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    At the intersection of ambition and law, a duke’s bid for a crown probes how conquest can claim the mantle of rightful rule. Edward A. Freeman’s William the Conqueror presents a focused historical biography of the eleventh-century ruler whose ascent reshaped England and Normandy. Drawing on the author’s deep engagement with medieval sources, the book introduces readers to William’s world as a stage on which power, custom, and legitimacy contend. Without dramatization for its own sake, it frames the Conqueror’s career as a test case in statecraft and kingship, inviting reflection on how personal authority and public institutions collide and cohere.

The work belongs to nineteenth-century English historiography and is a concise study within the tradition of political biography. Set chiefly in Normandy and England during the mid-to-late 1000s, it situates the reader in the courts, councils, and battlefields that defined William’s path. First published in the late nineteenth century as part of Macmillan’s Twelve English Statesmen series, it was designed for a broad, educated audience. That series’ emphasis on leadership and national development provides the book’s frame, linking the story of one ruler to the longer arc of English constitutional and administrative change.

Freeman offers a clear, chronological account of William’s rise from ducal authority in Normandy to his claim upon the English throne, culminating in the establishment of his kingship and the early consolidation of power. The narrative follows the forces that shaped his position—family inheritance, feudal allegiance, ecclesiastical support, and diplomatic calculation—while sketching the political landscape on both sides of the Channel. The book balances military events with the quieter mechanisms of governance, showing how decisions about law, land, and loyalty defined the contours of rule. The result is a tightly framed portrait rather than an exhaustive chronicle.

Readers can expect a measured, analytical voice characteristic of Victorian scholarship, yet crafted to be accessible. Freeman writes with close attention to chronicles and charters, moving from evidence to interpretation without obscuring the limits of what sources can reveal. His prose favors clarity over flourish, and his judgments aim to connect character, policy, and consequence. The book distills insights from the author’s larger historical work into a compact form, offering narrative momentum alongside institutional analysis. The tone remains formal and reflective, inviting the reader to consider both the immediacy of events and the deeper structures that outlast them.

Several themes anchor the study. It examines legitimacy—how claims to rule are articulated, tested, and accepted—and the role of law and custom in converting victory into sovereignty. It traces the interplay of church and state, noting how ecclesiastical alliances shaped political outcomes. It probes the organization of landholding, obligations, and office, treating governance as a framework of relationships rather than mere command. It also considers identity across regions, languages, and legal traditions, highlighting moments of continuity and change. Through these themes, the book argues implicitly for the importance of institutions in channeling the ambitions of remarkable individuals.

The book’s relevance endures because it addresses perennial questions about power and order. How does a ruler justify transformative change? What binds a diverse polity when authority shifts hands? Freeman’s focus on administration, legal practice, and consensus-building offers a lens for thinking about modern state formation, transitions of power, and the rhetoric of legitimacy. Readers concerned with leadership will find a case study in patient, strategic governance; those interested in cultural exchange will see how political unions can recast identities. The work encourages critical reading of sources and narratives, modeling careful judgment amid complex evidence.

Approached today, William the Conqueror offers a lucid entry point into medieval political history and a snapshot of Victorian historical method. It rewards readers who appreciate disciplined argument, steady pacing, and interpretive restraint. Students of biography will find a portrait that links character to context without losing sight of larger patterns; enthusiasts of constitutional history will recognize a foundational episode treated with analytical poise. As an introduction or companion to broader studies of the eleventh century, Freeman’s book delivers a concise, thoughtful account of a reign whose echoes remain audible in debates about law, authority, and national life.
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    Edward A. Freeman’s William the Conqueror is a compact historical study of the Norman duke who became king of England in 1066. Freeman traces William’s life from his origins in Normandy to his death and the immediate settlement of his realms. Drawing on chronicles, charters, and the Bayeux Tapestry, the book situates events within broader institutional and geographical contexts. Its narrative proceeds chronologically, balancing military campaigns with administrative and ecclesiastical developments. Freeman emphasizes the continuity of English law and governance through the Conquest while describing the transformations it precipitated. The volume’s purpose is to explain how William created and maintained a cross-Channel monarchy and why his reign proved decisive for England.

Freeman begins with the making of Normandy. He outlines the settlement of Northmen under Rollo, their adoption of the French tongue, Christianity, and Frankish legal customs, and the rise of a disciplined ducal state. The duchy’s mixed heritage produced a martial aristocracy, a reformed clergy, and a tradition of strong central authority. This background frames William’s story: the duchy’s institutions, alliances with neighboring powers, and church-centered learning shaped Norman ambitions. Freeman highlights the geographic and political logic of Norman expansion, the importance of ducal justice, and the way feudal practices in Normandy remained constrained by princely power, setting the context for William’s later policies in England.

William’s early life is marked by uncertainty. Born of ducal lineage but illegitimate, he inherited Normandy as a child and faced baronial unrest. Freeman recounts repeated plots and the precarious guardianship that preserved the young duke. With aid at crucial moments from King Henry I of France, William secured his rule, culminating in the victory at Val-ès-Dunes (1047) over rebellious magnates. He then imposed order across the duchy, rewarding loyalty, dismantling private wars, and confirming ducal courts. The narrative details his marriage to Matilda of Flanders, obtained with papal sanction, and his connection to ecclesiastical reformers such as Lanfranc, whose counsel strengthened both Norman church life and ducal administration.

Before 1066, William consolidated and expanded Norman influence. Freeman describes campaigns in Maine, cautious dealings with Anjou and Brittany, and calculated castle-building that secured frontiers and river routes. The duchy’s governance matured: revenue, military service, and vassalage were organized to enhance ducal command without surrendering royal-like authority to over-mighty subjects. Norman military methods, logistical preparation, and close cooperation between lay and ecclesiastical elites are emphasized as hallmarks of William’s rule. This section also shows William’s measured diplomacy, forging alliances while limiting entanglements, and presents Normandy as a stable base from which larger ambitions—eventually directed across the Channel—could be pursued with confidence and institutional support.

Freeman turns to England under Edward the Confessor, outlining the balance among royal authority, the great earls, and the church. He reviews the rise of the Godwine family, disputes at court, and the question of succession. William’s claim is set out: a reported promise from Edward and an oath allegedly sworn by Harold during a Norman visit. While noting the complexities of English custom, Freeman presents how, in Norman eyes, these elements furnished a legitimate case. After Edward’s death and Harold’s coronation, William sought papal endorsement, receiving a banner that framed his expedition as a sanctioned enterprise. The narrative thus positions the invasion within legal, religious, and political arguments.

The 1066 campaign proceeds in clear phases. Freeman summarizes William’s careful preparations, the assembly of ships and men from Normandy and allied regions, and the Channel crossing. After landing at Pevensey and Hastings, the Normans fortified their position and secured supplies. The account of the Battle of Hastings emphasizes tactics, discipline, and the combination of infantry, archers, and cavalry. With Harold defeated, William advanced methodically, compelling submissions, bridging the Thames, and isolating resistance. London’s surrender paved the way for his coronation at Westminster on Christmas Day. Freeman stresses the measured pace of the conquest, the role of fortifications, and the imperative to translate victory into durable authority.

Consolidation in England demanded sustained effort. Freeman outlines the redistribution of lands to Norman followers, castle-building in strategic centers, and the reorganization of earldoms. He narrates risings at Exeter, in the West, and especially in the North, where Danish intervention and local resistance culminated in severe reprisals, including the Harrying of the North. Campaigns on the Welsh and Scottish frontiers aimed to secure borders. Church affairs were reshaped: Stigand’s removal, Lanfranc’s appointment to Canterbury, synods, diocesan adjustments, and the separation of ecclesiastical and secular courts. Throughout, Freeman emphasizes legal continuity—royal writs, shires, and the fyrd—alongside new practices that strengthened royal oversight and control.

Freeman then examines the maturing regime and cross-Channel strains. The survey known as Domesday Book is presented as a comprehensive record for fiscal and judicial purposes, culminating in the 1086 assemblies and the oath sworn at Salisbury by tenants-in-chief and subtenants. This wide oath exemplifies William’s effort to prevent feudal fragmentation by binding men directly to the crown. The Revolt of the Earls (1075) is recounted as a final major English rising, suppressed with episcopal and royal coordination. Abroad, conflicts with the French king and campaigns in Maine recur. Family tensions, notably Robert Curthose’s rebellion, test the dynasty, while Queen Matilda’s influence and mediation figure in Norman and English affairs.

The closing chapters narrate William’s last campaign in the French Vexin, his injury at Mantes, and death in 1087. Freeman describes the burial at Caen and the division of realms: Robert receiving Normandy, William Rufus England, and Henry money. The book concludes by assessing the Conquest’s results: the fusion of Norman and English elites, the persistence and adaptation of English law and institutions, and the consolidation of a strong monarchy capable of governing both sides of the Channel. Freeman’s central message is that William’s rule, though often severe, established lasting frameworks of authority and administration, making the Conquest a foundational event in the development of the English state.
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    Edward A. Freeman’s William the Conqueror is set against the political and cultural landscape of eleventh-century Normandy and England, a maritime corridor binding Rouen, Caen, and Bayeux to London, York, and Winchester. The period is marked by feudal militarization, castle-building, and church reform intersecting with older Anglo-Saxon institutions such as the shire and hundred courts. Scandinavian and Frankish traditions mingled in Normandy, while England’s kings, earls, and the Witan navigated succession and governance. Freeman situates William within this cross-Channel world, showing how Norman martial discipline and ecclesiastical organization confronted and transformed an English realm renowned for law, local assemblies, and a written vernacular chronicle.

The formation of the Norman duchy after 911 anchors the narrative. By the Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte, King Charles the Simple granted Rollo lands around Rouen; Rollo’s successors, William Longsword (r. 927–942) and Richard I (r. 942–996), consolidated rule, while Richard II (r. 996–1026) fostered monastic renewal at Fécamp. Norman expansion in 933 added the Cotentin and Avranchin. This bred a militarized, Latin Christian polity with Scandinavian memory and Frankish law. Freeman presents this background to explain William’s administrative habits and strategic culture, stressing how ducal authority, episcopal cooperation, and a cadre of castellans made Normandy a springboard for conquest.

The reign of Edward the Confessor (1042–1066) and the succession crisis form a central hinge. Edward’s Norman ties, the exile and return of Godwin’s house (1051–1052), and the Witan’s elective tradition set the stage. In c. 1064, Harold Godwinson’s journey to Normandy and his controversial oath at Bayeux later buttressed William’s claim, while Edward’s death on 5 January 1066 precipitated Harold’s coronation the next day. Freeman treats Harold’s election as lawful under English custom, yet he rigorously analyzes the Norman legal and ecclesiastical case. He uses the Bayeux Tapestry and Latin narratives to parse oath, promise, and legitimacy.

The campaigns of 1066 are narrated with military and diplomatic precision. Securing papal backing from Alexander II and a consecrated banner, William assembled a coalition fleet at Saint-Valery-sur-Somme, crossing after a north wind in late September. Meanwhile, Harald Hardrada of Norway and Tostig Godwinson defeated northern earls Edwin and Morcar at Fulford on 20 September. Harold Godwinson marched north, annihilating the invaders at Stamford Bridge on 25 September, killing Hardrada and Tostig. William landed at Pevensey on 28 September, fortifying Hastings. On 14 October at Senlac/Hastings, Norman archers, infantry, and cavalry broke the English shieldwall, aided by discipline and, in some accounts, feigned flights; Harold fell in battle. William advanced by Romney, Dover, Canterbury, and Wallingford, inducing the submission of Edgar Ætheling, Stigand, Edwin, and Morcar. He was crowned at Westminster on 25 December 1066, amid a panic-induced fire that symbolized tension between conquerors and citizens. Freeman scrutinizes tactics, logistics, and morale using the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, William of Poitiers, and the Tapestry, balancing Norman claims with English testimony. He emphasizes the double campaign’s strain on Harold and William’s calculated march that isolated London.

Post-conquest resistance and royal consolidation (1067–1075) are pivotal. William’s absence in 1067 left Odo of Bayeux and William fitz Osbern as regents; unrest flared at Exeter (1068). Northern uprisings, backed by a Danish fleet in 1069, prompted the Harrying of the North (1069–1070), devastating Yorkshire and the Vale of York. The fenland resistance at Ely (1070–1071), associated with Hereward, and the Revolt of the Earls (Ralph de Gael, Roger de Breteuil, and Waltheof) in 1075 tested control; Waltheof was executed in 1076. Freeman condemns the Harrying’s severity while showing how castles, redistributed land, and marcher lordships on the Welsh border created a durable, if harsh, framework of rule.

Ecclesiastical reorganization underpinned governance. Stigand’s deposition in 1070 cleared the way for Lanfranc’s appointment as archbishop of Canterbury; synods at Winchester (1070) and London (1075) advanced reform, including moving sees to urban centers and separating ecclesiastical from lay courts. The Accord of Winchester (1072) affirmed Canterbury’s primacy over York. Norman Romanesque rebuilding reshaped cathedrals at Canterbury and Winchester, while Council of Lillebonne (1080) expressed ducal control in Normandy. Freeman links papal support for the invasion to reform currents, yet stresses William’s insistence, in exchanges with Gregory VII, on royal oversight of episcopal temporalties. The book treats church policy as both spiritual renewal and instrument of state power.

Fiscal and feudal settlement culminated in Domesday Book (1086). Threatened by Danish intervention under Canute IV in 1085, William ordered a realm-wide inquest at his Christmas court in Gloucester; the Salisbury Oath on 1 August 1086 bound all landholders to him directly. Domesday quantified geld liability, tenure, and resources, exposing a tenurial pyramid of tenants-in-chief and under-tenants. Forest law and the extension of the New Forest illustrate royal prerogative. Abroad, William faced Philip I of France, secured Maine (1062–1073), compelled Malcolm III of Scotland at Abernethy (1072), imprisoned Odo in 1082, and died in 1087 after the burning of Mantes. Freeman mines Domesday to reconstruct administration and to gauge continuity within systemic change.

Freeman’s study doubles as a political critique of conquest, authority, and law. He contrasts the English tradition of communal courts and elected kingship with the imposition of castle-based rule, lordly expropriation, and forest privilege, exposing class and ethnic hierarchies between Norman holders and dispossessed English. By condemning the Harrying, questioning the oath’s coercive context, and dissecting the uses of papal sanction, he indicts the moral costs of realpolitik. Yet his close reading of Domesday and the shire system highlights resilient institutions and the emergence of accountable kingship. The book thus interrogates arbitrary power while acknowledging administrative innovation.
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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[1], 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’, 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.[1q] 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[2] 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[4], 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[3] 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;[2q] still we can never be as if the Norman had never come among us. We ever bear about us the signs of his presence. 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 [3q]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[5], 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 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. 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. 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













CHAPTER III.

WILLIAM’S FIRST VISIT TO ENGLAND.

A.D. 1051–1052.
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