
1 

 

GCSE History 

The Norman Conquest 
J411-11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abbey College, Ramsey 



2 

 

 



3 

 

 
 
 
 

 



4 

 

 



5 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

   
 

Map of the England in 1065 
 

 

Churl (Freeman) 
 

A farmer who served a local lord (thane).  
 

He was expected to serve in the fyrd 
(army) when summoned by the king, but 
had to provide his own weapons. 

 

Some churls owned their own land, 
but many rented it form their thane.  

 

Churls had a wergild (man price) of 200 
shillings which had to be paid to their 
family as a fine if they were murdered. 

 
 

 

Thane (Lord) 
Owned enough land for them to be able to well equipped for war. 
Some thanes were Housecarls (royal bodyguards created by King 
Canute in the 11th Century). 
 

Thanes had a wergild (man price) of 1200 shillings which had to be 
paid to their family as a fine if they were murdered. 
 

Anglo-Saxon Village 
 

Most people in England 
lived in villages and worked 
in farming.  
 

20 Shillings could buy 
enough land to support a 
family farm. 
 

Only 1 - 1.5 million people 
lived in the whole of 
England. 
 

A lot of land was still 
woodland and marshes.  
 

Everyone was a Christian: 
rich people gave money 
and land to abbeys 
(communities of monks). 

 

King 
 

Owned more land than anyone 
else in England. 
 
Protected the country from 
invasion – there had been 
attacks on England by Vikings 
from Norway and Denmark for 
over 200 years.  
 
Made sure the laws of the land 
were kept to – he chose earls 
and shire-reeves to be in charge 
of regions and counties. This 
included being judges at court. 
 

Between 966 and 1066, 2 out of 
9 Kings died violently. 

Earl 
 

These lords were in charge of 4 parts of 
England: Wessex; Mercia; Northumbria 
and East Anglia.  
 

They owned a lot of land and were very 
powerful. The Earl of Wessex in 1065 
was Harold Godwinson. He effectively 
ruled England instead of the King.  

Thew/Thrall (Slave) 
 

People became slaves either because 
they had been taken prisoner in wars 
with the Vikings, Welsh or Scots, or 
because they could not pay a debt.  
 

People could buy their freedom from 
slavery. Their owners were expected to 
give them enough food and some money 
each year for their own personal needs. 
 

If a slave was murdered a wergild (man 
price) had to be paid to their owner as a 
fine, but this was lower than that of a 
Churl. 

Women 
 

They had many of the rights that men had. They were allowed 
to own land. They were considered to be ‘oath-worthy’ which 
meant they could be witnesses in court and could write wills 
to decide what would happen to their belongings after they died. 
 

However they could not fight in the army and did not usually rule 
the country. One woman, Aethelflaed, ruled over Mercia, 
central England, in the 10th Century. 
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How did William deal with opposition and rivals for his throne? 
 

 1066 – William won the Battle of Hastings and marched to London to be 
crowned king on Christmas Day. On the way, Edgar the Atheling met him 
and promised to be loyal to him. 

 

 1067 – Two of Harold’s sons raided the West Country from Ireland, trying 
to get help to fight William – they came back over the next 2 years, but 
William’s support in the area was too strong. After 1069 they never came 
back!  

 

 In the same year, Edric the Wild led an uprising in Herefordshire. He failed 
to capture Hereford Castle. In 1069 he attacked and burned Shrewsbury, 
but was unable to take Shrewsbury Castle.  

 

 1068 – William led his army into the west. The city of Exeter had risen in 
rebellion, led by Gytha, Harold’s mother. He ended the Siege of Exeter in 
just 18 days to make sure the lords there obeyed him.  

 

 An uprising in the north by Earl Gospatric, Earl Edwin, Earl Morcar and 
Edgar the Atheling was quickly put down by William’s army. 

 
 

 1069 – The north of England rebelled against him again. Earl Robert of 

Northumbria was killed by the rebels at Durham. King Swein II of Denmark 
sent them help – as Harold’s cousin, he also claimed the throne of England. 
William showed no mercy to the rebels and the Danes sailed home when 
he paid them off. 

  

What William’s army did in 1069 became known as ‘The Harrying of 
the North’:  
 

“He cut down many in his vengeance. He destroyed the homes of others, and 
burnt them to ashes. Nowhere else had William shown such cruelty. He 
punished the innocent with the guilty. In his anger he commanded that all crops 
and herds, property, and food of every kind should be collected together 
and burnt…More than 100,000 Christian folk, young and old, died in 
hunger. I have often praised William in this book, but I can say nothing good 
about this brutal slaughter.” 

Orderic Vitalis, (A Norman monk), 1123 
 
 
 
 
 

 1070 - Malcolm, the King of Scotland, invaded – William quickly beat him. 
In 1072, following an invasion of Scotland by William I, Malcolm was 
forced to accept the Treaty of Abernethy. He withdrew his support from 
Edgar the Atheling (Malcolm’s brother-in-law) and did not threaten William’s 
northern border again. 
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 1070-71 - The LAST ENGLISH REBELLION against William in the east of 

England led by a lord called Hereward and supported at first by raiding 

Danes sent by King Swein II of Denmark. Hereward was able to launch raids 
from the marshes of the Fens. Peterborough Abbey was attacked by the 
rebels, but eventually Hereward was forced to retreat to his fortress on the 
Isle of Ely by William’s much larger army. William first had a wooden 
causeway built across the marshes to attack Ely, but it collapsed under the 
weight of his knights’ armour. Next, he had a witch shout curses at the 
rebels from a wooden platform to break their morale, but the platform fell 
down when Hereward set fire to the surrounding Fen. Eventually, William 
was told of a path through the Fens to Ely. He attacked again and 
Hereward was forced to submit to William.  

 
 
 1075 – The Revolt of the Earls. 2 Norman lords, Roger, Earl of Hereford 

and Ralph, Earl of East Anglia, dissatisfied that William had refused to permit 
a marriage between their 2 families, persuaded Waltheof, Earl of 
Northampton, an English earl to join them in rebellion against the king. 
William’s army was divided in 2 and prevented the Earls from combining 
their forces. The rebels’ base, Norwich Castle was besieged and 
surrendered before the ships sent by King Swein II of Denmark could 
help them. The Danes realised the English would not join them against 
William and went home. Waltheof was beheaded for his part in the rebellion 
– the only English earl punished this way by William. 

 

 1085 - Cnut IV, King of Denmark since 1080, planned to attack England – 
William raised a great army to deal with this threat, but in the end the Danish 
fleet never set sail. 
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William and the Church 
 
 Everyone in England was a Christian at this time. Every village had a 

Church which people went to on Sunday. Priests were important people in 
every community, who were respected and trusted by the local people. 

 

 Priests and monks were the best educated people at the time. They could 
be useful to a king trying to run a country. Every king knew that it made 
sense to be on good terms with the Church. 
 
 

 

What William did to win the support of the Church: 
 
 

1. William persuaded the Pope (the Head of the Church in Rome) that Harold 
had broken a solemn oath (promise) when he became king, instead of 
helping William. The Pope allowed William to fly his banner (flag) over 
his ships as they sailed to England (1066) to show the Pope agreed that 
he should be King of England. 

 

2. About a quarter of all the land in England was owned by the Church – 
this made it rich and powerful. 

 

3. All the important jobs in the Church in England were given to Norman 
priests, including the two archbishops (1070) – LANFRANC (Archbishop 
of Canterbury) and Thomas of Bayeux (Archbishop of York). Lanfranc 
was keen to reform the English Church - many practices that the Pope 
disapproved of had been allowed to continue in England: pluralism; 
simony & married priests. Lanfranc and William held Church Councils to 
reform the church. Lanfranc led the church well, but the problems were 
never completely solved. 

 

4. Most church buildings in England were rebuilt, including all the big 
cathedrals. Before William most churches were built of wood. William now 
had them rebuilt in stone, e.g. the rebuilding of York Cathedral began in 
1075 and WINCHESTER CATHEDRAL in 1079 – when it was finished it 
was the largest church in northern Europe.  
 

5. The Normans were eager patrons (supporters) of monasteries. Across 
England new monasteries were set up, e.g. BATTLE ABBEY (1070) and 
old ones were improved often with massive new stone churches (e.g. 
Ely Abbey (1083)). Monasteries, which had been abandoned after Viking 
attacks, especially in the north, and had never been restored by the 
English, were started up again, e.g. Whitby Abbey. 



16 

 

How did William divide up the land – The Feudal System 
 

 William needed an army to keep control of his new kingdom. He also had to 
reward those who had fought for him at the Battle of Hastings. In 1086 
William called all lords to meet him and swear again to be loyal. This was the 
Oath of Salisbury. He was worried the Danes might invade and needed to 
know all his knights would fight for him. 

 

 William divided up the land in England to help him rule over England – this 
new way of organising the country was called the Feudal System. 

 

 Everyone got something out of it, but some certainly got more than others! 
(Only 5% of all land was owned by the English by the end of William’s reign.) 

 

The Feudal System 
 

 KING  

 gave land to      promised to send the king 
soldiers when he needed 

them for his army 
  LORDS  

 gave land to  promised to fight for their 
lord when needed and keep 
their land loyal to the king 

 KNIGHTS  

rented land to  gave some of the crops 
they grew to the knight as 
rent and lived off the rest. 

             PEASANTS 
       (Most were VILLEINS                    
(unfree). A quarter were Freemen, 
who owned their land. There were 
still Slaves in England (about 10% 
of population), but the Normans 
disapproved of the slave trade and 
their numbers declined.) 
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Building Castles 
 
 
William needed an army to keep control of his new kingdom. He also had to 
reward those who had fought for him at the Battle of Hastings – one way of 
dealing with both these problems was by building castles all over England. 
 
 

 They could be put up quickly – they were not large forts and could be built of 
wood. He built Hastings Castle, Wallingford Castle and Berkhamsted Castle 
this way in 1066 as he marched to London 

 
  

 They provided an impressive home for a local lord or knight who had been 
given land by William as a reward for his loyalty. 

 
 

 They provided a base for Norman soldiers who could keep the local English 
under control. Most castles were only a day’s ride by horse from the next one, 
so more soldiers could easily be gathered if there was more serious trouble, like 
a rebellion, to deal with. William built 2 castles in York in 1068 and 1069 
because the English in the north caused him so much trouble.  

 
 

 They towered over the villages or towns where they were built – everyone who 
lived in that area could see that the Normans were now in charge. Sometimes 
markets were held in their courtyards – they were a safe place to trade. This 
also helped to make them part of the everyday life of the country. 

 
 

 The Normans tended to build MOTTE AND BAILEY CASTLES at first, with a 
wooden tower on a tall mound above a courtyard, but some were built in stone 
as NORMAN SQUARE KEEPS. William’s own home in London was one of these 
– The Tower of London, begun in 1078, and so was the largest Castle he built, 
Colchester Castle, begun in 1069. Built on the foundations of a huge Roman 
temple, William was showing the Normans were great rulers and builders like the 
Romans had been. 

 
 

 They had semi-circular arched windows, which we still call NORMAN 
ARCHES because the Normans built so many castles and churches with this 
design.   
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How did William find out about his new kingdom  
- The Domesday Book 

 

William knew very little about England when he became its king in 1066 – he had never 
visited the country before! He also gave a lot of land to those lords and knights who had 
fought for him at the Battle of Hastings as a reward for their loyalty.  
 

After a few years it was clear that William needed more information about his new kingdom 
if he was to rule fairly and keep control of the country. The King of Denmark, Cnut IV, had 
planned to attack England in 1085 – William had raised a great army to deal with this threat. 
He needed to know he could afford to do this again if Cnut planned another invasion. 
 

 
How did William do this? 
 

 In 1086 William held a great meeting at Gloucester of all the leading lords in England. At this 
meeting he announced what he intended to do. This is what he did, according to an English 
monk: 

 

“Then he sent his officers into every shire all over England, and ordered them to 
find out how many hundred hides [a measure of land] were in the shire, what land 
the king had and what taxes he ought to have each year from the shire. He 
also ordered it to be written how much land his archbishops had, and his 
bishops and his abbots [a head monk in a monastery] and his earls [lords], and 
how much each landowner in England had, and how much it might be worth. 
So thorough was this enquiry that there was not one hide nor yard of land nor 
even (it is shameful to write, but he thought it not shameful to do) an ox, nor a cow, 
nor a swine [pig], that was not written down.” 
 

 Once the survey was complete, William had all the information which the ‘officers’ (they 
included lords to ask the questions and monks to write down the answers) had collected 
written down in one huge book. Local inquests had been held all over England as part of the 
survey to settle disputes over land – they usually decided the land belonged to the 
Normans instead of the English. 

 

 Now William knew exactly what everyone in England owned. He knew how much tax he 
could collect fairly from all his people to pay for his army and the castles and churches he 
was building all over England. Lords and knights who had sworn loyalty to William could 
be certain that the land they held would be passed on to their families. The Domesday 
Book confirmed this. It gave them ‘security of title’.  

 

 Many people in England did not like the king knowing so much about their lives and 
business. Everyone believed that God would judge everyone at the end of time. It seemed to 
some people that the king could now judge everyone in the same way – it was as if the ‘Day 
of Judgement’ (‘Doomsday’ or ‘Domesday’ as it was spelt at that time) had come already, so 
the book soon became known as ‘The Domesday Book’.  
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USE TANK to answer interpretation questions. 
William the Conqueror 

(1) Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Version E, entry for 1087. 
King William and the chief men loved gold and silver and did not care how sinfully it was 
obtained provided it came to them. He (William) did not care at all how wrongfully his men got 
possession of land nor how many illegal acts they did.  

(2) In his book Ecclesiastical History, Ordericus Vitalis described what happened after an 
English rebellion in the winter of 1069. (c. 1142) 
In his anger William ordered that all crops and herds...and food of every kind should be brought 
together and burned to ashes, so that the whole region north of Humber might be stripped of all 
means of survival. 

(3) William of Jumieges, Deeds of the Dukes of the Normans (c. 1070) 
William, Duke of Normandy, never allowed himself to be deterred from any enterprise because 
of the labour it entailed. He was strong in body and tall in stature. He was moderate in drinking, 
for he deplored drunkenness in all men. In speech he was fluent and persuasive, being skilled 
at all times in making clear his will…and whenever his health permitted he regularly attended 
Christian worship each morning and at the celebration of mass.  

(4) William of Poitiers, The Deeds of William, Duke of the Normans (c. 1071) 
Duke William excelled both in bravery and soldier-craft. He dominated battles, checking his own 
men in flight, strengthening their spirit, and sharing their dangers…William was a noble general, 
inspiring courage, sharing danger, more often commanding men to follow than urging them on 
from the rear.  

(5) Pope Gregory VII made the following comments about William the Conqueror in a 
letter to a friend. (1081) 
The king of England, though in certain respects he is not as religious as we would wish, still 
shows himself to be more acceptable than other kings... he neither destroys nor sells the 
churches of God. 

(6) Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Version E, entry for 1083. 
He (William) made large forests for the deer, and passed laws, so that whoever killed a hart or a 
hind should be blinded. The rich complained and the poor murmured, but the king was so strong 
that he took no notice of them. 

(7) Confession made by William the Conqueror on his deathbed in 1087. Quoted by 
Ordericus Vitalis in The Ecclesiastical History (c. 1142)                                                                 
I tremble my friends/ when I reflect on the grievous sins which burden my conscience, and now, 
about to be summoned before the awful tribunal of God, I know not what I ought to do. I was 
bred to arms from my childhood, and am stained from the rivers of blood I have shed...It is out 
of my power to count all the injuries which I have caused during the sixty-four years of my 
troubled life…I have persecuted the natives of England beyond all reason. Whether gentle or 
simple I have cruelly oppressed them; many I have unjustly disinherited; innumerable multitudes 
perished through me by famine or sword...I fell on the English of the northern shires like a 
ravening lion. I commanded their houses and corn, with all their implements and chattels, to be 
burnt without distinction, and great herds of cattle and beasts of burden to be butchered 
wherever they are found. In this way I took revenge on multitudes of both sexes by subjecting 
them to the calamity of a cruel famine, and so became the barbarous murderer of many 
thousands, both young and old, of that fine race of people. Having gained the throne of that 
kingdom by so many crimes I dare not leave it to anyone but God..." 

http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/MEDchronicleAS.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/NORvitalis.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/MEDjumieges.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/MEDpoitiers.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/MEDchronicleAS.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/NORvitalis.htm
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Source A 
“Duke William of Normandy gathered a large army, sailed across the English Channel, and 
landed with his soldiers on the southern coast.  Earl Harold hurried his own men down from the 
North to meet the enemy, and the two armies, Saxon and Norman met at Hastings where a 
terrible battle was fought.  The Normans had more and better men and were better armed than 
Harold’s soldiers.  Before the day was done Earl Harold was killed and Duke William and his 
men were the victors.” 
Dorothy King.  Blackies Junior History. 
 
Source B 
“William was a soldier and a pretty good one.  He was a master of tactics and used all the tricks 
of his trade.  His military reputation helped him raise an army in 1066.  His coolness in battle 
and his determination snatched victory out of defeat at Hastings.  If he had luck as well, it was 
probably not much more than the product of his military genius.” 
Frank Barlow.  The Norman Conquest and Beyond. 
 
Source C 
Duke William sailed from Normandy into Pevensey and came upon King Harold unexpectedly 
before his army was ready.  The Normans won the battle, as God granted them because of the 
sins of the nation.  God gave William the conquest of England.” 
An English Monk.  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 
 
 

What were the reasons for the Norman Victory at Hastings? 
The Battle of Hastings - Source Materials 

 

 

The courageous leaders mutually prepared for battle, each according to his national custom. 
The English, as we have heard, passed the night without sleep, in drinking and singing, and in 
the morning proceeded without delay against the enemy. All on foot, armed with battle-axes, 
and covering themselves in front by the juncture of their shields, they formed an impenetrable 
body which would assuredly have secured their safety that day had not the Normans, by a 
feigned flight, induced them to open their ranks, which till that time, according to their custom, 
had been closely compacted. King Harold himself, on foot, stood with his brothers near the 
standard in order that, so long as all shared equal danger, none could think of retreating. 
….This alternating victory, first of one side and then of the other, continued so long as Harold 
lived to check the retreat; but when he fell, his brain pierced by an arrow, the flight of the 
English ceased not until night……William, too, was equally ready to encourage his soldiers by 
his voice and by his presence, and to be the first to rush forward to attack the thickest of the foe. 
He was everywhere fierce and furious; he lost three choice horses, which were that day killed 
under him.  
William of Malmesbury 
 
 
William was a noble general, turning back the retreat, inspiring courage, sharing danger, more 
often commanding men to follow than urging them on from the rear….Now as the day declined 
the English army realised beyond doubt that they could no longer stand against the Normans.  
They knew that they were reduced by heavy losses; that the King himself, with his brothers and 
many nobles of England had fallen and that they could expect no help……They therefore 
turned to flight and made off as soon as they got the chance. 
William of Poitiers 
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King Harold was informed of this and he assembled a large army and came against William at 
the old apple tree.  And William came against him by surprise before his army was drawn up in 
battle array.  But the King, nevertheless fought hard against him, with men who were willing to 
support him, and there were heavy casualties on both sides.  There King Harold was 
killed…..and many good men and the French remained masters of the field. 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 
 
 
The King at once marched his army towards London with all speed and although he knew very 
well that many of the better warriors in all England had fallen in the two battles, and that half his 
army had not yet come in, nevertheless he did not hesitate to meet his enemy is Sussex as 
quickly as he could.….many deserted from the line and a very few stood firm with him….But 
alas after so many had fallen on both sides he was slain as the evening shadows lengthened. 
Florence of Worcester. 
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