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PREFACE

‘The mass of people expect a King or Queen to look and play the part. They want to see a Crown and Sceptre and all that sort of thing. They want the gilding for their money.’

The politician Viscount Halifax’s views on the role of the monarchy were expressed to Queen Victoria’s secretary during her protracted mourning for her beloved husband Albert. Although his remarks had a very specific purpose – namely, to persuade the queen out of her self-imposed retirement – they neatly encapsulate the value that his fellow Victorians placed on the crown. Arguably, it is a value that has changed little in the one hundred and fifty or so years since.

By the time Victoria ascended the throne in 1837, the sovereign no longer ruled; they reigned. Since the Glorious Revolution of 1688, real power had been vested in the government, not the crown. Thus, Victoria was able to give up her public duties for more than a decade after Albert’s death in 1861, safe in the knowledge that it would be business as usual for her ministers. The same scenario would have been inconceivable during the centuries of personal rule that had preceded 1688, when the likes of William the Conqueror, Edward I and Henry VIII had wielded authority over every aspect of their subjects’ lives.

And yet, as Lord Halifax was at pains to point out, the sovereign’s absence still had far-reaching consequences. Victoria’s people missed the reassuring (if empty) symbol of national leadership that she provided. They also missed the pomp and pageantry, the royal visits, processions and ceremony that had been a feature of life for more than a millennium. What mattered to the vast majority of her subjects was ‘not the constitutional but the theatrical side of monarchy’, as one contemporary reflected.

The same is true of today’s monarchy. Politically, King Charles III has less power than his subjects, for they can vote a new government in, while he can only acknowledge its arrival. Yet for as long as the monarch retains the three traditional functions cited by the Victorian essayist Walter Bagehot – to be consulted, to encourage and to warn – they can bring the value of a perspective drawn from longer and wider experience. The fact that the British monarchy is hereditary, rather than being reliant upon the popularity contest fought out between the leaders of the main political parties, enables it to stay focused upon the wellbeing of the nation as a whole and not be distracted by what is likely to win the most votes.

The monarch’s constitutional role might serve a useful purpose, but on its own it is hardly enough to ensure the survival of this ancient institution. This is where the ‘gilding’ that Lord Halifax referred to comes in. The real power of the crown comes from the almost magical aura with which it is surrounded. ‘Perhaps the most profound satisfaction that Royalty provides is that it gives us a Paradise to inhabit’, remarked the writer Virginia Woolf on the eve of the Second World War. In a culture obsessed with celebrities, the royal family has star quality in abundance. To critics, the ‘froth and saccharine’ and ‘goggling adulation’ of committed monarchists is ‘mindless’.1 But recent political history has proved how potent such emotional responses can be – witness the Brexit campaign of 2016.

Elizabeth II was Britain’s longest-reigning monarch, having overtaken her great-great-grandmother Queen Victoria on 9 September 2015, and the longest-reigning female head of state in the world. On the seventieth anniversary of her accession in February 2022, debates about the role of the monarchy were reignited. The focus of these was on its future, yet the key to this lies in its past.

In light of this, there has never been a more apposite moment to consider the history of the British monarchy. It is one of the most iconic and enduring institutions in the world. The English law courts are around eight hundred and fifty years old; Parliament is seven hundred and fifty years old; but the monarchy, as a political institution, is 1,150 years old. Charles III can trace his descent to Egbert, the ninth-century King of Wessex, which means that (with the exception of the Interregnum from 1649 to 1660) the crown boasts a dynastic continuity distinct from other monarchies in the world. The ceremony followed at Elizabeth II’s coronation was largely the same as that used for the Anglo-Saxon kings 1,080 years earlier.

Despite the almost unimaginable change that has taken place during the twelve centuries of its existence, the monarchy has survived, weathering the storms of rebellion, revolution and war that brought many of Europe’s royal families to an abrupt and bloody end. It has been described as ‘an institution which, even at its weakest moments, had shown surprisingly rock-like characteristics’, but also ‘a fragile thing … the most delicate flower of its sceptered isle’.2 The monarchy’s unique survival owes much to the fact that, for all its ancient traditions and protocol, the royal family has been made to evolve and adapt in response to the needs and opinions of the people.

This book will explore the history of the monarchy from 1066 to the present day. At the heart of it are the extraordinary characters of the monarchs themselves. Some were revered; others reviled. As Walter Bagehot observed: ‘The benefits of a good monarch are almost invaluable, but the evils of a bad monarch are almost irreparable.’3 For as long as monarchs ruled, rather than merely reigned, the reliance on personality was both the greatest strength and the greatest weakness of the crown. Alongside the shining examples of royal power and majesty is a colourful cast of weak, lazy or evil monarchs, usurpers, bastards, pretenders, rebels, domineering consorts and disloyal subjects.

It was not until 1603 that the British monarchy became a single, united entity. Prior to that, the sovereigns of England and Scotland were separate, rival dynasties. The Scottish monarchy is said to have been founded by the ninth-century king, Alpin, whose house was succeeded by those of Dunkeld, Balliol, Bruce and finally Stuart. Its history is beyond the scope of this study, except for when Scotland’s fortunes were intertwined with England’s. In the same way, the history of Wales before it became subject to English monarchical rule in 1283, and of the Gaelic kingdoms of Ireland prior to their wholesale conquest by the Normans in 1175, will be considered only in the context of England’s kings and queens.

That said, in the 1,250 years since Alfred the Great’s accession in 871, when England emerged as a coherent political entity, there have been only a few years when the throne has been unambiguously English. Its incumbents have included the French Normans, the Welsh-born Tudors, the Scottish Stuarts, the Hanoverians and their German successors whose lineage endures to the present day.

In telling the story of Britain’s monarchy, Crown & Sceptre will include some of the most notable events in the country’s history, but only when these either influenced or were influenced by the sovereign. In the latter stages of the monarchy’s history, such overlap becomes less frequent – an interesting fact in itself, as it illustrates the declining role of the sovereign in the nation’s affairs.

The starting point is 1066, when William the Conqueror defeated the Anglo-Saxon king Harold at the Battle of Hastings and established the Norman dynasty in England. It was only after Hastings that a single, undisputed monarch held the crown of England. But the foundations for this decisive moment were laid centuries before.




INTRODUCTION

The Early Kings of England

The origins of England’s monarchy can be traced to the second century BC, when Celtic and Belgae tribesmen, emigrating from continental Europe, settled in England. They established a number of tribal kingdoms, stretching as far north as Yorkshire, over each of which ruled a king or occasionally a queen. They minted coins, maintained a lively trade with the Continent, and were prosperous enough to attract the attention of the Roman Emperor, Julius Caesar, who launched expeditions to England in 55 and 54 BC. Emperor Claudius had greater success a decade later, and the Roman Conquest was largely completed by AD 43.

Thereafter, Rome became what one historian has described as ‘perhaps the purest, the most absolute monarchy the world has ever seen’.1 At its zenith during the early second century AD, this vast empire extended from the Bay of Biscay in the west to the River Euphrates in the east, and from Scotland in the north to the Sahara in the south. ‘Caledonia’ was the name given to the territories that roughly comprised modern-day Scotland and it was inhabited by the Picts, while ‘Britannia’ lay to the south and encompassed England and Wales. Rome never annexed Ireland (or ‘Hibernia’), although it did exert some influence over the native Celts, notably in religion and trade.

The Roman occupation of England set a precedent that would be repeated numerous times over the next eight hundred years: its conquest and annexation to a larger, or at least a more dominant territory by an overseas invader. After the collapse of Roman rule in the early fifth century, the Barbarian invasions in Europe prompted a number of Germanic peoples to flee to England.

From the mid-fifth century, an estimated 200,000 Anglo-Saxons arrived in Britannia – a substantial number, given that the native population was less than two million. According to legend, a native Briton named Arthur Pendragon led the defence against the Saxon invaders – a story that was embellished over the centuries to include his wife Guinevere and companion Lancelot, a Knight of the Round Table, along with the wizard Merlin and the sword Excalibur. There is no contemporary evidence for the legend, but it proved so enduring that a thousand years later one of England’s kings would commission a genealogical chart showing his descent from Arthur.

As the Anglo-Saxons put down roots, so their blood, laws, politics, customs and traditions began to infiltrate and, ultimately, supplant those of the Britons. The impact of their language – Old English – was particularly prominent, with new words, place names and eventually a new name for their conquered island: the land of the Angles, or Ængla Land. Although the Anglo-Saxons initially clung to their pagan beliefs, Christianity gradually spread across their newly conquered land from the late sixth century. In 597 England became part of the Roman Catholic Church and remained so for almost a thousand years, until Henry VIII ejected papal authority and made himself head of a new Church of England.

Once the Anglo-Saxons had become established, the institution of monarchy gradually began to take shape, along with seven kingdoms – or a ‘Heptarchy’. In the early ninth century, Wessex emerged as the dominant kingdom, thanks largely to the efforts of its leader, Egbert (or Ecgbehrt), who is often cited as England’s first true king. By the time of his accession in 802, the Heptarchy faced a grave new threat from overseas. Originating from Denmark and Norway, the Vikings had become the most feared pirates in Europe. They had first raided Northumbria’s shores in the late eighth century, destroying the monastic church of Lindisfarne. From 835 the raids became more frequent; then, in 865, the hit-and-run approach was replaced by a full-scale invasion of England. Within the space of ten years, they had conquered Northumbria, East Anglia and most of Mercia.

The only Anglo-Saxon kingdom to survive was Wessex, but it seemed a matter of time before this, too, was wiped out. Its salvation – and that of the entire Anglo-Saxon people – was largely down to its king, Alfred, who inherited the throne in 871. As well as vanquishing the Viking threat in Wessex, he united a formerly disparate and warring set of kingdoms and became the first leader to be styled ‘king of the Anglo-Saxons’. He was also the first king to fully realise the potency of royal magnificence. ‘What shall I say of the treasures incomparably fashioned in gold and silver at his instigation?’ enthused his contemporary biographer, Asser. ‘And what of the royal halls and chambers marvellously constructed in stone and wood at his command?’2 Alfred was admired for his formidable intellect, too, and left behind the greatest written legacy of any English king. In short, he was an inspiring model of kingship and deserved his sobriquet, ‘the Great’.

Alfred died in October 899 at around the age of fifty. He bequeathed to his successors a kingdom substantially larger than the one he had inherited, together with the continuing challenge of defending it from the Vikings. His son, Edward the Elder, was acknowledged as overlord in northern Britain and was the first of several Anglo-Saxon kings to be crowned at Kingston-upon-Thames, south-west of London. Edward further strengthened his inheritance by siring no fewer than eighteen children.

Edward’s eldest son and successor, Æthelstan, is often viewed as the founder of the English monarchy. Much of this is based on his own PR. One of the earliest paragons of royal propaganda, he was often described as ‘king of the English’ on his coins and in his charters, and even on occasion as rex totius Bryttanniæ (‘King of all Britain’).3 Shortly after his accession, a poem was composed to celebrate the fact that England was now ‘made whole’ (Perfecta Saxonia).4 Æthelstan was also the first king to be depicted wearing a crown, and it became his custom to move in state across his kingdom, presiding over assemblies where he promulgated laws and issued charters.

Another early king who bolstered the royal image was Æthelstan’s nephew, Edgar, who ascended the throne in 959. His coronation, which did not take place until 973, is the first in England for which a detailed description survives. It would serve as a model for all future coronations up to the present day, including that of Elizabeth II at Westminster Abbey on 2 June 1953.5 To begin, the new monarch was presented to the congregation by the presiding cleric (who from 1154 was almost always the Archbishop of Canterbury). Next came the threefold oath, by which Edgar swore to uphold the Church of God and his Christian people in peace; to combat selfishness, greed and iniquity among his subjects; and to be a just and merciful king.6 The most sacred part of the ceremony followed when the new king was anointed with holy oil to confirm his semi-divine status. He was then invested with the royal insignia: the ring, sword, crown, sceptre and rod. Finally, the newly crowned monarch received the homage of his leading subjects.

During the proceedings, the anthem ‘Zadok the Priest and Nathan the Prophet’ was sung for the first time and has been at every subsequent coronation, with Handel’s arrangement for George II’s coronation in 1727 being the best known.7 A lavish coronation banquet followed, during which the king’s champion rode into the hall and challenged any rival claimant to the throne. The banquet continued in more or less the same form until 1831, when it was abandoned by William IV in the interests of economy.

Although Edgar had contributed a great deal to royal ceremony and tradition, there was not yet an agreed set of rules for the succession. The Salic law established in France in around AD 500, whereby women were excluded from inheriting the throne, was generally accepted, but the principle of primogeniture less so. In general, the monarch was selected by a council known as the Witan, a precursor of Parliament, from among the members of the royal family. In contrast to later years, when a sovereign inherited the throne by dint of their birth alone, this meant that a weak incumbent could quite easily be replaced with another.

This is precisely what happened during the reign of Edgar’s third son, Æthelred, who earned the nickname ‘the Unready’ or ‘the Redeless’ (‘without counsel’ – a pun on his name Æthelred, meaning ‘noble counsel’). In 1013 he lost his throne to the Viking leader and King of Denmark, Sweyn Forkbeard, who arrived with a huge invasion force and rapidly conquered large swathes of the kingdom. Æthelred fled with his wife Emma and their two sons to her native Normandy. Sweyn died a few months later and the invaders chose his son Cnut as the new king. But the native English invited Æthelred to take back his throne, on condition that he redress certain grievances and accept new limits to his power.

Æthelred died shortly afterwards and was briefly succeeded by his short-lived son, then Cnut ascended the throne virtually unopposed and proceeded to marry the dowager queen Emma to strengthen his claim. The following year she was crowned Queen of England for a second time. The rites used for her consecration stressed that she was to share in Cnut’s power and rule, not just be a passive, silent partner according to the traditional model for consorts.

In around 1018 Emma bore Cnut a son, Harthacnut, and it was agreed that he would take precedence in the English succession over the children from their previous marriages. This agreement led to years of bitter fighting between rival blood claimants, which were finally ended by the accession of Edward (later known as the Confessor), Emma’s eldest son by Æthelred, in 1042. He was crowned ‘with great honour’ in the cathedral at Winchester, the ancient capital of Wessex, on Easter Day 1043.8 The symbolism was clear: his accession was a rebirth for England’s monarchy. The throne had returned to the House of Wessex.

Edward was nearing forty years of age at the time of his coronation. He had spent more than half of his life as an exile in Normandy and identified far more with the people there than with his new English subjects. The powerful lord Godwin, whom King Cnut had made Earl of Wessex, was waiting in the wings to contest his crown. Increasingly aware of the need to secure the succession, in 1045 Edward married Godwin’s daughter, Edith. The Vita Ædwardis describes her as ‘more like a daughter than a wife’, which has led to speculation about Edward’s sexuality.9 When the queen showed no signs of pregnancy after several years of marriage, the rivalry between the potential successors to the throne intensified.

The person with the best hereditary claim was Edward the Exile, son of the king’s late half-brother Edmund Ironside. But a far more powerful contender was Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex, eldest surviving son and heir of Earl Godwin, who had died in 1053. His hereditary right to the throne was tenuous, but he enjoyed immense support among the English people. The great warrior kings of Scandinavia also laid claim to England because, although the Vikings had been driven out in the mid-tenth century, there were still extensive Scandinavian settlements, particularly in the north of the country. King Sweyn Estrithson of Denmark, a nephew of King Cnut, and King Harald III Hardrada of Norway, who had no real hereditary right, both coveted the English crown and had the military might to pose a serious threat.

One of the overseas candidates had the edge over his rivals, however – even if, on the face of it, he should not have stood a chance. William ‘the Bastard’, as he was commonly known, was the illegitimate son of Duke Robert of Normandy and may have been as young as six when, in the absence of legitimate heirs, he succeeded his father in 1035. A turbulent childhood spent on the run from rapacious relatives and would-be assassins had chiselled him into one of the most fearsome warriors of the age. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles describe him as ‘stern beyond all measure to those who opposed his will’.10 William’s tenuous blood claim to the English throne derived from his great-aunt Emma’s marriages to Æthelred the Unready and Cnut. It was bolstered by that of his wife, Matilda of Flanders, a direct descendant of Alfred the Great – not to mention most of the royal families of Europe. Duke William claimed that he had been promised the throne by Edward the Confessor, whose Norman bias was well known, although this is contested by English sources.

With the duke and his rivals poised to stake their claim to England, the scene was set for a year that would shape the entire future of its monarchy.




Part 1

The Normans (1066–1154)

‘The fierce and crafty race of the Normans’

The Norman Conquest of 1066 remains one of the most famous dates in English history. By the end of it, the crown had changed hands three times, ushering in not just a new ruling elite, but an entirely new nation, with new laws, customs and even a new language. Had the Battle of Hastings been decided in Harold Godwinson’s favour, instead of Duke William’s, England would probably have become part of the northern Scandinavian world, rather than opening it up to the culture, religion and traditions of Western Europe. By the time of William’s death in 1087, less than one hundredth of the population was Norman, yet an entire social revolution had taken place. During a period of brutal suppression, the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy were either killed or displaced and the new Norman landowners introduced the feudal system, whereby the native population only held land in return for military obligations. But while much was lost to the conquerors, the Norman dynasty put an end to centuries of Viking raids, abolished the burgeoning slave trade of pre-Conquest England, developed the economy, and created an impressive architectural legacy of fine stone castles, cathedrals and churches. It also created a strong monarchy that would gradually complete the unification of England and break up the divisions between Normans and Saxons so that only Englishmen remained.




William the Conqueror (1066–87)

‘With God’s help I will conquer’

BY THE MIDDLE of the eleventh century, England had emerged as a kingdom worth fighting for. It was one of the most prosperous realms in Western Europe, and its Anglo-Saxon kings had amassed a rich treasury. Its geographical location was a blessing as well as a curse. Although it was vulnerable to invaders, it was also well placed for trade with Scandinavia and the Continent. Within England, there were a number of impressive urban areas, notably London, York and Winchester, many of which were burgeoning centres of trade. The twelfth-century chronicler, Henry of Huntingdon, described the kingdom as ‘an island of the utmost fertility’, abundant in all manner of flora and fauna, with rich veins of iron, tin, lead and other minerals.1

Whoever succeeded Edward the Confessor could also take advantage of a sophisticated system of governmental administration. The king could levy taxes across a population of between one and a half and two million when he needed to generate funds; he could also raise a national army and navy. He had a central secretariat to issue documents in his name, and there was a single, national silver currency. A similarly efficient organisational structure existed at a local level, with defined communities and courts within shires and their sub-divisions, known as hundreds. The religious life of the kingdom was also increasingly ordered, and the English Church was an effective unitary body. It comprised the two archbishoprics of Canterbury and York, numerous bishoprics and monasteries, and a huge number of village churches.

All of this lay within tantalising reach of the rival claimants ‘panting for the spoils of England’ in 1066.2 Edward the Confessor, whose health had been declining since the previous autumn, was unable to attend the dedication of his magnificent new abbey at Westminster on 28 December 1065. A little over a week later, he was dead. He had not settled the vexed question of the succession before he breathed his last. Of all the contenders, it was Harold Godwinson who was quickest off the mark. It is possible that, as he claimed, the king had bequeathed the crown to him on his deathbed. He certainly had the most support among the Witan and the population at large, and was crowned on 6 January, most likely in Westminster Abbey. But there was enough doubt surrounding his right to the throne to prompt his rivals into action.

Foremost among them was William of Normandy, who was ‘deeply incensed’ upon hearing of Harold’s accession and immediately began making ‘warlike preparations’. He also appealed to Pope Alexander II ‘to urge the justice of his campaign’.3 It was a shrewd move, and one that none of his rival claimants had thought to make. Alexander gave his blessing for the enterprise and issued an edict to the English clergy advising them to submit to William’s authority. The bastard Duke of Normandy now had God on his side.

Meanwhile, in England, there was a growing sense of unease. In April 1066, just three months after Harold’s accession, ‘a sign such as men never saw before was seen in the heavens. Some men declared that it was the star comet, which some men called the “haired” star’. This ‘star’ was Halley’s Comet, and contemporary chroniclers (some with the wisdom of hindsight) claimed that ‘it portended, as many said, a change in some kingdom’.4

Not all of the omens went Duke William’s way. For weeks, unfavourable winds confined his forces to Normandy’s shores. Then, when they were finally able to set sail and landed on the coast of Sussex, William stumbled upon the beach as soon as he disembarked. His troops looked on aghast at such an ominous sign, but their quick-thinking duke loudly proclaimed: ‘My lords, by the splendour of God! I have taken possession of the land in my two hands.’5

In early autumn, Harold’s attention was suddenly drawn to the north, where his exiled brother Tostig had joined forces with Harald Hardrada of Norway and invaded. On 20 September, in the first of the three great battles of 1066, they defeated Edwin and Morcar, earls of Mercia and Northumbria respectively, at Fulford and captured York, the most important city in the north. Mustering his forces, Harold marched north and crushed Hardrada and Tostig’s forces in a ferocious attack at Stamford Bridge. But he and his men soon had to turn tail and embark upon the long march south because news had arrived of Duke William’s landing in Sussex.

By 13 October, Harold and his army had arrived at Senlac, close to the present-day town of Battle in East Sussex. The duke’s forces were quartered about five miles away, around Hastings. The battle that took place on 14 October was finely balanced and lasted for most of the day, with ‘great slaughter on either side’.6 Duke William fought ferociously in the thick of the action. When a rumour that he had been killed spread panic among his men, he was said to have taken off his helmet and ridden alongside them crying: ‘Look at me. I am alive, and with God’s help I will conquer.’7 The decisive moment came late in the day when the English king was slain. Legend has it that Harold was killed by an arrow in the eye, but other sources suggest he was cut down by a group of knights, possibly after having been wounded by the arrow.8 Their leader, the ‘Bastard’ of Normandy, would henceforth be known as William the Conqueror, King of England.

As decisive as it was, Hastings marked the start, not the end, of William’s campaign to conquer England. It would take nearly five years of bitter fighting before he was finally able to wrest full control over his new kingdom. His first challenge was to take the capital, London, which was so far from accepting the Norman duke as its ruler that it had elected the fifteen-year-old Edgar the Ætheling (meaning ‘throneworthy’), great-nephew of Edward the Confessor, as king instead. William rapidly assembled his forces after Hastings and advanced towards the city. He also ordered a detachment of his army to Winchester in order to secure its surrender and that of Queen Edith, Edward the Confessor’s widow and Harold’s sister, who had become a figurehead for the beleaguered English.

‘In the year of our Lord 1066, the Lord, who ruleth all things, accomplished what He had long designed with respect to the English nation; giving them up to destruction by the fierce and crafty race of the Normans’, bemoaned the chronicler Henry of Huntingdon some sixty years after the event.9 In a tactic that would be repeated many times in the years to come, William’s troops brought terror wherever they went, forcing the new king’s subjects into submission with brutality and bloodshed. Entire villages and towns were razed to the ground, their citizens raped or murdered. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles paint a stark picture of the cruelty and violence of the Norman regime, which would see thousands of native Englishmen butchered and vast swathes of land laid to waste. Anyone who dared to defy the new king was either mutilated or put to death.

Within a few short weeks, both London and Winchester had capitulated. Then in early December, William marched to Berkhamsted, some thirty miles north-west of London, where Edgar the Ætheling had taken refuge. Upon the Conqueror’s arrival on 10 December, Edgar immediately relinquished the crown, and William was declared King of England.

Distrustful of the ‘evil inhabitants’ of London, William ordered two massive strongholds to be built at its western and eastern reaches, thus enabling him to hold the city in a vice-like grip. This same tactic was applied to other key towns and cities, and before long the whole kingdom was covered with hastily constructed wooden castles. These were soon replaced by stone ones, which fulfilled the dual function of defensive fortresses and places of residence for the new Norman magnates. They also served as a powerful – and permanent – symbol of William’s dynasty.

In London, the new king commissioned a huge new tower to be built in the heart of his new eastern fortification. In around 1075–79, work began on the gigantic keep or ‘great tower’ (later called the White Tower), which formed the heart of what from the twelfth century became known as the Tower of London. It was the most imposing emblem of monarchy that the country had ever seen, dwarfing all other buildings for miles around. The message was clear: the Normans were here to stay.

Although William eschewed many of the trappings of royalty established by his Anglo-Saxon predecessors, he appreciated the need to reinforce his authority as king. He therefore ordered preparations to be made for his coronation. With reports of fresh threats to his authority arriving on an almost daily basis, the ceremony was arranged with great haste and took place on Christmas Day 1066. It was heavily symbolic: a new king being crowned on the anniversary of the heavenly king’s birth. In order to further bolster his legitimacy and present the new regime not as a conquest but as the restoration of Edward the Confessor’s rightful successor, William chose Westminster Abbey as the location, where Edward lay buried. He also decreed that the service should follow that used for previous English kings. But he did commission a magnificent new crown in the style of Solomon (the ancient King of Israel, renowned for his wisdom), ‘fashioned out of gold and precious stones’, including a sapphire, an emerald, and a large ruby at its centre.10

Far from being a cause for celebration, William’s coronation was a tense, sombre affair. The crowds who had gathered outside the abbey were silent and subdued and the only cheering came from the Conqueror’s own men. During the ceremony, when one of William’s Norman bishops sought the assent of those present for their new king, the answering shouts were so loud that they alarmed the guards keeping watch outside the abbey. Fearing an uprising, they went on the rampage and torched a series of houses in the neighbouring city of London. The congregation took flight and the ceremony had to be hastily concluded by the handful of ‘terrified’ clergymen who had stayed behind. The episode tested the nerves of England’s newly crowned king, who according to one hostile chronicler was ‘trembling from head to foot’.11

William attempted to erase the memory of this fiasco with another show of royal pageantry. It was during his reign that the custom of ‘crown-wearings’ became firmly established. Usually held at the religious festivals of Christmas, Easter and Whitsun, these magnificent occasions were attended by all of the leading dignitaries and clerics of the kingdom, and were designed to remind his people that he was their crowned and anointed king. Such occasions did not come naturally to William. As Duke of Normandy, he had never allowed the formalities of state business to interrupt his military campaigns. Even on his wedding day, he had insisted on wearing a helmet to walk down the aisle.

The Norman court was given a much-needed injection of glamour by the arrival in 1068 of the new king’s wife, Matilda. She received a cold reception from the native Saxons, who referred to her as ‘the strange woman’. They were suspicious of the fact that she was spoken of as ‘la Royne’ by the Normans, which implied that she was a female sovereign in her own right. But Matilda soon became the acceptable face of the Norman monarchy, compensating for her husband’s brutality with her charm and grace. She was also quick to exert a positive influence on the royal court. Even the Anglo-Saxon chroniclers could not help but be impressed by the magnificent spectacle that William and Matilda presented, clad from head to toe in gold-encrusted robes and eating their meals from gold and silver platters.

Matilda was crowned amid a ‘very rich festival’ on Whit Sunday (11 May), one of the most important dates in the Christian calendar.12 Thenceforth, she became the first royal consort of England to be formally styled ‘Regina’. Matilda was pregnant at the time of her coronation and, shortly before the child was due, she set out for Yorkshire in the hope that giving birth there would help secure the loyalty of one of the most troublesome parts of her husband’s new kingdom. She made it as far as Selby, fourteen miles south of York, where she was safely delivered of her tenth and last child, Henry. At a stroke, Matilda had achieved more towards Anglo-Norman integration than her husband had during two years of bitter campaigning. Many Saxons regarded the new Norman prince as the only legitimate heir to the throne, taking precedence over his elder brothers Robert, Richard and William.

But the challenges of governing two separate realms on either side of the Channel led to fresh trouble. No sooner had William and Matilda set sail to spend Christmas 1068 in Normandy than Edgar the Ætheling headed south to Northumbria and led a huge uprising. His intention was to seize the throne from William and re-establish the Anglo-Saxon monarchy. His cause attracted swathes of men hostile to the Norman regime, and in February 1069 the rebels won a major victory by taking the city of York.

In alarm, William embarked for England once more. By April 1069, he had reclaimed York and proceeded to exact a terrible revenge. Throughout the rest of that year and well into the next, he launched a series of attacks on a vast swathe of territory stretching from the Humber to the Tees. During this ‘Harrying of the North’, his forces burnt villages to the ground, destroyed crops and livestock, and slaughtered thousands of men and women. Thousands more died of starvation after their food stores were laid to waste.

It would take many more years of uprisings until England’s first Norman king finally subdued his subjects and vanquished the threats from overseas. He did not do so by bloodshed alone. The notion of feudalism had been around since at least the ninth century, but William reinforced it with much greater vigour than before. The idea was based on the conception of the state as a pyramid, with each layer of society obtaining protection from the layer above in return for obligations such as military service. At the apex of the pyramid was the king, to whom all other layers ultimately owed loyalty. He was in theory the only landowner in the kingdom, the others being only landholders at his discretion.

This system was vital to William’s monarchy because, as ruler of two separate territories divided by the Channel, he was obliged to delegate much of his authority to his nobles. They acted as his representatives in the local areas over which they held sway, ensuring that royal authority was disseminated throughout the kingdom. The system worked well under a strong king such as William, who ensured that none of his nobles obtained too much land – and therefore power – in a particular area. But under weak or unpopular kings, it could rapidly break down, as subsequent reigns would show.

William was so confident in his overlordship that in August 1086 he summoned all free tenants to a huge assembly in Salisbury and made them swear an oath of loyalty directly to himself, rather than to their immediate superiors. At the time, a huge survey of the kingdom was underway. Henry of Huntingdon records:


The king being now all powerful, he sent justiciaries through every shire, that is, every county of England, and caused them to inquire on oath how many hides, that is, acres sufficient for one plough for a year, there were in every vill, and how many cattle; he made them also inquire how much each city, castle, village, vill, river, marsh, and wood was worth in yearly rent. All these particulars having been written on parchment, the record was brought to the king, and deposited in the treasury, where it is preserved to this day.13



This staggeringly detailed survey would become one of the most famous documents in English history and was known as Domesday Book.14 The name was coined by the native English, who put it on a par with the Last Judgement. As well as telling the king how much his domain was worth, it also provided a stark illustration of the destruction wrought by the Norman Conquest. Most of the native population had lost their land to the conquerors, and the value of that land had decreased as a result of the ensuing conflict. William was acutely aware of this, and he also suspected that some of his Norman followers had evaded the liabilities of their Anglo-Saxon predecessors. Domesday Book gave him the information he needed to take back control and the power to reassert the rights of the crown. He was determined that it would act as a definitive reference point for any future disputes over land – and in particular, crown – ownership.

Henry of Huntingdon, who was otherwise critical of William’s monarchy, acknowledged that he was ‘the most powerful of all the kings of England, more renowned than any of his predecessors’.15 In the space of just two decades, he had undermined, and sometimes destroyed, the liberties, laws, customs and even the language of his new kingdom. The image of the civilising conquerors abolishing the barbarous practices of the native people is grossly misleading and owes much to Norman propaganda. William himself recognised that the English system of government was more sophisticated than that of his native duchy. His advisory council, or curia regis, was to all intents and purposes the Witan that had advised the Anglo-Saxon kings for centuries. Conscious of his illegitimacy, he had also been careful to uphold royal tradition.

In religion, too, William was in accord with his new subjects. If anything, the Normans were even more devout Christians than the Anglo-Saxons. Great Romanesque churches sprang up across the country, becoming as much a symbol of Norman pre-eminence as the imposing castles from which William and his men had stamped their authority. ‘You may see everywhere churches in villages, in towns and cities monasteries rising in a new style of architecture; and with new devotion our country flourishes’, the foremost twelfth-century historian William of Malmesbury recorded.16

To the untrained eye, the apparatus of the Norman monarchy was therefore much as it had been in the time of Edward the Confessor. But there was one crucial difference: William was king by conquest, not conciliation, and his regime was supported by formidable military power. This may have been enough to subdue his English subjects, but a new threat was bubbling under the surface that would catch William completely unawares.

A theme that recurs time and again in the history of the English monarchy is the difficult, often treacherous, relationships between the sovereign and their heir. The tradition began with William and his eldest son, Robert, nicknamed ‘Curthose’ because of his small stature. Robert was a feckless and arrogant young man whose impatience for power was matched by his father’s reluctance to give him any. In 1077, he rebelled against William and attempted to seize the key Norman stronghold of Rouen. When that failed, he fled into exile in Flanders, where he prepared to launch another attack. Father and son fought each other in open combat when their forces clashed at Gerberoi in southern Normandy two years later. Robert gained the upper hand but flinched from delivering the killer blow, either due to an attack of conscience or, as some chroniclers have it, because he only recognised William at the eleventh hour. In the aftermath, he escaped to exile once more and never posed a threat to his father again.

William was dismayed to discover that his wife Matilda had secretly supported their son’s rebellion. He never forgave either of them. On his deathbed in September 1087, he bequeathed England to his third son William, his second son Richard having died in a hunting accident some years before. It took the earnest persuasions of his advisers to prevent him from disinheriting his eldest son altogether. At length, the dying king agreed that Robert should inherit the Duchy of Normandy.

William’s final bequest destabilised the fragile Anglo-Norman dynasty that he had fought so hard to establish. Within weeks of his death, Normandy was on the brink of civil war and his sons were engaged in a fierce battle for superiority that would dominate European politics for years to come.




William II (1087–1100)

‘He was always harassing this nation’

ENGLAND’S NEW KING was about twenty-seven years old when he ascended the throne. Nicknamed ‘Rufus’, due either to his bright blond hair or to his ruddy complexion, he took great care over his appearance and dressed in the latest fashions. His new subjects looked askance at his long, pointed shoes, which curled like scorpions’ tails at the ends. There were rumours of homosexuality, fuelled by the fact that he never married or had children. Malmesbury was responsible for much of the gossip. He claimed that it became common at the royal court for young men to ‘rival women in delicacy of person, to mince their gait, to walk with loose gestures and half naked’. Other chroniclers condemned the new king’s ‘obscene fornications’ and ‘unspeakable debauchery’.1

Whatever his personal tastes, Rufus understood the need to put on a good show. Henry of Huntingdon opined: ‘Kings are like gods to their subjects. So great is the majesty of this earth’s highest that people never weary of looking at them.’ The new king continued his father’s practice of celebrating the major festivals of the Christian year with ‘sumptuous and magnificent banquets’, which all the great nobles of the kingdom were commanded to attend, as well as overseas visitors who would carry back tales of the English king’s dazzling court.2

Rufus had the same ferocious temper as his father, too, and Archbishop Anselm compared him to a wild bull when provoked. Less intelligent than his brothers, he nevertheless won praise for his common sense and wit. Malmesbury claimed that the new king concealed his true nature in order to intimidate his courtiers: ‘In public and in assemblies his bearing was haughty and stiff. 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 easygoing and relied a great deal on joking.’3

William II was also greedy for glory and riches. ‘His energy of mind was such that no kingdom was beyond the reach of his ambition’, observed Malmesbury.4 Knowing that his accession had contravened the rightful order, Rufus was quick to claim his new kingdom, setting sail for England before his father had died. He made straight for the ancient Wessex capital of Winchester to secure the royal treasure and was crowned king by Archbishop Lanfranc within a fortnight.

Having spent a great deal of time with his father, Rufus was a seasoned warrior and commander but had little experience of England. He attempted to win over his resentful new subjects by distributing his father’s treasure among the churches and counties. His only mistake was in allowing his half-uncle Odo, Bishop of Bayeux (who had been imprisoned by the Conqueror), to recover all his English fiefs and the earldom of Kent. Odo soon set about organising a rebellion against the king and recruited a number of high-ranking Normans, as well as Rufus’s brothers, Robert and Henry. He also had the support of Edgar the Ætheling, who had spent most of his time in exile since the Conquest. In the spring of 1088, the conspirators launched their attack. The king, based in London, was quick to mobilise his forces and soon crushed the threat. Wisely, after banishing Odo, Rufus showed mercy to most of the nobles who had supported him.

As far as his brother Robert was concerned, though, the king was intent upon revenge. The 1090s were dominated by the shifting hostilities and alliances between Robert and William, with their wily younger brother Henry flitting between the two, always with an eye to his own advantage. It took the pope to intervene before a truce was finally concluded in February 1096. Robert agreed to surrender Normandy to Rufus for 10,000 marks of silver. Although this was supposed to be for just three years, Robert abandoned his duchy a few months later to go crusading. Rufus was now Duke of Normandy as well as King of England – a far greater inheritance than he could have hoped for as merely the younger son of a duke.

Greatly though he revelled in his titles, Rufus soon experienced the same challenges of ruling a cross-Channel empire that his father had battled with. After taking charge of Normandy, he spent more than half of his time on the Continent. The institution of monarchy was itinerant once more, but the king’s absences did not present such a risk to his authority in England as it had during his father’s reign because, by now, the Norman nobility was deeply entrenched. Any threat that these nobles themselves might have posed was offset by the strong bonds of homage and fealty that the king had established. When he was in England, Rufus made his kingly presence fully felt by all. His progresses around the country were likened to the ravages of an invading army, and he levied heavy taxes to pay for his overseas campaigns. Little wonder that, as a contemporary monk reported: ‘When it became known that the king was coming everyone fled to the woods.’5 William intensified the resentment among his English subjects by pushing his own rights hard – for example by enlarging the royal hunting preserves. ‘He was always harassing this nation with military service and excessive taxes, for in his days all justice was in abeyance’, lamented one contemporary.6

In 1097 the king embarked upon two major building projects, both aimed at strengthening his monarchical image and authority. The first was at his main residence, Westminster, where he commissioned a magnificent new hall. Measuring 240 by 67 feet, it was by far the largest hall in England – probably in Europe too. Even so, when the king first came to inspect it and one of his attendants remarked that it was much bigger than necessary, he retorted that it was not half large enough and was a mere bedchamber compared to what he had in mind. At the Tower of London, meanwhile, more mindful of defence than of image, Rufus continued work on his father’s huge central keep or ‘Great Tower’ and reinforced the bailey surrounding it.

According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, by now, the ‘wicked’ and ‘terrible’ king was ‘hated by well-nigh all his nation’ for his tyranny, greed and brutality.7 William of Malmesbury concurred: ‘The king was arrogant beyond measure and often did things for no good reason but simply because he possessed immense power.’8 Although there had been glimpses of a beneficent monarch who founded new abbeys and enabled religious orders such as the Benedictines to flourish, there were many more of a grasping and merciless king who quarrelled with his archbishop of Canterbury and plundered the resources of his people.

When out hunting on 2 August 1100 in the New Forest, one of the royal hunting preserves that he had seized, Rufus was shot in the heart by an arrow. Who fired it and whether it was an accident or murder has been debated ever since. It is commonly thought to have been one of the king’s own men – possibly Walter Tirel, Count of Poix, a renowned soldier. William’s elder brother Richard had also been killed in a hunting accident there, which must have made the surviving brother Henry nervous because their mother Matilda had once been told of a prophecy that three of her sons would die in the New Forest.

Henry had been among Rufus’s hunting party and was quick to take the initiative – so quick, in fact, that some historians believe he had a hand in his brother’s death. He stole a march on the powerful barons who supported his elder brother Robert by hastening to Winchester to seize control of the royal treasure. In the face of opposition from Robert’s supporters, he argued that, unlike his older sibling, he had been born to a reigning king and queen, which made his the stronger claim.9 Eventually, the barons conceded and elected him king. Henry arranged a hasty coronation at Westminster Abbey on 5 August, just three days after Rufus’s death.




Henry I (1100–1135)

‘He would rather contend by counsel than the sword’

THERE WAS A whiff of the usurper about England’s new king, who had claimed the throne ahead of his elder brother Robert. But the tradition of primogeniture in the English royal succession had not yet taken hold as it had in Normandy, and there were various precedents for younger sons inheriting the crown, not least Henry’s immediate predecessor. An even more useful example to Henry, given that he claimed the throne in Winchester, was that of Alfred the Great, who had leapfrogged his elder brother’s sons to become king.

The new king was so anxious to confirm his status that his coronation was hastily arranged and officiated over by the Bishop of London. Henry was quick to apologise to Archbishop Anselm, assuring him: ‘I beg you not to be displeased that I have accepted the royal title without your blessing … But the need was urgent because enemies would have risen up against me and the people I have to govern, and in consequence my barons and people were unwilling to delay the ceremony longer.’1

Amid this whirlwind of events, nobody had given much thought to the dead king, least of all his successor. Rufus’s body was brought to Winchester and laid to rest without ceremony in the Old Minster. Henry was too busy to attend, and instead made the most of his late brother’s unpopularity in order to boost his own. In the hurriedly drafted coronation charter, he pledged to reform the ‘unrighteous acts that took place in his brother’s time’ and to restore ‘the law of King Edward [the Confessor] together with such emendations to it as my father made with the counsel of his barons’.2 Determined to maximise the public relations benefits of the charter, Henry ordered that it be sent out to shire courts and bishoprics. For Henry, the charter had been merely one of several expedients to bolster his precarious hold on the throne and he went on to break a number of the promises within it. Yet it still represented a significant moment in England’s constitutional history. The just and liberal vision of kingship that it provided served as a precedent for Magna Carta more than a century later.

From the beginning of his reign, Henry set out to prove that he was different from his predecessor. Some of the contrasts between the two brothers needed no explanation. First, and most obvious, was their sexuality. The new king was addicted to women and had as many as twenty-four bastards by his numerous mistresses – more than any other English king. Henry was willing to acknowledge all of them, partly to prove his virility, but also to put them to good use. His sons were enlisted to support him, both militarily and politically, while his daughters were married off to neighbouring princes in order to secure alliances.

Another facet of Henry’s kingship in which he differed from Rufus was his caution. ‘He would rather contend by counsel than the sword; he conquered without bloodshed if he could, and if not, with as little as possible.’3 William of Malmesbury’s assessment was an accurate one. Henry’s preference for diplomacy over battles is something that characterised not only his kingship, but that of virtually all of England’s longest-reigning, most stable and, ultimately, successful monarchs. Military glory was a tantalising prospect and one that few other kings of the period could resist, but those who did were often richly rewarded.

Rather than seek to extend his territories, Henry was content to defend them – but only once he had recovered all of his father’s lands and privileges. The first six years of his reign were the most turbulent as he set out to reunite England and Normandy while trying to secure his newly won throne.

Upon his return from crusade in the autumn of 1100, Robert Curthose resumed his lordship over Normandy and once more began planning a campaign to conquer England. He found considerable support among the English nobility and launched an invasion in the summer of 1101. If Robert had had the foresight of his younger brother, upon landing on England’s shores he would have made straight for Winchester and seized the royal treasury. Instead, he prevaricated, giving Henry the chance to rally his troops.

The two armies met at Alton in Hampshire. Bloodshed was narrowly avoided when the barons on both sides mediated a peace between the brothers. Duke Robert agreed to relinquish his claim to the English throne in return for custody of all Henry’s holdings in Normandy except Domfront, as well as an annuity of 3,000 marks. But it was an uneasy truce. During the years that followed, Henry embarked upon a charm offensive towards the Anglo-Norman barons, gradually winning the majority of them over to his cause through patronage and marriage to his bastard daughters.

Henry maintained peace throughout England for the remaining thirty-three years of his reign – an achievement that was both considerable and unmatched by any other medieval monarch. He did so through both force and reward, meting out severe punishments to any wrongdoers and rewarding loyal followers with lands, titles and other patronage. Bolstered by his growing body of supporters, in 1106 Henry took more aggressive action by crossing to Normandy and challenging his elder brother to a battle at Tinchebrai in the south-western corner of the duchy. Among Robert’s supporters was Edward the Confessor’s nephew, Edgar the Ætheling, who had joined the duke on crusade and lent his campaign legitimacy. But Henry’s victory was decisive. Robert was captured and remained his younger brother’s prisoner until his death twenty-eight years later.

Although the king’s harsh treatment of his brother sparked widespread criticism, it was typical of Henry’s pragmatic approach to kingship. If he had shown greater mercy and set Robert free, it would have been only a matter of time before Curthose made fresh trouble. As it was, the Anglo-Norman territory that had been so hard won
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