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INTRODUCTION

The monarchy is the oldest institution in Britain, older indeed than the nation itself. More than 1,200 years ago, Egbert became the first English king. There have been 61 monarchs since and Queen Elizabeth II is a descendant of Egbert.

This account of the kings and queens of England is not a textbook, but I hope you’ll find it informative and entertaining. It will help you brush up your names and dates, and will also help to fill in a few of those gaps that most of us have in our knowledge of British history. It may even give you some ‘I never knew that’ moments!

As Walter Bagehot once said, the royal family is the universal family – the living thread of national continuity. We can all identify with the royals and share their experiences of triumph and failure, and family life in general. While everybody will have different memories, the milestones of the royal family’s lives help bring our own experiences into a shared context. For example, my mother would be two years older than the Queen if she were alive today, and I am a year older than Prince Charles.

I think my first conscious memory of anything is cutting articles and pictures from newspapers and putting them in a scrapbook for the Coronation in 1953, at the age of six. My path and the Queen’s ‘crossed’ again during 1977 when I played bass guitar in a band in a field at a Silver Jubilee party in the Cotswolds.

Later I wrote a headline in the 1980s, for The Mail on Sunday, on a picture of the Queen at Trooping the Colour. It had been pouring down and the picture was a very tight close-up of Her Majesty on her horse with a raindrop hanging off the end of her nose. The headline was: ‘Rain Too Long Over Us.’ Corny, perhaps, but the editor and my colleagues liked it.

As in all families, life has had its ups and downs, but through it all, the Queen has been a steadfast representative of everything that makes Britain great. To return that headline writer’s thought to its original form: Long to reign over us, God Save the Queen.

TECHNICAL NOTE:

There have been 61 monarchs since King Egbert. Sweyn Forkbeard (1013), Matilda (1141) and Lady Jane Grey (1553) ruled for short periods, but were never crowned and so are not considered monarchs. William III and Mary II count as two, first as joint monarchs, and then William on his own after Mary died. Neither Edward V (1483) nor Edward VIII (1936) were crowned, but as both were heirs apparent, they qualified for a squad number and are considered to be monarchs.
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SAXON KINGS


EGBERT

c.770–839, reigned 802–839

Son of Ealhmund of Kent
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Egbert is considered to be the first King of all England. Originally he was king of the West Saxons but was forced to move into exile at the court of Charlemagne during the rule of King Offa of Mercia.

Egbert returned home after Offa died, regaining his kingdom in 802 and established himself as King of Wessex. He conquered Kent and Cornwall before defeating the Mercians at the Battle of Ellandune near Swindon in 825, when he was acknowledged to be King of all England by the other Saxon kingdoms: he controlled all of England south of the Humber and was given the title of Bretwalda, Anglo-Saxon for the Ruler of the British.

He was married to Redburga and had three children. He was the grandfather of King Alfred and the 34th great-grandfather of Elizabeth II.


ETHELWULF

c.800–858, reigned 839–858

Son of Egbert and Redburga
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Ethelwulf spent most of the time during his reign fighting Viking incursions, inflicting a famous victory against them at Oakley in Surrey, which at least gave him temporary respite. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes the victory as ‘the greatest slaughter of a heathen army that was ever heard of to this present day’.

His four sons with his first wife, Osburga, were brought up with a reverence for religion; at his request, the four sons were each to become king in turn, rather than risk the stability of the line caused by infighting between his younger children and the children of his eldest son.

He took his youngest and favourite son, Alfred, the future Great one, on a pilgrimage to Rome in 855. On the way back in 856, at the age of 56, Ethelwulf married 13-year-old Princess Judith, Emperor Charlemagne’s granddaughter.

She was anointed and crowned queen by the Archbishop of Rheims; it was the first recorded coronation of an English queen.

When Ethelwulf returned back to England, his son Ethelbald was in revolt and the King was forced to share the throne with him. Ethelwulf died two years later and was regarded as one of most successful West Saxon kings, leaving a number of religious and charitable bequests: perhaps his most important legacy being the order of succession he formulated for his sons.


ETHELBALD

c.831–860, reigned 858–860

Son of Ethelwulf and Osburga
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Ethelbald, like his father, was crowned at Kingston upon Thames. And like his father, he married Charlemagne’s widowed granddaughter Judith, who was now 15 – and also inconveniently, his stepmother. The marriage shocked the church, which regarded the relationship as incestuous in direct contravention of church law.

Judith’s first two husbands did not live long – Ethelbald died two and a half years after being married. Judith was a widow twice over at 17.


[image: images]  WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Egbert = hard edge (sword)

Ethelwulf = noble wolf

Ethelbald = noble bold

Ethelbert = noble magnificent

Ethelred = noble counsel

Athelstan = noble stone




ETHELBERT

c.834–865, reigned 860–865

Son of Ethelwulf and Osburga
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Ethelbert was made King of Kent in 858 and then King of Wessex when his brother Ethelbald died. His reign was marked by numerous Viking invasions; the city of Winchester was burned to the ground in 860. The Danes created havoc in the south and east during this time, mounting merciless raids of pillage, slaughter and rape, leaving despair, destruction and devastation in their wake.

When Ethelbert died in 865, although he left a son Ethelwald and other children, he was succeeded on the throne by his younger brother Ethelred, as decreed by their father, Ethelwulf.


ETHELRED I

c.837–871, reigned 865–871

Son of Ethelwulf and Osburga
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Ethelred I was a pious man who took the throne just as England was being ravaged by the largest Viking invasion so far, in 865 and 866.

Halfdan Ragnarsson and Ivar the Boneless landed in East Anglia with what was described as ‘a great heathen army’ and quickly proceeded to take York, establishing the Viking kingdom of Jorvik in 867. Halfdan became the first King of York.

The invasion was turning into occupation; from the Tees to the Thames, England became known as Danelaw. Spurred on by their successes, the Vikings prepared to attack Wessex. They were met in 870 by Ethelred I and his brother Alfred at the Battle of Ashdown in Oxfordshire. The Saxons were victorious after a violent pitched battle.

Ethelred I’s piety was held in great esteem and he was venerated as a saint; before the Battle of Ashdown, he refused to rise from his knees until he had finished hearing the Mass. He said he would not serve man before God. Ethelred was to die of injuries suffered at the Battle of Merton a year later.


[image: images]  IVAR THE BONELESS

There is much disagreement as to the meaning of Ivar’s puzzling epithet ‘the Boneless’. He was a man of exceptional cruelty and ferocity (which is saying something for a Viking warrior) and it’s thought that he was so called because he had a medical condition that caused his legs to fracture easily. Not one to let broken legs stand in the way of a good fight, Ivar had his men carry him into battle on a shield and fought with bow and arrow.

It has also been suggested that Boneless was a euphemism for impotence. The sagas say that ‘neither love nor lust played any part’ in Ivar’s life, and he died childless, so perhaps his nickname was not connected to his fearsome reputation on the battlefield, after all. He was a bona fide warrior.




ALFRED THE GREAT

c.849–899, reigned 871–899

Son of Ethelwulf and Osburga
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Alfred was widely adjudged to be an outstanding king, fully deserving the moniker ‘Great’. His three elder brothers had all been Saxon kings and, as a young boy, he travelled twice to Rome, so he had some inside knowledge of monarchy and religion and European culture by the time he became king when he was 22.

He was a warrior king, like all Anglo-Saxon kings. He fought a number of fierce battles with his older brother Ethelred to defeat the Danes, and became king after Ethelred was killed at the Battle of Merton. But he was also what could be described as a philosopher king. He learned Latin and wrote many treatises.

The Danes were moving further and further west at the start of his reign. For three years King Guthrum was on the march, pillaging all over Wessex.

[image: images]  ALFRED AND THE BURNT CAKES

It was early in his reign that the story of Alfred and the burnt cakes appeared – a story that may well be an invention, but is better remembered than some of his real and substantial achievements.

In January 878, Alfred was taken by surprise when Guthrum attacked Chippenham and he had to flee. He was forced to go into hiding in the Somerset Levels near Athelney; this is where the famous episode of the burnt cakes is supposed to have happened.

Alfred and his men were hiding in the marshes, dependent on the locals for food and shelter. Disguised as an ordinary traveller, Alfred was staying in a peasant’s cottage and was asked to keep his eye on some cakes (probably bread – it wasn’t The Great British Bake Off) cooking by the fire. Deep in thought, perhaps, on matters of state and how he was going to save Wessex and regain power, he let the cakes burn. The swineherd’s wife came back and severely scolded him for his inattention, not knowing his identity.

The story is a legend but a completely believable one. It is dated and located at a real place where we know Alfred was at that time. And with the future of Wessex in the balance, he surely had more important things to think about than a few cakes on the fire. The King could easily have pulled rank and said something along the lines of ‘Do you know who I am?’ Instead, to his credit, he accepted the peasant’s rebuke with grace and humility.

[image: images]  THE BATTLE OF EDINGTON

One of the most important battles in English history was the Battle of Edington, near Chippenham in Wiltshire in May 878. Had the Danes won, Danelaw would have extended all over Wessex.

The battle was one of the great turning points of English history. The hand-to-hand fighting with swords and axes was ferocious and went on for hours. The Danes were decisively beaten and Alfred followed them back to their camp near Bath and surrounded them. They were at his mercy.

He insisted that the Danish leader Guthrum, along with 30 of his warriors, be baptised as Christians with Alfred as the Viking king’s godfather, which made him a dependant.

It is said he then entertained the Danish troops for almost two weeks and showered gifts on them. He then let them go – and enjoyed 14 years of peace.

[image: images]

I pause to think with admiration of the noble king, who in his single person, possessed all the Saxon virtues; whom misfortune could not subdue, whom prosperity could not spoil, whose perseverance nothing could shake; who was hopeful in defeat, and generous in success; who loved justice, freedom, truth and knowledge.

 

CHARLES DICKENS ON ALFRED THE GREAT IN A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND, 1851.
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[image: images]  ALFRED’S INFLUENCE

Alfred was an innovative peacetime ruler: he reorganised the defences of Wessex, establishing a sort of rota system for military service, which meant that at any one time, he effectively had a standing army. He strengthened fortresses and built strategically placed new ones – these were boroughs (in Saxon burgh means fortress). He built large, fast ships to fight the Danes and is sometimes called the father of the English navy.

He also revised the laws of the land and generally encouraged learning – he himself made a number of translations from and into Latin. On coins, he was described as rex Anglorum (King of the English). In 890, he commissioned the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which became a fount of knowledge for the period.

He died at the age of 50 and had rightly earned the epithet ‘the Great’.


EDWARD THE ELDER

870–924, reigned 899–924

Son of Alfred and Elswitha
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The son of Alfred the Great, he fought successfully against the Danes, capturing the boroughs of Leicester, Stamford, Nottingham, Derby and Lincoln. In 901, he took the title King of the Angles and Saxons.

Edward the Elder married three times and fathered 18 legitimate children: he had two sons and a daughter with Egwina; ten children by Elfleda; and five more by Edgifu. Oh, and it was rumoured that he had an illegitimate son in Germany. No problem with the succession there then.


ATHELSTAN

c.895–939, reigned 924–939

Son of Edward and Egwina
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Athelstan was a tall and handsome youth with light flaxen hair, and a favourite of his grandfather King Alfred. He was an audacious soldier and was said never to have lost a battle.

He was crowned King of the Anglo-Saxons in 924 and became King of England from 927 until his death in 939. He was the first undisputed king of all England, ruling Wessex and Mercia – the Welsh and Scottish also paid homage to him. His realm was roughly equivalent to the present area of England. Athelstan arranged advantageous marriages for his sister and stepsisters, administered the country with great skill and introduced a national coinage; it is fitting that he should be the first King of England to be depicted (on coins) wearing a crown.

Athelstan died at the height of his power and was buried at Malmesbury; a church charter of 934 described him as ‘King of the English, elevated by the right hand of the Almighty… to the Throne of the whole Kingdom of Britain’.

William of Malmesbury wrote of him, 200 years later, ‘The firm opinion is still current among the English that no one more just or learned administered the state.’

He remained unmarried and was succeeded by his half-brother Edmund.


EDMUND I (EDMUND THE ELDER)

c.921–946, reigned 939–946

Son of Edward and Edgifu
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Edmund was crowned at Kingston upon Thames when he was only 18. His was a short life – he was 25 when he was involved in a brawl and stabbed to death in Gloucestershire. He married twice; his two sons, Edwy and Edgar, from his first marriage to Elgifu were later to become kings. His brother Edred succeeded him.


[image: images]  SEVEN KINGS AND A LOT OF CARS

The Kingston upon Thames Coronation Stone is a sarsen stone (a sandstone block) used at the coronation of seven Saxon kings. It was originally in the Church of St Mary, which collapsed in 1730, and is now located next to the Guildhall in the High Street. The seven kings were: Edward the Elder, Athelstan, Edmund, Edred, Edwy, Edward the Martyr and Ethelred. Apart from its obvious homage, the Seven Kings multi-storey car park in Kingston is of very limited historical or architectural interest.




EDRED

923–955, reigned 946–955

Son of Edward and Edgifu
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A small and slightly built man, Edred suffered from a form of wasting disease that eventually killed him. His main enemy during his reign was Eric Bloodaxe who had become the Viking king of Northumbria and some years later, King of York. Eric was to be the last Viking King of York. Edred defeated his bloodthirsty rival, who was killed in battle in 954.

Edred was a supporter of the monastic reform movement. Advised by St Dunstan, Abbot of Glastonbury, who was to become a much-loved Archbishop of Canterbury, he helped to establish religious centres of learning. In his later years, as his health deteriorated, Edred delegated much work to St Dunstan.


EDWY THE FAIR

c.940–959, reigned 955–959

Son of Edmund I and Elgifu
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Edwy’s life was a short one and many people said, mercifully so. He was crowned king when he was just 15, and murdered when he was 19. A good-looking youth by all accounts, he much preferred a fair lady’s bedchamber to the boring council chamber. Dunstan was frequently angered by his behaviour and admonished him. Edwy infamously left his coronation banquet in Kingston upon Thames to cavort on a bed with his mistress (Elgifu, his stepsister) and – to make matters worse – his equally amorous stepmother (Ethelgifu). A chronicler describes Edwy ‘repeatedly wallowing between the two of them in evil fashion, as if in a vile sty’ and Edwy was marched back to be rebuked by Archbishop Odo. He did end up marrying his mistress but the marriage was adjudged to be illegal, since the two were related.

Dunstan was forced out of the country, fleeing for his life before finding refuge in Ghent. Edwy lost control of Mercia and Northumbria, and was forced to give up the throne to his brother Edgar before he was murdered in 959.


[image: images]  ERIC BLOODAXE

The son of Harald Finehair, Eric Bloodaxe established himself as ruler of the Viking kingdom of Northumbria around 950. He features in a number of sagas and like his near contemporary, Thorfinn Skullsplitter of Orkney, conjures up a terrifying image of a Viking warrior: big, bearded, brave and in possession of a very large and sharp axe.

Harald’s kingdom was not sufficient to provide much of an inheritance for his many sons, so Eric secured the succession for himself by gradually murdering all his brothers in turn. That’s one way of taking over the family business – he well deserved his nickname.




EDGAR THE PEACEFUL

c.943–975, reigned 959–975

Son of Edmund I and Elgifu
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The son of Edmund the Elder and Elgifu, Edgar brought much needed stability and prosperity to the realm. He chose his advisers wisely: St Dunstan, whom he brought back from exile in Belgium to be Bishop of Worcester, then London and, later still, Archbishop of Canterbury in 961 and St Oswald, who was made Archbishop of York. A deeply pious man, he founded 40 religious houses.

Edgar delayed his coronation until 973 and St Dunstan devised a service that featured the anointing of the monarch, with the words from 1 Kings 1:38–40, ‘Zadok the Priest and Nathan the Prophet anointed Solomon King’. The same service has been used at coronations ever since. After his coronation and in a piece of PR that spin doctors today would be proud of, he summoned eight sub-kings of Britain for a meeting on the River Dee. In a demonstration of Wessex power, Edgar was rowed up the Dee by the sub-kings and attended by a large number of nobles. It was the embodiment of the Saxon supremacy over the Celts of England, Scotland and Wales.


EDWARD THE MARTYR

c.963–978, reigned 975–978

Son of Edgar I and Ethelfled
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Edward became king when he was 12 and reigned for less than three years – murdered at Corfe, Dorset, by his brother Ethelred’s retainers, possibly on the orders of his stepmother, Elfrida.

Edward’s death led to a rapid growth of his cult and he became known as a saint and a martyr. Miracles were said to have occurred at his tomb at Wareham and it was decided to move his body to Shaftesbury Abbey. The cortege took seven days to cover the 25 miles and more miracles were said to have occurred en route. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes Edward as a heavenly saint.

Pilgrims still visit his modern shrine at Brookwood Cemetery near Woking.


ETHELRED II (ETHELRED THE UNREADY)

c.968–1016, reigned 978–1016

Son of Edgar I and Elfrida
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Ethelred II was crowned king when he was ten after the murder of his half-brother Edward by his supporters.

The epithet Unready is derived from unraed, meaning ‘no counsel’ or ‘ill-advised’, and puns on his name, Ethelraed, which means ‘noble counsel’. Ethelraed Unraed = Noble counsel, No counsel. The first recorded use of the nickname was 150 years after his death.

Ethelred tried to buy off the Danes and Vikings with huge amounts of money levied through a tax called Danegeld, a strategy that certainly was ill-advised. In 1002, in a change of policy, he ordered the massacre of all Danes in England on St Brice’s Day, 13 November. This too was ill-advised. It would hardly have been possible to murder all the Danes. Maybe the decree applied only to more recent arrivals, but whether the government was capable of organising a mass killing effectively is in considerable doubt. But one thing it did do was upset the Danes greatly (which was certainly ill-advised). In 1006, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported: ‘in spite of it all, the Danish Army went as it pleased.’

Ethelred had 13 children with his first wife, Elfled, and three others with his second wife, Emma of Normandy, one of whom was Edward, later known as the Confessor. Eventually Ethelred had to flee the country in 1013, when Sweyn Forkbeard first invaded England. Although he was never crowned, Sweyn ruled England for a short time before his death in 1014; Ethelred returned, but he himself died in 1016.


[image: images]  LAID TO REST IN WINCHESTER

Winchester Cathedral is the resting place of some of the earliest kings of England; their remains are said to be contained in six beautifully decorated mortuary chests. The chests are inscribed but they were made hundreds of years after the original burials in the old minster.

Among those whose remains are thought to be in the chests are the first English King Egbert (802–839), King Ethelwulf (839–859), King Edred (946–955), King Edwy (955–959), King Cnut (1016–1035) and his wife, Emma of Normandy, who died in 1052.

Historical records indicate that their bones were placed in the mortuary chests around the St Swithun’s Shrine above the high altar of the cathedral in the 12th century.

They survived destruction at the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries but in 1642, at the beginning of the Civil War, the Roundheads ran amok in the cathedral. The mortuary chests were broken open and the remains scattered. A cleric, writing in 1643, described how Cromwell’s soldiers smashed the Cathedral windows by throwing the bones from the chests of ‘Kings, Queens, Bishops, Confessors and Saints’.

Following the attack the remains were gathered together and placed back into six of the chests. They were muddled up by then with no way of knowing which bones were which.

Work started in 2015 in examining the bone fragments using radiocarbon dating and preliminary tests by a team from Oxford University show that the remains are from the late Anglo-Saxon and early Norman periods, which is consistent with the historical burial records. The work is still going on.




EDMUND II (EDMUND IRONSIDE)

c.992–1016, reigned Apr–Nov 1016

Son of Ethelred II and Elfled
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His nickname describes his strength. He was crowned in April 1016 and died that November, probably murdered. He had some success fighting the Danes, but lost a decisive battle at Ashingdon in Essex, and was forced to partition the country, sharing it with Sweyn Forkbeard’s son Cnut. Edmund died soon after and the throne was left completely to the Danes led by King Cnut.
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DANISH KINGS OF ENGLAND


CNUT (CANUTE)

c.992–1035, reigned 1016–1035

Son of Sweyn Forkbeard and Gunhild of Poland
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Younger son of Sweyn, he accompanied his father on the invasion that led to the Danish conquest of 1013. After his father’s death, Cnut retreated to Denmark, returning in 1015 to challenge Ethelred the Unready and Edmund Ironside for the throne of England.

It was a serious invasion – he mustered 20,000 troops and 22 longships. A year of fierce warfare followed – first London fell, then all of Wessex, Mercia and Northumbria.


[image: images]  SWEYN FORKBEARD

Tolkien couldn’t have come up with a better name for a murderous Viking warlord. King of Denmark from 988, taking over from his father Harald Bluetooth, he spent most of his life attacking England, raising Danegeld and exploiting the weaknesses of King Ethelred II.

In 1013, he landed at Gainsborough, laying waste a wide area from Oxford and Winchester to London – women were burned alive, children impaled on lances, and men hung up to die suspended by their private parts. Ethelred fled to Normandy and Sweyn Forkbeard was duly declared King of all England on Christmas Day 1013 with Gainsborough as its capital.

He returned triumphantly to his fleet at Gainsborough soon after, but tragedy struck – he died there suddenly five weeks later and was never crowned. His son Cnut succeeded him.




DID YOU KNOW?

Sweyn Forkbeard’s father, Harald Bluetooth (c.910–987), gave his name – posthumously – to the short-range wireless technology standard for exchanging data that was developed in the 1990s.

Scandinavian telecom companies Ericsson, Intel and Nokia were looking to create a universal standard. In December 1996, at a meeting of the interested parties in Lund, Sweden, Jim Kardach of Intel suggested the name Bluetooth. He had recently read a historical novel involving Harald Bluetooth (who had a prominent blue/black bad tooth) and explained that the 10th-century King of Denmark was famous for uniting Scandinavia just as they (the interested telecom companies) intended to unite the PC and cellular industries with a single wireless standard.

The Bluetooth logo merges the Nordic runes H (hagall, looks like an X) and B (berkanen) – the initials of Harold Bluetooth.



[image: images]  CNUT’S INFLUENCE

Cnut forced Edmund to partition the country, and he became King of all England on Edmund’s death in 1016 very shortly (and very conveniently for Cnut) after the agreement had been signed. The next year, he married Ethelred the Unready’s widow, Emma of Normandy. They had three children, one of whom, Hardecnut, was to become king in 1040. He spent most of his time in England living in Winchester although he was made King of Denmark in 1019 and King of Norway in 1028.

Cnut made his mark early on. Saxon malcontents were ruthlessly dealt with, and punitive taxes were imposed. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Cnut put the recently deceased Forkbeard’s hostages ashore at Sandwich in 1014 minus ‘hands, ears and noses’.

Cnut then developed qualities of statesmanship – he paid off the Danish army and sent them home – and became a wise, strong and popular king, bringing stability to the country while maintaining good relations with the continent.

He acquired a reputation as a devout and pious Christian – partly due to the expert spin-doctoring of his bishops. It is not clear whether Cnut had married Elfgifu in 1015, but he publicly maintained two consorts after he married Emma of Normandy in 1017.

Cnut and Elfgifu’s son Harold succeeded his father as king in 1035, and Hardecnut, his son by Emma, succeeded Harold in 1040. Cnut died at Shaftesbury and his bones lie in Winchester Cathedral.

[image: images]  THE STORY OF THE TIDE

The event that will forever be associated with Cnut is the story of the waves. King Cnut is reputed to have taken his courtiers to the beach in an attempt to stop the tide coming in.

The first written account of the Cnut episode was in Historia Anglorum (The History of the English People) by chronicler Henry of Huntingdon in the 12th century.

In Huntingdon’s account, Cnut set his throne by the seashore and commanded the incoming tide to halt and not wet his feet and robes. Yet


continuing to rise as usual [the tide] dashed over his feet and legs without respect to his royal person. Then the king leapt backwards, saying: ‘Let all men know how empty and worthless is the power of kings, for there is none worthy of the name, but He whom heaven, earth, and sea obey by eternal laws.’ He then hung his gold crown on a crucifix, and never wore it again
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