
 
 
 
 
 



Edward A. Freeman


William the Conqueror

Enriched edition. 
Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Brett Morgan

 


    EAN 8596547368540
  

Edited and published by DigiCat, 2022




[image: ]


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        William the Conqueror

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    At the heart of Edward A. Freeman’s William the Conqueror lies the tension between the shock of foreign conquest and the stubborn endurance of English institutions, a drama in which a Norman duke seeks a kingly title not merely by the sword but by claims of right, and in which the making of medieval England unfolds as a contest between force and law, novelty and tradition, the cross-Channel world of Normandy and the older polity of the island realm, inviting readers to weigh how power reorders a society without erasing the identities and customs that preceded it.

Freeman’s book is a historical biography written in the late nineteenth century by a leading Victorian historian, focusing on the eleventh-century worlds of Normandy and England during the crisis that reshaped kingship and law. Composed in the scholarly milieu that prized close reading of chronicles and constitutional development, it offers a concise, rigorously argued life of William set against the political geography of his age. The setting ranges from the ducal court to contested English shires, anchoring events in places and institutions rather than legend. Readers encounter a work of nonfiction that balances narrative momentum with careful attention to sources and context.

The premise follows William from his emergence as Duke of the Normans into the escalating disputes over the English succession, laying out how competing obligations, oaths, and customs frame the struggle for a crown. Freeman guides readers through this terrain with a voice that is measured yet decisive, explaining institutions before narrating events, and pausing to weigh testimony when accounts diverge. The prose favors clarity over flourish, with arguments built step by step and signposted with care. The tone is serious, occasionally stern, but always intent on helping the reader see how personal ambition and public law interact in medieval politics.

Among the book’s central themes are legitimacy and consent, the uneasy marriage of feudal obligation with older English customs, and the interplay between ecclesiastical reform and secular authority. Freeman repeatedly asks what makes a king lawful, distinguishing between naked victory and title grounded in tradition and recognition. He also stresses the endurance of English institutions under new rulers, arguing that administrative continuity accompanies dynastic change. Questions of identity—Norman, English, and the hybrid culture that emerges—run throughout, as do reflections on geography, fortification, and the control of roads and ports. The result is a portrait of power that is structural as well as personal.

Because it is a product of Victorian scholarship, the book foregrounds evidence and argument with an almost judicial patience, inviting readers to follow the weighing of chronicles, law codes, and diplomatic claims. Freeman identifies where testimony is late or partisan and marks the limits of what can be known, modeling a disciplined skepticism that rewards attentive reading. At the same time, he writes with conviction, framing debates so that institutional logic—not romantic anecdote—drives the narrative. The method yields a biography that doubles as a primer in historical reasoning, showing how to move from sources to conclusions without masking the steps between.

For contemporary readers, the book matters not only as a life of a pivotal ruler but as an inquiry into how states justify authority and knit diverse peoples into a functioning order. Its analysis of conquest, legal continuity, and accommodation speaks to present debates about legitimacy, constitutional change, and cultural integration. It also serves as a case study in how historical narratives are constructed, making visible the assumptions and choices that shape collective memory. Engaging with Freeman thus offers a double perspective: on eleventh-century transformation and on nineteenth-century historical craft, a reminder that methods and interpretations themselves carry histories worth examining.

Approached as biography, institutional study, or intellectual artifact, William the Conqueror rewards patient reading with a clear map of problems and a steady guide through competing claims. Freeman sets the stage with enough depth to let readers draw their own judgments about character and policy without relying on dramatic revelation. The book equips newcomers with the scaffolding needed to understand medieval governance while offering seasoned readers a concentrated synthesis. In tracing the boundary between might and right, it opens a space to consider how enduring communities absorb upheaval, preparing the reader to meet the unfolding story with informed, critical attention.
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    William the Conqueror, by Edward A. Freeman, offers a compact historical study of the Norman duke who became king of England, drawing on the author’s broader research into the Norman Conquest. Written for the Twelve English Statesmen series, the book blends narrative with constitutional analysis, tracing the arc from ducal beginnings to English kingship while weighing legal claims, institutions, and social change. Freeman structures his account to show how personal rule, military success, and the machinery of law intersected. He uses chronicles and documentary evidence to frame questions of authority, legitimacy, and continuity that inform his reading of eleventh‑century politics and governance.

Freeman begins with Normandy, outlining the political landscape that shaped William’s upbringing and rule as duke. He emphasizes the challenges of minority government, factional conflict, and the consolidation of ducal power that made Normandy a disciplined principality. In this setting, William’s methods of securing loyalty, administering justice, and commanding military forces emerge as central themes. The portrait is not romanticized: the emphasis falls on the institutional habits and alliances that stabilized Normandy and projected force beyond it. By mapping these foundations, Freeman prepares the reader to see later events in England as an extension of established Norman practice rather than a sudden transformation.

He then turns to the English succession crisis that followed the death of King Edward, presenting the competing claims and the customs that governed kingship. The claims of Harold and William are examined in terms of oath, designation, election, and the consent of leading men. Freeman treats papal support and international diplomacy as factors that shaped perceptions of right without alone determining outcomes. The argument highlights how norms of law and counsel mattered alongside battlefield results. The invasion of 1066 appears not as a mere raid for plunder, but as a bid to enforce a claim through recognized forms as well as force.

The narrative of the 1066 campaign centers on preparation, logistics, and the disciplined cohesion of Norman, Breton, and allied contingents. Freeman’s account of the decisive engagement stresses leadership, tactical steadiness, and the interplay of chance with design, while avoiding sensationalism. After victory, he marks the careful progression from military advantage to political settlement, culminating in coronation and the securing of London. Here the book’s constitutional interest comes to the fore: the new king is shown acting within familiar English frameworks of shire, court, and counsel, so that conquest is routed through legal ceremony and administrative continuity rather than abrupt institutional rupture.

Consolidation follows, with attention to landholding, castles, and the reshaping of the aristocracy. Freeman underscores how tenure and service were reorganized without erasing the older structures of shire and hundred. The Domesday survey illustrates the penetrating reach of royal inquiry and revenue, while episcopal reforms under new leadership align the English Church more closely with continental norms. Relations between crown and church are presented as mutually reinforcing instruments of order. The result, in Freeman’s reading, is a kingship strengthened by selective adoption of feudal forms yet anchored in earlier English law, enabling royal authority to supervise lords rather than be eclipsed by them.

Resistance within England and pressures on the borders receive sustained treatment. Northern and regional uprisings, and the harsh measures they provoked, are set against the demands of guarding a continental duchy and managing rivals in France and neighboring principalities. Freeman emphasizes the double burden of a ruler who must be both an English king and a Norman duke, explaining how this duality shaped policy, appointments, and travel. The picture is of a government that responds to crisis with firmness while seeking durable settlements. In this context, campaigns, treaties, and foundations are tools for knitting together a composite realm under increasingly centralized direction.

In closing, Freeman assesses the longer trajectory of the Conquest as a turning point that bound England more tightly to Western Christendom while preserving key lines of institutional continuity. He presents the blending of Norman and English elites, the growth of royal justice, and the articulation of ecclesiastical order as legacies more consequential than any single battle. The book’s significance lies in its concise synthesis of constitutional history with biography, distilling the author’s larger scholarship for a wide readership. Even as modern debates have refined its conclusions, the study endures as a clear statement of questions about legitimacy, governance, and nation‑making.
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    Edward A. Freeman’s William the Conqueror examines an eleventh-century world divided between Anglo-Saxon England and ducal Normandy. England’s political order rested on kingship advised by the witenagemot, earldoms, shires and hundreds, royal writs, and a church closely intertwined with royal authority. Normandy combined ducal lordship with a network of castles, knight-service, and monastic patronage. Both realms bore the legacy of the Viking Age: Scandinavian settlement in England and Scandinavian ancestry reshaped in Normandy by Frankish language and law. Legal codes from kings like Cnut and Edward the Confessor, and a robust coinage and administrative geography, frame the institutional backdrop to Freeman’s study.

Edward the Confessor’s childless death in January 1066 precipitated a succession crisis central to Freeman’s narrative. Competing claims arose from Harold Godwinson, elected and crowned in London; William, duke of Normandy, asserting a designated succession and an oath; and Harald Hardrada of Norway, invoking dynastic agreements. The military and institutional contrast mattered: England fielded the fyrd and housecarls under a royal writ system, while Normandy excelled in mounted warfare and castle-building. The papal reform movement, culminating in Alexander II’s support for William’s claim, gave the Norman bid religious sanction, linking conquest, ecclesiastical reform, and ideas of legitimate authority.

Freeman situates William’s reign within a program of consolidation that reshaped, but did not erase, English institutions. Land redistribution to Norman followers was later surveyed in Domesday Book (1086), a fiscal and tenurial inquest of exceptional scope. Castles multiplied as instruments of control, and feudal tenures defined obligations, yet shire courts, sheriffs, and much customary law endured. The English church was reorganized under Archbishop Lanfranc, with councils enforcing clerical discipline and stronger metropolitan authority. Royal charters and writs continued, some early acts issued in Old English alongside Latin, underscoring continuity of government amid transformation—a tension central to Freeman’s interpretation.

The book’s events unfold against a broader European landscape that clarifies Norman capabilities and horizons. Norman adventurers were simultaneously establishing principalities in southern Italy and Sicily, demonstrating a martial, ecclesiastically allied culture adaptable across frontiers. Capetian France remained decentralized, constraining ducal ambitions at home while fostering cross-Channel ventures. The papacy’s Gregorian Reform pressed for clerical discipline and asserted spiritual authority, shaping alliances and legitimations. Scandinavian kings still projected force into the North Sea. These currents inform Freeman’s emphasis on William as a ruler navigating Latin Christendom’s institutions—ducal lordship, papal sanction, and monastic networks—while asserting royal power in a consolidated kingdom.

Freeman wrote within Victorian Britain’s professionalizing historical scholarship. Educated in classical and medieval sources, he worked alongside William Stubbs, whose Constitutional History of England framed institutions as evolving through law and precedent. Freeman’s own multi-volume History of the Norman Conquest (1867–1879) and later Reign of William Rufus established his authority on the period. William the Conqueror (1888) appeared in John Morley’s Twelve English Statesmen series, designed to present political biography as national instruction. The series’ accessible scale and didactic purpose encouraged Freeman to condense documentary debates while foregrounding constitutional themes and the interplay of monarchy, nobility, and church.

Methodologically, Freeman championed close reading of primary texts—the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, charters and writs, Domesday Book, and Norman narratives such as William of Poitiers, William of Jumièges, and Orderic Vitalis—tested against place-names, architecture, and topography. He visited sites in England and Normandy to correlate chronicles with terrain and buildings, foregrounding Romanesque fabric as evidence of policy and power. In public debates he criticized rhetorical or anecdotal history and insisted on verifiable citation. This apparatus shapes the book’s measured judgments about dates, battles, and law, and its recurrent attention to the languages, offices, and courts that structured governance.

Freeman’s interpretive emphasis is institutional continuity under a conquering dynasty. He stresses that shires, hundreds, and the office of sheriff persisted; royal government retained the writ and geld; and early royal acts could appear in Old English as well as Latin. While recording the scale of land transfers and castle-building, he rejects the later myth of an unqualified “Norman yoke,” arguing instead for fusion of peoples and law under strong kingship. He treats coronation and consent as markers of legitimate rule and reads ecclesiastical reforms under Lanfranc as complementing, not displacing, existing structures—positions that inform his portrayal of William’s statecraft.

The biography also reflects its nineteenth-century moment by making medieval politics serve civic education. Freeman’s balanced appraisal of conquest—admiring administrative order yet attentive to resistance, legal claims, and ecclesiastical negotiation—echoes Victorian liberal concerns with continuity, the rule of law, and responsible kingship. Composed for a broad audience, it distills a contested historiography into a clear narrative grounded in records and sites. In doing so, the book helped fix 1066 as a turning point that nevertheless preserved English institutions, an interpretation that both reinforced national identity and critiqued simplistic tales of rupture, aligning medieval precedent with modern constitutional ideals.
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This small volume, written as the first of a series, is meant to fill quite another place from the Short History of the Norman Conquest, by the same author. That was a narrative of events reaching over a considerable time. This is the portrait of a man in his personal character, a man whose life takes up only a part of the time treated of in the other work. We have now to look on William as one who, though stranger and conqueror, is yet worthily entitled to a place on the list of English statesmen. There is perhaps no man before or after him whose personal character and personal will have had so direct an effect on the course which the laws and constitution of England have taken since his time. Norman as a Conqueror, as a statesman he is English, and, on this side of him at least, he worthily begins the series.

16 St. Giles[1]’, Oxford,

 6th February 1888.
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The history of England, like the land and its people, has been specially insular, and yet no land has undergone deeper influences from without. No land has owed more than England to the personal action of men not of native birth. Britain was truly called another world, in opposition to the world of the European mainland, the world of Rome. In every age the history of Britain is the history of an island, of an island great enough to form a world of itself. In speaking of Celts or Teutons in Britain, we are speaking, not simply of Celts and Teutons, but of Celts and Teutons parted from their kinsfolk on the mainland, and brought under the common influences of an island world. The land has seen several settlements from outside, but the settlers have always been brought under the spell of their insular position. Whenever settlement has not meant displacement, the new comers have been assimilated by the existing people of the land. When it has meant displacement, they have still become islanders, marked off from those whom they left behind by characteristics which were the direct result of settlement in an island world.

The history of Britain then, and specially the history of England, has been largely a history of elements absorbed and assimilated from without. But each of those elements has done somewhat to modify the mass into which it was absorbed. The English land and nation are not as they might have been if they had never in later times absorbed the Fleming, the French Huguenot, the German Palatine. Still less are they as they might have been, if they had not in earlier times absorbed the greater elements of the Dane and the Norman. Both were assimilated; but both modified the character and destiny of the people into whose substance they were absorbed. The conquerors from Normandy were silently and peacefully lost in the greater mass of the English people; still we can never be as if the Norman had never come among us. We ever bear about us the signs of his presence[1q]. Our colonists have carried those signs with them into distant lands, to remind men that settlers in America and Australia came from a land which the Norman once entered as a conqueror. But that those signs of his presence hold the place which they do hold in our mixed political being, that, badges of conquest as they are, no one feels them to be badges of conquest—all this comes of the fact that, if the Norman came as a conqueror, he came as a conqueror of a special, perhaps almost of an unique kind. The Norman Conquest of England has, in its nature and in its results, no exact parallel in history. And that it has no exact parallel in history is largely owing to the character and position of the man who wrought it. That the history of England for the last eight hundred years has been what it has been has largely come of the personal character of a single man. That we are what we are to this day largely comes of the fact that there was a moment when our national destiny might be said to hang on the will of a single man, and that that man was William, surnamed at different stages of his life and memory, the Bastard, the Conqueror, and the Great.

With perfect fitness then does William the Norman, William the Norman Conqueror of England, take his place in a series of English statesmen. That so it should be is characteristic of English history. Our history has been largely wrought for us by men who have come in from without, sometimes as conquerors, sometimes as the opposite of conquerors; but in whatever character they came, they had to put on the character of Englishmen, and to make their work an English work. From whatever land they came, on whatever mission they came, as statesmen they were English. William, the greatest of his class, is still but a member of a class. Along with him we must reckon a crowd of kings, bishops, and high officials in many ages of our history. Theodore of Tarsus and Cnut of Denmark, Lanfranc of Pavia and Anselm of Aosta, Randolf Flambard and Roger of Salisbury, Henry of Anjou and Simon of Montfort, are all written on a list of which William is but the foremost. The largest number come in William’s own generation and in the generations just before and after it. But the breed of England’s adopted children and rulers never died out. The name of William the Deliverer stands, if not beside that of his namesake the Conqueror, yet surely alongside of the lawgiver from Anjou. And we count among the later worthies of England not a few men sprung from other lands, who did and are doing their work among us, and who, as statesmen at least, must count as English. As we look along the whole line, even among the conquering kings and their immediate instruments, their work never takes the shape of the rooting up of the earlier institutions of the land. Those institutions are modified, sometimes silently by the mere growth of events, sometimes formally and of set purpose. Old institutions get new names; new institutions are set up alongside of them. But the old ones are never swept away; they sometimes die out; they are never abolished. This comes largely of the absorbing and assimilating power of the island world. But it comes no less of personal character and personal circumstances, and pre-eminently of the personal character of the Norman Conqueror and of the circumstances in which he found himself.

Our special business now is with the personal acts and character of William, and above all with his acts and character as an English statesman. But the English reign of William followed on his earlier Norman reign, and its character was largely the result of his earlier Norman reign. A man of the highest natural gifts, he had gone through such a schooling from his childhood upwards as falls to the lot of few princes. Before he undertook the conquest of England, he had in some sort to work the conquest of Normandy. Of the ordinary work of a sovereign in a warlike age, the defence of his own land, the annexation of other lands, William had his full share. With the land of his overlord he had dealings of the most opposite kinds. He had to call in the help of the French king to put down rebellion in the Norman duchy, and he had to drive back more than one invasion of the French king at the head of an united Norman people. He added Domfront and Maine to his dominions, and the conquest of Maine, the work as much of statesmanship as of warfare, was the rehearsal of the conquest of England. There, under circumstances strangely like those of England, he learned his trade as conqueror, he learned to practise on a narrower field the same arts which he afterwards practised on a wider. But after all, William’s own duchy was his special school; it was his life in his own duchy which specially helped to make him what he was. Surrounded by trials and difficulties almost from his cradle, he early learned the art of enduring trials and overcoming difficulties; he learned how to deal with men; he learned when to smite and when to spare; and it is not a little to his honour that, in the long course of such a reign as his, he almost always showed himself far more ready to spare than to smite.

Before then we can look at William as an English statesman, we must first look on him in the land in which he learned the art of statesmanship. We must see how one who started with all the disadvantages which are implied in his earlier surname of the Bastard came to win and to deserve his later surnames of the Conqueror and the Great.

CHAPTER II.

THE EARLY YEARS OF WILLIAM.

A.D. 1028–1051.
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If William’s early reign in Normandy was his time of schooling for his later reign in England, his school was a stern one, and his schooling began early. His nominal reign began at the age of seven years, and his personal influence on events began long before he had reached the usual years of discretion. And the events of his minority might well harden him, while they could not corrupt him in the way in which so many princes have been corrupted. His whole position, political and personal, could not fail to have its effect in forming the man. He was Duke of the Normans, sixth in succession from Rolf[2], the founder of the Norman state. At the time of his accession, rather more than a hundred and ten years had passed since plunderers, occasionally settlers, from Scandinavia, had changed into acknowledged members of the Western or Karolingian[3] kingdom. The Northmen, changed, name and thing, into Normans, were now in all things members of the Christian and French-speaking world. But French as the Normans of William’s day had become, their relation to the kings and people of France was not a friendly one. At the time of the settlement of Rolf, the western kingdom of the Franks had not yet finally passed to the Duces Francorum at Paris; Rolf became the man of the Karolingian king at Laon. France and Normandy were two great duchies, each owning a precarious supremacy in the king of the West-Franks. On the one hand, Normandy had been called into being by a frightful dismemberment of the French duchy, from which the original Norman settlement had been cut off. France had lost in Rouen one of her greatest cities, and she was cut off from the sea and from the lower course of her own river. On the other hand, the French and the Norman dukes had found their interest in a close alliance; Norman support had done much to transfer the crown from Laon to Paris, and to make the Dux Francorum and the Rex Francorum the same person. It was the adoption of the French speech and manners by the Normans, and their steady alliance with the French dukes, which finally determined that the ruling element in Gaul should be Romance and not Teutonic, and that, of its Romance elements, it should be French and not Aquitanian. If the creation of Normandy had done much to weaken France as a duchy, it had done not a little towards the making of France as a kingdom. Laon and its crown, the undefined influence that went with the crown, the prospect of future advance to the south, had been bought by the loss of Rouen and of the mouth of the Seine.

There was much therefore at the time of William’s accession to keep the French kings and the Norman dukes on friendly terms. The old alliance had been strengthened by recent good offices. The reigning king, Henry the First, owed his crown to the help of William’s father Robert. On the other hand, the original ground of the alliance, mutual support against the Karolingian king, had passed away. A King of the French reigning at Paris was more likely to remember what the Normans had cost him as duke than what they had done for him as king. And the alliance was only an alliance of princes. The mutual dislike between the people of the two countries was strong. The Normans had learned French ways, but French and Normans had not become countrymen[2q]. And, as the fame of Normandy grew, jealousy was doubtless mingled with dislike. William, in short, inherited a very doubtful and dangerous state of relations towards the king who was at once his chief neighbour and his overlord.

More doubtful and dangerous still were the relations which the young duke inherited towards the people of his own duchy and the kinsfolk of his own house. William was not as yet the Great or the Conqueror, but he was the Bastard from the beginning. There was then no generally received doctrine as to the succession to kingdoms and duchies. Everywhere a single kingly or princely house supplied, as a rule, candidates for the succession. Everywhere, even where the elective doctrine was strong, a full-grown son was always likely to succeed his father. The growth of feudal notions too had greatly strengthened the hereditary principle. Still no rule had anywhere been laid down for cases where the late prince had not left a full-grown son. The question as to legitimate birth was equally unsettled. Irregular unions of all kinds, though condemned by the Church, were tolerated in practice, and were nowhere more common than among the Norman dukes. In truth the feeling of the kingliness of the stock, the doctrine that the king should be the son of a king, is better satisfied by the succession of the late king’s bastard son than by sending for some distant kinsman, claiming perhaps only through females. Still bastardy, if it was often convenient to forget it, could always be turned against a man. The succession of a bastard was never likely to be quite undisputed or his reign to be quite undisturbed.

Now William succeeded to his duchy under the double disadvantage of being at once bastard and minor. He was born at Falaise in 1027 or 1028, being the son of Robert, afterwards duke, but then only Count of Hiesmois, by Herleva, commonly called Arletta, the daughter of Fulbert the tanner. There was no pretence of marriage between his parents; yet his father, when he designed William to succeed him, might have made him legitimate, as some of his predecessors had been made, by a marriage with his mother. In 1028 Robert succeeded his brother Richard in the duchy. In 1034 or 1035 he determined to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. He called on his barons to swear allegiance to his bastard of seven years old as his successor in case he never came back. Their wise counsel to stay at home, to look after his dominions and to raise up lawful heirs, was unheeded. Robert carried his point. The succession of young William was accepted by the Norman nobles, and was confirmed by the overlord Henry King of the French. The arrangement soon took effect. Robert died on his way back before the year 1035 was out, and his son began, in name at least, his reign of fifty-two years over the Norman duchy.

The succession of one who was at once bastard and minor could happen only when no one else had a distinctly better claim William could never have held his ground for a moment against a brother of his father of full age and undoubted legitimacy. But among the living descendants of former dukes some were themselves of doubtful legitimacy, some were shut out by their profession as churchmen, some claimed only through females. Robert had indeed two half-brothers, but they were young and their legitimacy was disputed; he had an uncle, Robert Archbishop of Rouen, who had been legitimated by the later marriage of his parents. The rival who in the end gave William most trouble was his cousin Guy of Burgundy, son of a daughter of his grandfather Richard the Good. Though William’s succession was not liked, no one of these candidates was generally preferred to him. He therefore succeeded; but the first twelve years of his reign were spent in the revolts and conspiracies of unruly nobles, who hated the young duke as the one representative of law and order, and who were not eager to set any one in his place who might be better able to enforce them.

Nobility, so variously defined in different lands, in Normandy took in two classes of men. All were noble who had any kindred or affinity, legitimate or otherwise, with the ducal house. The natural children of Richard the Fearless were legitimated by his marriage with their mother Gunnor, and many of the great houses of Normandy sprang from her brothers and sisters. The mother of William received no such exaltation as this. Besides her son, she had borne to Robert a daughter Adelaide, and, after Robert’s death, she married a Norman knight named Herlwin of Conteville. To him, besides a daughter, she bore two sons, Ode and Robert. They rose to high posts in Church and State, and played an important part in their half-brother’s history. Besides men whose nobility was of this kind, there were also Norman houses whose privileges were older than the amours or marriages of any duke, houses whose greatness was as old as the settlement of Rolf, as old that is as the ducal power itself. The great men of both these classes were alike hard to control. A Norman baron of this age was well employed when he was merely rebelling against his prince or waging private war against a fellow baron. What specially marks the time is the frequency of treacherous murders wrought by men of the highest rank, often on harmless neighbours or unsuspecting guests. But victims were also found among those guardians of the young duke whose faithful discharge of their duties shows that the Norman nobility was not wholly corrupt. One indeed was a foreign prince, Alan Count of the Bretons, a grandson of Richard the Fearless through a daughter. Two others, the seneschal Osbern and Gilbert Count of Eu, were irregular kinsmen of the duke. All these were murdered, the Breton count by poison. Such a childhood as this made William play the man while he was still a child[3q]. The helpless boy had to seek for support of some kind. He got together the chief men of his duchy, and took a new guardian by their advice. But it marks the state of things that the new guardian was one of the murderers of those whom he succeeded. This was Ralph of Wacey, son of William’s great-uncle, Archbishop Robert. Murderer as he was, he seems to have discharged his duty faithfully. There are men who are careless of general moral obligations, but who will strictly carry out any charge which appeals to personal honour. Anyhow Ralph’s guardianship brought with it a certain amount of calm. But men, high in the young duke’s favour, were still plotting against him, and they presently began to plot, not only against their prince but against their country. The disaffected nobles of Normandy sought for a helper against young William in his lord King Henry of Paris.

The art of diplomacy had never altogether slumbered since much earlier times. The king who owed his crown to William’s father, and who could have no ground of offence against William himself, easily found good pretexts for meddling in Norman affairs. It was not unnatural in the King of the French to wish to win back a sea-board which had been given up more than a hundred years before to an alien power, even though that power had, for much more than half of that time, acted more than a friendly part towards France. It was not unnatural that the French people should cherish a strong national dislike to the Normans and a strong wish that Rouen should again be a French city. But such motives were not openly avowed then any more than now. The alleged ground was quite different. The counts of Chartres were troublesome neighbours to the duchy, and the castle of Tillières had been built as a defence against them. An advance of the King’s dominions had made Tillières a neighbour of France, and, as a neighbour, it was said to be a standing menace. The King of the French, acting in concert with the disaffected party in Normandy, was a dangerous enemy, and the young Duke
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