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Introduction

History for Common Entrance: Britain 1066–1485 has been written to help you, the student, to understand something about the medieval past. You might ask questions such as: Why should I bother? How does it relate to my life? The world was very different before all the modern conveniences we take for granted. This was a world where turning on a light with the flick of a switch, getting water with the turn of a tap, or having entertainment at the push of a button was beyond the power of even the greatest of rulers. Perhaps you have noticed a strange name given to a street, or the unusual lumps in the ground at a park or field, or that so many people seem interested in old stone ruins of buildings. The study of history can start you on the path of discovery concerning these and many other things, for example – why Britain has a parliament and a monarch, why there is a Tower of London in the city of London, why there is a love–hate relationship between England and its neighbours of Wales, Ireland, Scotland and France, or why so many people quarrel about the Middle East. These things that matter today are rooted in the past, and especially in the medieval past, as you will see.

The study of history as found in this textbook isn’t just about facts and dates. It’s about questioning and working out answers and seeing that there is more than one way to see events and ideas. The events in the medieval past are many hundreds of years old, but that doesn’t make them less interesting; it makes them more challenging to understand, because so much information has been lost and the way people thought at the time can seem so foreign. At the same time, the people of the past are still people, in most ways like you and me, and their stories can tell us much about our world and ourselves. I hope you find this textbook the start of an involving and fascinating journey.

Notes on features in this book

You will find keywords in the book. All keywords are defined in the glossary on page 159.


Passages that look like this are quotations from historical sources. You can read the text before and after each passage to understand where the passage comes from, when it was written and who wrote it.
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You will occasionally find a box containing an activity or a suggested topic for you to research. These are optional but will enrich your understanding of this historical period.
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1 The Norman Conquest

Setting the scene

Dawn’s light on 15 October 1066 revealed a bloody sight. Thousands of men lay dead upon an English battlefield only a few miles from the sea. Among the dead were a great number of the most powerful men in England. One body was that of King Harold of England, but he was so badly cut up as to be almost unrecognisable. Moving among the dead were Norman soldiers looking for armour and weapons, and English families looking for their men. From the sea had come an invader who had staked everything on a quick and successful battle, and had succeeded against the odds. But who was this invader? And why had he come?

Background

Some months before, on 5 January 1066, Edward the Confessor, King of England, died with no children to succeed him (see the family tree on page 154). This posed a major problem for the witan, the council of important men of England, which included earls, the greatest holders of land under the king, and the most important churchmen, the bishops. Edward’s nearest male relative, Edgar the Atheling, was thought too young to be king, and it was the job of the witan to find a successor and have him crowned king as quickly as possible.

Who should become king?

In the days and months that followed Edward’s death, three men claimed that the throne should pass to them.

Harold Godwinson

Harold claimed that Edward had whispered on his deathbed that he, the most powerful earl of England and a proven warrior, should be the next to wear the crown of England. The scene at the top of page 2 is taken from the Bayeux Tapestry, a 70 m long cloth embroidered in the 1070s on the orders of Bishop Odo of Bayeux, half-brother of William the Conqueror. Harold is talking to Edward on his deathbed, perhaps about who should be the next king.

William, Duke of Normandy (‘The Conqueror’)

William felt he had been robbed of his inheritance, for he was a distant cousin of Edward the Confessor and claimed that Edward had promised, in 1052, that he should succeed him. Furthermore, in 1064, Harold Godwinson had been shipwrecked off the coast of France, captured by the local ruler Count Guy and then rescued by William. William claimed that before leaving, Harold had sworn an oath over the Normans’ holiest relics that he would support William’s right to the English throne. (Relics were objects that dated from the time of Christ, or once belonged to saints, and were believed to hold special power.) The Duke of Normandy felt that Harold had betrayed this promise and the scene is prominently depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry, for all to see.
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Harald Hardrada, King of Norway

Harald was well known for his ability as a warrior, and was nicknamed ‘The Last of the Vikings’. He had the support of Tostig, Harold Godwinson’s brother, who had lost his lands in England and was out for revenge. Since Viking kings had ruled England before, Hardrada began to raise forces to invade England from the north-east while Tostig took his forces and raided the English coast.

The three claims
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How do we know?

The three claimants to the throne all felt they had a strong claim. How do we know whose claim was the strongest? As historians, we have to look at the evidence. A historian has to be very careful when looking at sources of information such as the scenes from the Bayeux Tapestry. How do we know that the source can be trusted? We need to ask, not only whether we think the information in the source is important, but also who produced the source, when it was produced and why it was produced. The answers to these three questions will help us decide how reliable the source is.
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Find a book that displays the entire Bayeux Tapestry, or look it up online. What are the most important scenes? Can you work out the meaning of the Latin inscriptions?
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Harold Godwinson’s claim

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, written by English monks living at the time, claimed that:


the prudent King [Edward] had settled the kingdom on high-born men, on Harold himself, the noble Earl.



Similarly, another English monk, John of Worcester, wrote at the beginning of the twelfth century:


After Edward’s burial, the under-king Harold, whom the king had named as his successor, was chosen king by the chief nobles of all England. He was crowned on the same day…



A historian would note that the writers of both these sources were English monks, one of whom was writing about 40 years after the event. Is it possible that they might have been one-sided, or have had to rely on other writers for information?

William’s claim

We have already seen how the Bayeux Tapestry depicts the scene in which Harold swears an oath to Duke William. William of Poitiers, a Norman soldier who later became William’s priest, wrote the following:


Edward loved William as if he was his brother or his son. He made William his heir and therefore sent Harold to William so that he could confirm this promise with an oath.




Many truthful and honourable people who were there say that Harold swore on oath – of his own free will. He promised that he would do everything in his power to make sure that after the death of Edward, William would become King of England.



Again, a historian would note that the writer of the source, like the author of the Bayeux Tapestry, was Norman and worked for William of Normandy. The writer did not witness Harold swearing the oath but would have been able to speak to many who were there, particularly Normans. Because of this, and also because he wrote soon after the events, he certainly represents the views of the Normans at the time, and his account seems to confirm what we see in the Bayeux Tapestry. But is he balanced or one-sided?

Harald Hardrada’s claim

The only evidence we have for Harald Hardrada’s motives in invading England is from the Heimskringla, an anonymous collection of sagas about the kings of Scandinavia, written around 1225. According to the Heimskringla, Tostig convinced Hardrada of his claim to the English throne by saying that the King of Norway before Hardrada had an agreement with the King of England before Edward. The agreement was that if either died without children, the other would claim his kingdom. As Edward had not had any children, so Tostig argued, King Magnus should have then taken over the English throne, and Hardrada after him:


King Harald thought carefully about the earl’s words, and saw at once that there was truth in much of what he said; he also had a great desire to gain lands. Then King Harald and the earl talked long and frequently together; and at last he made the decision to go to England in the summer, and conquer the country.



This time the historian would note first that the writer of this source is anonymous (unknown) and secondly that a saga is a story meant to entertain, not necessarily to be accurate. Also the story was not written down for over 160 years after the events. This does not mean we cannot use it, but how much can we trust this source? Its use may not be so much to tell us the truth of the story, but rather how the Scandinavians viewed the story.

Every source has some use, but it depends upon what information is needed. Which of the sources used above gives us the most reliable information, and which tells us most clearly how each side felt?
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Whether because they felt Edward had changed his mind about who should succeed him, or because it was easier to accept the claims of the man on the spot, the witan chose the English-born Harold Godwinson as their new king and, the day after Edward’s death, crowned him King Harold II.

Preparations

Harold knew that he would have to defend his new kingdom from both William and Harald Hardrada; and the spring and summer of 1066 were busy in Norway, Normandy and England as each side prepared for the coming clash. Harold had the most difficult task, for his enemies could choose the time and place for their attack, while he could only watch and wait. In April, a shooting star, which we now know to have been Halley’s Comet, was spotted in the sky. People took this to be a bad omen. Having gathered his army, Harold decided to remain in the south of England to guard against a possible attack from William and left two earls, Edwin of Mercia and Morcar of Northumbria, to defend against the expected Viking attack in the north. As the summer drew to a close, however, Harold was under increasing pressure to allow his soldiers to return to their farmlands to gather in the harvest. As for the attackers, there was still no sign of them.
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The English army

There were several different kinds of soldiers in the English armies of this time. The best-trained and equipped men were housecarls, who were paid for by the king and the most important earls. At the other end of the scale were the fyrd, men who were usually farmers or worked in towns, but would fight when called upon. Some were nearly as well trained and equipped as housecarls, but most would have little armour and a few might not be armed with more than a knife or a club.
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William of Normandy

William’s early life had been difficult, even dangerous. He was the illegitimate son of Duke Robert of Normandy and Herlève, the daughter of a tanner. (An illegitimate child is one born to unmarried parents.) Only eight years old when his father died, William twice had to run for his life when attempts were made to murder him. He grew into a successful ruler, ruthlessly able to crush opposition and ambitious to increase his power.

William of Normandy had a number of major problems to solve before he could invade England. He had to win the support of his own reluctant barons who were the most powerful men in Normandy because of the land they held, make sure that his country would be safe from attack while he was gone and raise a large enough army to win. Many of the Norman barons were not keen to risk all on the invasion, although the chance of gaining more lands in England helped change many minds. To gain more support for his cause, he persuaded Pope Alexander II, the head of the Christian Church, that his invasion of England was right. This also made it much more difficult for his neighbours to consider attacking Normandy while he was gone.
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The Church

Throughout this book you will be learning about the huge importance of the Christian Church. At this time people believed that, before Jesus died, he had entrusted his followers to Peter, one of his disciples. Peter came to be seen as the first leader of the Christian Church and his successors in this role were the Popes, based in Rome. The Pope was thus the leader of the Christian Church and had authority over all the leaders of the Church throughout Europe. Furthermore, because it was believed that kings received their authority to rule from God, Christian kings had a duty to respect the wishes of the Pope. The relationship between kings and the Church will be a constant theme throughout this book.



[image: ]



As William prepared his invasion force, he planned carefully. Many armies in the Middle Ages depended upon the area around them to provide their food, but William had enough supplies to last his force for many weeks. He did not strip Normandy of all its fighting men, but paid for troops from neighbouring areas such as Brittany. He had a mighty fleet of wooden ships made to take his army across the Channel to England but, when he gathered his army on the coast at Dives, the weather was against him. Without the right wind his fleet could not reach the English coast, so his army sat and waited.
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Harald Hardrada

The wind that kept William penned on the Normandy coast was the right wind to blow Harald Hardrada and his fleet of ships from Norway over to England. In September 1066, he and his army landed in the north of England. He then defeated the defending English army under Earls Edwin and Morcar at Fulford on 20 September, and went on to capture York.
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Harold faced a critical decision in mid-September. His powerful army was stationed in the south of England, waiting to repel William. Should he remain in place in case William did appear, or should he risk marching north to face the invading army of Harald Hardrada? Should a king defend all his territory, or play safe and hold on to part of it? Harold had proved in the past that he was an able warrior and now he showed he could be daring too. He took his army and rapidly moved north, marching so quickly that he caught Harald Hardrada’s invading Viking army by surprise near York.

The Battle of Stamford Bridge

On the morning of 25 September 1066, a cloud of dust was spotted by men in Harald Hardrada’s army, who were waiting by Stamford Bridge for the citizens of York to deliver food and hostages. The dust cloud was coming from the direction of York, and soon sparkles of light could be made out as sunlight reflected off the spears and helmets of Harold’s approaching army. The Viking army was quickly thrown into confusion as men rushed to get ready and cursed the decision to leave their armour and two-thirds of their troops with their ships, nearly nine miles away. Hardrada led his army to higher ground across the river, leaving a few men to hold Stamford Bridge and slow the English army. Most of these men were quickly defeated, but on the bridge a lone Viking warrior stood and stopped the English, for the bridge was so narrow that the English could not overwhelm its single defender. Finally, one English soldier managed to cross the river, attack the Viking from behind and clear the way. However, the brave stand had served its purpose and the rest of Hardrada’s army was now standing ready in a shieldwall (see below).

Seeing this, King Harold’s English army crossed Stamford Bridge and formed up in preparation for an assault.
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Tactics in 1066

Armies of the eleventh century fought using weapons that caused soldiers to fight face to face and at very close range. Most armies had archers and slingers who would start the battle, but the decisive fighting would be done with spear, axe and sword. Both sides would form a shieldwall, where men would stand close together and a number of ranks deep to present a solid front to the enemy. If a man fell in the front rank, another could step forward and take his place. Better-equipped warriors at the front of the shieldwall would wear ringmail armour, and metal helmets with a nasal piece to protect their nose. Wood and hide shields were commonly used, the Vikings favouring a round shape, and the English using a mixture of round and kite-shaped shields. Most battles only lasted for a few hours, as the physical demands of combat would eventually sap the strength of even the strongest warrior.
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The English charged into the Viking shieldwall and in the fighting both Harald Hardrada and Tostig were killed. Even the arrival of more Vikings made little difference and the surviving invaders were chased back to their ships.

The Normans land

King Harold had very little time to celebrate his victory. Within days of the battle he received news that William had sailed and had landed on the south coast of England. The Normans arrived at Pevensey on 28 September and, as we see in this picture from the Bayeux Tapestry, set about constructing a motte and bailey castle (see page 9) with materials which had been brought over with the invasion fleet. William sent his men through the countryside, seizing food, plundering and burning. Not only did the Duke need supplies but he had another reason for his actions. In order to achieve his aim of becoming King of England, William needed to smash the English army. If Harold could be encouraged to fight the Normans quickly, before recovering from the Battle of Stamford Bridge, this would play into William’s hands.
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Harold’s decision

Harold’s actions at this point are hard to understand. He had won an outstanding victory at Stamford Bridge but his forces were tired. He was also in the wrong place, nearly 300 miles away from the Normans. However, Harold decided to march south and reached London on 6 October, having marched 190 miles in eight days. His elite troops, the housecarls and nobles (the richest and most powerful men in England), had ridden with him but he had left the rest of his fyrd to follow on foot.

Harold’s brothers, Gyrth and Leofwine, urged caution, saying that time should be taken to build up an overwhelming force to crush the Normans. But Harold was a man in a hurry, perhaps concerned that William would soon receive reinforcements, perhaps angered that his lands in southern England were being ravaged, or maybe just anxious to attack the Normans while they were near the sea and easy to defeat. Harold must also have been very confident after Stamford Bridge.
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Write a diary entry by either a Norman or an English soldier, dated the day before the Battle of Hastings. How confident are you of victory? Do you believe in your leader’s claim to the throne?
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William of Normandy, however, was not about to be caught by surprise as Harald Hardrada had been. The English left London and marched for three days to reach William’s army late on Friday 13 October. On the morning of 14 October, the men of Harold’s army soon became aware that their Norman enemies were on the move and heading towards them.

The Battle of Hastings
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How do we know what happened?

The Battle of Hastings was fought at a place called Senlac Hill, later to be named Battle, on 14 October 1066. What actually happened on that day is not very clear. No eyewitness recorded the event. Historians have a number of written sources and one pictorial source, the Bayeux Tapestry, from about this time to use. All but one of the sources from the time are Norman and they do not agree with each other. The only English source, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, was not written by an eyewitness and gives very little detail concerning the battle. We can never be truly certain what actually happened, because the evidence is not entirely reliable. What follows is an account of the battle assembled from the different sources.



[image: ]



Before the battle

Harold had a core of elite housecarls and some experienced fyrd troops. However, he had to fill out his army with poorer local fyrd, as the majority of his troops from Stamford Bridge had no chance of arriving from the north in time for the battle. Harold took his position on top of Senlac Hill. His men formed a shieldwall nearly half a mile long and a number of ranks deep. To stiffen his poorer fyrd Harold placed groups of housecarls all along the line.
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When Duke William had gathered his army in the valley below the English position, he formed it into three main sections. On the left were troops largely drawn from Brittany. In the centre were his men from Normandy, while on the right were the other hired soldiers. Each section had archers in the front, followed by foot soldiers. At the back of each section were the knights, men who fought on horseback with long spears called lances, perhaps numbering 2000 men. These knights also carried swords and sometimes axes. A few, like William and his half-brother Bishop Odo of Bayeux, carried maces, weapons very much like clubs. The entire Norman army was generally better trained and equipped than the English, although the English housecarls were known throughout western Europe as great fighters.

The start of the battle

The battle started in the morning. The first major act of the fighting was when the Norman archers fired into the shieldwall. This would not have had much effect as they were shooting their arrows uphill at a group of men protected by shields.

Next the Norman foot soldiers marched up the ridge to attack the shieldwall.
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