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Introduction

The Bayeux Tapestry is a fascinating piece of history that has survived almost one thousand years from a time of knights, dames, kings, and queens. Commissioned in the 1070s, it now hangs in the Musée de la Tapisserie de Bayeux in Normandy, France. There are many tapestries in museums, but what makes the Bayeux Tapestry so special is the story it tells through its collection of images. The story is that of the Battle of Hastings, a significant event in history that has captured the imaginations of countless people over the centuries.

The Battle of Hastings took place in 1066 in Anglo-Saxon England. By this time, the Anglo-Saxons (originating from Germany and Scandinavia) had dominated England for more than 500 years, bringing with them a new language and cultural identity. During that time, England evolved into a powerful nation consisting of several smaller kingdoms. The extent of England’s wealth—most of which was concentrated in the kingdoms of Wessex, Mercia, Northumbria, Kent, Sussex, East Anglia, and Essex—became known around the world. This inevitably led to England being subjected to raids by Vikings who sought to plunder the country’s riches. These raids began in 793 and continued for many years afterward.

Despite this, England had seen several years of peace and significant prosperity leading up to 1066. It was perhaps surprising that the nation had enjoyed peace and prosperity in those years—not only because of Viking raids but also because of the country’s ruler at the time, Edward the Confessor.

Edward had been king of England for almost 24 years when he passed away on January 5, 1066. The fact that he died without leaving behind a child of his own led to a succession crisis, in which William of Normandy, Harald Hardrada of Norway, and Tostig Godwinson fought the new king, Harold Godwinson, for the throne. However, the power struggle that came to a head in 1066 had already been instigated in the years before due to Edward the Confessor’s perceived lack of authority. Edward’s weak leadership style led the earls of various kingdoms to openly vie for power even before his death. This created an internal crisis that was only magnified when the king died without an obvious heir.

In this book, you will read about the events that led up to the Battle of Hastings, what happened in that historic battle, and how it went on to shape England and, by extension, the rest of medieval Europe.


Chapter One

William of Normandy

“Through his own hands he made himself my vassal and with his own hand he gave me a firm pledge concerning the kingdom of England.”

—William of Normandy

In order to understand the Battle of Hastings, we need to know more about the events leading up to it as well as the people behind those events. One of those key figures was William of Normandy.

Normandy was a fiefdom located in northern France, some 60 miles (100 kilometers) from England across the English Channel. Although they spoke a dialect of French, the Normans actually descended from Viking invaders who settled the region in the ninth and tenth centuries (Normandy was named after these Norsemen). The first Viking to rule Normandy was Rollo, who passed on his power to a long line of descendants. His great-great-grandson Robert became duke of Normandy in 1027.

Shortly after he became duke, Robert fell in love with one Herleva of Falaise. Legend goes that she, the daughter of a tanner, was washing in a stream near the Falaise Castle when Robert spotted her. Robert could not marry her himself due to their difference in social standing but persuaded her to marry Herluin de Conteville, his friend, so they could carry on a clandestine relationship. The result of this relationship was Robert and Herleva’s illegitimate son, William, who was born around 1028.

The year 1034 saw Robert convene a meeting of Norman magnates whom he wanted to recognize William as his son and rightful heir. Eventually, the overlord of Normandy, France’s King Henry I, acquiesced. This prompted Robert to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and it was on the return journey that he died at Nicaea on July 2, 1035. William was seven when he took over as the duke of Normandy after his father.

The region of Normandy had suffered regular conflicts, and Robert had had a difficult time keeping control of the area. The Norman rulers were constantly either attacking their neighbors or coming under attack from them. Robert himself was known to have fought wars against Alan of Brittany, his cousin, and the count of Évreux, his uncle. While William grew from a boy into a young man capable of managing Normandy, powerful noblemen tried to wrest control away for themselves, plunging the region into anarchy. Fortunately for William, he had the support of King Henry of France as well as a number of guardians.

William was about eighteen when a widespread rebellion was launched by Guy of Burgundy throughout western and central Normandy in 1046. That was when William became aware of a plot to kill him, prompting him to seek help from King Henry once again. With the help of the king and his soldiers, William was successful in overcoming Guy at the Battle of Val-ès-Dunes.

Having acquired a taste for battle, William next waged war against the count of Anjou, Geoffrey Martel. William soon earned a reputation as an inventive but ruthless leader in war. When the town of Alencon maintained its stubborn defense, he ordered that the eyes, hands, and feet of 34 prisoners be removed and threatened the rest of the town’s men with the same treatment if they refused to surrender. Brutal tactics like these worked for William as he continued gaining power, something that concerned King Henry a great deal—so much so that he eventually decided to invade Normandy.

Always inventive, William introduced a new tactic that completely wrong-footed the king’s invasion. He and his men pretended to retreat before setting up an ambush, which forced the king to withdraw. William now risked all his enemies banding together to take him on at once. So, he sought allies through marriage. His sister married the count of Boulogne’s son, securing his allegiance in the process. Next, William offered to marry the daughter of the count of Flanders, Matilda. Pope Leo IX forbade them from marrying due to their close relations, but William ignored the pope, and the marriage went ahead.

Those at the wedding said that the two were a strange couple. Their marriage day was the first time they had met, and while William was almost six feet in height, Matilda stood at little more than four feet. Nevertheless, it is said that they had a happy marriage, which yielded at least nine children over the first sixteen years of their marriage. For his part, William seems to have remained true to Matilda, perhaps to avoid the possibility of having illegitimate children.

William went on to take control of the Church in Normandy, making his uncle archbishop of Rouen. Despite being interested in strengthening his relationship with the papacy, he was intent on appointing Normandy’s bishops and abbots. William’s life had taught him to be firm and ruthless; he had learned the hard way that the Norman noblemen could only be trusted when they were scared of him.

Soon enough, William would set his eyes on a new prize: that of the English throne. As Edward the Confessor had failed to produce any heirs, William became one of the most likely to succeed him. He was, after all, related to the king by way of the king’s mother, Emma of Normandy, who was William’s great-aunt. Still, there were other claimants he would have to overcome if he were to stand a chance at conquering England.


Chapter Two

Harold and Tostig Godwinson

“If you wish to gain possession of England, then I may bring it about that most of the chieftains in England will be on your side and support you.”

—Tostig Godwinson

Harold Godwinson was not born to royalty, so how did he find himself king of England? It is thought that Harold was born around 1022 to Godwin, the earl of Wessex, and his wife, Gytha Thorkelsdottir. Godwin had strong ties with Denmark, not only through his wife, a Danish noblewoman, but also thanks to his close relationship with King Cnut the Great, who ruled Denmark, England, and Norway from 1016 to 1035. Godwin was a favorite supporter of King Cnut, who in turn valued Godwin’s cautious advice as part of his council as well as his daring heroics in battle.

After Cnut’s death in 1035, England fell into a period of unrest as his sons fought each other for the throne. Eventually, in 1042, Godwin was instrumental in bringing Cnut’s stepson, Edward the Confessor, to the throne. Just a few years later, Edward married Godwin’s daughter, Edith. Edward was 42 at the time, and Edith was just 20. It was hoped that Edith would become pregnant and have a son, but she never did, the reasons for which are unclear. Officially, it was announced that Edward the Confessor had taken a vow of celibacy, though it is possible that was a story concocted to spare Edward and his wife any embarrassment that they had failed to produce heirs.

Around the same time, Godwin’s son Harold was made earl of East Anglia. Despite being frowned upon by church leaders, Harold had five children with his concubine, Edith Swanneck, in what was called a “Danish marriage.” Gaining the support of prominent figures in Harold’s earldom, Godwin and his sons continued to amass power, much to the concern of the king of England, Edward the Confessor.

It has been suggested that, in April 1051, Edward promised his distant cousin, William of Normandy, that he would become king of England after his death. This may have been why Godwin suddenly raised an army to fight the king and his forces that same year. When the earls of Mercia and Northumbria stepped up to support Edward, Godwin had to make a choice: fight and bring about a civil war or leave England. Godwin and his family opted for exile. His son Tostig married Judith of Flanders in mainland Europe while Harold sought support in Ireland. Meanwhile, Godwin and the rest of the family took up residence in Bruges.

As for Queen Edith, Godwin’s daughter, she was removed from the royal court and sent to a nunnery, to the dismay of Edward’s new Norman Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert of Jumièges, who recommended Edward divorce her. Edward went on to move other Normans into official positions of high power and influence, causing much consternation in England. The Normans were, after all, outsiders; they were French—not English. Many former supporters of Edward switched allegiance to Godwin and crossed the Channel to join forces with him. Raging at Edward’s appointments, Godwin returned to England in 1052 with an army of mercenaries.

Negotiations soon took place, which led
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