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  There seems to be a bit of an argument about when the Middle Ages started and finished. Proper historians (loads of GCSEs and stuff) include the whole bit from the Romans

  leaving Britain in AD 410, right up to the middle of the fifteenth century, including the Dark Ages. The Dark Ages, you see, were at the beginning of the Middle Ages – but as there are only

  64 pages in this book, I’ve split ’em into two: so the Dark Ages go from AD 410 to 1066 and my Middle Ages start from when William the well-known Conqueror turned the English

  into Normans (in 1066). If you understand all that you deserve 10/10 for comprehension.*




  PS You might see bossy little comments (like the one below) throughout the book. They’re written by my editor, Susie; she seems to have a very low boredom threshold.




  

    

      Middle-Aged Kings and Coronations




      




      

        

          	

            William I


          



          	

            1066


          



          	

            Edward III


          



          	

            1327


          

        




        

          	

            William II


          



          	

            1087


          



          	

            Richard II


          



          	

            1377


          

        




        

          	

            Henry I


          



          	

            1100


          



          	

            Henry IV


          



          	

            1399


          

        




        

          	

            Stephen


          



          	

            1135


          



          	

            Henry V


          



          	

            1413


          

        




        

          	

            Henry II


          



          	

            1154


          



          	

            Henry VI


          



          	

            1422


          

        




        

          	

            Richard I


          



          	

            1189


          



          	

            Edward IV


          



          	

            1461


          

        




        

          	

            John


          



          	

            1199


          



          	

            Edward V


          



          	

            1483


          

        




        

          	

            Henry III


          



          	

            1216


          



          	

            Richard III


          



          	

            1483


          

        




        

          	

            Edward I


          



          	

            1272


          



          	

            Henry VII


          



          	

            1485


          

        




        

          	

            Edward II


          



          	

            1307


          



          	

            Henry VIII


          



          	

            1509


          

        


      


    


  




  * Just get on with it. Ed
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  Harold and Co.




  As you might know, well before 1066 most of the English Vikings that had set up home in Britain had run off to be Norman Vikings in Normandy, which had kindly been given to

  them (under just a little pressure) by the French king Charles the Bald around AD 900. Over the years, and after marrying loads of French girls, several at a time (as most Vikings did), they

  gradually became just plain, ordinary Normans (as most Normans are) – but still a powerful force to reckon with. So much so that by 1066, having been squinting at us menacingly across the

  channel, they took the plunge, popped across and conquered us. Harold, our current king, was luckily not killed by catching an arrow in the eye (as history usually informs us) but

  unluckily died in the battle all the same (probably tripping over the guy who was).




  Norman – sorry – William the Conqueror




  William had an easy job conquering England – especially London. We apparently offered little resistance (which might have been because our armies were always in the wrong

  place at the wrong time). William promptly made himself king (who wouldn’t?) and got down to the rather awkward job of taking all the land off all the English noblemen who were still alive

  and divvying it up amongst his own lads as a present for all their hard work (a kind of loyalty bonus). He then adopted the dead clever ‘feudalism’ system, which went something like

  this:




  1. Most people from then on were to be tenants; that is, would pay rent. The King, you see, had made sure he owned everything and everyone. Smart move.




  2. Tenants-in-chief (all Normans) were given vast estates to play with . . . provided they rustled up enough knights and soldiers every now and again to fight

  for the king and sometimes go Crusading (persuading heathens to be Christian – and killing ’em if they argued). Even smarter move.




  3. Below him were freemen, who farmed anything up to thirty acres and paid a rent to their overlord. Quite smart for those concerned.




  4. At the very bottom was the ‘serf’ or ‘villain’* who had a piece of land the size of your average backyard (if he was lucky) which he

  was able to grow stuff on provided he paid rent and worked a proportion of his time on his master’s vast acres. The common serf and his common wife were able to share the common land with his

  common neighbours. He was not a freeman and could not leave the area without permission. Smart if you were William or the overlord in question, but not very smart if you were the serf.




  * Shouldn’t that be ‘villein’? Ed




  Keeping Track




  The tenants-in-chief were like little dictators, running their huge estates as they pleased. They even administered the law and, as there was no parliament, advised William

  about how their bit of the country was ticking over. Just to make sure they, or anyone else, didn’t try to con him, in 1085 William ordered a humungous volume called the Domesday Book. In this

  work (completed in 1086), with the help of millions of minions, he listed everything he owned throughout the land, right down to the last hovel and the last teaspoon.*
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    Useless and Extremely Unpleasant Fact No. 453




    William, who was the son of Robert the Magnificent (great surname), was known as a great fighter and was to be seen on horseback at all major battles.

    Unfortunately, he had become so fat by the time he fought the French at Mantes he could hardly get into the saddle. He died when his horse reared, stumbling on a burning timber. Witnesses say he

    shot into the air and landed right on the metal bit of the saddle (ouch!), which caught him fair and square between the legs and burst his bowels (and no doubt made his eyes water).


  




  In 1087 William’s boy William Rufus succeeded him, and in 1100 William Rufus’s brother succeeded him and became Henry I. By the time Henry died at 11.35**, nobody

  with any sense could really argue that the Norman Conquest had been anything but a jolly good thing. The English had stopped fighting each other and became rather tame and almost docile. Not only

  that but, because we were now run by foreigners, we had a much closer rapport with abroad (instead of being conquered by them every five minutes).
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