessex moved towards a notion of kingship different from that of the amalgam of kingdoms epitomised by Offa. The new English state did not require, nor was constrained by, precise ethnic, tribal or geographical boundaries. This was a far-flung kingship that covered essentially the area of modern England, and, by the standards of the age, an effective state with royal justice combined with a system of law-courts as well as a form of national taxation. At the same time, the intensive lordship shown by the Crown in Wessex and south Mercia was not matched further north, notably in Northumbria.


England was not the only kingdom in the British Isles. The contrast with Wales is instructive for both. Welsh inheritance customs – the division of property among sons – may have made it more difficult to translate territorial gains into more cohesive statehood. Successful leaders might accumulate several kingships and, on their deaths, individual ones would be inherited by particular sons. Thus, Rhodri Mawr’s son, Anarawad, succeeded to Gwynedd, and another son, Cadell, to Seisyllwg. Hwyel Dda, Howel the Good (d. 950), a son of Cadell, initially succeeded only to Ceredigion, but through marriage and conquest came to rule most of Wales, becoming the first Welsh king who certainly issued his own coinage. Although the surviving documents date from far later, his prestige was shown by his being proclaimed in the twelfth century as the codifier of Welsh law.




Considering the Sources


The critical assessment of sources relating to monarchs is far from new. Thus, the 1815 edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica praised Edgar’s ability to keep the peace and block invasions, adding:




‘The greatness of King Edgar, which is very much celebrated by the English historians, was owing to the harmony which reigned between him and his subjects; and the reason of this good agreement was that the king sided with Dunstan [Archbishop of Canterbury, 959–88] and the [Benedictine] monks, who had acquired a great ascendant over the people. He enabled them to accomplish their favourite scheme of dispossessing the secular canons of all the monasteries; and he consulted them not only in ecclesiastical but also in civil affairs. On these accounts, he is celebrated by the monkish writers with the highest praises; though it is plain, from some of his actions, that he was a man who could be bound neither by the ties of religion nor humanity.’








However, Hwyel’s death was followed by the collapse of his realm and internecine conflict. Whereas, in England, unity was created by the destruction or weakening of all bar Wessex by the Vikings, in Wales there was no similar consolidation until the Anglo-Normans conquered much of Wales.


During the Roman period and subsequently, the lands north of the Firth of Forth were occupied by Picts whose kings displayed their prowess in warfare and hunting. They also kept sacral figures – wizards or shamans – who underlined the status of the kings within the community. Western Scotland came to be dominated by a Scottish kingdom of Dal Riata, with its major seat of power at Dunadd, which benefited from its association with Christianity. This kingdom absorbed its Pictish counterpart and in about 843, under Kenneth MacAlpin (d. 858), created the new kingdom of Alba (a Gaelic word for Britain) in the ninth century.


The English kingdom came to intervene more in Scotland and, far more, Wales, but each retained independence. Moreover, the kingdom of the Scots developed, overrunning Strathclyde, Lothian and Cumbria in the tenth century. Indeed, what eventually became Scotland included Scots, Picts, Angles and Britons and, until the mid-twelfth century, it was unclear whether Cumbria and Northumbria would be part of England or of Scotland. That the kings of Scotland were to owe fealty and homage to the kings of England for lands they held in northern England subsequently complicated the situation. Scotland did not abandon the northern counties until the Quitclaim, or Treaty, of York in 1237.


While the territorial bounds of English kingship remained unclear, the identity of the ruler became a matter for contention. The continuity of able adult leadership was broken with Edgar’s death in 975, as both his sons were young. The unpopular elder one, Edward, was murdered in 978 and the younger, Aethelred ‘the Unready’ (978–1016), had a relatively long reign, but one that was wrecked by the revival of Viking invasion combined by his own inability to command trust. Paying off invaders through Danegeld did not bring peace. Aethelred was ultimately succeeded by Cnut (1016–35), the younger son of King Sweyn Forkbeard of Denmark, who was to create a North Sea empire. Aethelred had died in 1016, and Cnut then partitioned England with Aethelred’s warrior son, Edmund Ironside, Edmund receiving Wessex and Cnut, Mercia. Edmund, however, swiftly died and Cnut then gained the whole kingdom.


Danish conquest was seen as a form of divine judgment. The House of Wessex appeared finished, while the Old English monarchy was now part of an empire. The nature of monarchy was linked to that of the state. Whereas earlier invaders, culminating in the Vikings in the ninth century, had conquered kingdoms, both Cnut in 1016 and William of Normandy in 1066 each seized a kingdom of England.


Danish kings of England showed that kingship and nationality did not always coincide, which anticipated the later situation. Yet, Cnut’s approach to his territories as a whole was like that of Offa within England. Far from trying to create one unified kingdom, he, instead, ruled as the king of a number of kingdoms: England, Denmark and Norway. With Cnut murdering those he distrusted, an Anglo-Scandinavian aristocracy was created in England, although Cnut continued the practices of the Old English monarchy. In 1031, Cnut advanced to the River Tay, receiving the submission of Malcolm II of Scotland, which reaffirmed the claims of the Crown of England to overlordship while also securing Malcolm’s support against Norway. Godwine, an Englishman trusted by Cnut, was married to Cnut’s sister-in-law, Gytha, in 1019, made an earl in 1020 and became, in practice, Cnut’s deputy in England as Cnut spent most of the 1020s pursuing his interests in Scandinavia. The report that he commanded the waves to hold back when the tide came in dated from the following century, but Cnut was certainly brutal. He was also polygamous, adding in 1017 Emma, Aethelred’s widow, as his official partner, to his English wife Aelfgifu.


Cnut’s achievement was challenged by the weaknesses of his sons, Harold Harefoot (a later nickname) and Harthacnut, the surviving sons of Aelfgifu and Emma respectively. Harold was present in England when Cnut died, while Harthacnut stayed in his Danish dominion, which weakened his position. England was in effect divided in 1035–7. In 1037, Alfred and Edward (later the Confessor), the sons of Aethelred and Emma, both in exile in Normandy during Cnut’s reign, separately tried to regain control of England. Betrayed by Godwine, Alfred was blinded on the orders of Harold and then died, while an unsuccessful Edward returned to Normandy. Harold controlled all of England from 1037 until his death in 1040, aged twenty-five. Harthacnut then seized power but became unpopular, in part due to heavy taxation. In 1041, he invited his half-brother Edward back to share in ruling, but, still in his early twenties, the unmarried Harthacnut died, possibly poisoned, in 1042. As so often in the history of the British monarchy, the possible consequences were cut short by the brevity of the reign. This was notably so in terms of the willingness to agree to partition, in 957, 1016 and 1035, as well as the growing power of a number of semi-autonomous earls.


In the event, while Magnus I, king of Norway from 1035, became king of Denmark, the house of Wessex was somewhat unexpectedly revived in the person of Aethelred’s surviving son, Edward ‘the Confessor’ (1042–66). He returned with French, more particularly Norman, advisers, including Robert Champart whom he made Bishop of London and then Archbishop of Canterbury. Edward’s piety and focus on faith established an important link between the throne and the Church. He subsequently became a saint, being canonised in 1161, and was thought to originate the ‘royal touch’ for scrofula. He also built Westminster Abbey, which became the key for the ecclesiological setting of English (later British) monarchy, to the present day, and of the placing of what became the routines, liturgy and ceremony of coronation.


This reign was in hindsight to be overshadowed by the problem of the succession, but the more immediate issue was that of powerful earldoms, and notably so in the person of Godwine, an English protégé of Cnut who had given him the Earldom of Wessex. Married to a Danish princess, Godwine had six sons in contrast to the lack of children from Edward, his son-in-law. Edward sought to lessen Godwin’s control, not least by showing favour to the Normans, Viking descendants. An unsuccessful and then successful rebel, Godwine was dominant at the time of his death in 1053, indeed a form of pseudo-monarch albeit without the legitimacy and prestige of dynastic origin and ecclesiastical sanction. Meanwhile, Edward’s changing views on the succession and his lack of leadership helped exacerbate political instability.


Godwine’s death left his eldest son, Harold, Earl of Wessex, and, after the king, the largest individual landowner in the county. Harold also acted as pseudo-monarch in the important form of military leader, acquiring considerable prestige from successful campaigning in North Wales against Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, who united Wales – in part by slaying rivals. A threat to Harold due to his alignment with Mercia, Gruffydd was deserted by the lesser rulers before being killed by some of his men, his head being delivered to Harold, who also took his wife. This was kingship in the raw, and indeed the latter practice was frequent. Gruffydd’s half-brothers were allowed to inherit Gwynedd on condition that they swore allegiance.


Kingship involved submission by others. Earl Leofric of Mercia died in 1057 and his son Aelfgar in 1062, thus easing the path for Harold. Instead, with Aelfgar’s sons, Edwin and Morcar, both minors, Harold’s major rival was within the house of Godwine, in the person of his volatile and highly competitive younger brother Tostig, Earl of Northumberland. The young Edgar Aetheling, the grandson of Edward’s half-brother Edmund Ironside, was far less consequential.


1066 was to be the year of would-be kings, with no fewer than three, as well as two other bidders. Dying on 5 January, Edward the Confessor was scarcely the first monarch to leave a contested succession. Edward’s designation of Harold as successor was that by a sick man for which witnesses were few and self-interested. Indeed, the rules of succession were only really tightened by regulation and the affirmation of battlefield success, both in the eighteenth century. The Witan, the great council of the realm, recognised Harold as king, only for his claim to be challenged by Duke William of Normandy, who argued that Edward had promised him the throne in 1051 and that Harold had acknowledged this claim. What would have been a straightforward contest was complicated by a Scandinavian intervention in the shape of Harald Hardrada, King of Norway. The fate of battle saw him defeated by Harold of England at Stamford Bridge, only for the latter to be killed in the English defeat at Hastings.


The Anglo-Saxon claimant to the throne was now Edgar Atheling. Being young and a mere totem figure might not have made much of a difficulty, were it not that the Anglo-Saxon élite had been weakened greatly by Hastings. On Christmas Day, William was acclaimed King in Westminster Abbey. The unification of England by the house of Wessex had ensured that it fell rapidly. The fate of country, state and monarchy, however, was uncertain.
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Medieval Monarchies


[image: Illustration]


The period from the eleventh to the end of the sixteenth century is a sprawling one with apparent continuities alongside major contrasts in fortune between individual monarchs.


THE NORMANS



A ducal dynasty of Viking descent in Normandy, the Normans were subjects of the Crown of France but also autonomous figures in the power-politics of northern France. England gave them a new setting for their dynamic expansionism, and they had a more lasting impact than Cnut, the earlier eleventh-century conqueror.


WILLIAM I


A warrior ruler, William I (1066–87) won and held England as he held Normandy, by success in warfare. That was his claim to fame and the basis of his control. Yet, as king, William proclaimed himself the rightful successor to Edward the Confessor, which was a basis for legitimation, and, in that role, like Cnut, may not at first have intended sweeping changes. Indeed, he left the surviving English earls in power until the extent of resistance resulted in a harsher attitude, including the dispossession of many English landowners. William was a military presence in Britain, notably in England when he suppressed risings in 1067– 9, 1075 and 1080, but also when advancing against Malcolm III of Scotland in 1072, forcing him to do homage for Lothian, although Scotland as a whole remained independent.


William also had to face the threat of Scandinavian invasion, against which he assembled a large army in 1085–6. The problems involved in maintaining it may well have prompted the making of Domesday Book, an account of English landholding, in order to ascertain his overall resources and those of others. The survey revealed that the Conqueror had a fifth of England’s land. Alongside his rights as heir to the English crown, William also exercised rights over feudal vassals. These included the receipt of military service as well as rights of wardship, marriage and escheat over the vassals.


Furthermore, the territorial interests of the Duchy of Normandy, and its serious disputes with expansionist neighbours, the kingdom of France and the County of Anjou, began a continual commitment to Continental power politics by English kings that was to last for centuries, with territories always held there until the fall of Calais in 1558. That, however, might appear a comment in need of reassessment. In practice, there had been an Anglo-Continental monarchy in 1016–42, but that did not have the long consequences of the Norman Conquest.


As part of a major change in the physical setting of the monarch, William himself died as a result of injuries sustained when thrown by his horse in the French town of Mantes which he had burnt as a result of a border conflict. Henry I, Henry II, Richard I, and Henry V were also to die in France. The funeral at Caen was a reminder of the indignity of death. The fat William’s body burst open, and the church was filled with a rank odour, according to Orderic Vitalis.


A sense of precariousness, or at least uncertainty, was shown by William’s arrangements for his successors. He had four sons and five daughters by his marriage to Matilda of Flanders, but his son Richard predeceased him. As yet, and as part of a more general lack of fixity in royal arrangements, one already repeatedly seen in the tenth and eleventh centuries, there was no clear preference for male primogeniture (succession by the eldest male child) over partible inheritance (division among heirs). William left Normandy to his rebellious eldest son, Robert, about whom reliable information is scanty other than the hostile account by the historian Orderic Vitalis (1075–1142), and England to his second, William II (1087– 1100). This allotment of inheritance (Normandy) to the eldest son, and acquisition (England) to the next, was entirely in keeping with contemporary practice. However, such division was unwelcome not only in the ruling family, where there was strong sibling rivalry, but also, due to the circumstances of conquest, to nobles with estates on both sides of the Channel.


WILLIAM II


Robert wished to reunite the inheritance, but a rebellion in his favour in 1088 by many prominent Norman nobles in England, notably Odo of Bayeux, Earl of Kent, half-brother to William I, failed totally due to the vigour of William’s response, a vigour in which he was supported by the English troops. The splendour of Bayeux Cathedral is in part a product of the resources taken from England. William then took his cause to Normandy, winning support from some of the nobles there. Robert pawned Normandy to William in 1096, in order to raise funds to go on the First Crusade which took Jerusalem in 1099.


William II was known, from his red face or hair, as Rufus, although, according to Orderic Vitalis, his hair was yellowish. A vigorous ruler, he had a high reputation in knightly circles. In 1092, Rufus occupied Cumbria, while he was also successful against Norman rebels and the French, although less so in Wales. In 1095, Rufus had Earl Robert of Northumbria dispossessed. But William’s refusal to support ecclesiastical reform or papal authority led to a serious dispute with the Church that affected his reputation because writers were clerics, notably Eadmer.


Rufus’s building of Westminster Hall was important to the settling down of the monarchy at Westminster. This entailed the creation of a set of buildings there that satisfied the residential, administrative and religious needs of the monarchy.


His death in the New Forest was a matter of controversy, and led to accusations of murder, not least on behalf of his younger brother, Henry. The death, however, was probably the result of a hunting accident. His older brother Richard had been more clearly killed in about 1070 as a result of a hunting accident in the New Forest: he collided with an overhanging branch.




Accounts of William II: Contradictions to the Fore


‘Never was there a king held in such affection or in such honour by his men.’


Geffrei Gaimar, History of the English


‘[H]ated by almost all his people and abhorrent to God, exactly as his end proved, because he died his injustice unabated and without him repenting or making any amends.’


Anglo-Saxon Chronicle


‘He never married, but was insatiably addicted to obscene fornication and frequent adulteries, giving his subjects a damnable example of shameful debauchery.’


Orderic Vitalis


‘He was squarely built, with a ruddy complexion, light blond hair swept back so as to leave his forehead clear . . . sparkling eyes . . . physically strong despite his modest height . . . He would stare at people with a menacing look in his eyes, and intimidate those he was speaking to by adopting a harsh tone and a studied severity. In private and in the chamber with his friends he was easy-going, and relied a great deal on joking. He was in particular a most eloquent critic of his own mistakes, ensuring thereby that any resentment at what he had done dissolved into laughter.’


William of Malmesbury, The History of the English Kings






HENRY I


The unmarried William was succeeded by Henry (1100–35), who in the immediate crisis rushed to seize the treasury at Winchester and to assert control. This succession led anew to fraternal division over the kingdom, Robert invading England in 1101. Although Henry persuaded him to renounce his claim to be Robert I, relations between the two continued to be difficult, and helped destabilise Robert’s position in Normandy. Henry invaded Normandy in 1105 and, the following year, defeated Robert at Tinchebrai, conquering the duchy. Robert was imprisoned until his death in 1134, although his son, William Clito, unsuccessfully maintained his claim.


While subsequently devoting much of his attention to trying to protect his position in Normandy, Henry also sought to develop royal power in England. Notably he did so by expanding royal judicial activity and by the appointment of local and itinerant justices, which was part of his raising of lesser men to high office.




The Dangers of a King


‘A king is like a fire – if you are too close, you burn; if you are too far away, you freeze.’


Petrus Alfonsi, doctor to Henry I who, indeed, could be arbitrary and capricious. Anxiety and opportunity were consistent aspects of court life.





Henry also proved a determined strengthener of royal power in Wales, seeking to overawe both the Welsh rulers and the Anglo-Norman Marcher lords. For example, as far as the latter were concerned, he developed Carmarthen as a royal lordship with a castle and a royal borough, and took control of Pembroke. In addition, Henry invaded North Wales in person in 1114 and 1121. This was part of the process of mastery that brought somewhat empty promises of submission by the native rulers which, however, made it difficult for them to legitimate any independent position.


Stability in England was to be threatened yet again by the succession. Henry’s first wife, Matilda of Scotland, who he married in 1100, was daughter of King Malcolm of Scotland and his Anglo-Saxon wife of the royal line, a saintly wife similar to her mother, St Margaret of Scotland. Henry had two legitimate children, a son and a daughter by Matilda, but none by his second wife, Adeliza of Louvain. Although Henry had over twenty bastards, his sole legitimate son, William, died in the Channel in the wreck of the White Ship in 1120, along with everyone on the vessel bar a butcher. It ran aground on a rock off Barfleur. Henry therefore turned to his widowed daughter Matilda. Twenty-five years old in 1128, she married the fourteen-year-old Geoffrey Plantagenet, heir to the Duke of Anjou, the territory to the south of Normandy. This marriage was largely pursued so that Henry could strengthen his position in Normandy. They had a son, the future Henry II, in 1133, thus establishing the dynasty.


STEPHEN



When, however, Henry died in 1135, the throne was seized by his nephew Stephen (1135–54), son of William I’s daughter Adela by Stephen, Count of Blois, who had been killed on the First Crusade. Blois bordered Normandy. As Count of Mortain, Stephen had an independent position in France. Harmed by falling out with the powerful, including Roger, Bishop of Salisbury, the Treasurer, in 1139, his reign in England was nearly as disastrous as that of Aethelred the Unready. Stephen was unable to maintain control in England (or Normandy) and in 1139 Matilda invaded. In the subsequent conflict, Matilda captured Stephen at the battle of Lincoln in 1141, but, as a reminder of the differences of events, this was no Tinchebrai. Matilda was unable to consolidate her position, in part due to the energetic opposition of another Matilda, Stephen’s wife, and soon after exchanged Stephen for her captured half-brother, Robert, Earl of Gloucester, the most talented of Henry’s illegitimate children. Although Stephen was successful against Matilda in England, Geoffrey completed the conquest of Normandy. In 1152, in turn, his heir, Henry, invaded England.


This civil war was the most serious and sustained of the internal dynastic conflicts between 1066 and the Wars of the Roses, but far from the only one. These conflicts were in part normative, a product of the élite bellicosity that helped make peaceful settlements to disputes difficult, and this situation was accentuated by the problems posed by a trans-Channel inheritance. The last was the key issue in the contested succession to William I. There was to be no inheritance by illegitimate children.


The nobility on both sides wanted peace, and to keep their lands on both sides of the Channel, rather than partition. In 1153, they obtained the Treaty of Westminster, by which Stephen was to remain king, but to adopt Henry as his heir, a solution that proved workable, albeit at the expense of Stephen’s blood heirs, notably his son Eustace. As a result, when Stephen died, the first of the Angevin (from Anjou) dynasty, Henry II (1154–89), inheriting through a woman, came to the throne, albeit to one that was still armed, tense and disorderly, and not as Henry I had intended. Stephen’s reign was dropped from legal memory, and anyone in legal possession on the day of Henry I’s death in 1135 was now in rightful possession of their lands. More significantly, the barons who defied him were rapidly brought under control, which was clearly achieved by mid-1152.



PLANTAGENETS
HENRY II


King of England (and only of England) he might be, but England was more tangential to Henry II’s dominions than had been the case with William I, and this further affected the parameters and practice of royal itineraries. Aside from inheriting England and Normandy from his mother, and Anjou, Maine and Touraine from his father, Henry obtained control over much of central and south-west France through his marriage to the imperious Eleanor of Aquitaine, the divorced wife of Louis VII. Moreover, he used his dominant position in France, where he spent over three fifths of his time, to make further gains, including the subordination of Brittany. Henry’s commitment to his French lands led to an absence that forced the administrative development of England, with royal powers put into commission.


Boldly able to take and use the initiative, Henry sought power and to use the authority he enjoyed. That helped lead to an expansionism in France, Wales, Ireland and Scotland, and to determined opposition to critics within England. Most prominent among these was Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury. His friendship with Henry gained him the post, but disagreement over the right of clerics to accept trial only in Church courts led the two men to clash, and to the obdurate Becket’s eventual murder in 1170 by four of Henry’s knights who had taken an angry outburst at face value. Henry had to do penance while Becket, apparently a martyr to cruel kingship, became a saint. The cult of Becket was to be a curse for the medieval English monarchy, but Henry survived the crisis: there was no alternative and he was the legitimate and anointed ruler. As a reminder that religion was part of the lives of monarchs, Henry himself was devoted to Edward the Confessor, canonized in 1161, and to Edmund, King (of East Anglia) and Martyr, who had been killed by the Vikings in 869, bringing his dynasty to a close.
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