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  Preface


  I started writing this book in 2022 several weeks after the death of Queen Elizabeth II. Her late Majesty’s death was announced on 8 September, the day before the UK book launch of my previous book, The British Bonapartes: Napoleon’s Family in Britain. In light of the sudden plunge into national mourning, I took the decision to postpone that book launch until January 2023. On the morning of Queen Elizabeth II’s death, I had been recording the audiobook of The British Bonapartes in a studio in North London. Throughout the day, everyone in the studio had been receiving texts and calls from people ‘in the know’ in the royal household or armed forces regarding The Queen’s health. Having finished recording the book, I went to meet my oldest friend, Edmund Mortimer, whom I have known since we were toddlers, for a drink in St James’s. After finishing up, we were walking along The Mall towards Buckingham Palace discussing the rumours of the sovereign’s health when subtly, slowly and with no warning the flag was lowered to half-mast. Having seen this, I exclaimed, “Has she gone?” And in true 2022 style, a passing bloke waved his phone and the BBC News app at me and said, “Yeah, mate, just now.” I paused in silence for just a moment.


  She was the same vintage as my grandfather. It seemed like the last of a generation had gone, the last generation to have served in the Second World War. It felt like we’d lost a direct link to our past. She was, after all, the granddaughter of the man who led us through WWI and the daughter of the man who led us through WWII.


  Upon arriving at the theatre-like flower beds and god-like monuments in front of the palace, it became clear that a number of people must have known before we did. There were audible gasps and a touch of eerie silence around the palace – like the calm before an inevitable storm. The stillness was only broken by banks of bustling journalists (yes, I suppose they are people too) who were already set up, while more were arriving. We decided not to get too close to the palace, knowing that it might soon get overcrowded. We hung back by the flower beds, people-watching from a calm reflective position. We continued our quiet observations until I was forcibly elbowed out of the way by a short yet determined young woman who said, “Sorry, we need this position – we’re Lebanon News,” as though that somehow justified bad manners and something akin to assault.


  Some weeks later, it was the start of a new term at Cambridge, and I found myself needing to give the first lecture of the year to the Cambridge University Heraldic and Genealogical Society. Now that we had a new king, I thought this was an apt moment to observe that, technically, the royal house had changed. Visibly, the House of Windsor remained, but technically, it was the end of the reigning House of Saxe-Coburg und Gotha (The Queen’s ‘real surname’) and the beginning of a new one. But what is the new reigning house in Britain? What is the ‘real surname’ of the monarch – if he has one at all? After some research, I put together a presentation on the patrilineal ancestors of our new sovereign, King Charles III. I found it far more interesting that I thought I would – from mythical warriors to Scandinavian and even Mediterranean kings. I was determined to investigate further. This is the product of that interest and those investigations.


  This book tries not to assume too much prior knowledge of British history or royal family history, which is why there are some family trees provided and there are chapters which briefly explain the passage of the English crown from the Anglo-Saxons to the present day. The passage of the Scottish crown (pre-1603) has not been deliberately ignored, it would just deviate from the main theme of the book, which is the direct male-line ancestors of King Charles III. This work looks at The King’s ancestors, not The King himself. The main section of the book follows each paternal ancestor of HM The King from his twenty-fourth great-grandfather to his father and his heirs to come, preceded by a brief history of all the previous royal houses of Britain and England since Alfred the Great.


  The Two Halves of the Royal Story


  In this book, we will tell the story of the two halves of The King’s lineage. We will first seek to examine the origins and passage of the Crown of England/Britain to its current owner – from King Cerdic of Wessex through to the late Queen Elizabeth II, mother of The King. Then, in the second part, we will discover the origins of The King’s direct male-line ancestry. There we will briefly explore the individual men from Count Elimar I of Oldenburg to King Charles III of Great Britain. These two halves of the same story explain how a man of Saxon/Danish/Greek extraction now sits on the throne of the United Kingdom.


  History Comes Full Circle – Saxon to Saxon


  When Queen Elizabeth II of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland died in 2022, the ruling House of Windsor ceased to occupy the throne in the traditional sense. Her ‘house’ or family name was Windsor, a name which she inherited from her father like most still do in western society. The name Windsor was adopted when Elizabeth II’s grandfather, George V, for political, anti-German and self-preservation reasons, dropped his own family’s real name of Saxe-Coburg und Gotha – a name he in turn had inherited from his German grandfather, Prince Albert, who married Queen Victoria. Saxe-Coburg und Gotha became Windsor from 1917 onwards.


  If we take the basic tradition of individuals inheriting their surname purely from their father, then King Charles III is neither a Windsor nor a Saxe-Coburg – these were his mother’s family.


  At this point, the uninitiated might begin to mention the name Mountbatten. After all, King Charles’s father, prior to marriage, was Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten (Royal Navy), later Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh. However, Mountbatten is a name that was also changed during the First World War to sound less German. It is a simple anglicisation of Battenberg. Yet neither Mountbatten nor Battenberg were the real names of Prince Philip; they came from his mother’s family. He too changed his name to sound less German in the wake of WWI. Mountbatten was not Prince Philip’s ‘real surname’ name. The princely family of Battenberg changed their name to Mountbatten (a direct translation) at the same time as the royals changed their own. Thus the Mountbatten surname rose to prominence in Britain as two men from this family served as First Sea Lords in the Royal Navy. However, these two names of Battenberg and Mountbatten were the maiden names of Prince Philip’s mother. So, what was his ‘real surname’ and what therefore is the surname of his son, King Charles III?


  Put simply, King Charles III is technically neither a Windsor nor a Mountbatten. Traditionally speaking, and based on him inheriting his name from his paternal line, his family name is Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg. This may be a mouthful, but it is the original ‘surname’ of The King’s father and many of his fathers before him.


  Much has been made of the House of Windsor and the House of Mountbatten over the last century or so. From a historiographical point of view, the focus has long been on either the change from Saxe-Coburg und Gotha to Windsor, the abdication of Edward VIII in 1936, or the exploits of the Mountbatten family, particularly Prince Philip’s maternal uncle – Lord Mountbatten of Burma. This has (partially deliberately) diluted almost all public knowledge or understanding of King Charles III’s paternal ancestry. So, does The King descend from a line of military officers, or does he too come from a line of ancient kings?


  The King’s father, Philip, was a Prince of Greece. The King’s great- grandfather was King George I of Greece from 1863, but prior to that, he was a Prince of Denmark and second son of King Christian IX of Denmark.


  The House of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg, though famously connected to Denmark and Scandinavia, has its origins south-west of the border in modern-day Germany. It is itself one of the many cadet branches of the older House of Oldenburg – which takes its name from the town of the same name in Lower Saxony around the year 1108. King Charles III’s direct male line ancestor was Elimar I who is regarded as the first Count of Oldenburg who founded the family. The location of the original ancestors of The King in the area of Saxony is in itself interesting.


  The Saxons and the First House of England


  After the fall of the Roman Empire in Britain (in the early fifth century AD), Saxon raiders, mercenaries and settlers were becoming more frequent in the southern and eastern parts of Britain. Much of the history of these times comes from traditional stories and accounts written by men who lived centuries later. The Saxons were pagan, the remaining Britons were largely Christian like their old Roman masters. In some mythical traditions, it was the legendary King Arthur who led resistance against the invading Saxon settlers. Much of the west of Britain held out against the invaders in Wales, Devon and Cornwall (Dumnonia). Traditional Welsh songs sing of fighting “Saxon foemen, Saxon spearmen, Saxon bowmen”.


  The foreign, pagan, Germanic settlers (Saxons and Angles) successfully gained control of much of the south of Britain. Having gained control of large swathes of what would later be called England, they founded tribes and kingdoms: Essex (East Saxons), Middlesex (Middle Saxons), Sussex (South Saxons), and Wessex (West Saxons). Wessex was to prove the greatest and longest lasting as well as the first house to rule England. The first King of Wessex was King Cerdic from 519 AD. Nearly all Kings of England are descended from Cerdic, Alfred the Great, and the original Saxon invaders who became Kings of Wessex and, centuries later, England. The Anglo-Saxons ruled England until 1066.


  Full Circle


  Whilst King Charles III does not descend from King Cerdic in the direct male line, he almost certainly descends from the same Saxon warriors living around Oldenburg or Lower Saxony in the male line. Their kin likely made the journey across the seas to invade and settle England. One could therefore argue England began with Saxon kings and, nearly a thousand years later, a Saxon sits upon the throne once more – if only by descent!


  The title of the book is All the King’s Fathers; therefore, a detailed biography of HM King Charles III is not necessary. As The King started the most important part of his life only a few years ago – in a job which is for life – it would be unfair, indeed premature, to give a detailed history of his reign and life at this early stage, and it is not the intention of this book.


Introduction


  The Patrilineal Tradition


  What’s in a name? Specifically, what’s in a surname? Even today when ideas about gender roles and gender identity are constantly changing or being challenged, one thing still remains roughly the same: in Britain, surnames are passed down the male line of a family. Of course, not everyone chooses to do this nowadays. With the rate of divorce being what it is and the increasing number of single-mother families (by choice or by fate), naturally the father’s surname might get switched out in favour of the mother’s maiden name for young children or newborns. That said, it is more likely than not that the mother’s maiden name came from her own father. It is safe to say that the majority of people in the world (from many different cultures and traditions) take their family name, which we now refer to as a surname, from their father’s side. For centuries it has been virtually automatic or assumed that any child will bear the name of his father and his father’s fathers. It is certainly surprising that in 2025, in our world of great social change, this tradition largely remains intact throughout most of the world from the Far East to the Americas.


  Traditionally, in Europe as well as other places, property and aristocratic titles (as well as the name) are passed down the male line. This was particularly customary before the mid-twentieth century. Of course, there are a myriad of exceptions, all of which have individual explanations, but speaking generally, it is more common for the patrilineal lines to pass down great wealth and one common name through many generations.


  Most of us usually know who our grandparents are and, if we bother to check our old family photos to remind ourselves, our great-grandparents too – even if we never knew them personally. Far fewer people can go beyond this. However with the current fashion in do-it-yourself online genealogy websites, that number is growing fast. Given even a little bit of information, almost anyone of British descent may be able to easily trace their native forebears as far back as the 1830s – when centralised birth certificates were introduced. Beyond that, one starts to become more reliant on regional sources such as individual parish records.


1 – The Line of Kings (and Queens)


  Royal Houses of England/Britain from 802-2022 AD


  The House of Windsor was an invented name. The patrilineal ancestry of George V and his granddaughter, Queen Elizabeth II, is of course German. King George V, in 1917 during the First World War, changed his family’s name in an effort to sound less German – changing Saxe-Coburg und Gotha to something more British. This was a way of seeming less German to a war-weary British public who were sick of the long war and full of extremely anti-German sentiment.
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    Figure 1: An early page from the Winchester Chronicle giving the genealogical preface of King Alfred the Great. It was begun during Alfred’s reign (871-899) and forms part of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Parker Library, Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.

  


  More recently, the name Windsor has been combined with Mountbatten, the adopted surname of Prince Philip the Duke of Edinburgh. However, his surname was also changed in the wake of the First World War in order to sound more British – and therefore Mountbatten is also invented. Prince Philip was born a Prince of Greece and Denmark, but his mother was Princess Alice of Battenberg. Her parents were Prince Louis of Battenberg and Princess Victoria of Hesse (one of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters). Prince Louis was at one time First Sea Lord and an Admiral of the Fleet. Following the example of the British royal family, he too anglicised his name in 1917, opting for Mountbatten (an English translation of Battenberg) and gave up his German princely titles. His grandson, Prince Philip, later became a Royal Naval officer. Shortly before Philip’s engagement to Princess Elizabeth (the future Queen Elizabeth II), he relinquished his Greek and Danish titles and adopted his maternal grandfather’s invented surname, Mountbatten. Of course, as you all doubtlessly know, Prince Philip’s ‘real surname’ and house was that of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg (a collateral branch of the House of Oldenburg)! It is difficult to imagine British people getting on with such a name. The switch to Mountbatten, his mother’s newer anglicised ‘surname’, like the switch to Windsor, was a sensible political move for Prince Philip. Many thought, as had been the case, that the future royal children would adopt their father’s name. However, on 9 April 1952, Queen Elizabeth declared that her heirs would be of the name and house of Windsor – which will probably be the case for many generations to come, whatever their ‘real surnames’. However, as per a declaration made by the Privy Council in 1960, the double-barrelled name Mountbatten-Windsor applies to all male-line descendants without royal titles or styles – such as Lady Louise Mountbatten-Windsor.


  Throughout previous centuries, surnames were not always used by royals. Indeed, surnames were not commonly developed or used in the way we understand today until the Norman Conquest in the eleventh century. With royal surnames and dynastic houses, territorial designations, usually stemming from a title, were more typically used instead. This is not just a British tradition but rather a European one which continued down the centuries. Britain has been importing its royal families from Germany and other countries for generations. Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg und Gotha became the Prince Consort when he married Victoria in 1840. Prince George the Elector of Hanover became King of Great Britain in 1714. Prior to the Hanovers, the ruling family had been Scottish. They possessed a great Scottish name, Stuart/Stewart, and prior to them, in England at least, the ruling family was of Welsh extraction with a supremely Welsh name – Tudor. Before the Tudors, the great Plantagenet dynasty ruled. Their name too is an anglicised name created from a Latin nickname given to its founder Geoffrey of Anjou. The Plantagenets’ ‘real surname’ (if we can say that) would have been Anjou – a province in France. Indeed, they were initially known as the Angevins. Prior to them, of course, was the House of Normandy, who ruled by dint or right of conquest. Before the Normans, it was the House of Wessex which ruled England (with occasional interludes of Viking rule). One has to go as far back as the House of Wessex to find a royal family with an English ‘name’. That said, in a surprising mirror of the kingdom’s current state, that particular dynasty was also descended in most part from invading (and settling) Anglo-Saxons – some of whom would likely have come from parts of Lower Saxony. Furthermore, the ‘Germanic’ settlers also came from parts of the Low Countries (modern-day Netherlands and Belgium) and possibly from the southernmost parts of Denmark which border, or are now part of, Germany.


  So, in a convoluted way, the ruling dynasties of England have come full circle. The kingdom’s first ruling dynasty, the House of Wessex, harkened from Germanic, Dutch and Danish lands. The new ruling house in England is coincidentally similar in its geographical origins. From the Frisian borders in the west, round to the Schleswig-Holstein lands in the north-east, our present monarch would appear to have similar paternal origins to that of Alfred the Great himself – if one goes back far enough. (It is perhaps fitting therefore that the title of Earl of Wessex was revived for King Charles’s brother, Prince Edward – now Duke of Edinburgh.)


  From 1066 and indeed earlier, the throne of England, and subsequently Britain, has been occupied by a series of different families – often termed ‘houses’. (A ‘house’ can be defined as a family which has been or will be important for many generations, especially royalty or senior nobility.) From the House of Wessex to the House of Windsor, each had left a clear mark on the nation’s history and evolution, but how are they all connected? Of course, such a question is well documented and worthy of yet more books, television documentaries and journal articles. However, for the uninitiated, this large chapter aims to shed light on the genealogy in a succinct and easily digestible way.


  1a – The Old Gods and the New


  The House of Wessex


  Kings and Rulers of Wessex:


  Cerdic, 519-534


  Cynric, 534-560


  Ceawlin, 560-591


  Ceol, 591-597


  Ceolwulf, 597-611


  Cynegils, 611-643


  Cwichelm, c. 626-636 (sometime co-ruler with Cynegils)


  Cenwalh, 643-645


  (Penda of Mercia), 645-648


  Cenwalh (restored), 648-672


  Queen Seaxburh, 672-674 (widow of Cenwalh)


  Cenfus, 674 (disputed)


  Æscwine, 674-676


  Centwine, 676-685


  Cædwalla, 685-688


  Ine, 688-726


  Æthelheard, 726-740 


  Cuthred, 740-756


  Sigeberht, 756-757


  Cynewulf, 757-786


  Beorhtric, 786-802


  Ecgberht, 802-839


  Æthelwulf, 839-858


  Æthelbald, 858-860


  Æthelberht, 860-865


  Æthelred, 865-871


  Alfred the Great, 871-886


   


  Kings of the Anglo-Saxons:


  Alfred the Great, 886-899


  Edward the Elder, 899-924


  Æthelstan the Glorious, 924-927


   


  Kings of the English:


  Æthelstan the Glorious, 927-939


  Edmund I, 939-946


  Eadred, 946-955


  Eadwig, 955-959


  Edgar the Peaceful, 959-975


  Edward the Martyr, 975-978


  Æthelred the Unready, 978-1013


  (Sweyn of Denmark), 1013-1014


  Æthelred the Unready (restored), 1014-1016


  Edmund II Ironside, 1016


  (Cnut the Great of Denmark), 1016-1035


  (Harold I Harefoot of Denmark), 1035-1040


  (Harthacnut of Denmark), 1040-1042


  Edward the Confessor, 1042-1066


  (Harold II Godwinson), 1066
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  If we look back to the time of Alfred the Great and the subsequent formation of the Kingdom of England, surnames did not exist of course. The first King of all England was Æthelstan, who ruled during the early tenth century. He was the grandson of Alfred the Great and was of the House of Wessex. Before and during the Viking invasions, England had been divided into separate kingdoms. Wessex was one of these kingdoms and was predominantly governed from Winchester. To tell history more simply, after the battle of Eddington (878 AD), where Alfred defeated the Viking forces, Wessex emerged as the leading Saxon power in the land.


  The House of Wessex


  The House of Wessex was founded by Cerdic, who became the first known King of Wessex (519-534). Cerdic was probably of Saxon origin, but he may well have been born in England and possibly even had some Briton ancestry. The Saxons came from what is modern-day north-west Germany.


  The name Cerdic may have been derived from the Briton word for Celtic. Mixed heritage or not, he led the settling West Saxons – hence the name Wessex. In fact, at the time he would have been known as the chief or King of the Gewisse – a local tribe in the upper Thames valley. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records his ancestry back to the Germanic/Norse god Woden/Odin. The Saxon settlers of Cerdic’s time came from the north-west German coast. This may well have included the lands around Oldenburg – which is relevant to our theme. It is entirely possible that Cerdic’s male-line ancestors came from the same place as the present-day King Charles III. The descendants of Cerdic ruled Wessex, and latterly England, from 519 until the death of Edward the Confessor in 1066. There were, of course, several intervals of Viking invasion and short-lived rule over England in the later centuries (under Cnut, for example).


  Early Anglo-Saxons


  Across England, the settling Saxons consolidated themselves in England forming seven small regional kingdoms known as the Heptarchy; this included Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Mercia, Essex, East Anglia and Northumbria. After St Augustine’s visit to the Kingdom of Kent in 597 AD and the founding of a church in Canterbury, the Anglo-Saxon peoples gradually became enthusiastic converts to Christianity. A product of this was the founding of monasteries up and down England, which were rich defenceless pickings for Scandinavian Viking raiders, who gradually, over the years, began to settle, not just raid, in the north of England. Over the years, Viking influence and raids pushed further south in England to the very borders of Wessex.


  Alfred the Great


  Several centuries and many Wessex chiefs and kings later, after four of his older brothers died or were slain by the Vikings, Alfred succeeded as ruler of Wessex in 871 AD (the twenty-sixth king as far as we know). He is credited with halting the advance of the Vikings at the Battle of Eddington and subsequently Christianising much of the Viking leadership as well as beginning to expand the dominance of Wessex in England.


  During his reign, Alfred the Great collected many learned men from all parts of Britain to help make his court a centre for study and writing. He recruited a Welsh monk called Asser from St David’s. Alfred and Asser met in Dean (now West and East Dean) in (West) Sussex in 887, and Alfred expressed a desire to learn and read Latin. Asser later became close to Alfred; he wrote his biography (The Life of Alfred the Great) and became Bishop of Sherborne. Asser recorded the ancestry of the great king; not only did he trace Alfred’s genealogy line back to Cerdic but to the biblical Noah (of Noah’s Ark) and further still to Adam (of the Garden of Eden). This was almost certainly a political move and merely highlighted Alfred as the leading and most senior Christian magnate in England. His ‘family history’ would impress both foreigners and subjects alike. Many genealogists have tried to interpret or map out these ancestral claims. In some cases, Cerdic is interpreted as the seventy-eighth or seventy-ninth generation after Adam and Alfred the ninety-third. So, according to tradition/legend, most Kings of England following Alfred the Great can trace their descent from the biblical Abraham, Noah, Adam and, therefore, God.


  As King of Wessex, Alfred managed to gain paramountcy over neighbouring Saxon kingdoms and was recognised as King of the Anglo-Saxons – an attempt to unite all Saxon peoples against the pagan Scandinavian invaders/settlers. The Danes or Vikings still ruled Northumbria and minor southern parts of England. Alfred’s crown passed to his son Edward the Elder. He succeeded in defeating the Vikings in the south. Only Northumbria remained under Danelaw.


  England is Formed


  It was at the Battle of Brunanburh in 937 AD that Æthelstan, Edward’s son and eventual successor, defeated the Vikings (as well as King Constantine of Scotland, King Olaf of Dublin, and King Owain of Strathclyde) and brought Northumbria under the rule of the House of Wessex. This is largely seen as the moment England was actually formed. From the northernmost part of Northumbria in the north, to the borders of Wales in the west and the English Channel in the south, Æthelstan was recognised under a new title: King of the English.


  He was succeeded by his younger half-brother, Edmund I, who continued the struggle to keep all the lands of England together from rebels and Viking incursions particularly in Northumbria. Though it is disputed, there are accounts of Edmund dying during a tavern brawl in 946 at Pucklechurch in Gloucestershire, leaving his sons Eadwig and Edgar still of minor age.


  Dynastic Turmoil


  Because Eadwig was still of minor age, upon his death, King Edmund was succeeded by another brother, Eadred. Eadred held the throne for nine years. He suffered from poor health and eventually died unmarried in 955, returning the crown to his nephew Eadwig, who was about fifteen.


  As king, Eadwig attempted to take ecclesiastical lands for the Crown. This drew him into conflict with the clergy. What is surprising is that, two years into his reign (in 957), the kingdom was divided. Eadwig ruled everything south of the Thames, while his brother Edgar became king of (everything to) the north. This may have been the result of a pre-agreed arrangement or the product of opposition and revolt against Eadwig. To add insult to possible injury, the following year, Eadwig’s marriage to his wife Ælfgifu was annulled on the grounds that they were too closely related by blood. It is not clear exactly how they were related, but they may have been cousins to some degree. Eadwig died childless a year after the separation, and Edgar inherited all the realm of England. King Edgar the Peaceful reigned from 959 to 975.


  His successor, partly chosen by Archbishop (Saint) Dunstan, was Edward the Martyr. His epithet is certainly a spoiler! His reign was short. Many ealdormen and nobles reacted very negatively to the Benedictine reforms being enacted in the church of the day. They felt forced to surrender lands to the church and disapproved of monks replacing secular clergy (who were often married). Edward supported such reform in the monasteries, which contributed to his undoing.


  Edward was murdered in mysterious circumstances whilst at Corfe Castle. He was about sixteen. It is uncertain who was to blame. Much later chroniclers imply that it was nobles or even his own mother – but probably only because it was her residence. Hastily buried at Wareham and then Shaftesbury Abbey, the cult of a saint formed around the late King Edward over the subsequent centuries. His remains were hidden during the Reformation and are now in an Orthodox Church in Brookwood, Surrey, where he is prayed to as a saint.


  Æthelred and the Vikings


  Edward the Martyr was succeeded by his younger brother, Æthelred the Unready (another spoiler), in 978. Æthelred’s reign was punctuated by problems with the Danes.


  Vikings had been raiding and invading the north-eastern parts of England for over a century, but by the late tenth century, these raids had increased in size and intensity. An English force tried to put a stop to these invasions at the Battle of Maldon in 991; however, they were crushed by the strength of the Viking warriors, who may have numbered two to four thousand. In retribution, King Æthelred ordered the mass killing of all and any Danes in his lands, be they settlers or warriors. Many Vikings had intermarried with Anglo-Saxons and settled as farmers in southern territories such as Wessex. These people were also targeted in what is now known as the St Brice Day Massacre. In the same year as this massacre, Æthelred married (secondly) a noblewoman of Normandy – Emma, daughter of Richard I of Normandy. He could not have known how crucial to the future of England Emma and her family’s influence would be. The couple had two sons: Edward and Alfred. More on them later.


  The Viking response to the massacre came in 1003, and there followed a decade of heavy Viking raids in Wessex and East Anglia. In 1013, King Sweyn Forkbeard of Denmark led an invasion of England, which resulted in Ætheldred fleeing with his family to Normandy.


  Viking Invasion and the Ruling House of Denmark


  King Sweyn Forkbeard, who invaded England, was either the son or nephew of Harald Bluetooth (King of Denmark 958-986), after whom Bluetooth technology is named. Harald united the tribes of Denmark into a single kingdom. (Thus, his name was given to the wireless specification design invented in 1997 because it united or combined other technologies to form something more powerful. The Bluetooth logo is a merging of the Viking runes of his initials: HB.)


  Harald Bluetooth, Sweyn Forkbeard and Cnut the Great, who were grandfather, father and son, were of the House of Knýtlinga – which in English translates as Cnut’s descendants. This family traced its origins to the semi-legendary King Harthacnut of Denmark, son of Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye – also a semi-legendary figure – in the same way that Alfred the Great’s ancestry was traced back to Biblical times, that is to say, for political reasons. Harthacnut’s father Sigurd apparently had a strange looking eye that resembled the popular Danish/Viking symbol of the ouroboros, a dragon or serpent eating its tail, representing the circle of life and death.


  Invader King Sweyn Forkbeard’s daughter, Estrid, would marry Ulf the Earl and come to found what eventually became the ruling house of Denmark, the House of Estridsen, from 1047 to 1412. This house preceded the House of Oldenburg in Denmark and so is connected to the lineage of King Charles III’s fathers.


  Sweyn occupied the English throne (as well as that of Norway and Denmark) from December 1013 until his death at age fifty in February 1014.


  Æthelred the Unready and the Vikings


  Following Sweyn’s death, Æthelred returned from Normandy and was proclaimed king – again. But the Vikings had not gone away. Much of the north of England (Danelaw) was still under Viking control. Æthelred died two years after his restoration in 1016. Despite the ongoing pressure from the Danes, the Witan (council of earls) chose Æthelred’s son by his first wife Ælfgifu, Edmund Ironside, to succeed him. Meanwhile, Sweyn’s son, Cnut, who had been defeated following his father’s death, returned to Denmark to gather men and provisions for another invasion of England.


  Cnut eventually amassed a great Viking force of around ten thousand from all over Scandinavia and sailed for England. As the Danes invaded Wessex, King Edmund Ironside bravely defended his lands, but there were many inconclusive battles. Eventually, King Edmund raised the siege of London and defeated the Danes at the Battle of Brentford. However, the conflict was concluded and the invasion stopped with the Battle of Assandun on 18 October 1016, in which King Edmund’s forces were heavily defeated by Cnut’s.


  Following a possible ancillary battle in the Forest of Dean, the two men met to discuss peace. This led to the dividing of the country. Edmund retained Wessex ( the land south of the Thames including London), whereas Cnut effectively had free reign in the rest of England. It was also agreed that Cnut would rule the Wessex lands upon Edmund’s death. By shocking coincidence, on 30 November 1016, just a few weeks after this agreement, Edmund died! The cause of his death is not known. Saxon and Dane alike accepted Cnut as their new king, and he was crowned King of England in London in 1017. Edmund Ironside’s son and heir, Edward the Exile, as one can guess by his name, went into exile for his safety as Cnut sought to hunt down anyone who might be a threat to his rule.


  Cnut the Great


  [image: ]




  
  King Cnut ruled England for two decades and is generally considered to have been a good, effective monarch, despite being a Viking. He was obviously not of the House of Wessex but, like his father Sweyn, Cnut was from the House of Knýtlinga. Possibly because of Cnut’s plans to invade and wage war on England, his younger brother Harald succeeded their father Sweyn as King of Denmark from 1014. However, not long after Cnut’s victory in England and subsequent coronation as king there, Harald died in 1018 and was succeeded by Cnut. For the first time, England and Denmark shared a king.


  To solidify his hold on England, and for dynastic purposes, Cnut took as his wife the murdered King Edmund Ironside’s mother, Emma of Normandy – who had been the queen of Æthelred the Unready. Her sons were not killed by Cnut but allowed to go into exile in Normandy – where her family ruled.


  By 1028, Cnut had developed something of a North Sea Empire. That year, through both bribery and conquest, he became King of Norway. Not for nothing do we have the legendary tales of his subjects believing he could actually command the sea! In either a hubristic exercise of vanity, or as an actual gesture of modesty, Cnut once took a group of his courtiers and advisers to the shoreside. There he publicly commanded the sea and tide to halt. Of course, it did not, and his feet got wet as the tide came in. This may have been a disappointment to Cnut’s audience, but he was trying to demonstrate and explain to his lords and courtiers that he was not in fact in possession of god-like abilities to control the seas and tides. This story was recorded by the historian Henry of Huntingdon in the twelfth century and is sometimes still taught to children in British schools . The point of this old story is that kingly or secular power is nothing next to the power of God.


  Harthacnut and Harold Harefoot


  Cnut died at Shaftesbury in 1035. He was succeeded by his son Harthacnut as King of Denmark and technically as King of the English. Harthacnut resided in Denmark and was greatly concerned with putting down rebellions. Meanwhile, he installed Cnut’s other son, Harold Harefoot, as regent of England.


  Harold filled this post for two years and governed England, but he was not content to be his half-brother’s caretaker. He wished to be named King. The Archbishop of Canterbury, whose office’s privileges included crowning the new Kings of England, initially resisted and refused though. As the two years rolled on, Harthacnut got bogged down dealing with rebels and establishing his control in Denmark and Scandinavia. Harold was unpopular but still able to take advantage of Harthacnut’s absence. Supported by a coup of senior earls, Harold was eventually proclaimed King of the English in 1037.


  The House of Wessex Wanes


  During the uncertainty following Cnut’s death, the House of Wessex made a daring return, hoping to oust the Danish usurpers. Princes Alfred and Edward, sons of King Cnut’s wife Emma of Normandy by her earlier husband (King Æthelred the Unready), returned to England from their exile in Normandy. Sensing that the situation was perhaps ripe for an uprising against Harold, Princes Alfred and Edward came separately across the Channel with designs to raise support from the local earls and Anglo-Saxon people.


  Prince Alfred landed in Sussex. Earl Godwin of Wessex, head of one of the kingdom’s most powerful families and a supporter of King Harold, was in the area. Godwin captured Prince Alfred and took him by ship to Ely. Whilst in Godwin’s care, perhaps on the orders of Harold, Alfred’s eyes were gouged out, and soon after he died from the wounds. Neither Alfred’s full brother Edward nor his half-brother Harthacnut forgot or forgave this crime. The hope of a return of the House of Wessex was crushed – for now.


  The Danes Return


  By 1040, Harthacnut was preparing to invade England and take (back) his kingdom from his brother Harold Harefoot. Somewhat conveniently, Harold died in March, making invasion unnecessary. In June Harthacnut returned. He was proclaimed king, and he had his half-brother’s body exhumed from Westminster Abbey, beheaded and then tossed into a fen along the Thames. There are conflicting stories of the body being retrieved and subsequently re-buried by Anglo-Danes. One such story suggests the church aptly named St Clement Danes as Harold’s final resting place.


  King Harthacnut had lost Norway but retained Denmark, and by June 1040, he was King of the English. Harthacnut, his mother Emma, and his half-brother Edward then sought revenge for the death of Harthacnut’s half-brother Alfred. Having exhumed and beheaded Harold’s body, they turned their attention to the man most believed complicit in Edward’s murder – Godwin, Earl of Wessex. He was tried before members of Harthacnut’s council. However, several witnesses attested to the fact that Godwin was only carrying out the orders of his king. As recompense for Alfred, Godwin gifted Harthacnut a grand and expensive warship. The ship was worth more than the traditional Danish wergild (fine or man price) for killing even a prince, and so Godwin was able to buy his freedom. It seems he survived by luck of wealth.


  The House of Wessex Returns: Edward the Confessor


  Harthacnut reigned for two more years. In June 1042, while attending a wedding in Lambeth, he collapsed. Contemporary accounts said he had consumed much alcohol – though it was likely a stroke. By prior arrangement, Harthacnut’s lands in Denmark passed to Magnus the Good (who already ruled Norway). In England, the crown passed to his half-brother Edward the Confessor, who was the last standing heir of Æthelred the Unready. The House of Wessex returned to power in England once again.


  To cement his hold on the kingdom, Edward married Edith, the daughter of the powerful Godwin, Earl of Wessex, in 1045. Since Harthacnut’s death, Godwin had truly changed his colours; he gave support to Edward’s claim and reign.


  Although crowned at Winchester in 1043, Edward the Confessor is widely associated with Westminster Abbey. He was responsible for the new building of Westminster from 1042 and consecrated it in 1065 (shortly before his death). Edward was a great patron of the church, and Westminster was likely the first Norman style Romanesque church in England.


  Though Edward the Confessor seems to have reigned England successfully and commanded respect, his lack of children created a succession crisis – perhaps the most famous in British (and even European) history. Again, it is impossible to convey all the complexities and characters of this momentous period of English history in just a few paragraphs. Nevertheless, we shall try.


  Struggles with the Godwins
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   King Edward the Confessor was the ruler of the most prosperous nation in Europe. That said, he had a long-standing internal power struggle with his overly politically powerful father-in-law, Earl Godwin of Wessex. The Godwin family were too rich and too close to the throne for comfort. Perhaps to address Godwin’s dominance, Edward filled his court with Norman courtiers and advisers, some of whom were kin on his mother’s side. He went further in 1051 when he offered his cousin, William, the new Duke of Normandy, the succession in lieu of any issue of his own. This was not necessarily a binding offer, as Edward could change his mind at any point. However, it was an important move by Edward to manage the politics of the day in England and to keep Godwin at bay and curb his power.


  Later that year, one of Edward’s followers, Eustace of Boulogne, was returning to Normandy via Dover with a host of men. While in Dover, an argument arose between Eustace’s party and the townsfolk. After their demand for supply of vitals was refused, Eustace and his men became rowdy and physically assaulted the townsfolk. After a serious scuffle, around twenty were dead on both sides. Eustace complained to the king, who quickly judged him to be the aggrieved party, and the king demanded that Godwin, in whose territory Dover was located, should punish the men responsible. Godwin refused. Civil war looked imminent between Edward and Godwin. In the end however, Godwin was forced into exile.


  Soon after Godwin was sent away from court, Duke William of Normandy sailed to England to pay homage to Edward. However, a year later in 1052 Edward faced a backlash. He was persuaded by his advisors and English nobles to restore Earl Godwin to his position and to expel some of his Norman advisers back to Normandy.


  Earl Godwin was succeeded by his son Harold (Godwinson) as Earl of Wessex. Another son, Tostig, inherited Godwin’s northern lands as Earl of Northumbria. Tostig was not a good governor of his lands, and a rebellion there drove him out. He was abandoned by his brother Harold and was not supported by King Edward, so he went into bitter exile to plot and scheme a return.


  Harold Godwinson, in Norman sources and English sources, is reported to have (for some reason) made a journey to Normandy during these years of peace. He may have even been shipwrecked there. He was rescued or taken in as a guest by Duke William. While with William, he (probably) swore an oath of some sort, and the Norman chroniclers insist that it was that he would help William gain the throne of England should Edward die. However, years later at the death bed of Edward the Confessor in January 1066, it is possible that Harold himself was granted succession by the dying king.


  Harold II, the Last Anglo-Saxon King of England


  Edward died on 5 January 1066, and the Witan promptly nominated and elected Harold as King of the English. The following day, King Harold II was crowned as king. He was likely the first king to be crowned in Westminster Abbey, where nearly all English monarchs have since been crowned. He was also destined to become the last Anglo-Saxon King of England.


  Harold Godwinson’s claim was based on the last-minute bequest of Edward and the approval of the Witan – and not a great deal more. He had been the brother-in-law of the king but was not a blood relative. Edward’s closest relative at the time of death was his great-nephew Edgar the Ætheling, but Edgar was young, lacked any major supporters and was not nominated by Edward. Little is known about Harold Godwinson’s ancestry. That said, the Godwins must have had strong noble origins to have such vast land holdings in Sussex. One theory is that they distantly descended from Alfred the Great’s elder brother King Æthelred of Wessex. This is difficult to prove, however.


  Meanwhile, two other men felt they should take the throne.


  A Dual Invasion


  Enraged by the perceived betrayal, William Duke of Normandy prepared an invasion force. William was Edward the Confessor’s first cousin once removed, after all, and believed that he had not only been promised the crown but that it was his by right. He gathered the largest army of knights and men he could from home in Normandy and also from Brittany, promising as payment land, title and bounty in England (a far richer and older country than Normandy).


  Meanwhile, seeing an opportunity in the wake of Edward the Confessor’s death, Tostig (Harold’s brother) managed to persuade the King of Norway Harald Hardrada (uncle of Magnus the Good) to invade England in a bid to take the throne and restore Tostig to his earldom.


  Hardrada and his Viking invading force sailed up the River Humber and had initial success at the Battle of Fulford (20 September) in Yorkshire but were crushed by King Harold II’s Anglo-Saxon army at the Battle of Stamford Bridge (25 September). Hardrada died in the battle.


  Unfortunately for Harold, however, three days later on 28 September, William Duke of Normandy landed with a great Norman army at Pevensey in Sussex. King Harold marched his weary men south to try to repel this second invasion in a week. The two sides met in a field on the side of a hill called Senlac near Hastings on 14 October 1066. The Anglo-Saxon army formed a shield wall and held the hill against the Norman cavalry for most of the day, but eventually King Harold’s men began to tire. False Norman retreats lured Saxon warriors off the hill in pursuit, which weakened their main army’s formation. As the sun waned, the Normans were about to rout their adversary, hailing arrows and breaking the Saxon lines. Though the Battle of Hastings was closely fought, it ended with the death of Harold in battle (by either an arrow to the eye or being cut down) and the defeat and rout of the Anglo-Saxon army.


  Shortly after the battle, what was left of the Witan promptly elected the young (about 14) Edgar as king, but it was too little, too late. William fought his way north where he was hastily crowned king in Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day 1066. Edgar and surviving English lords paid homage to William at the coronation – though Edgar was often a thorn in William’s side for decades to come. Edgar died in or around 1125, the last member of the House of Wessex and the line of Cerdic.


  As anyone who went to an English school will know, the House of Wessex and the rule of the Anglo-Saxons ended in 1066. They did not vanish from the earth, however. Norman rulers, keen to consolidate their claim on England, would marry into the pre-existing royal house. Edgar the Ætheling had briefly been proclaimed King of the English following the Battle of Hastings, but this claim is academic since
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