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         Men would be angels, angels would be gods.

         Aspiring to be gods, if angels fell,

         Aspiring to be angels, men rebel.

              Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man (1733–4)
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      Introduction

      
      
      
         For we are the people of England, that never have spoken yet.

         G. K. Chesterton, ‘The Secret People’ (1915)

      

      
      Rebels, unlike rulers, don’t often get the chance to build things. The easiest bits of our heritage to remember are those
         we can see, the castles, palaces and country houses that still survive all around us. But rebellion is part of England’s heritage
         too. If I were asked to take someone on a rebels’ tour of London, I might start in Stoke Newington in north London, say Walford
         Road, where one of the Angry Brigade was picked up in 1972, and a stone’s throw from the flat on Amhurst Road that four Angries
         turned into a bomb factory. Then we could head for Church Street, past Defoe Road, where Daniel Defoe, who fought with the
         rebel Duke of Monmouth in the last pitched battle on English soil, once lived. Somewhere on Church Street itself stood Wallingford
         House, where a clique of New Model Army officers led by Charles Fleet-wood gathered to plan the overthrow of Richard Cromwell,
         the unlucky heir to the reluctant revolutionary Oliver, who was flunking the Army’s idea of how the country should be run.
       From Stoke Newington, we could start to travel into central London, going past Highbury, where the medieval manor was ‘consigned to destruction in the ravening flames’ by Essex rebels in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. As we reached Clerkenwell, we would
         pass Spa Fields, where a meeting of parliamentary reformers turned into an insurrectionary riot in 1816; and Cold Bath Square,
         once Cold Bath Fields, where a policeman was killed in a rebellious demonstration after the ‘betrayal’ of the Great Reform
         Act in 1833. We could pause for a moment at Gray’s Inn, where Thomas Percy, one of the Gunpowder Plotters of 1605, stayed in a local pub on the night before Guy Fawkes was discovered.
      

      
      Actually, what I’ve described isn’t a special tour of London designed to take in historical associations with rebellion. It’s
         my school run and journey to work. Most journeys in London could be rebel tours. The journey to my old office used to take
         me past Hoxton, where Lord Mounteagle received the letter that revealed the Gunpowder Plot, and past the Tower, which rebels
         attacked, were imprisoned in, escaped from or were executed at, for about 800 years. If I came in from south London, I could
         stop at London Bridge, where (in the bridge’s earlier incarnation) rebels resisted William the Conqueror, where the Kent contingent
         of the Peasants’ Revolt crossed into the City and where Jack Cade’s rebels fought a bloody battle in 1450. Rebels, like rulers,
         tended to aim for the capital, but from Cornwall to Norfolk, from Sussex to Northumbria, England is crisscrossed with the
         ghosts of rebels marching, meeting and fighting.
      

      
      So perhaps the first thing to say about English rebels is that G. K. Chesterton was wrong: the people of England have spoken
         repeatedly. The idea that English history is one of peaceful evolution or a ‘silent’ populace, dominated by solid uncomplaining
         yeomen or loyal public servants, is a fantasy. It is, admittedly, one with a long pedigree, visible in Edmund Burke’s self-satisfied
         trust in the ‘simplicity of our national character and… a sort of native plainness’ as a safeguard for a conservative constitution,
         or Wyndham Lewis’s ideal Englishman: ‘straightforward, tolerant, peaceable, humane, unassuming, patient’. But to accept that
         these are the principal characteristics of English history or English people is to ignore those times when tolerance, peaceability
         and patience were cast aside. Nor is rebellion confined to ‘the people’. English rebellion has permeated English society,
         from top to bottom.
      

      
      It is worth trying to outline, if only loosely, what I mean by a rebel. Perhaps the easiest way to define the term is negatively,
         by what isn’t required. Rebels don’t have to have tried to overthrow the government, let alone the state. They don’t have
         to have been violent. They don’t have to have been ‘left-wing’. I have mostly confined myself to overtly political rebellion, as cultural rebellion would require another book. But rebels are more than
         straightforward political opponents. They are opponents who take serious risks, of losing life, limb or liberty. So most peaceful
         demonstrations, MPs not toeing the party line, or strikes after striking was legalized don’t count. Although some, which went
         beyond expressions of dissatisfaction or simple trade disputes into challenges on the status quo or to the government, do.
      

      
      The concentration on ‘English’ rebels is deliberate, more than an expression of a geographical limit (or a lazy shorthand
         for ‘British’). England’s history as a colonizer, first of its own island, then of its archipelago, sporadically of parts
         of the Continent of Europe, and eventually of a third of the world, can be an obstacle to seeing the importance of the rebel
         tradition at home. A country that spends so much time putting down external rebellion seems less likely to contain a rebellious
         nature itself. In a British context, let alone an imperial one, rebellion usually had different objectives. A book about the
         Irish, Scottish or Indian rebel would tap into a well-recognized tradition. The search for English identity, for what makes
         the English different, has been addressed with increasing urgency as Scottish, Welsh and Irish identity becomes ever more
       confidently defined. Historians of England often point to ‘continuity in the institutions of government’, the fact that ‘in
         no other [country] has there been such continuity in the exercise of effective authority over so wide an area for so long’,
         as the feature that marks England out. But English ‘individualism’ has also been a constant, and that has more to do with
         the numbers of Englishmen and women who were rebels rather than conservatives by instinct. As for those institutions, many
         of them, from Parliament to the police, have their origins tied up with the history of rebellion.
      

      
      The English have proved remarkably tenacious rebels, but rather less effective revolutionaries. One of the features of rebellions
         is that they are likely to end as failures, particularly in the short term. This is partly because if they succeed, they aren’t
       called rebellions any more. Or as Sir John Harington put it rather more eloquently in 1618: ‘Treason doth never prosper, what’s
         the reason? / For if it prosper none dare call it treason’. The result is it’s easy to think of most (failed) rebellions as insignificant, mere
         interruptions to the steady flow of the mainstream. Of course, that assumes that we know where the mainstream is going, and
         that rebels haven’t caused an interruption or diversion, however imperceptible at the time. Concentrating on rebels, the ways
         they tried to interfere with the flow, is a useful corrective to reading the present back into the past, one result of the
         tendency known as the ‘Whig Interpretation’ of history. It can cast even the most familiar parts of English history in a different
         light. So the Norman Conquest is shadowed by the English resistance, the Tudor Reformation by the risings that challenged
         it, the top-down reform of Parliament by the drawn-out struggle for voting rights. Some rebels can seem ‘before their time’,
         introducing democratic or socially levelling ideas that are universally accepted now but were once dismissed. The important
         thing about these rebels, however, as well as the ones who promoted causes that seem less palatable to us (the xenophobes,
         religious bigots and megalomaniacs whom we will also encounter), is that they were of their time. It is important that they had their ideas and promoted them when they did, and in the circumstances they did.
      

      
      The fates of most English rebels will explain why the rebel tradition is not a continuous one. The luckier ones survived their
         rebellions, like the Anglo-Saxon rebels Edgar the Aetheling or Hereward the Wake, defeated and pensioned off to obscurity.
         Some early rebels even made it back into their master’s affections, like Ranulf Flambard, William II’s calculating bishop,
         whom the King couldn’t do without. Later rebels were less fortunate, even when their rebellions were less overt. Thomas Becket
         was murdered and martyred in his own cathedral; Simon de Montfort, butchered, dismembered, his head paraded on a spear just
         as his son arrived on the battlefield; the popular rebels Wat Tyler and Jack Cade, stabbed in the heat of their uprisings;
         the ‘student revolutionary’ William ‘Longbeard’ fitz Osbert in Richard the Lionheart’s reign, dragged like so many others
         to his place of execution and lingeringly, ritualistically put to death. Even a quiet death couldn’t spare some rebels. Oliver Cromwell died in his bed, but his corpse was disinterred after the Restoration, decapitated
         and the head impaled outside Westminster Hall as a grim warning for almost twenty years. After England’s only genuine revolution,
         rebellion still continued, and rebels were still executed, transported or imprisoned for centuries to come.
      

      
      But a history of failure is not a history of insignificance. Rebellions reveal the alternative histories contemporaries wanted
         to write. Different rebels imagined a world where England was still ruled by Anglo-Saxons, where the king couldn’t dispense
         justice on a whim, where a different king, or none at all, might be in charge. Others conceived of England as a ‘common property’,
         as a country where every man and (later) every woman had the vote. Some rebels imagined England as a Protestant land, some
         dreamt of returning it to Catholicism. Some thought that if you just got rid of the Flemings, or the Nonconformists, or the
         Irish, or the Catholics, or the Jews, England’s problems would be solved. Others thought that if you got rid of industrial
         machinery, or private industry, or capitalism in general, or the banking system, a golden age might return. The least well
         supported really do seem to have been ‘doomed’ to failure, and, looking at the list, we can be thankful that some of them
         were. But, sometimes, the bigots got further than the freedom-fighters with their rebellions. Being a rebel sounds like a
         badge of honour to many modern ears, but some rebels incline one to more old-fashioned judgements that equate rebellion with
         wrongdoing. So this book is not about heroes. Some rebels were heroic and public-spirited, but others were self-seeking, manipulative,
         vicious and venal. Most were a mixture, which is to say that rebels are no different from anyone else.
      

      
      What succeeds or fails in a rebellion can look predictable, but most things can with hindsight. Recent experience has taught
         us to be aware of how powerful ‘asymmetric’ challenges can be, when apparently all-powerful societies can be deeply wounded
         by under-resourced opponents. Technology may have a lot to do with that today, but even medieval rebels could have a disproportionate
         influence. Often, rebellions that seemed to have failed could live on. Magna Carta was cast aside before the wax had dried on King John’s seal, and if he had survived a bout of overeating a
         year later, it might have stayed that way. It was only the need to legitimize an embattled minority government that led to
         the rebels’ charter being reissued, with all its consequences for English freedoms, American independence and ‘why, oh why’
         journalism. That rebellion ‘succeeded’ in the long run, and it forces us to think how others, from Jack Cade to the Jacobites,
         from the Fifth Monarchists to the miners, might have turned out differently.
      

      
      I have mentioned a rebel ‘tradition’, but is there more to English rebellions than a sequence of unrelated reactions to events?
         Well, it would be absurd to pretend that rebellion runs like an unbroken ‘golden thread’ through English history. There are
         (though surprisingly rarely) times without rebellion or the threat of it, and one rebellion does not necessarily draw on its
         predecessor. Often, rebels stand for the very opposite of what their predecessors fought for, as in the convoluted, serve-and-return
         history of the English Reformation, which modern historians are surely right to describe in the plural: England didn’t have
         one Reformation; it had several. If we are looking for an analogy for the English rebel tradition, then perhaps it is closer
         to a scent that goes cold and is picked up again. Nonetheless, some English rebels were inspired by their forebears. Rebels
         in the seventeenth century looked back to the eleventh. Rebels in the nineteenth century looked back to the thirteenth. And
         rebels in the twentieth century looked back to the fourteenth. Sometimes the models could be more recent. It seems unlikely
         that Perkin Warbeck would have been taken to Ireland and set up as a Yorkist pretender if the same thing hadn’t been tried
         for Lambert Simnel a few years earlier. William of Orange learnt from the mistakes of the Duke of Monmouth three years before.
         The suffragettes examined the example of the Chartists. In 1984, Arthur Scargill tried to re-create the miners’ triumph of
         1972, which in turn he had seen as laying the ghost of the General Strike of 1926. Many of the examples rebels took from their
         forebears were mythical versions of what really happened, but myths can have a powerful influence on people, and the myth
         of the rebel is one of the most powerful. It survives any number of doses of reality. Rebels’ myths can also help to challenge
         more-cherished historical myths, such as the myth of the Tudors ushering in an era of calm after the storms of the Wars of
         the Roses, or the ‘Whig’ myth of England’s steady march to democracy.
      

      
      The ways in which the English rebel also link up unexpectedly. Some set up camps, like the ‘woodsmen’ who joined the English
         resistance to the Normans, various medieval outlaws, the sixteenth-century followers of the Kett brothers or the women of
         Greenham Common. Others march, often congregating in the same places, especially if they are marching on the capital: Blackheath
         and Kennington Common hosted musters of rebels centuries apart. Others conspire, often over a drink. The Gunpowder plotters
         sealed their conspiracy at the Duck and Drake, the ‘ulterior’ Chartists in the Orange Tree, the Angry Brigade at the Walford.
         Disagreements over how to rebel also recur. Some rebels draw up programmes of reform, others want a change of personnel. Some
         believe that only force will get their way, others that violence loses the argument. Most seem agreed, however, that gesture
         politics are important. That is why ‘demonstrating’, whether armed or not, is often a synonym for rebelling. Rebels have had
         to show what they wanted, when asking politely for it was too ineffective and fighting for it was too dangerous. Their ways
         of doing so – from the medieval baron’s diffidatio (a formal rebellious ritual), through the blunt language of the eighteenth-century riot, right up to the twentieth-century
         protestor’s targeting of the evening news – have rules as formal as the most venerable of English institutions. Some, like
         the barons who rebelled against King John in 1215, or the ‘Immortal Seven’ who invited in the Prince of Orange in 1688, looked
         for foreign help. Others, like those who rebelled against John’s son, Henry III, or Oswald Mosley’s Black-shirts, who took
         to the streets of the East End, thought ‘foreigners’ were the problem.
      

      
      We will also encounter more cerebral rebels, like Algernon Sidney or John Locke, though English rebels habitually conform
         to one stereotype by being stronger on practice than theory. Rebellion had a lot to do with the development of political thought in England. Theories of the legitimacy of resistance were
         hugely influenced by the great rebellions. But it is easier to see how the Magna Carta barons, or Simon de Montfort, or the
         English republicans, or the Glorious Revolutionaries influenced political thought than how political thought influenced them.
         Thinkers tended to follow on the heels of rebellions, not lead them. Where rebellion can be seen to have been inspired by
         theories, they tend to be imported ones, like syndicalism or situationism. That is not to play down their significance; English
         rebellion, like the rest of English history, does not happen in isolation from the wider world.
      

      
      Finally, the story of the English rebel is a personal story. For the medieval period, which can often seem so remote from
         our own, we find the origins of rebellion in personal relations again and again. Medieval rebels were sons-, brothers-, fathers-in-law,
         first and second cousins, uncles, not to mention sons and daughters, of those they rebelled against, as well as of those they
         rebelled with. The ones who weren’t blood-related had very often worked together, either in the royal household or administration,
         or in military service. When men (and the occasional woman) like these didn’t get what they felt was fair treatment, or when
         others with less conspicuous connections or achievements were favoured instead of them, the reaction could be extreme. Of
         course, principles lay beneath some of these rebels’ actions, and public events – wars, taxes, famines, legal and administrative
         reforms – had their part to play. Indeed, it is sometimes remarkable how far rebels were willing to curb or adapt their own
         personal agendas to others’ concerns. But very often the nature of the conflict became a matter of personal, frequently wounded,
         pride: Thomas Becket and Henry II unable to seal their peace agreement with the traditional kiss of peace, Simon de Montfort
         enraged by Henry III’s broken promises, the earls around Edward II goaded to action at the name-calling and baiting by Edward’s
         favourite, Piers Gaveston. Perhaps less unexpectedly, personality carried on fashioning rebels and rebellions in later centuries,
         from Oliver Cromwell’s providential zeal to the Duke of Monmouth’s dysfunctional upbringing, through Lord George Gordon’s ‘twist in his head’, right up to the Pankhursts’ weakness for melodrama or Mosley’s monstrous
         egotism.
      

      
      The English rebel may only rarely be a triumphant or even a particularly likeable character. But he and she are as much a
         part of the fabric of English history as the monarchs, law-makers and political leaders they defied. They serve as inspiration,
         as warning, and sometimes simply as example. They may not always be visible, but they, too, are all around us.
      

      
   
      

      
      
      1. Resistance

      
      The Norman Occupation 1066–86

      
      
      
         We have had one king made for us in the last forty years, and we intend to make the next ourselves.

         Charles Kingsley, Hereward the Wake (Ch. XXIII)
         

      

      
      The story of English rebellion begins with a famous defeat. The scene, on a ridge a few miles outside a small Sussex town
         on the morning of 15 October 1066, is one of the most revisited in English history. The ‘bloodstained battleground was covered
         with the flower of the youth and nobility of England’. Only sixty years later, the familiar verdict on the Battle of Hastings
         was already in. This was England’s ‘fatal day’, when the English ‘doomed themselves and their country to slavery by giving
         [William the Conqueror] an easy victory in a single battle’. At Hastings, the last Anglo-Saxon king, Harold II, his two loyal
         brothers, and many of his greatest lords were wiped out.
      

      
      When Duke William of Normandy landed unopposed in Pevensey Bay at the end of September, Anglo-Saxons had been living and governing
         in England for roughly 600 years. By comparison, William’s own duchy was an upstart domain, a consequence of Viking invasion
         only 150 years earlier. The English, too, had suffered numerous invasions, and had survived the imposition of foreign kings
         before, but their kingdom had been forged, not consumed, in those fires. William, the bastard son who had inherited a dukedom,
         extinguished Anglo-Saxon England for ever. Yet the Norman Conquest was not the work of a single, bloody day. The Battle of
         Hastings is so indelible a moment in English history, resulting in such an apparently complete break with what had gone before,
         that it can seem as if it alone transformed one nation into another. One reason for that abiding impression may be that the most famous and memorable account of the Conquest,
         the Bayeux Tapestry, ends with William’s triumph on the field of battle: Et fuga verterunt Angli – ‘And the English turned to flight.’ (In fact, this is only how the embroidery has survived to modern times; it is incomplete,
         and could well have covered later events in its original condition.) But what became known to generations of rebels as the
         ‘Norman yoke’ was fitted onto English shoulders in a matter of years, not hours. Hastings accounted for the last Anglo-Saxon
         king and much of his nobility, but it did not suppress English resistance to William from every quarter. The first English
         rebels took on a role that is familiar to us throughout later history, and across the world. They were resisters against a
         colonial oppressor. That original sense of grievance proved a powerful source of inspiration centuries after the Conquest
         itself was complete. There were English earls after Hastings, English claimants to the throne, and English people of all ranks
         who refused to stomach the changes that William brought with him. Although this resistance, like so many rebellions that followed,
         failed in its primary objectives, it still succeeded in changing the course of English history.
      

      
      William’s conquest of England was variously shaped by the rebels he faced in his new kingdom, particularly in the first five
         years of his rule. In the longer term, the way that English society came to be governed under the Normans and some of the
         conquest’s most lasting legacies were also affected fundamentally by the early opposition to it. To take the most conspicuous
         example, Domesday Book, the great survey of William’s holdings – testimony to his determination to know his kingdom intimately
         and to the residual efficiency of the Anglo-Saxon institutions he had taken over, in being capable of delivering so thorough
         an inquisition – can be seen in part as a final reckoning of a now subdued realm. Yet twenty years had passed after William’s
         first victory before he felt secure enough to count his chickens (or as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle put it, to leave out from the count ‘not one ox nor one cow nor one pig’). Similarly, the castles with Norman origins that now seem such an integral, domesticated part of the English landscape, from Dover to Durham, were another tool
         of occupation, put up first in wood, later in stone, as the most effective method of dealing with violent uprisings. These
         buildings permanently changed the fabric of England, and the way it was ruled. A castle didn’t just impose a military garrison
         on a community, leaving locals in no uncertainty about being under occupation. The construction of the fortification itself
         stripped the country bare for miles around, changing the landscape itself as a direct result of conquest and resistance. Right
         at the beginning of our story, rebellion is not marginal, but central.
      

      
      In 1066 William’s own decision to invade was presented as a response to rebellion. Harold Godwineson succeeded Edward the
         Confessor when the latter, on his deathbed, apparently reversed his previous inclination towards William as his heir, and
         designated Harold. But the new King Harold had previously sworn allegiance to William when, as Earl of Wessex, he had found
         himself at the Duke’s court during Edward’s reign, a scene evoked in the Tapestry. So Harold was technically William’s man,
         as far as the Duke was concerned, and William could legitimately (or at least, legalistically) argue that in invading England
         he was merely punishing a rebellious vassal. Like all such rebels, Harold had forfeited his right to his land (in Harold’s
         case, the kingdom that William claimed as his). The ultimatum sent by the Duke to the new king emphasized the fact that the
         latter had ‘made himself my vassal’.
      

      
      It was this version of events that William is also likely to have presented to Pope Alexander II, to secure divine backing
         for a politically motivated project. Alexander gave William his blessing, and the Norman army claimed to have fought under
         a papal banner. William arrived in England on 28 September, the eve of the feast of St Michael, the archangel who had defeated
         the archrebel, Satan, whose disobedience hung over all medieval rebellion. William’s victory at Hastings could be presented
         as the righteous victory of true believers. Harold became ‘the execrable tyrant who was forcing you into a servitude that
         was both disastrous and shameful’. Killing him was ‘held by all peoples to be a famous and praiseworthy deed’. The note of special pleading evident there also betrays William’s understanding that triumph at Hastings
         guaranteed nothing. It had to be followed up by a systematic occupation, which would be enforced in the teeth of real and
         prolonged resistance.
      

      
      How did the English deal with William? How, and why, did some of them resist him? Why is simple. The Conquest killed and dispossessed
         thousands. It would have been extraordinary if there hadn’t been a resistance. The victory at Hastings was the result of a very large slice of luck, dependent in part on the simultaneous
         invasion by a Norwegian army that looked on paper to be at least as threatening, if not more so, than the Norman duke. Defeating
         that force in the North and then marching to face William had depleted Harold’s strength, and his decision to fight William
         straight away before replenishing his army has often been questioned. Even so, Hastings was a close-run thing. Victory had
         increased the odds in William’s favour, but it was by no means certain that his luck would hold. Resisting the Normans was
         not only justified: it had a fair chance of succeeding.
      

      
      In later years, the imposition of the ‘Norman yoke’ became shorthand for anything that rebels wished to present as unjust
         and contrary to ‘traditional freedoms’, however contrived, or frankly imaginary, those might be. But the way that many of the first English rebels fought – attacking and then melting into the forests and marshes, which was why the
         Normans referred to them as silvatici (‘woodsmen’) – would become part of a tradition, which can be traced through the myth of Robin Hood and right up to the ‘eco-warriors’
         of our own time. This legacy was practical, as others copied the first rebels’ methods, and rhetorical, as the life of the
       outlaw in the greenwood steadily became a central part of English folklore. ‘To the greenwood gone, to be a bold outlaw; and
         not only an outlaw to himself, but the father of all outlaws’, as Charles Kingsley put it in his novel about the best-remembered
         rebel against the Norman Conquest, Hereward ‘the Wake’. Yet, in the first instance, guerrilla tactics were simply the best
         way of challenging a conventional military force.
      

      
      Some of the resistance to Norman occupation drew on an already existing tradition. Rebellion was hardly unknown in pre-Conquest
       England. According to one twelfth-century historian, the English of the far West and North were ‘still barbarous, and had
         only obeyed the English king in the time of King Edward and his predecessors when it suited them’. That may be something of
         an exaggeration, but only a year before William arrived, when Edward the Confessor was still king, the people of Northumbria,
         where William too would encounter the strongest resistance, had successfully rid themselves of their earl, Harold’s brother,
         and replaced him with Morcar, the brother of Edwin, Earl of Mercia. The earliest English rebels were inspired as much by traditions
         of regional autonomy as by nascent thoughts of national identity.
      

      
      
      
      The resistance begins

      
      
      Neither Edwin nor Morcar fought at the Battle of Hastings. But the two earls did join a resistance party that backed an English
         pretender against William straight afterwards. Their champion was Edgar ‘the Aetheling’ (princeling), nephew of Edward the
         Confessor and grandson of King Edmund Ironside, who is likely to have been passed over at Edward’s death because he was not
         yet of age (he lived until 1125). In the absence of a mature champion of royal blood, however, Edgar became the focus of English
         resistance after William’s victory at Hastings, though later Harold’s sons also returned from exile to try their luck. Morcar,
         himself the beneficiary of a rebellion, and his brother were joined after Hastings by the archbishops of York and Canterbury
       and ‘the citizens of London’. ‘At that time, indeed, a crowd of warriors from elsewhere had flocked thither, and the city,
         in spite of its great size, could scarcely accommodate them all.’
      

      
      They awaited William’s arrival, and fought him off as he approached London Bridge, the only way across the Thames into the
         City, and the crucible of rebellions in centuries to come. William set the area around Southwark, south of the river, alight,
         and withdrew. Then, taking a slow, relentless approach that became characteristic of his dealings with his uncooperative new
         subjects, he embarked on a steady encirclement of London, isolating his enemies, and leaving them with no option but to give
         up. The first to cave in was the Archbishop of Canterbury, Stigand, who approached William at Wallingford to swear fealty.
         William’s advance continued, along the Chilterns, and soon afterwards the remaining English resistance knew the game was up,
         for the time being, at least. Anglo-Saxon England conceded defeat not on the battlefield at Hastings, but at Berkhamsted two
         months later, where Edgar the Aetheling, Edwin, Morcar and the remaining archbishop and bishops submitted. The Anglo-Saxon
       chronicler thought they were merely facing up to what had long been inevitable: ‘it was a piece of great folly that they had
         not done it earlier.’
      

      
      It looked like the resistance to William had fizzled out as soon as it had begun. But the Normans were still jumpy. On Christmas
         Day 1066, just over two months after Hastings, William was crowned king, but the event was not exactly a demonstration of
         a conqueror’s self-confidence. The coronation – on the first day of the New Year (as Christmas was at this time), in the new
         abbey of Westminster, built in Edward the Confessor’s reign, probably under Norman influence – was the first manoeuvre in
         what today’s military occupiers invariably call the ‘battle for hearts and minds’. But it did not go entirely to plan. In
         a (possible) break with tradition, the ceremony included a formal request for acknowledgement by the people of William’s right
         to be king. The question was asked in English by the Archbishop of York, who had performed the coronation, and in French by
         the Bishop of Coutances. Although those inside the abbey duly obliged by shouting their acclamation, the noise was taken by
         the mounted men outside as a sign of rebellion. They set fire to the surrounding buildings.
      

      
      
         The fire spread rapidly from house to house; the crowd who had been rejoicing in the church took fright and throngs of men
            and women of every rank and condition rushed out of the church in frantic haste. Only the bishops and a few clergy and monks
            remained, terrified, in the sanctuary, and with difficulty completed the consecration of the king, who was trembling from head to foot… The English… never
            again trusted the Normans who seemed to have betrayed them, but nursed their anger and bided their time to take revenge.
         

      

      
      The proud victor of Hastings seems to have been a nervous wreck, and his men, feeling unwelcome in a hostile foreign country,
         were clearly on edge.
      

      
      As this rebellion was only in their minds, nothing came of it, but it wasn’t only in hindsight that the occupation seemed
         perilous. William knew that there was a propaganda battle to be won, if he was to set himself up as the legitimate king. The
         coronation was a part of that battle. The most obvious and sustained way in which he pursued it was to portray himself as
         the direct heir of Edward the Confessor. Harold II’s nine-month reign was expunged from the official record. The shorthand
         TRE (Tempore Regis Edwardi – ‘in the time of King Edward’), appears throughout the most famous written legacy of William’s reign, Domesday Book, with
         no mention of Harold. William was not a mere conqueror but a rightful successor, able to endorse the holdings of the ‘previous’
         king, Edward.
      

      
      Initially, it seemed that the remaining English magnates who had submitted to William would find roles in the new regime,
         but as William’s reign wore on, so the influence of his own men increased. Whether this would have happened in any case, we
         can’t be sure, but what sealed the fate of most of the English was that they rebelled. Of the men who submitted to William
         at Berkhamsted, only Ealdred, Archbishop of York, remained on the new king’s side. When William returned to Normandy, early
         in the New Year, 1067, he took the principals of the early resistance party (Stigand, Edgar the Aetheling, Edwin and Morcar,
         and Earl Waltheof of Northampton) with him, keeping his enemies close. But all these men joined or initiated the various rebellions
         that would dog William for five years. Even as late as 1075, a major rebellion, encompassing Normans as well as Englishmen,
         resulted in the only execution of a senior rebel.
      

      
      The annals of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for these years, especially the first five after William’s arrival, reflect an almost unbroken sequence of rebellion, in
         Dover, Exeter, Hereford, Nottingham, Durham, York and Peterborough. William’s reaction to them could be merciless, but one
         abiding mystery is why he persistently let off Edgar the Aetheling. Edgar may have been under age but he remained the primary
         focus for these rebellions, whenever the rebels sought to replace William on the throne with a ‘native’, although some were
         equally happy to press the claims of Danish royals. Notions of English ‘patriotism’ at this time are probably premature; when
       the people of Kent invited Eustace of Boulogne to be their saviour from William in 1067, ‘It was because they hated the Normans
         that they reached an agreement with Eustace, formerly their bitter enemy…. They thought that if they were not to serve one
         of their own countrymen, they would rather serve a neighbour they knew.’
      

      
      William’s initial occupation has been compared to the German occupation of France in the Second World War, with the country
         divided into two zones – the ‘occupied’, south of the Humber, and the ‘unoccupied’, to the north. One difference was that,
         in Anglo-Norman England, the unoccupied zone was not allowed a measure of self-government because it collaborated with the
         new regime. On the contrary, northern England hadn’t been conquered yet. Outlying parts of England could not be relied upon
         to collaborate or even co-operate, although, in the beginning, William did attempt to make use of native English appointees
         to govern on his behalf. But violent resistance meant that this policy would change: the Norman Conquest became more Norman
         with each passing month.
      

      
      At Dover, Eustace’s venture was easily suppressed by the garrison and the mere threat of the arrival of William’s half-brother,
         the formidably ruthless Odo, Bishop of Bayeux. On the Welsh Marches, in Herefordshire, there was also unrest in the same year,
         where Eadric ‘the Wild’, a local landholder, allied with a Welsh prince and attacked the garrison at Hereford. Eadric’s resistance
         did not occasion the King’s intervention either, but, like other rebels who were not severely dealt with at the beginning, Eadric would feature later in more serious disturbances.
      

      
      The West was next to rise, with Exeter defying the King rather more resolutely. At the beginning of 1068, the townsmen attempted
       to become the focus of a general resistance, sending ‘envoys to other cities to combine with them in similar measures… to
         fight with all their strength against the foreign king’. The foreign king arrived in person, perhaps stirred into direct action
         by the presence of Harold’s mother, Gytha, whose plea to give up her son’s body after Hastings William had refused. But William’s
         reputation for invincibility initially made little impact. The rebels of Exeter first offered to submit to him on their own
         terms, and, when this was rejected, retired behind their walls to await a siege. They held out as William displayed his whole
         army, including a force of 500 knights, before the city walls, publicly blinded a hostage, and began to set siege. The siege
         lasted eighteen days, with William launching ‘unremitting attacks’ on the walls. Eventually, the town gave in, and William,
         possibly conscious that he had to rely on the co-operation of even the most awkward subjects if his conquest was to last,
         contented himself with building a castle to ensure the rebels’ good behaviour.
      

      
      The disturbance at Exeter turned out to be the prelude to a more widespread challenge to William’s authority throughout 1068
       and beyond. Edwin and Morcar were next to turn defiant. Edwin had reportedly been given authority over ‘his brother and almost
         a third of England’, but he had also been promised a marriage to William’s daughter, which did not materialize. Perhaps William
         was toying with the idea of forming an Anglo-Norman senior aristocracy by intermarriage. If so, it was a notion he didn’t
         pursue. Yet the impression that much of the rebellion against the Normans stemmed more from private than from patriotic reasons
         seems to apply again here. If some individuals felt they had nothing to lose by attempting to overthrow the King, and took
         a chance on another candidate, however unlikely, most of those who joined rebellions simply wanted to improve their own situation.
         William’s indulgence, as displayed at Exeter, seemed to offer a way of leaning on the new king to do this, but it was a risky game, and one that, for some, less privileged rebels, would backfire spectacularly
         in the end. In fact, Edwin and Morcar once again lost their nerve, and obtained William’s pardon. Further north, however,
         the country was still ‘seething with discontent’.
      

      
      The northern rebellion would continue to reignite and damp down for some years, but it was obvious from the beginning that
         Northumbria would provide William with his most serious challenge. Initially, a succession of Anglo-Saxon noblemen was tried
         out to govern the territory and raise taxes on William’s behalf, but after two murders and one change of sides the King was
         persuaded of the need to intervene personally. He marched northwards in the summer of 1068, building castles as he went in
         Warwick and Nottingham, before arriving at York, where the resistance party melted away before him. Some of the rebel leaders
         fled to the court of the Scottish king, Malcolm, while others made a formal submission. Once again, William was remarkably
         unvengeful, making ‘peace’ with those who submitted, and negotiating a settlement with Malcolm. He marched away leaving a
         castellan and a guardian in charge of the castle at York.
      

      
      When William attempted once again to reinforce his newly established northern authority, however, it became clear that the
         resistance had only been dispersed, not destroyed. In January 1069, Robert de Comines marched into Durham as the latest Earl
         of Northumbria. Unlike William’s previous choices, Robert was a Norman. William’s experiment with ‘native’ lords was coming
         to an end, though he persisted in some areas, with very limited success. But Robert’s term was as disastrous as those of his
         English predecessors. On his first night in Durham, he was surrounded by the citizens and killed, along with his retinue of,
         according to varying reports, between 500 and 900 men. Even at the smaller estimate, this was by far the most bloody and serious
         blow to William’s rule. The rebels next killed the guardian of the Norman castle at York, again with ‘many of his men’, and
       besieged the castle itself. Their party was led by a group including the Aetheling. ‘Fealty, oaths, and the safety of hostages
         were forgotten in their anger at the loss of their patrimonies and the deaths of their kinsmen and fellow countrymen.’
      

      
      The rebels had at last made William angry. He returned in full force, and in an account of his intervention there seems an
       almost biblical tone to the inevitability of the outcome. ‘Swift was the king’s coming; he fell on the besiegers and spared
         no man. Many were captured, more killed, and the remainder put to flight. The king remained a further eight days in the city,
         built a second castle, and left Earl William fitzOsbern as castellan there.’ FitzOsbern, the new man, was able to deal with
         a couple more attacks without having to resort to royal assistance, but this was still by no means the end of the English
         resistance to William; ‘storms of war… rose on every side.’ And once again, the King had not dealt with the leaders of the
         rebellion. For the first time, as the unrest spread, it can be said that the resistance took on a more patriotic character,
         even if the failure to unite efforts from different sources ultimately cost the rebels any prospect of success.
      

      
      While the North continued to simmer, an attack from the West arrived, led by two of Harold’s sons, who had fled to Ireland.
         They had made one attempt in 1068, and the following summer they landed in Exeter with a force of sixty-six ships and men.
         William’s lieutenants did not let him down, but they had to fight two battles in a day to drive off the sons’ threat. Their
         mother, who had remained after Exeter’s first defiance, seems to have given up on any prospect of her family being re-established
         after this latest setback. ‘She secretly gathered together a great store of treasure and, through fear of King William, fled
         to France, never to return.’
      

      
      The outside help that the northern rebels had sought eventually arrived in the form of a Danish force, sent by the King of
         Denmark under the leadership of his sons. Their ‘great fleet’ was manned not only by Danes and English, but by troops from
         Poland, Frisia, Saxony and Lithuania. This multicultural force followed a traditional Viking route, starting on the south
         coast and working their way up the eastern coastline of England, making occasional forays inland, from Dover to Sandwich,
         then Ipswich, Norwich, the Humber and eventually York. Along the way, they made contact with the English party, including the Aetheling and Earl Waltheof. Again, however, an initial success against William’s
         garrison in September 1069 did not embolden the rebels to face the King himself. When William mustered and arrived in person,
         the rebels ‘fearing the conqueror, had fled across the Humber and landed on the Lindsey side’. William left his brother, Robert
         of Mortain, and another Robert, Count of Eu, to watch for a breakout. These early English rebels, like many of their successors,
         were confident when facing royal representatives, but they balked at the prospect of attacking an anointed king in person.
      

      
      Perhaps inspired by the scale of events in the North, other areas began to rise. In the West, there were attacks in Dorset
       and Somerset, and Eadric the Wild took his opportunity to try again, this time attacking Shrewsbury, while ‘the men of Devon
         were attacking Exeter in the same way, allied with hordes from Cornwall.’ William sent two earls to deal with these disturbances,
         and himself tackled ‘large forces of rebels’ in the Midlands, at Stafford.
      

      
      
      
      
      The Harrying of the North

      
      
      Meanwhile, the northern uprising had still not been quashed in any meaningful way, with the Danes awaiting their opportunity
         on the Humber, and their English allies likewise biding their time. After a breakout was only partially contained, York once
         again seemed to be in rebel hands. William marched north from Nottingham in the winter of 1069, but was delayed for three
         weeks at Pontefract by a rebel force. By the time the Normans reached York, the Danes had fled again. At last, William’s patience
         appears to have snapped. Realizing that the rebels had decided not to meet him in a pitched battle, he conducted a devastating
         campaign to root out his enemies and destroy their means of support. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that William ‘utterly ravaged and laid waste the shire’. Orderic Vitalis, a monk of mixed Anglo-Norman parentage
         writing at the beginning of the twelfth century, is more graphic:
      

      
      
       Nowhere else had William showed such cruelty. Shamefully he succumbed to this vice, for he made no effort to restrain his
            fury and punished the innocent with the guilty. In his anger he commanded that all crops and herds, chattels and food of every
            kind should be brought together and burned to ashes with consuming fire, so that the whole region north of the Humber might
            be stripped of all means of sustenance.
         

      

      
    Another chronicler describes the effects of the depredations: ‘so great a famine prevailed that men, compelled by hunger,
         devoured human flesh, that of horses, dogs, and cats, and whatever custom abhors; others sold themselves into perpetual slavery,
         so that they might in any way preserve their wretched existence.’
      

      
      William’s punishment became known as the Harrying of the North. References to refugees fleeing as far as Evesham in Worcestershire
         (in the Chronicle of the abbey there) seem to back up the impression that William’s actions starved people off their land.
       Orderic writes that ‘more than 100,000 Christian folk of both sexes, young and old alike, perished of hunger’, which is certainly an exaggeration, as the population of the whole of England is only estimated at its highest at around 2 million for this period.
         Perhaps less of the region was devastated than was once thought (Domesday Book’s references to ‘waste’ land may not mean exactly
         that), but the trauma of the Harrying of the North was remembered with something like shock for centuries afterwards. Where
         the more prominent rebels were concerned, however, William could still be remarkably merciful. Despite their repeated defiance
         of William, some of the leading rebels were still able to secure his pardon, even in the midst of the King’s scorched-earth
         campaign.
      

      
      
      
      
      Edgar and Hereward: the wages of rebellion

      
      
      Other rebel leaders, implicated in the northern uprising to varying degrees, went several ways. The nuisance-making of Edgar
         the Aetheling is particularly impressive. He first fled to Scotland, where he had previously been welcomed at the court of
         Malcolm III. Although he would rebel against the Conqueror one more time, when the Danes returned the following year, the failure of that
         rebellion forced him to flee to Scotland once more. He stayed for a time in Flanders, and was only prevented by shipwreck
         from taking up an offer of a castle from the King of France. However, Edgar ended up reconciled to William, in 1074, and was
         received by the King in Normandy ‘with great honour and he stayed there at court and received such dues as were appointed
         him’. Edgar’s career as consummate survivor was not over, even then. He seems to have spent his time at William’s court getting
         friendly with the King’s eldest son, Robert, and was probably inspired by Robert’s example to break with William at the end
         of his reign, in 1086. On this occasion, without a rebellion to lead, Edgar travelled to Apulia, where he disappears temporarily
         from view. He had returned by 1091, when he continued to support Robert, this time against his brother, William’s successor,
         William Rufus.
      

      
      After Robert’s bid for the throne failed, Edgar joined him on crusade to the Holy Land. He would have a chance to fight one
         more Norman king, however, when his continued support for Robert led him to take part at the Battle of Tinchebrai in 1106,
         when Rufus’s successor and the youngest of the Conqueror’s sons, Henry I, defeated Robert, and took Normandy. Henry was married
         to Edgar’s niece, Edith (known to Normans as Matilda), and seems to have felt that his own English credentials were strong
         enough for Edgar not to pose any further ‘native’ threat. So, although Henry’s brother Robert would end his days imprisoned,
         Edgar lived out his on a modest holding in Herefordshire. Edgar outlasted two Norman kings, but by his death he had long since
         ceased to be a pretender to the throne: a retired rebel with a cause, but no one left to fight it. Perhaps it was some consolation
         that his family, in the shape of his niece, had managed to reinsert themselves in the royal bloodline.
      

      
      The treatment of the senior rebels seems to show that William could combine extraordinary ruthlessness with almost exaggerated
         clemency. The last purely native rebellion against his rule, one which would take on a mythical life out of proportion to
         its historical effects, involved two rebels who had already tested the King, and been the beneficiaries of his mercy, if not his
         favour: the brothers Edwin and Morcar. The rebellion they joined was that of Hereward, in Ely in East Anglia. Hereward (his
         nickname ‘the Wake’ was a posthumous one) was a Lincolnshire thegn, a minor lord whose name has endured as the emblem of the
         last, doomed stand of Anglo-Saxon England against the Norman Conquest. If we compare his short-lived rebellion with Edgar’s
         far longer record of resistance, it might seem strange that one has become legendary while the other is barely remembered.
         But the story of Hereward’s brief, heroic failure fits much better with the traditional picture of the Norman Conquest as
         a clean break with the past.
      

      
      The historical Hereward’s decision to take up arms against William looks more like a local power game than anything to do
         with noble ideals of English independence. It came at a time, around Easter, 1071, when William was carrying out a sustained
         policy of replacing English senior churchmen with Normans. But the fact that the man who was chosen to replace the abbot of
         Peterborough arrived with an armed retinue of 160 is an indication that trouble wasn’t sparked by the change: trouble was
         already expected. The abbey at Peterborough had already been plundered, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and probably by Hereward’s men. The Chronicle doesn’t make much of the subsequent rebellion, and the moment when the brothers Edwin and Morcar joined it: ‘In this year
         Earl Edwin and Earl Morcar fled away and travelled aimlessly in the woods and moors until Edwin was killed by his own men
         and Morcar went to Ely by ship.’ But in another account the earls become heroes, one fighting to the last against the treachery
         of his own men, the other unjustly being tricked into captivity ‘for the rest of his days’. Although the rebels tried to link
         up with the reinforced Danish fleet, William separated the allies by paying off the Danes, and surrounded and flushed out
         the native rebels, although Hereward got away, ensuring his place in legend. Again, the rebellion failed because the combination
         of forces was too shaky, but, at last, by imprisoning Morcar for life, William seems to have acknowledged that he had to take the initiators as well as the consequences of the English resistance
         seriously.
      

      
      
      
      
      The Revolt of the Earls and the first rebel martyr

      
      
      The relentless cycle of rebellion and repression was almost over. William’s readiness to allow English magnates to stay in
         their positions may have been questionable from the beginning, but the fact that those he trusted – and repeatedly forgave
         – persisted in their rebellion left him with little choice. Earl Waltheof, for example, seems to have been incapable of cleaving
         to the King for long. In 1075, having twice submitted to and twice rebelled against William, he joined another rebellion,
         led not by English but by Frenchmen. The Revolt of the Earls, as it was known, in part followed a pattern that would become
         a familiar ritual of rebellion in the years to come, whenever disaffected barons, often feeling that they had split loyalties,
         rose up against the English king. The two ‘French’ ringleaders of the rebellion, Roger of Hereford (a Norman) and Ralph ‘the
         Gael’ of East Anglia (a Breton), attempted to overthrow William using their own castles as bases from which to carry on the
         rebellion. They questioned William’s royal legitimacy (by questioning his parental legitimacy), and, unusually, they proposed
       to put one of their own number in his place (declaring that ‘One of us shall be king and the other two dukes’, though who
         was to get what was never clear), instead of sponsoring a more ‘royal’ candidate, such as an aetheling or, more likely, a
         foreign king. But, failing to secure enough backing, the rebellion was quickly quashed.
      

      
      Waltheof became the only leading Anglo-Saxon to be executed for treason, in 1076. Perhaps William had been trying to avoid
         creating martyrs by not executing rebel leaders. Sure enough, there was an account of a miracle at Waltheof ’s death, the
         first of many such in the chronicles of English rebels. The executioner, impatient as the Earl struggled to finish the Lord’s
         Prayer, struck off his head as he stumbled over ‘And lead us not into temptation…’. ‘Then the severed head was heard by all present to say in a clear
         voice “But deliver us from evil. Amen”.’ Despite this miracle, the apparent popularity of the Earl, and the burial of the
         decapitated body at Crowland Abbey, where it might have become a site of pilgrimage, Waltheof never seems to have become more
         than a local hero, unlike Hereward.
      

      
      One reason that the punishment meted out to the three earls was so harsh – Roger was imprisoned for life, Ralph dispossessed
         and banished – may have been that the earls had not relied on even a spurious justification for their break with William.
         Theirs was neither a purely native resistance, nor, as would later be the case, when rebels backed the King’s brothers or
         sons against him, the favouring of one lord over another, nor again an attempt to ‘guide’ the King by force to be a better
         or more sympathetic ruler. It was a simple conspiracy, apparently motivated by anger at William’s ‘ingratitude’ in rewarding
         his supporters. Normans and English shared an aversion to simple treachery, but until the reign of Henry III rebels were rarely
         defined as plain traitors. The punishment for betraying your lord in Anglo-Saxon law was death, and in Norman it could be
         life imprisonment, but Orderic seems to be speaking for both cultures when he has a reluctant Waltheof say that ‘No good song
         is ever sung of a traitor. All peoples brand apostates and traitors as wolves.’
      

      
      
      
      
      The afterlife of the resistance

      
      
      The rebellions in the early years of William’s reign were frequent, persistent and serious. Historians who prefer to concentrate
         on organizations rather than people, and who emphasize the institutional continuity between pre-and post-Conquest England,
         risk making the transition sound altogether too smooth. In fact, so many rebels refused to honour the trust placed in them
         by their new king, even when it was re-offered after being rejected, that the resistance looks like the principal factor in
         ensuring that the top of England’s post-Conquest society, both lay and ecclesiastical, became almost entirely Norman. Only thirteen tenants-in-chief
         of English origin are recorded in Domesday Book, and only four of these had anything approaching a substantial holding. By
         the end of William’s reign the facts on the ground were simple: rebellion had broken any trust in the English aristocracy
         that William might have had.
      

      
      The resistance had other consequences, over the next few years, over decades, and even over centuries. In the short term,
         we have already seen how Domesday Book, the greatest legacy of the reign, could have been inspired by a wish to know the achieved
         settlement of William’s kingdom once his hold on it was secure. The last serious rebellion, in 1075, and the Domesday survey,
         in 1086, look too far apart for domestic unrest to be a serious factor in the making of Domesday. But the more immediate occasion
         for the survey might well be linked to the threat of resistance. As the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records, 1085 was the year when the most serious Danish force yet was assembled by the new Danish king, Cnut, a threat which
         William countered by importing the ‘largest force of mounted men and infantry from France and Brittany that had ever come
         to this country’. Clearly, he wasn’t yet ready to trust the native levies to fight off a foreign invader, whom they might
         see as a deliverer. Though some of these hired men returned when the threat passed, the requirements for billeting the extra
       troops could have persuaded William, at a council in Gloucester at the end of the year, to send ‘his men all over England
         into every shire and [have] them find out how many hundred hides there were in the shire, or what land and cattle the king
         himself had in the country, or what dues he ought to have in twelve months from the shire’. A survey on the unprecedented
         scale of Domesday was most likely commissioned for a host of different reasons: as a tax assessment; as a reckoning of the
         new ‘feudal’ arrangements of society; as a way of recording the settlement of land disputes. But the threat of rebellion also
         played its part.
      

      
      If the legacy of English resistance in the medium term was to exclude natives from a part in running their own country, in
         the longer term the rebels’ actions, and what they were perceived as fighting against, would become part of the foundation story
         of English rebellion, and ultimately of Englishness. Two elements of this myth stand out: the personal myth of Hereward, and
         the national myth of the ‘Norman yoke’. Hereward became the representative rebel of the period, even if, as we have seen,
         he was hardly William’s most troublesome opponent. Hereward begins as an essentially local hero, whose connection to a national
         myth of resistance would have to wait for several revivals. The first of these centres on the composition of a heroic Life
         of Hereward, the Gesta Herewardi, probably written in the 1150s. Hereward, a bear-wrestling superman, is shown there to be moved to resistance by a combination
       of the personal and the political. According to the Gesta, Hereward was away from England at the time of the Conquest, and on his return the country is ‘now subject to the rule of foreigners and almost ruined by many’. Hereward’s dealings with the Danes, to whom he passes the treasure he acquires from
         the sack of the abbey (an episode confirmed by other sources) does not seem to detract from his status as a national talisman.
         Other revivals of Hereward’s story in the Middle Ages include an account in Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis (c.1136–7). The fact that this work was composed for a Lincolnshire landlord may account for the inclusion of Hereward, but
         it is still curious that a Norman audience would not mind hearing about a noble Englishman struggling against ‘dishonourable
         and cowardly’ Normans.
      

      
      Hereward’s nickname ‘the Wake’ appears to derive from the prolonged effort of a Lincolnshire family of that name to link themselves
         to him, based on a single use of the epithet in a thirteenth-century chronicle. The publication in the nineteenth century
         of an edition of the Gesta Herewardi among other materials, was the inspiration for the novel that has ensured the continuation of Hereward’s legend: Charles
         Kingsley’s Hereward the Wake (1865), with its subtitle that leaves nothing to the patriotic imagination, Last of the English. Kingsley was Regius Professor of History at Oxford, and pitches his novel as a fenland counterblast to tales of the ‘heroic
         deeds of Highlanders’ (actually, Scott’s first ‘purely English subject’, Ivanhoe, with its own version of the eternal struggle between honest Saxon and oppressive Norman, had been published forty-six years
         earlier, so the reference seems a little tenuous). Hereward is also presented as based on the most relevant evidence – quoting Thomas Wright’s recent edition of the relevant manuscript
         sources in the preface. Kingsley even dedicated the novel to Wright, who had enabled him to make ‘Hereward, the hero of your
         youth, reappear at last in a guise fitted for a modern drawing-room. To you is due whatever new renown he may win for himself
         in that new field. You first disinterred him, long ago, when scarcely a hand or foot of him was left standing out from beneath
         the dust of ages.’
      

      
      The result of all this scrupulous sourcing was a thoroughly anachronistic hero. Kingsley’s Hereward is not just the quintessentially
         independent Anglo-Saxon, ‘free as long as the wind blows in the clouds’, but a colonizer whose proto-imperialism has a distinctly
         contemporary ring: ‘If men had invaded his land, he would have… died where he stood. But that was not the least reason why
         he should not invade any other man’s land…. To him these Frieslanders were simply savages, probably heathens, who would not
         obey their lawful lord, a gentleman and a Christian; besides, renown, and possibly a little plunder, might be got by beating
         them into obedience.’ As the English Rebel mutates into the English Imperialist, we strain to detect a note of irony in Kingsley’s
         portrayal. Is it wishful thinking to see the professor using heavy-handed historical expediency to make a point about freedom
         being universal, not confined to the ‘civilized’?
      

      
      Kingsley’s Hereward can be accommodated into the other legacy of the English resistance to the Norman Conquest, the idea of
         the ‘Norman yoke’. This concept was taken up in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and expanded upon into the twentieth.
         In the Civil War era, radicals like the Levellers promoted the idea of the Conquest as the moment of deprivation of ‘true
         English liberty’. But these mythological interpretations of later centuries were not based on pure invention. Certainly, the
         idea that Anglo-Saxon England was constitutionally far more ‘free and equal’ than what followed it would be pretty difficult to substantiate. But the idea that the Norman occupation was actively resented,
         and that assimilation took centuries, is less easily dismissed. We need only look at the origins of the phrase ‘Norman yoke’
         itself. This was not a seventeenth-century invention. The Anglo-Norman Orderic Vitalis used it, though he exempted William
         from its effects: ‘But meanwhile the English were groaning under the Norman yoke, and suffering oppressions from the proud
         lords who ignored the king’s injunctions.’ At an institutional level, the Norman yoke is a fantasy, predicated on a non-existent
         wholesale abolition of English customs and their replacement with Norman ones. But both as a focus for a sense of injustice
         and as a rhetorical device with the power to inspire action, the idea of the Norman yoke can be connected back to the Conquest
       itself. In the twelfth century it was taken up by Geoffrey of Monmouth, who has Merlin prophesy the ‘yoke of perpetual slavery’
         for the Saxons at the hands of ‘a people dressed in wood and iron corselets’.
      

      
      The Norman Conquest was not a historical inevitability. Rebels ensured that it was much more than the product of an ‘easy
         victory in a single battle’. Even though they failed to overthrow William, they changed the way he approached the government
         of the country. Their guerrilla tactics inspired both practical and poetic imitators, making the woodland English outlaw the
         symbol of national identity
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