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			Dedication

			For James Holland – who, by inviting me to do a couple of events at the Chalke History Festival in 2013, and by asking me back every year since, inadvertently fired up my love of history and set me on the path to writing the book that you’re now holding in your hands.

			And for Mark Jeeves – the excellent producer of my podcast who’s had to sit and listen to me bang on about kings and queens for the last two and a half years.

		

		
			A NOTE ON THE ILLUSTRATIONS

			I always wanted this book to have a distinctive look. I didn’t want it to be a dry history text with a few slightly dull reproductions of old paintings, but who could bring it to life? Scratching my head one day, I realised that the perfect man for the job was my old friend, Jim Moir (who many of you will know as Vic Reeves, ‘Britain’s top light entertainer’). I first met Jim through a friend at university 45 years ago and was knocked out by his unique genius.

			He was always very funny and stylish, but it was clear from the start that he was also a very talented artist, and in recent years that side of his work has really come to the fore. I was so pleased when he agreed to illustrate the book for me. It’s been a real pleasure to collaborate with Jim again, having worked with him on many comedy shows during the 1990s.

		

		
			Introduction

			Willie, Willie, Harry, Stee,

			Harry, Dick, John, Harry three,

			One-two-three Neds, Richard two,

			Henrys four, five, six – then who?

			Edwards four-five, Dick the bad,

			Harrys twain and Ned the lad,

			Mary, Bessie, James the vain,

			Charlie, Charlie, James again,

			William & Mary, Anna Gloria,

			Four Georges, William and Victoria,

			Edward, George, then Ned the eighth

			quickly goes and abdicat’th,

			leaving George six, then Lizzie two,

			with Charlie next to see us through …

			That’s the way our monarchs lie

			since Harold got it in the eye!

			P.S. Sorry, Lady Jane Grey – you got the chop!

			I learned that rhyme as a small schoolboy in shorts during the 1960s. It’s a way of remembering all the monarchs from William the Conqueror to Charles III in order. And I’m probably from the last generation of kids who learned the rhyme and was taught a narrative history of Britain at school.

			During lockdown, to keep myself occupied, and to help me go to sleep at night, I relearned the rhyme and then set about trying to find out who all these people were and how they ended up sitting on the throne and wearing a crown. I thought their story would make for a good podcast that would serve as a narrative history of Britain. The podcast has been very popular and this book comes out of making it. Listeners have thanked me for filling in all the bits they ‘missed’ at school. Truth is, they were probably never taught them.

			Lessons at my prep school (yes, I was a posh little boy who went to a private school) were organised by subject and each teacher had their own room. Mr Jeffries, the geography teacher, had a room in which one whole wall was taken up by a map of the world, most of it coloured pink to represent the British Empire. Even by the 1960s, it was woefully out of date.

			Mr Cooper’s history room had a timeline running around the walls that told the story of Great Britain, with key dates and brightly painted pictures of important events, battles, great men and women, the birth of steam, the Second World War … You know the sort of thing.

			You started at one end as an eight-year-old and worked your way around the room over the years until you were 13. From Stonehenge, you went on to Roman Britain, the Anglo-Saxons, King Alfred the Great, the Battle of Hastings, Agincourt, the Wars of the Roses, Henry VIII, Oliver Cromwell, the Great Fire of London, Bonnie Prince Charlie, Queen Victoria, the First World War … until you arrived at the present day, sometime in the mid-1960s.

			It was an old-fashioned, top-down and very Anglo-centric view of history. Ordinary men and women didn’t get a look in, but it gave me a solid grasp of when things happened and in what order. I hope that, for you, reading this book is going to be very much like working your way around Mr Cooper’s frieze.

			This book is unashamedly – indeed, literally – ‘old school’. I’m going to be looking at the last thousand years of British history through the lens of the monarchy and trying to explain just who Willie, Willie, Harry and Stee were and how we got from them to Charlie Three. I’m neither a monarchist nor a republican – I could be persuaded either way – but I do think it’s an amazing story with some extraordinary characters.

			When I learned the rhyme at school, Queen Elizabeth was on the throne and who could have predicted that she was going to be our longest-lived and longest-reigning monarch? Because Elizabeth did rule for so long, and because she was largely uncontroversial and placid, because she just sailed through it, not ruffling any feathers – and essentially, well, essentially not doing anything – it’s given us a distorted view of the monarchy and created the impression that monarchs always behaved themselves, and have always gone about performing their duties in a stately and statesman-like manner. Elizabeth’s reign sold us the idea that the royal family are born to serve and all they’ve ever cared about was the country, the welfare of its people and making sure that there’s a smooth transition to the next ruler.

			The rhyme ‘Willie, Willie, Harry, Stee’ also gives the impression that the run of monarchs is a nice, neat, orderly procession. But, actually, if you look at the line that connects King Charles III back to William the Conqueror, it’s jagged and tangled, it’s broken in places, and it’s been hastily knotted back together here and there. Monarchs have occasionally had to be imported from other countries (Scotland, the Netherlands and Germany) in order to keep the whole thing going and they’ve by no means all behaved themselves. Some of them have been absolute stinkers.

			There has been much controversy recently, with certain types bemoaning the behaviour of present-day royals such as Prince Harry, the Duke of Sussex, claiming he’s been disgraceful and has undermined the dignity of the monarchy. Has he no respect? Has he no idea of history? Can the royal family ever recover?

			Ha! Compared to some of the things that members of the royal family have done in the past (particularly younger brothers of kings), Harry’s behaviour has been so mild and uncontroversial it’s hardly worth mentioning. The history of the monarchy is a story of fratricide, patricide, uxoricide (look it up) and nephewcide (is that a word?), kings have been, variously, kicked off the throne, starved to death, beheaded and despatched with a red-hot poker up the fundament. It’s an alarming, violent and often sordid tale, and thus a very interesting and entertaining one.

			I have to stress that I’m not a historian, I’m a storyteller. There is no fresh research in this book; I haven’t gone back to original sources, I haven’t physically trudged up and down the country visiting castles and palaces and the sites of bloody battles. But I’ve been lucky enough on my podcast to talk to people who have done all those things – proper historians – and what I want to do in this book is weave everything I’ve learned about the British royal family and the history of the last 1,000 years into a grand narrative.

			Well, I say British, but using these terms is quite tricky. Do I refer to this as British history? Or English history? Or should it be ‘The History of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’? That’s a bit unwieldy, and also misleading because this is fundamentally a history of England, but – after Queen Elizabeth I, from King James onwards – our monarchs have technically ruled England, Wales, Scotland and (at least part of) Ireland. So we can’t refer to them as English monarchs. But this is the story as seen through English eyes – the view from London, if you like – and I’m going to risk upsetting a lot of people by, for the most part, referring to these kings and queens as the English, or the British, monarchs.

			But what do we even mean by ‘English’ anyway? Very little is known about pre-Roman Britain. The British Isles had originally been connected to the rest of mainland Europe by a low-lying, marshy strip of land called Doggerland (no sniggering at the back). Europe at that time was occupied by many different tribes who shared a common group of languages, Celtic, but not necessarily a common culture. When rising sea levels cut Britain off from the rest of Europe, its people became more isolated, although they continued to trade far and wide. The Pretaniki, or Bretaniki, as they were known in the classical world, unfortunately left no written records so we know very little about them. When coins started coming out of Britain, the Romans reckoned the British were advanced enough to be taxed, and the emperor Claudius, mocked by his fellow Romans for his disabilities, decided to show the world how macho he was by invading strategically worthless Britain in AD 43.

			The Romans ruled Britain for the next 400 years, by which time the empire was riven by civil wars as rivals sought to become emperor. This internal weakness was exploited by rival groups like the Vandals, the Visigoths and the Huns, who began to encroach on the empire. Rome needed the legions stationed in Britain and withdrew them, leaving the country undefended. England was now wide open and began to be attacked by the Scots (confusingly from Ireland) and the Picts (from Scotland).

			Groups of Germanic tribes from northern Europe, principally the Angles, the Saxons and the Jutes, who lived up near Denmark and shared a common culture with the Norse people, now started to arrive in Britain in great numbers. Some were invited over as mercenaries to defend England against the northern ‘barbarians’, and some came peacefully as settlers in search of fertile land, since nomadic tribes from the east were forcing the Germanic tribes westwards into ever smaller territories. Others came as raiders themselves and took land by force. By the time of King Alfred the Great, 400 years after the Romans had left Britain, England had become an Anglo-Saxon country, with the native British culture surviving mainly in the west – in Cornwall, Wales and Cumbria. As is often the case when a powerful and determined coloniser arrives, Saxon culture had become dominant across the rest of England. But during the 800s, raids by the Vikings were threatening to change all that. Vikings not only attacked, but they also began to settle, to such an extent that they ended up ruling the north of England, with their capital at York, while also having a strong presence in East Anglia.

			Alfred used the threat of the pagan Vikings to unite the Saxon peoples with a shared Anglo-Christian culture and language. He was a writer and translator, using his own language, Old English (as it’s called now), and he commissioned the writing of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which not only collated known history, but acted as a year-by-year journal of current events. Started in around 890, the chronicle only stopped being updated in 1154. It can be a bit patchy, but has been an invaluable research tool for historians ever since.

			Under Alfred, the disparate Anglo-Saxon peoples of Britain started to think of themselves for the first time as a single country under a single ruler. Alfred’s ‘us and them’ tactic against the Vikings wasn’t entirely successful, however. For the next 150 years, the Saxons and the Vikings vied for overall control of England. In 1013, King Æthelred, doomed to be known ever after as Æthelred the Unready, lost his kingdom to the Vikings and fled to Normandy (an originally Viking – or Norse – settlement in northwest France), the homeland of his wife, Emma. For a while, England was ruled by the Viking King Canute, but his sons lacked both his qualities of leadership and, crucially, sons of their own. Ultimately, Æthelred’s eldest surviving son, Edward, was invited back from Normandy to rule England. Edward’s mother, Emma, was Norman and he’d spent nearly all of his life in Normandy. He was more Norman than English, but he proved to be a respected, popular and pious king, earning himself the Marvel superhero-style sobriquet – ‘The Confessor’. Edward was officially made a revered English saint in 1161, the only one of our monarchs to be so honoured. And, let’s face it, that’s never going to happen again.

			By now, the ‘English’ were a mixture of British, Roman, German and Norse, and they were about to get a large injection of French, because Edward the Confessor made a terrible mistake, the worst mistake a monarch can make – one that always leads to trouble, unrest and, in most cases, civil war. The saintly Edward died without producing a direct heir and the story of England took an unexpected twist.

			Now the throne of England was up for grabs and several contenders were sharpening their swords, getting ready to contest it. The year of 1066 was to become known as The Year of Three Kings.

			So, settle down in a comfy chair, or plump up your pillows, or adjust the volume on your headphones, or whatever, and let me tell you the story of what happened next …

			[image: Family tree: Saxon and Norman kings.]

		

		
			1

			Willie

			WILLIAM I – c.1028–1087

			William the Conqueror/William the Bastard/Duke of Normandy

			Reigned 1066–1087

			Lived for 59 years. Ruled for 21 years.

			Died of an exploding stomach.

			Remembered for: conquering England.

			William was known in his time as William the Bastard because, well, he was illegitimate. And he was a bit of a bastard.*

			He was a hard man. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle even describes him as that, but it’s not necessarily meant to be a slight. You had to be hard to take control and keep it. All the successful Norman rulers were hard, but William was the hardest. He was a soldier through and through, happiest when he was in the saddle campaigning. He’d grown up fighting, came to prominence by invading England in his late thirties and carried on fighting until he died.

			Despite his achievements, not a great deal was recorded first-hand about William the man. All we really know is that he had a harsh, guttural voice, was powerfully built and became a bit of a lump in later life. There were no accurate portraits made of him. His crudely stitched face on the Bayeux Tapestry is the closest we can get to a likeness. We can’t even try to reconstruct him from his bones. His grave was ransacked by French protestants in the 16th century and finally destroyed in the French Revolution as the new regime tried to obliterate all traces of their despised monarchy. All that’s left of William is his thigh bone – his femur – from which we can deduce that he was about five foot seven tall.

			Even the details and dates of his early life are vague. He was born sometime around 1028 in Normandy where his father, Duke Robert, was the ruler. Robert never married William’s mother, a commoner called Herleva, but he still appointed their son as his successor.

			Duke Robert died when William was still a child, which meant that Normandy descended into chaos as rival lords fought for dominance. Some saw the young William as vulnerable and easily got rid of, believing he had no firm hold on the dukedom, particularly as he was illegitimate.

			Others fought to claim William as their own so that they could rule with him as a puppet. He spent his early years being passed from stronghold to stronghold and often having to hide from his enemies. If we think of this as a game of chess, William was something of a pawn in these power struggles, but if he could stay alive and not be captured, he would reach the other end of the board and end up as king.

			As he got older, he grew into a tough soldier. He had no choice. It was fight or die. Not only was he battling to keep control of his dukedom and stop local rivals from usurping him, but he also had to contend with the rulers of the surrounding territories, who had eyes on the prize of Normandy. Early on, William found an ally in the king of France, Henry I, but when the young duke started to beat his enemies, Henry worried that he was getting too powerful and turned against him. But William no longer needed Henry. By 1063, he was in complete control of Normandy and nobody dared confront him. You’d think he might want to settle down, put his feet up and have some peace and quiet, but when his cousin, Edward the Confessor, died childless over in England, William saw the opportunity for a massive land grab. He now claimed that Edward the Confessor had promised him the throne in 1051, while he was exiled in Normandy.

			There were three other claimants to the English throne. The only surviving member of the Saxon royal family (the House of Wessex) was Edward the Confessor’s great nephew, Edgar Ætheling (Ætheling being an old Anglo-Saxon word for a princeling). The Saxon ruling council, the Witan, rejected Edgar as Edward’s successor, as he was only about 14 at the time, commanded little respect and was way too young to lead an army. With William making warlike noises across the Channel, England needed a strongman in charge. The strongest man in England was Harold Godwinson, Edward’s brother-in-law.

			Harold’s father, Godwin, a wealthy and powerful bully boy, had forced King Edward to marry his daughter, Edith, thus uniting the two families. When Edward died, Harold was at his bedside and claimed that the king had whispered into his ear that he wanted Harold to succeed him. And if anyone had a problem with that, they could take it up with Harold’s personal army – the biggest in England.

			Harold was a popular choice with the people of England. Unfortunately, his brother, Tostig, was also a hard man and, having fallen out with Harold, he thought he might have a go at taking at least a chunk of England for himself. So he dashed off to Norway to suggest a scheme to King Harald Hardrada – the hardest of them all (the nickname, Hardrada, basically means ‘Hard Nut’).

			The treacherous Tostig made Hard-Nut an offer: bring an army to England, defeat Harold and we’ll split the country in two. Tostig could rule in the north and Hardrada could rule in the south. Harald Hard-Nut had some initial doubts about the scheme, but he was an adventurer and thought, what the hell, he might as well try to restore Viking rule to England.

			In Normandy, William pushed his claim further, saying that while a guest at his court, Harold had sworn over some holy relics that he accepted William’s claim to the English throne. Harold said that he’d been tricked and didn’t know that there were holy relics hidden under a table and, anyway, it never happened in the first place.

			It was a mess. The idea that the bona fide English king, Harold, was usurped by William is not really the whole truth. When it came down to it, Harold (who was half-Viking, via his mother) had no more right to the throne than William. It has to be said that of the four contenders, Edgar Ætheling was the one with the strongest claim and Harold’s was possibly the weakest. His only connection to the royal family was that his sister had married Edward. But, hold on a minute. What am I saying? Does a monarch have every right to rule as long as they’re born into it? Is that really the best way to decide who’s going to govern a country? ‘Oh, my dad was king, therefore I’m going to succeed him, even though I’m a halfwit. Get used to it.’

			Nobody had a 100 per cent solid claim to the throne, so it was going to come down to whoever fought hardest for it. Even in the 11th century, however, there were rules. You couldn’t just go around invading Christian countries and replacing Christian kings willy-nilly. William was cunning, though. Of all the contenders for the English throne, he was the only one who thought to go to the pope and get his blessing. The pope’s support meant being accepted by the whole of Christendom. The last thing William wanted was for every other country in Europe to turn on him if he was successful in taking the throne.

			Putting together an army and an invasion fleet costs a colossal amount of money, however. So William turned to his right-hand man – his half-brother, Odo, the wealthy and powerful Bishop of Bayeux. Back then, bishops were like the chess pieces; they fought alongside the knights and kings. Odo saw the chance of becoming even more wealthy and powerful, so, like a present-day capitalist investor, he helped finance the building of William’s fleet.

			The conditions for crossing the channel were terrible, however. It’s a fairly narrow stretch of water, but it can be hard going. You’re reliant on the winds being in the right direction, and if there are storms, it’s too risky to set sail.

			Harold had time to put together his own army and settled in to wait for William to arrive, but, as the days turned into weeks, it seemed as if he wasn’t going to come. Then Harold heard that his brother, Tostig, gambling that Harold wouldn’t abandon the south, had landed in the northeast with a Viking army led by Harald Hard-Nut. They defeated the local earls, Morcar and Edwin, at the Battle of Fulford and marched to York, declaring themselves kings of the north.

			But Harold marched his army towards York, covering some 185 miles in only four days. He took Tostig and Harald Hard-Nut completely by surprise and, at the Battle of Stamford Bridge, destroyed their army and killed them both.

			At which point the weather in the Channel improved and William finally set sail.

			If Harold hadn’t had to take his army north to deal with Tostig and Harald Hard-Nut, things would have gone very differently for William. He would have had a much tougher time landing his men and horses with Harold’s army harrying him from the shoreline and the cliffs. As it was, William’s army was ashore and ready to fight by the time Harold’s exhausted and depleted army arrived near Hastings at a place called Battle. I mean, what are the chances of that? OK, yeah. It was only renamed Battle afterwards. Obviously.

			Harold had the higher ground and fortified his position with a shield wall – ranks of warriors lined up behind overlapping shields. The Normans’ preferred style of fighting was to rely on heavy cavalry charges, and the shield wall, bristling with spears, was extremely difficult for a cavalry charge to break.

			Even though the Saxons weren’t used to fighting against mounted knights in chainmail, they held on to the upper ground for most of the day. It was a terrible slog, bloody and merciless, and it could have gone either way. In the end, to break the stalemate, William moved his archers forward and they shot arrows onto the heads of the Saxons behind their shield wall, until they were so worn down and reduced in numbers that William could go in for the kill. A series of cavalry charges at last broke through and the Normans set about slaughtering the Saxons.

			William instructed a gang of his best knights to go after Harold. If the king was removed from the battlefield, it would be the end of the fighting. People used to believe that Harold was killed by an arrow in the eye. There’s a figure in the Bayeux Tapestry clutching at an arrow embedded in his face, but it’s ambiguous whether this figure is supposed to be Harold. Plus, the tapestry has been altered over the years; originally, this Saxon warrior was throwing a spear, not pulling an arrow from his eye. So it may be that this was retrospectively changed to fit the myth that Harold had been killed by an arrow, rather than the more sordid reality that he’d been butchered by a hit squad.

			William’s men cut Harold down, stripped him naked, hacked at his body and castrated him. William was furious when he found out what they’d done. While he’d sent these men to kill his rival, he hadn’t meant them to humiliate and mutilate Harold in this way. He wanted to look like a legitimate, Christian ruler come to take his rightful place on the throne, not a murderous thug.

			Legend says that Harold’s body could only be identified by his wife,† Edith Swan Neck, who searched the battlefield until she found his remains. You can imagine the ghastly scene when a soldier holds up Harold’s wedding tackle and asks, ‘Do you recognise your husband, ma’am?’

			Immediately after the winning the battle, William secured Dover, Canterbury and Winchester and then marched to London, where, on Christmas Day 1066, he became the third king to rule in the Year of Three Kings. In a final irony for the English, the ceremony was held in the just-finished Westminster Abbey, which was all Edward the Confessor’s work and had been intended to be his greatest glory. But he died before it was completed, so the first monarch to be crowned there was the foreign upstart, William the Bastard. The Saxon line of monarchs was terminated and a new royal line was founded, which is why our rhyme starts with ‘Willie’. Every other monarch in this book was crowned in Westminster Abbey, apart from Edward V, Lady Jane Grey and Edward VIII, who never had coronations.

			Edward the Confessor had set up a royal palace next to the cathedral, well outside the walls of the crowded City of London, where the great church of Saint Paul’s was located – the East Minster. The new abbey therefore became the West Minster and gave its name to the area. The royal Palace of Westminster was eventually to become the seat of the English parliament.

			William demanded all the important Saxon lords attend the ceremony and, to make sure there wasn’t any trouble, he surrounded the abbey with Norman soldiers. He needed his coronation to be legitimised and ordered the Saxons to swear loyalty to him. As he was anointed with holy oil, they all dutifully yelled their support, but when the soldiers outside heard all the noise, they mistook it for a riot and went on the rampage, looting, setting fire to nearby houses and attacking the locals. The ceremony carried on inside, surrounded by noise and chaos, with William on his throne, growling, ‘Get on with it. It’s nothing. Just ignore it.’

			This was not a great start for William’s reign – and was a dark portent of things to come. Over the next few years, he systematically dismantled the old English ruling class, disinheriting the Anglo-Saxon lords and giving their lands to his cronies. He also put Normans in charge of the churches, appointing them as bishops and archbishops. This was a gradual process. William needed to appear to be the rightful king of England, not a bloody freebooter holding his throne by force, but he was facing threats from all sides. The Welsh and the Scots, as ever, exploited the disruptions in England, while in France the rival dukedoms and the French king were horrified that William might become the most powerful ruler in Europe. William was also increasingly at war with three of his sons – Robert, William and Henry – who were all eager to grab what land they could for themselves.

			There was some initial resistance in England, famously in East Anglia where the legendary proto-Robin Hood figure/freedom fighter Hereward the Wake fought against the Norman incomers.‡ But every time there was an uprising, William used it as an excuse to confiscate more Saxon lands and wipe out more of the old ruling elite. One of the ways he stamped his authority on the land was by building castles (another piece on our medieval chess board).

			The British had built hill forts, surrounded by ditches and fences, but the Normans built more substantial motte-and-bailey castles. Any sign of trouble and the army would go in, violently suppress the locals, demolish half of their buildings and use the rubble to pile up a great mound, the motte, on which they built a wooden keep, finishing it off with a walled courtyard, the bailey. If the threat persisted, they’d replace the wooden fort with a stone castle and upgrade wooden fences to stone walls.

			Many castles became enduring stone structures, which are now seen as romantic ruins, the relics of a colourful and chivalrous past. At the time, though, they represented brutal authoritarian rule. The most famous castle William built is the White Tower, which stands to this day as a royal palace in the Tower of London and plays a big part in this story.

			The north of England, the old Norse lands, almost saw itself as a separate nation and, ever since the invasion, there had been fighting over who was going to be Earl of Northumbria – essentially the ruler of the north. William had tried installing both Saxons and Vikings as earls, but they’d all killed each other. When Edgar Ætheling, the surviving Saxon contender for the throne, got involved in 1068, William ran out of patience and took an army north. The rebels did a runner and William put his own man in charge, a Norman called Robert de Comines. He didn’t last long. When he rode into Durham that same year, the locals set upon him and his men, slaughtering them. This sparked a series of uprisings all around the country. William doggedly put out fires, but the Saxons in York were emboldened and Edgar Ætheling saw an opportunity to take his rightful place as king. He raised local support and invited King Sweyn of Denmark to come and help him. They took control of York and Edgar claimed to be the lord of the north.

			William was having none of it. He stormed back to York and, again, nobody would face up to him and local resistance melted away. He paid the Vikings to go home. Edgar fled to Scotland, where he was taken in by Malcolm III. This was Malcolm from Shakespeare’s Macbeth and, over the following years, he and Edgar mounted several unsuccessful invasions.

			William had had enough. If he couldn’t defeat the rebels in battle, he would remove the threat of an uprising in the north once and for all with a scorched earth policy. He replaced all the local Saxon lords with Normans and set about obliterating villages, destroying farms, burning crops, looting, raping and slaughtering. This campaign – known as the Harrying of the North – led to a massive famine, during which people ate dogs, cats, rats and each other. The famine caused up to 100,000 deaths and the population of the north of England wouldn’t return to pre-Norman levels for hundreds of years.

			William had sent a clear and stark message to the English: ‘Don’t try to stand up to me or I will destroy you.’ After that, nobody dared confront him in England (apart from a minor rebellion in 1075). But what was England? What exactly had William conquered? To effectively govern and extract revenues, he needed to keep track of what his new Norman landlords owned, so he organised a survey which became an invaluable record of England at the time. In 1085, he sent clerics and clerks around the country to visit every landowner and record the details of their holdings. The English nicknamed the result the Domesday Book, partly because the work recorded the unalterable facts, like those recorded in heaven at the Last Judgement, and partly because it felt like the end of the world had already come. In terms of who owned the land and ran the country, this spelled the end of Saxon England.

			That William commissioned the survey when he did shows that, as far as he was concerned, Norman rule in England was established and settled, and things weren’t going to change. This meant he could return to Normandy and carry on campaigning there against his unruly sons, his pesky neighbours and the king of France. While attacking the town of Mantes, however, his horse stumbled and he was thrown forward. The Normans had high pommels on the front and the back of their saddles so that they were very firmly seated when using a lance. The pommel dug into William’s belly and ruptured his intestines.

			William was mortally wounded and he knew it. He called his men to his bedside and they discussed who should succeed him. The problem was that William didn’t really like any of his sons. He had very little respect for them, but there was a strict rule in Normandy that the succession should pass to the eldest son. Even though he’d basically been at war with his eldest boy, Robert, he had to give him something – and decided on Normandy. He made his second son, William Rufus, king of England. To his third son, Henry, he gave a lump sum of money and wished him luck. None of the great conqueror’s family were with him at his deathbed. As soon as he’d heard he was going to get England, William Rufus had hurried over there and was poised to take control, and Robert and Henry wanted nothing to do with their father. William’s powerful cronies were also leaking away and taking sides, shoring up their positions. William was no more use to anyone, and when he died – in Rouen, five weeks after the accident – he died alone. He’d been totally abandoned and his servants ransacked his possessions. So much for being king. What had it all been for?

			[image: Illustration by Jim Moir – William I takes a tumble.]

			William was taken to an abbey in Caen to be buried, but there wasn’t a coffin big enough, so his bloated body, which was already decomposing and filling with gases from his ruptured guts, was squashed into a box too small for him. As they tried to stuff him into a makeshift tomb in the floor of the cathedral, his stomach exploded, filling the cathedral with a foul stench.

			So that was the sordid end of King William. He ruled England for 21 years and died from an exploding stomach.

			

			
				
					* I know I’m not supposed to use bastard as a pejorative term these days, but, come on …

				

				
					† It’s complicated. Harold had another, official, wife. Edith Swan Neck was his common-law wife.

				

				
					‡ Not to be confused with Hereward the Woke, who sent lots of petitions to King William about the correct use of pronouns, diversity in the Norman army and the effect that setting fire to villages had on global warming.
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			Willie (Again)

			WILLIAM II – c.1057–1100

			William Rufus

			Reigned 1087–1100

			Lived for 43 years. Ruled for 13 years.

			Shot to death with an arrow while hunting.

			Remembered for: being shot to death with an arrow while hunting, and not much else.

			Let’s face it, some of our monarchs are better known than others. Most people probably know something about William the Conqueror, Richard the Lionheart, Wicked King John, Henry V, Richard III and Henry VIII, but William II would likely draw a blank. He did nothing particularly memorable and didn’t reign for very long. The best we can say about him is that he at least managed to hold on to everything his father had won.

			William the Conqueror had at least nine children (we’re not sure of the exact number), four of whom were sons. We know less about his daughters, because women at the time were only considered important if they married some influential foreign dignitary, or entered a religious order; otherwise, they tended not to be recorded in history.

			As we’ve seen, William the Conqueror didn’t think much of his sons, as is evidenced by his nicknames for them. He called his eldest boy Robert Curthose. Curt is the French ‘court’, or short, and hose were what medieval men wore instead of trousers (somewhere between leg warmers and stockings). They were tied to your belt and you covered your parts with a separate sort of nappy arrangement and then wore a long tunic over the top. So, ‘Curthose’ roughly translates as ‘Shortpants’.

			Yes, Robert was mocked for being a bit of a short arse and it stuck. William’s second son was Richard. You can forget him, though. Not long after the Norman invasion, Richard was out hunting in one of his father’s new forests (imaginatively named the New Forest) when his head came into contact with a low-hanging branch and he was removed from history.

			The Conqueror’s next son was called William. Nicknamed Rufus, or Red, to differentiate him from his dad, he possibly had reddish hair or a ruddy complexion (he was certainly fond of his food and drink).

			William’s last boy was called Henry and nobody bothered to give him a derogatory nickname because, as a younger son, he wasn’t expected to be a major player. He might as well have been a girl.

			After the invasion of 1066, the history of the next few years was very heavily influenced by infighting between these three men and their father. As we will see, through the course of this book, sibling rivalry has played a big role in the history of our monarchy. It still does. Siblings are always jostling for the love and attention of their parents and for status. And when there are vast royal estates at stake, the rivalry can get pretty intense. It didn’t help that in the Conqueror’s family there wasn’t a great deal of love and respect coming down from Dad. Mum – Matilda of Flanders – was a different proposition. She always supported her eldest son, Little Bobby Shortpants, sometimes behind William’s back, which led to massive family fallouts over the years.

			The problems between the brothers can be traced back to an incident that happened in 1077, little more than a decade after the Norman invasion. The three boys were in Normandy, trying to help their dad by fending off incursions from neighbouring dukedoms. Little Bobby Shortpants was downstairs having a serious, grown-up conversation with his retinue about the situation, while, upstairs on the balcony, William Rufus and Henry were playing dice and getting pissed. Game over, they decided to play a prank on Bobby Shortpants and emptied their piss pot over the balustrade onto his head.

			They thought this was enormously funny. Shortpants didn’t. He went crying to his father, who just laughed at him. ‘Good prank!’ And, when the Conqueror refused to punish his two younger boys, Shortpants flounced off, taking his men with him. In a fit of pique, he tried, unsuccessfully, to seize the nearby castle of Rouen, but when William came after them, Robert fled to Flanders from where he declared war on his father (with the secret support of his mother). In a battle a couple of years later, Shortpants actually got into hand-to-hand combat with his father without realising who he was. He was on the point of smashing his head in when William cried out from inside his helmet and Robert recognised his voice. Shortpants spared him, but probably regretted it ever after; the two of them never really made it up. At the end, when William was dying, he knew he had to give Robert something meaningful because of the laws of primogeniture, which was why he gave him Normandy. Was the petulant Shortpants happy? ‘No! I wanted England! You promised!’

			[image: decorative illustration]

			Owning land gave you wealth, influence and power. If, when you died, you carved up your land between all your offspring, that power base would be broken up. The concept of primogeniture – the eldest son inheriting everything – was introduced to hold big estates (and kingdoms) together. Wealth and power could be passed down the generations in a solid chunk. This meant that if you weren’t the first-born son, you could easily end up with nothing. This is why many younger sons went into the church; bishops and archbishops had land and thus wealth of their own.

			[image: decorative illustration]

			So, Shortpants was fobbed off with Normandy, while England went to William Rufus. Henry got a pittance, just some money to buy a small piece of land of his own. By giving Shortpants Normandy, William had effectively divided his kingdom in two. This wasn’t a smart move. As soon as William Rufus was crowned as William II – surprise, surprise – Shortpants immediately started plotting against him.

			The Norman lords, most of whom held land in both England and Normandy, had to decide who they were going to back: the king of England, William Rufus, or the Duke of Normandy, Robert Shortpants. Pick the right man and you’d end up being given more lands by the victor. Pick the wrong man and it’d be over for you.

			Rufus had more support in England, from the Anglo-Norman colonisers, who wanted to hang on to their new land. But Shortpants had more support in Normandy, where local lords who’d missed the boat by not going to England with the Conqueror saw the chance to gain new lands.

			The Conqueror’s half-brother, the wealthy and powerful Bishop Odo, sided with Robert Shortpants. They raised an army and Odo travelled to England to confront William. Robert’s fatal problem was that he was not a great military commander, nor a very inspiring leader. He was actually a bit of a coward and the decision not to lead the army himself was a major miscalculation. It made him look weak. The lords were looking for the strongest man to get behind and it didn’t look like being Shortpants.

			William Rufus managed to bribe some of Robert’s supporters, offering them what they wanted: good lands in England. He also managed to persuade the people of England that he would make a better king than his older brother. He assured them that he had their best interests at heart and promised them, Donald Trump-style, ‘the best law that had ever been in this land’. They fell for it and, with their help, Rufus defeated Odo before taking his own army over to Normandy where he battered the useless Shortpants into submission, forcing him to promise not to challenge him again. Fat chance.

			While William Rufus was trying to deal with all his problems, King Malcolm III of Scotland, sensing disunity across the border, tried to take lands in the north of England. Unlike Shortpants, however, Rufus took after his father and was a tough and efficient soldier. He went to war with Malcolm, who was killed at the Battle of Alnwick in 1093, and gained himself a period of relative peace and stability in England. This kept his lords happy (apart from the Earl of Northumbria who had a go at a rebellion in 1095). All monarchs want absolute power, but they soon realise that they can only rule by mutual consent. If you can keep the country secure and ensure the prosperity of your lords, then they’ll accept you. Upset the system and you could be deposed.

			All of William Rufus’s campaigning was expensive, however. We think of medieval kings as not having to worry about money, but everything they did had to be paid for and his need for cash led to him falling out with the church. Rufus wasn’t a religious man and saw the church mainly as a useful source of revenue. When several bishops died, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, he never quite got round to replacing them so that he could keep their incomes for himself. In the end, he gave in to pressure and at least appointed a new archbishop, Anselm, but the two of them immediately fell out. Throughout the medieval period, there were tensions between the archbishops of Canterbury, who were head of the English church, and the kings, who were head of the English state. The understanding was that the church ruled over people’s souls and the king ruled over their bodies. William and Anselm argued furiously because they both thought the other wanted to encroach on their territory. Anselm declared that William wasn’t fit to be king, then lost his nerve, fled the country and went crawling to the pope.

			Because history was written by priests and monks, William got a lousy press and Anselm’s judgement of him as a shit king was handed down to posterity. William was accused of being a lazy, greedy, self-indulgent drunk who wore clothes that were too fancy, didn’t look after his people and was, to top it all, both a womaniser and a sodomite.

			William never replaced Anselm, which gave him the archbishop’s income, but he did very much need to get the pope onside, because ultimately the pope had authority over everyone. So Rufus did what his father had done before him and tried to get the pope’s blessing. It helped that at the time, due to complicated politics and infighting in Europe, there were actually two popes. There was the official pope, Urban II, and there was a rival ‘antipope’, Clement III, who were competing with each other for legitimacy.

			Europe’s rulers were busy picking sides and it was very much a case of ‘you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’. Rulers would approach their chosen pope and offer their support, in return for which they would receive his blessing. Rufus picked Urban II, who declared him the legitimate ruler in England and instructed the clergy and his many rivals to leave him in peace.

			Pope Urban needed a big PR coup to consolidate his position, so he announced that he was going to send a Christian army into the Holy Land. For centuries, Jerusalem had been under Muslim control, but pilgrims had still been allowed to visit. In recent years, however, rival Islamic groups – the Turkish Seljuks and the Egyptian Fatimids – had been fighting for control. These groups had also been expanding their dominance and threatening Christian Byzantium.

			Because of these developments, it was increasingly difficult for Christian pilgrims to travel to Jerusalem and there were reports of religious persecution. Urban had found his cause: ‘We’re going to free the Holy Lands from these oppressors in a great crusade and make Jerusalem Christian again.’ His hope was that the various European rulers would stop fighting each other and unite against a common enemy, allowing him to claim undying glory and reverence as the pope who freed the Holy Land from ‘the heathens’. As it turned out, he didn’t live long enough to hear the news that the ‘Franks’ (as the crusaders were generically known) had seized back control of Jerusalem and established the Crusader states in the Middle East.

			There was a rush to get on board and Rufus probably couldn’t believe his luck when Robert Shortpants signed up for the expedition and persuaded Bishop Odo to go with him to hold his hand. Taking an army to the crusades was eye-wateringly expensive, though. So Robert made peace with Rufus – ‘Give me enough money and I’ll get out of your hair. And Normandy is yours ‘til I get back.’ And off he went to Jerusalem. The great Odo, like so many other crusaders, died before he even got there, but Robert, for the only time in his life, displayed some military skill on the campaign and was among the crusaders who captured Jerusalem in 1099.

			With Shortpants off his back, William Rufus was able to get on with doing what he enjoyed most: feasting and hunting and buggery. He’d already built himself a gigantic feasting hall at his Palace of Westminster. Westminster Hall is one of the few parts of the Palace of Westminster that survived a devastating fire in the 19th century and is now part of the Houses of Parliament.

			Hunting was the main pastime of the aristocracy and William I had enclosed a vast amount of common land for his own use, denying access to the locals. One day, William Rufus set off to the New Forest with his younger brother, Henry, and his favourite archer, Walter Tyrrell, one of the greatest bowmen in the country. Did Rufus ever consider that hunting was a rather dangerous sport? After all, his older brother Richard had been killed in a hunting accident in this very forest, as had his nephew, another Richard (an illegitimate son of Robert Curthose), just a year ago. Again – in this very forest …

			But they were having a lovely time when – SCHWIIIP! AAARGH! Oh, no there’s been a terrible accident! William’s been hit by an arrow. Shot by Walter Tyrrell, of all people, such an experienced archer, too. Who could have seen that coming? Well, Henry, perhaps? What did he do? He left his big brother’s body lying there in the dirt and rode as fast as he could to Winchester, site of the royal treasury. And once he’d got hold of all the money, he declared himself king. And nobody batted an eyelid.

			The spare had taken the throne.
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			HENRY I – 1068–1135

			Henry Beauclerc

			Reigned 1100–1135

			Lived for 67 years. Ruled for 35 years.

			Died from an exploding stomach.

			Remembered for: losing his son and heir in a boating accident and eating a fatal ‘surfeit of lampreys’.

			We’ll never know whether William Rufus’s death while out hunting on 2 August 1100 was an accident or a planned assassination by his little brother, Henry. But, whatever the case, Henry was an opportunist who, throughout his reign, showed himself to be ruthless, strong-willed and tough. You didn’t mess with Henry. Of the three brothers – Robert, William and Henry – he was the one most like his father, the Conqueror. He knew Rufus was unpopular with the church, the people and the lords, and, seeing his brother struck down by an arrow, didn’t waste any time feeling sorry for him.

			One of the things Henry had learned from his father was this: if you’re in charge of the money, you’re in charge of the country. So he rushed to secure the treasury at Winchester with indecent haste and had himself crowned at Westminster Abbey three days later, which gave him just enough time to put together a coronation charter known as the Charter of Liberties. It was in many ways a forerunner of Magna Carta and set out the laws that a king must be bound by. As well as promising to treat the church better than his irreligious brother, he was also sucking up to the lords who had felt badly treated by the high-handed Rufus. Of course, once Henry made the proclamation, he pretty much ignored it, as did pretty much every subsequent monarch for the next 200 years.

			Henry had never expected to inherit anything and when Robert Shortpants returned from the First Crusade, he found Rufus dead and Henry sitting on the throne. Robert was furious; he declared himself the rightful king of England, raised an army in Normandy and brought it over the Channel. But Robert was barely known in England, whereas Henry had been born there and had made himself popular with his Charter of Liberties. Shortpants couldn’t gather together enough support for his cause and was seen as a useless military commander. In the end, he had to humiliatingly back down and renounce his claim to the throne.

			But he wouldn’t let it lie and spent the next few years plotting against Henry, drinking heavily, hanging with harlots and generally neglecting his duties in Normandy, until eventually Henry said, ‘OK, enough is enough’, took his own army over to Normandy, attacked Robert and easily defeated him at the Battle of Tinchebray in 1106.

			Henry must have been tempted to have Robert executed and put out of the way for good, but there was a code of chivalry and it was considered particularly bad form to execute a member of a royal family. It would have brought down the wrath of the pope and the other European monarchs on him. So Henry spared Robert, locking him up instead. In some ways, perhaps poor Robert might have preferred to have been executed because he spent the rest of his life in various prisons, bemoaning his fate and wishing he was old enough to die. He lingered on into his eighties and eventually died in Cardiff Castle. Apparently, he spent his last few months trying to learn Welsh, which, as any Englishman can tell you, is completely impossible. So that was the sad, and sadly mundane, end of Little Bobby Shortpants.

			Henry spent the first years of his reign shoring up his kingdom, using a successful combination of politics and force. He had to keep on top of the native English, as well as the newly installed Anglo-Norman lords, who were all jostling for power and status. To the west there were also the Welsh, who were not at all keen on English interference. William Rufus had tried to subjugate them and largely failed, partly because the Welsh had a secret weapon, the longbow, which was as tall as a man and required immense upper body strength even just to pull the bowstring back. So Henry stuck to a policy of containment, setting up his most powerful knights, who became known as the Marcher Lords, along the border to create a buffer zone.

			Meanwhile, to the north, the Scottish were always a threat. Whenever there was any unrest in England, they’d take the opportunity to invade. So Henry used the tried and trusted tactic of the political marriage. He married Matilda of Scotland, daughter of Shakespeare’s King Malcolm III.

			[image: decorative illustration]

			Unfortunately, the Middle Ages are complicated by the fact that everybody has the same name. Henry’s mother was called Matilda (of Flanders). He then married another Matilda (she’d actually been christened Edith, but changed her name to Matilda to fit in) and, just to make my life more difficult, he called his daughter Matilda as well. His daughter, Empress Matilda, went to war with her cousin, King Stephen, who was married to a woman called … Matilda. So, we have three queens of England called Matilda, plus one would-be-queen, Empress Matilda. If you think that’s complicated, wait until we get to the War of the Roses where we have to contend with seven Edwards, six Richards, four Johns, four Henrys and three Edmunds …

			[image: decorative illustration]

			This created a strong alliance with the Scottish – it also played well with the English. Via her mother, Matilda was Saxon royalty, an actual descendant of Alfred the Great. So, Henry was saying to the English, ‘I am one of you’.

			The Vikings remained a constant threat. If Henry looked weak, they might well come over in force and try to reclaim the throne. And there were the endless territorial conflicts in France, where the powerful dukedoms – like Aquitaine, Brittany, Anjou, Maine and Blois – were always on the lookout for any opportunities to exploit. And the French king, Louis the Fat, supported William Clito, the son of Robert Shortpants, to be Duke of Normandy. In 1119, however, Henry shut them all up when he annihilated a French army at the Battle of Brémule and secured Normandy.

			Compared to the party animal that was William Rufus, Henry was sober and respected, and a successful warrior king to boot. He went to great lengths to make England secure and stable, and to keep the English onside. To this end, he reinstated some old Saxon legal and governmental practices. Henry was interested in money and knew that if there’s peace and order, more wealth is generated and it’s easier to tax it.

			One of the ways he kept on top of all this was by using an innovation that came from the Arabs, the abacus. A very useful tool for keeping on top of finances, Henry created his own version. He had a large table covered by a checked cloth, resembling a chessboard. When landowners, or their representatives, came in to pay their taxes, the money would be represented by counters of different value, which were moved around the board from row to row. That way, the chancellor of the exchequer, as the man in charge of the Treasury came to be known, could easily calculate what was coming in, what was going out and what was owed. This is why we talk about ‘cashing cheques’ (well, we don’t any more. Young people won’t know what I’m talking about. Except, I suppose it lingers on, in the form of the paycheck). It all goes back to Henry’s chequered tablecloth. As I say, he loved money. He was the last English monarch for several hundred years who died without being in debt.

			I don’t want to give the impression that all Henry cared about was campaigning and money, though. He also loved sex. He had at least nine illegitimate sons and 15 illegitimate daughters. This wasn’t seen as an anything scandalous. Kings were expected to have as many children as they could, with whoever they could get their hands on. It was a sign of their virility and these illegitimate children weren’t hidden away (Henry’s father William I had been illegitimate, after all). The extra-marital children were given land, titles and positions of power at court. The common practice was to stick ‘Fitz’ onto the front of a father’s name to create a new surname. So, through history, there were many FitzWilliams, FitzHenrys and endless FitzRoys who had almost the same status as a monarch’s legitimate sons, apart from one thing: the law stated that none of them were allowed to become king.

			Henry was something of a lad, but he seemed to have no sense of humour. A young courtier once made up a ditty about his shenanigans and ended up being sentenced to blinding and castration. To avoid his terrifying fate, the poor guy managed to kill himself by banging his head against his cell wall on the night before his punishment.

			Henry did produce two legitimate children, William and Matilda. He married Matilda off to King Henry V of Germany, who went on to become the Holy Roman Emperor, which made her an empress. Don’t forget her, because she’s going to come back into our story in a big way.

			Henry’s sole legitimate son was known as William Ætheling (or Adelin). Again, we can see Henry playing the English card there, using the old Anglo-Saxon word for a princeling, saying, ‘Look, William is one of you, he will be a properly English king.’

			By 1120, Henry had everything under control. William Ætheling was his golden boy – handsome and charismatic, with his own entourage of young noblemen and women. The royal family would spend half their time in Normandy and half in England, travelling backwards and forwards across the Channel using fast knarr ships, adapted from Viking merchant vessels, as a sort of ferry service.

			A ship’s captain called Stephen FitzAirard had brought William the Conqueror across the channel in 1066 on his ship the Mora and William had kept him on as his personal captain for the rest of his life, the equivalent of a modern private chauffeur. In 1120, FitzAirard’s son, Thomas FitzStephen had recently refitted the pride of his fleet. The White Ship was fast and state-of-the-art, the equivalent of a Russian oligarch’s super-yacht. And as Henry was preparing to travel back to England with his court from the port of Barfleur, FitzStephen approached the king and said it would be a huge honour if Henry would sail over on his boat. The White Ship, however, wasn’t ready to sail and Henry suggested FitzStephen took William Ætheling and his friends while he himself went on ahead.

			Henry was in a hurry and knew that the White Ship would be something of a party boat. Ætheling and his friends, who had been drinking in Barfleur, were already rolling barrels of wine onto it. Among the group was Henry’s nephew Stephen of Blois, who ducked out at the last minute as he was suffering a bout of drunken diarrhoea.

			It was a still night and, as Henry sailed across the Channel, he could hear shouts and happy shrieks of laughter from the young people aboard the White Ship. Sadly, however, what he was actually hearing were screams and calls for help because Thomas FitzStephen, as drunk as his passengers, had steered the vessel into a rock just outside Barfleur’s harbour.

			It was cold, it was dark and the passengers, none of whom could swim, were wearing heavy robes. There had been 300 people on board. There was only one survivor: a local butcher who had jumped onto the ship just before it sailed to try to retrieve some unpaid debts was pulled from the sea the following morning. He told how, at one point, FitzStephen had surfaced, grabbed hold of a piece of wreckage and called out, ‘What’s happened to the Ætheling?’. When he was told that William was lost, FitzStephen let go of the wreckage and said, ‘In that case, I shall go down too,’ knowing that if he survived, he’d be horribly tortured and executed.

			Nobody had the guts to tell King Henry what had happened. They knew how devastated he would be. He got all the way back to London without hearing any news of the disaster and two days passed before his terrified retainers forced a small boy into his rooms to tell him.

			Henry was utterly broken. He never recovered, and never managed to produce another legitimate male heir, despite marrying a younger woman after his first wife, Matilda, died.

			King Henry’s only remaining legitimate heir was his daughter, the Empress Matilda, but he knew that many people would hate the idea of having a woman as their ruler, so, he called all his lords to his court, including his nephew, ‘Shitpants’ Stephen of Blois, and got them to swear that they would accept Matilda as their queen. Four years later, just to make sure, he got them to do it all over again.

			When Matilda’s husband, the Holy Roman Emperor, died, King Henry ordered her to marry Geoffrey, Duke of Anjou, one of his powerful Norman neighbours. He hoped that Matilda and Geoffrey would help to protect Normandy’s borders, but this was a pretty dysfunctional family. William the Conqueror had fought with his sons, his sons had fought with each other and now Henry fought with the next generation. Matilda and Geoffrey argued with him over how much land and power he was prepared to offer them, and Henry feared that Geoffrey might get too high and mighty and try to take everything. There being no family therapy at the time, the argument was settled in the medieval way. They went to war with each other.

			So while Henry was insisting that Matilda would rule England when he died, he was simultaneously leading an army against her and her husband. He was now in his sixties, frail and riddled with health problems. His physicians told him to be careful what he ate and to steer clear of his favourite dish, rich and oily – and quite frankly disgusting – parasitic, eel-like creatures called lampreys, which used to be considered a great delicacy.

			Henry was campaigning in Normandy, when he stopped at a castle where the cook served him up a platter of lampreys, knowing how much he liked them. Henry knew he shouldn’t eat them but couldn’t resist. A week later he was dead.

			Before he died, though, he summoned his lords to his deathbed to swear one last time that they would support Matilda. But Matilda wasn’t there, and neither was Stephen of Blois. So what happened next? Well, the fact that this book’s called Willie, Willie, Harry, Stee, not Willie, Willie, Harry, Matilda, gives you a big clue. For now, I’ll just say that several English kings in the Middle Ages died from diarrhoea, but Stephen is the only one whose life was saved by a bout of it.
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			KING STEPHEN – 1096–1154

			Stephen of Blois

			Reigned 1135–1154

			Lived for 58 years. Ruled for 18 years.

			Died of an exploding stomach.

			Remembered for: The Anarchy – usurping the throne and causing a 20-year civil war with his cousin Matilda.

			England had got so close to being peaceful and prosperous after the upheavals of the Norman invasion, with a strong, clear line of succession that would have guaranteed stability. And then one unexpected, random event happened. When the heir to the throne, William Ætheling, died in a shipwreck, the whole ship of state was wrecked and English history sank into a maelstrom of violence and anarchy. Thank you, God.

			King Henry, a serial shagger, had screwed up. He wasn’t able to produce another legitimate male heir. He did have a healthy, living, son in the shape of Robert FitzRoy, 1st Earl of Gloucester. But, as his surname suggests, Robert was illegitimate, and nobody, from the pope down, would ever have accepted him as king.

			So Henry had had no choice but to appoint his daughter, Matilda, as his successor. She actually had everything you wanted in a monarch: she was tough, smart and, as the wife of the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry V, had been closely involved in the running of a royal court. She’d even ruled parts of the empire in her husband’s place while he was campaigning. She was perfect in every respect.

			Except for the fact that she was a woman.

			[image: decorative illustration]

			The Holy Roman Empire was a peculiar anomaly in
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