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Introduction

As dusk fell on 14 October 1066, Harold Godwineson, king of England, lay dead. He had fought a day-long battle against foreign invaders but had been wounded in the eye by an arrow, knocked over in a mounted charge, and hacked to death by the horsemen’s swords whilst defenceless on the ground. The result of the battle of Hastings is usually seen as ‘The Norman Conquest’. There is more to war than battles though, and William, duke of Normandy, had many long years of campaigning ahead of him before he could be certain of keeping the crown that he received on Christmas Day 1066. The long-lasting impact of the invasion was a new, largely French-speaking, ruling elite accompanied by sweeping reforms in the practice and personnel of the Church, and closer economic, political and strategic ties with the Continent now that the king was also a French prince. This was to affect the development of England for the next century and a half (after which Normandy was lost to the French Crown), and through the entire medieval period. Henry V’s reconquest of Normandy in the early fifteenth century lasted a generation, Henry VIII’s campaigns revived the policy, and English monarchs retained a claim to the kingdom of France until 1801.

There was a moment during the battle of Hastings when the cry went up that William had been killed, which was only scotched by him galloping through his ranks with his helmet pushed back to show his face to his frightened men. Everything might have changed if he had taken a dangerous wound; all would certainly have been different if he had been less of a man than he proved himself to be in the years following 1066. When rebellion broke out against his rule late in 1067 he was abroad in his duchy, but he sailed across the Channel in November – usually considered an impossible time to make the crossing – and conducted a campaign deep into the south-west during the coldest months of the year. Three times in the succeeding years he marched north to combat rebellion and invasion at York. Everywhere he went he planted castles and left garrisons under trusted vassals to enforce his rule. He was ruthless in pursuing the most determined resistance to its end, laying waste the northern counties and crossing the Pennines in the mid-winter of 1069/70. He plunged deep into the Fens with men on land and in ships, bringing siege engines to Ely abbey against the last rebel, Hereward, in 1071. In 1072 he marched to Scotland, again accompanied by a fleet, to win submission from the King of Scots.

These wars secured William’s kingdom, supported by administrative reforms and the creation of records of government, epitomised by Domesday Book. This remarkable survey was the product of a warrior king’s need for money. Just two years before he died, William feared invasion from Denmark, and raised a huge force of paid soldiers and sailors to oppose it. The cost was so overwhelming that, during his Christmas court at Gloucester that year, the king demanded to know how much England could produce in tax revenue to pay for the defence of his realm. The action was typical of the man, of his obsessions and of his need to be in control. The result was a remarkable document which provides insights into English society of a thousand years ago that are unmatched elsewhere.

The Norman Conquest is not viewed by everyone in today’s Britain as a welcome event, and its results are still much disputed, but its history was of successful military campaigns conducted by a remarkable warrior who has left his mark on much of our history. Nor did William achieve his goals single-handedly. He proved an adroit leader of men with the ability to create a loyal following that combined hard-bitten warriors and clever clerics. He proved himself capable of operating on all fronts: personally as a soldier and inspiring leader, and, less directly, through the agency of others with specialist skills in diplomacy, administration, law and Church reform. All these attributes combined to make the events in 1066–1072 not just an invasion but a conquest and a transformation of English society.


Chronology



	1002
	King Aethelred II of England marries Emma, daughter of Richard I, duke of Normandy



	1009–13
	King Swein of Denmark conquers England



	1014
	Aethelred seeks refuge at the Norman court with his family; Swein dies and is succeeded by his son Cnut



	1016
	Cnut defeats Edmund Ironside, Aethelred’s son, and marries Emma



	1016–41
	Edward aetheling resides in Normandy



	1026
	Death of Richard II, duke of Normandy



	1027/28
	Birth of William to Herlève, daughter of the ducal chamberlain, by Duke Robert



	1033
	Robert leaves on pilgrimage after ensuring the loyalty of his barons to his illegitimate son



	1035
	Cnut dies and his illegitimate son Harold succeeds to the English throne



	1035
	Robert dies in Asia Minor; William becomes duke



	1036
	Edward and Alfred aethelings invade England. Alfred is murdered whilst under the protection of Godwin, earl of Wessex



	1040
	Murder of the young duke’s guardian; civil war in Normandy



	1040
	King Harold dies; Harthacnut succeeds in England



	1041
	Harthacnut invites Edward to England



	1042
	Harthacnut dies and Edward succeeds to the throne



	1045
	Edward marries Godwin’s daughter, Edith



	1047
	William is helped by Henry king of France to defeat rebels in western Normandy, at the battle of Val-ès-Dunes



	1051
	Godwin and his sons rebel against Edward and are exiled



	1052
	Godwin returns and forces Edward to restore his earldom; Welsh defeat Earl Ralph at Hereford



	1053
	Godwin dies and his son Harold becomes earl of Wessex; the Godwinson earls dominate England



	1054
	French invasion of Normandy defeated at Mortmer



	1057
	Edward the Exile returns from Hungary but dies leaving the infant Edgar as his heir; William defeats French invasion of Normandy at Varaville



	1063
	Harold and Tostig lead forces by land and sea to defeat Gruffydd of Wales



	1064
	Harold visits Normandy, is captured and handed over to William; he joins him on campaign in Brittany and swears an oath to support the duke’s claim to the English throne



	1065
	Northumbrians revolt against their earl Tostig; Harold makes peace and Tostig is exiled



	1066
	5 January King Edward dies;



	 
	6 January Harold crowned on basis of deathbed nomination



	 
	Spring Tostig raises fleet in Flanders and raids south coast but is driven north to Scotland; William prepares invasion fleet



	 
	Summer Harold raises land and sea forces to guard the coast; disbanded on 8 September;



	 
	12 September William’s fleet sails to mouth of Somme



	 
	mid-September Tostig and Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, sail into the Humber



	 
	Northern campaign:



	 
	20 September Tostig and Harald Hardrada defeat the northern earls Edwine and Morkere at Fulford Gate; King Harold marches north



	 
	25 September Harold surprises and defeats the invaders and kills their leaders at the battle of Stamford Bridge



	 
	Southern campaign:



	 
	28 September William’s fleet sails into Pevensey Bay



	 
	1 October Harold marches south; reaches London 6 October to gather forces



	 
	13 October Harold’s army musters at Caldebec Hill



	 
	14 October William defeats and kills Harold and his two brothers



	 
	15–20 October Victorious army rests at Hastings



	 
	21 October Advance to Romney, resistance punished leading to the surrender of Dover; outbreak of dysentery (21–28 October)



	 
	November William advances to London but finding the fortified bridge defended against him, burns Southwark and moves upriver



	 
	November Reinforcements land at Southampton; Winchester submits; William receives submission of Archbishop Stigand when crossing the Thames at Wallingford; he then swings north of London



	 
	mid-December Edgar aetheling and English leaders submit at Berkhamsted



	 
	25 December William crowned by Ealdred, archbishop of York, at Westminster



	1067
	Easter William returns to Normandy leaving his brother Odo and William fitzOsborn in charge of the kingdom;



	
	Eadric the Wild raids Hereford



	 
	Autumn Eustace of Boulogne attempts to seize Dover but is driven off; William returns in November



	1068
	Exeter rises in rebellion



	 
	January–February William besieges the town; his army takes heavy losses before it submits. Campaigns in Devon and Cornwall, suppressing the uprising



	 
	Summer William conducts his first northern campaign via Warwick, Nottingham, York; returns via Lincoln, Huntingdon, Cambridge, constructing castles at all these places



	1069
	January Robert de Commines, earl of Northumbria, and his men massacred at Durham; York besieged by forces of Edgar



	 
	February–March William marches north, surprises the rebels and defeats them; builds second castle in York; returns to Winchester by Easter



	 
	August Danish fleet attacks Kent then sails north to the Humber; supports Edgar in attacking York. One castle falls and William Malet holds out in the other. Other risings in Devon and Cornwall, Shropshire, Staffordshire and Cheshire (Eadric the Wild and Welsh)



	 
	September William advances from Gloucester to York. Danes avoid battle



	 
	Christmas William holds his court at York



	1070
	January William advances to the Tees; Harrying of the North – ‘scorched earth’ tactics. William advances across the Pennines in mid-winter, despite a mutiny; surprises Chester rebels. Returns to Winchester for Easter



	 
	May Swein of Denmark joins his fleet and sails to Ely to support Hereward’s rebellion



	1071
	Edwine rebels but is killed by his own men; Morkere joins rebels at Ely



	 
	Summer William attacks Ely by land and with his fleet; rebels surrender



	1072
	William leads forces north to Scotland by land and sea. Malcolm, King of Scots, submits at Abernethy, confirming the Conquest



	1075
	Rebellion of the earls is easily defeated



	1079
	Robert Curthose rebels against his father; King Malcolm ravages the north



	1080
	Robert, now reconciled, leads an army against Scotland



	1085
	Threat of Danish invasion



	1086
	Survey of England and the creation of Domesday Book



	1087
	Death of William the Conqueror




[image: img]


Background to war

Danes, Normans and the English royal succession

The eleventh century in England could easily be described as the ‘Scandinavian Era’. It began with a renewal of the viking raids that had plagued the reign of King Alfred (871–899). What made him ‘Great’ was his ability to completely reform the military and naval forces of his own realm, Wessex, and to transform them into a machine for conquest which created the kingdom of England. In addition to men and ships Alfred developed a system of fortifications, called burhs (boroughs). This enabled him to defend his own territories, and allowed his successors to expand into the Danelaw, as the territory north and east of Watling Street (the modern A5), which had fallen under Scandinavian domination, was known. The last independent viking ruler, Erik Bloodaxe, ‘king’ of York, was killed in 955, heralding almost half a century of peace in England.

The very wealth and success of the kingdom under Edgar (959–975) and Aethelred II (who came to the throne in 978 after his brother died in suspicious circumstances) made England a viable target for raiders. In about 991, a group of vikings defeated ealdorman Byrthnoth and the fyrd (army) of East Anglia at Maldon in Essex. They were paid a tribute of ‘£10,000’ to persuade them to go away. This they did not do, however, and the following year dispersed an English fleet sent against them. In 993/94 Olaf Tryggvason launched an attack on the port of London. Olaf was bought off for a further sum of £16,000, although he did accept Christianity and returned to Scandinavia. He may already have been accompanied by Swein Forkbeard, king of Denmark, and it was the Danes who proved to be greatest threat over the next decade.

The Norman connection

In 1002, Aethelred married Emma, daughter of Richard, duke of Normandy, so forging an alliance with a ruler who had been giving shelter to viking fleets. In the same year, Swein received ‘£24,000’ tribute. Aethelred has been much criticised for paying this Danegeld, since the attacks continued; but it was a policy which even Alfred had used, literally buying time in order to reorganise his forces. In 1008, Aethelred tapped the considerable wealth of his kingdom to have 200 ships built and coats of armour and helmets made to equip 9,000 men. In 1012, he took into his service one of the most prominent vikings, Thorkell the Tall, whose aid proved vital in the defence of London, in return for a payment known as the heregeld (army tax). In the end, none of this effort prevailed against Swein, who effectively conquered the kingdom between 1010 and 1013, forcing Aethelred to send his family into exile with his in-laws in Normandy. On Swein’s death in February 1014, he was succeeded by his son Cnut. Aethelred did return to contest the throne but died in April 1016, leaving his eldest (illegitimate) son Edmund ‘Ironside’ to continue the war. Despite putting up a brave fight, Edmund was eventually mortally wounded, leaving Cnut the undisputed ruler of England, who took Emma as his queen.

Meanwhile, in Normandy, Emma’s kinsmen sheltered two young princes: Alfred and Edward. In 1035, Cnut died leaving a disputed succession, and both of them seem to have attempted a military coup. Edward landed at Southampton but was driven off, while Alfred disembarked at Dover, apparently seeking to meet his widowed mother at Winchester. On the way he fell in with one of Cnut’s most prominent earls, a man named Godwine, who promptly handed him over to the new king, Harold, an illegitimate son of Cnut. Alfred did not long survive, and died soon afterwards having been blinded and sent to the monastery at Ely. Harold still had a rival though: Harthacnut, the legitimate son of Cnut and Queen Emma, who succeeded Harold on his death in 1040. The following year, Harthacnut invited his half-brother Edward to return to the kingdom he had fled as a child 25 years earlier, as his heir presumptive. In 1042, Harthacnut died, apparently after a heavy bout of drinking, and the old English line was restored.

The rise of Godwine and his sons

King Edward brought with him a lot of continental baggage. He had been raised in a French-speaking court, had a debt of gratitude to his Norman kin and many contacts with northern French ecclesiastics. One man he did not favour was Godwine, whom he deemed responsible for his brother Alfred’s death. Yet Godwine, as earl of Wessex, was too powerful to oppose – so the new king found himself married to Edith, Godwine’s daughter, in 1045. In the same year Edward installed Robert, abbot of Jumièges (a prominent Norman monastery near Rouen), as bishop of London, and a political ally. In 1048, Robert was elevated further to be archbishop of Canterbury, much to the disgust of the English Church establishment. Yet most of England south of a line drawn between the Bristol Channel and the Wash was in the hands of Godwine and his offspring, the Godwinesons. The eldest, Swein, who held a swathe of territory from Buckinghamshire into the West Country and the Welsh border, proved himself a violent maverick. After abducting and raping an abbess (for which he did penance), he went too far in 1050, by murdering his cousin Beorn, and fled to Flanders. Edward’s dislike of his wife’s family surfaced dramatically in 1051.

In September that year, another brother-in-law, Eustace of Boulogne (married to Edward’s sister Goda), landed at Dover. In an incident which may have been no more than a dispute over lodgings (but which could have had more sinister implications), fighting broke out between Eustace’s followers and the Dover townsmen. Several were killed on each side, with each blaming the other for starting it. Eustace then went to the king, who was in his favourite hunting lodge near Gloucester, and demanded recompense. Edward ordered Godwine, as earl of Kent, to harry the town (a common punishment for disobedience involving the destruction of buildings and property), but Godwine refused. Instead, he rallied Swein and his second son Harold, earl of East Anglia, to his cause. Raising troops, they advanced upon Edward at Langtree, in Gloucestershire, and counter-demanded that Eustace be handed over to them.

Although Edward was in a weak position, he was not helpless. This evident act of treason enabled him to call upon the support of his other earls, Leofric of Mercia (whose earldom comprised the northern midland shires) and Siward, earl of Northumbria. Both sides then agreed that it would be foolish to fight, as this would weaken the kingdom in the face of its enemies, and instead arranged to meet in London on 24 October to reach a legal judgement on the case. Before this meeting could come about, however, Godwine and his sons found that their retainers began to desert them rather than face royal justice. Taking ship from Bosham, on the Sussex coast, the family fled abroad, Godwine and Swein to Flanders, to the court of Count Baldwin, and Harold to Ireland. Edward’s victory seemed complete. The king re-distributed the earldoms: the southwestern shires went to Odda; a strip of territory from Hereford to Oxford to Edward’s nephew, Ralph; East Anglia to Aelfgar, son of Leofric of Mercia; whilst Edward retained control of the rest of Wessex. At the same time he dealt with another source of dispute at court by installing his chaplain, Thomas, as bishop of London, in the place of an English prelate, Sparrowhawk. However, loyalties to the Godwine clan were not so easily broken as might at first appear.

Over the winter, Godwine’s agents were busy on the south coast and in the eastern
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