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What was life like in England in the 11th Century? An Overview of Society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

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. 

 

 

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. 

 

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. 

 

Map of the England in 1065 

 

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. 

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. 

 

 

 

Thane/Thegn (Lord) 

Owned enough land for them to be able to well equipped for war. 

Some thanes were Housecarls (royal bodyguards created by King 

Cnut iin 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 England and the Norman Conquest (1035 – 1087): Key Events 

 

The Danish Kings (1013/1035 – 1042): Harold I (1035 – 1040); Harthacnut (1040 – 1042) 

Swein Forkbeard and his son Cnut the Great conquered England between 1013 and 1016. Under 

Cnut an ‘empire of the North Sea’ including Denmark, Norway, England and part of Sweden was 

forged. He adapted the Anglo-Saxon system of government by introducing great earldoms (Wessex; 

Mercia; Northumbria; East Anglia) and the Housecarls (royal bodyguard) to direct national defence, 

kept the local governmental system based on the shires and continued to collect the geld (taxes) to 

pay for the defence of the realm. Godwin proved himself to be a loyal and capable servant to Cnut 

and rose to be Earl of Wessex. On Cnut’s death in 1035 this empire immediately collapsed as power 

struggles for control of each of its kingdoms tore it apart. 

1035 - England was claimed by the half-brothers Harold Harefoot (son of Cnut & Aelfgifu) and 

Harthacnut (son of Cnut & Emma of Normandy). Harthacnut was in Denmark and too busy 

consolidating his position there to return to England immediately, so Harold was in a much better 

position to take control of England. 

1036 – Assembly of Oxford: Earls Leofric of Mercia and Siward of Northumbria sided with Aelfgifu in 

support Harold’s claim, while Godwin of Wessex allied with Emma of Normandy in support of 

Harthacnut’s claim. A compromise was reached which made Harold regent of England but did not 

dismiss Harthacnut’s claim to be king, with the Archbishop of Canterbury refusing to crown Harold 

king. 

The sons of Ethelred Unraed (king before Swein Forkbeard) and Emma of Normandy (and thus half-

brothers to Harthacnut), Edward Atheling & Alfred Atheling attempted to return to England from 

exile in Normandy. Alfred was arrested by Earl Godwin (acting on Harold’s orders). After he was 

handed over to Harold, he was blinded and died as a result. 

1037 – Harold proclaimed himself king. Emma of Normandy went into exile in Flanders. 

1040 – Harthacnut built an invasion fleet and sailed from Denmark to Flanders. Harold I died, aged 

only 24, before Harthacnut and Emma crossed to England and restored their political alliance with 

Earl Godwin and so his accession to the throne was achieved without bloodshed. Godwin sought to 

show his loyalty to the new king by giving Harthacnut a gilded warship. 

1041 – Edward Atheling returned to England as a potential heir to Harthacnut. However Harthacnut 

had reached a diplomatic arrangement with King Magnus of Norway to be each other’s heirs to 

ensure peace between Denmark and Norway. 

A huge tax increase was imposed to enlarge the navy. Harthacnut had Earl Leofric of Mercia attack 

Worcester in his own earldom when people there refused to pay it.  

He also had Eadulf of Bamburgh murdered by Earl Siward, who gained Eadulf’s lands and ended a 

feud among northern noble families. 

1042 – Harthacnut died suddenly at a wedding feast aged only 24.  

 

  



The Reign of Edward the Confessor (1042 – 1066) 

Edward the Confessor became king with the support of Earl Godwin. King Magnus of Norway was 

preoccupied with conflict with Denmark and so unable to press his claim to the English throne. 

Edward had been an exile in Normandy for much of his life and so depended on building political 

alliances, especially with the Godwins in order to rule effectively. Godwin presented him with a 

gilded warship as a coronation gift. 

1045 – Married Edith, Earl Godwin’s daughter. Edward resented the power and influence the 

Godwins had over him and promoted Normans in England, e.g. Ralph, Earl of Hereford (1052 – 1055) 

and Robert of Jumieges, Archbishop of Canterbury (1051 – 1052). He devoted much of his time to 

the building of Westminster Abbey as a grand monastic church in the Norman style.  

1046 – Swein Godwinson (Godwin’s eldest son) abducted the Abbess of Leominster and in 1049 he 

murdered his cousin Beorn. Both times he was subsequently exiled, but then pardoned due to 

Godwin’s influence with the king. 

1051 – (‘Crisis of 1051-52’) Edward ordered Earl Godwin to attack Dover as a punishment, following 

a violent incident there involving Count Eustace of Boulogne (the king’s brother in law) and his 

entourage. Godwin refused to attack people in his earldom. Edward allied with the other powerful 

earls to punish Godwin’s defiance and curtail his power. Outmanoeuvred, the Godwins were forced 

to go into exile (Godwin went to Flanders; Harold went to Ireland). Edward sent Edith to a nunnery. 

Duke William of Normandy claimed that Edward made him his heir at this time.  

1052 – The Godwins returned in force and Edward, abandoned by the other earls, compromised 

and avoided military conflict by restoring their lands to them and took back Edith as his wife. Robert 

of Jumieges went into exile and Stigand, whose patron was Godwin, replaced him. Swein Godwinson 

died returning from a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 

1053 – Death of Earl Godwin. Harold Godwinson succeeded him as Earl of Wessex.  

1054 – Siward of Northumbria invaded Scotland in support of Malcolm Canmore against Macbeth. 

1055 – Siward died and was replaced as Earl of Northumbria by Tostig Godwinson. 

Earl Aelfgar of East Anglia (son of Leofric) rebelled and allied with the Welsh. After initially defeating 

Ralph the Timid, Earl of Hereford, he was forced him to submit by Earl Harold.   

1057 – The family of Edgar Atheling (also descended from the ruling House of Wessex) returned to 

England from exile to press their claim to the throne after Edward’s death.  

Death of Earl Leofric – his son, Aelfgar, became the new Earl of Mercia. He, in turn, was succeeded 

by his son, Edwin in 1062. Gyrth and Leofwine Godwinson were made Earls of East Anglia and Kent. 

1058 – Malcolm Canmore crowned King of Scotland, making a treaty with England the next year.  

1061 - Malcolm Canmore raided Northumbria, occupying Cumberland, while Tostig visited Rome. 

1062-63 – Harold led successful military campaigns in Wales to restore loyalty to England there.  

1064 – Harold went to Normandy where he promised to support William’s claim to the throne. 

1065 – Rebellion against Tostig Godwinson in Northumbria. Armed conflict was avoided by a 

Harold’s negotiations with the rebels at Northampton. Tostig went into exile in Flanders, convinced 

Harold had betrayed him. Harold sided with Earl Edwin of Mercia and his brother Morcar, who now 

became Earl of Northumbria. Edward was obliged to accept this deal.  



The Reign of Harold II Godwinson (January 1066 – October 1066) 

January – On his deathbed, Edward may have nominated Harold as his heir. Harold was crowned 

immediately and prepared to defend England against rival claimants, especially Duke William. Harold 

waited with his army and navy on the south coast until September for an attack from Normandy. 

 

Summer – Tostig left Flanders and unsuccessfully raided the south and east coasts (driven off by Earl 

Edwin) and then sailed to Scotland, subsequently joining forces with Harald Hardrada, King of Norway.  

 

September – Hardrada & Tostig raid the north east coast and defeat Earls Edwin & Morcar 

(responsible for the defence of the north) at the Battle of Fulford Gate, outside York (20th 

September).  

Hardrada’s Vikings probably outnumbered Edwin & Morcar’s English and in the course of the battle, 

which was fought on level ground between a river and a marsh, were able to outflank the English shield 

wall and break it.  

 

Harold Godwinson had started to send his army home for harvest time, but rapidly reassembled it 

and marched north to kill both Hardrada & Tostig at the large and hard fought Battle of Stamford 

Bridge (25th September).  

Harold’s rapid march had caught the Viking army unprepared and the Harold’s army probably 

outnumbered Hardrada’s. After its initial attack, the English army was held up by a sole warrior on the 

bridge while the rest of the army reformed for battle on the far side of the river. The Viking shield wall 

was broken after many hours of combat, in spite of the arrival late in the battle of reinforcements led 

by jarl Orre, whose charge (‘Orre’s Storm’) failed to turn back the English attack. Hardrada may have 

been killed by an arrow. 

 

On the 28th September, after bad weather had delayed his invasion preparations, William landed at 

Pevensey unopposed with about 700 ships, built a castle then moved his base to Hastings and began 

raiding Sussex to draw Harold to him. He had secured the support of the Pope for his invasion and 

his army marched with a papal banner and he had recruited knights from Brittany and Flanders with 

promises of land. 

 

October – Harold marched south in an attempt to surprise William and repeat the success of 

Stamford Bridge. On 14th October, the 2 armies of about 7000 men were drawn up at Senlac Hill 6 

miles north of Hastings. The Battle of Hastings lasted the whole day and was decisive. William’s army 

of archers, foot soldiers and cavalry eventually broke the English shield wall and Harold was killed. 

Such was the strength of the English position, William was forced to show his determination, skill 

and flexibility as a commander and employ a range of tactics in the course of the battle to ultimately 

overwhelm the English in the evening: ‘arrow storms’ (one may have injured or killed Harold); cavalry 

feints; skirmishing (which allowed periods of rest for his warriors); flanking attacks as the shield wall 

shortened; massed cavalry charges; a designated ‘death squad’ of knights to kill Harold. In contrast, 

Harold’s battle plan was inflexible and he was only able to attack the Normans in close action with 

his army depleted after the Battle of Stamford Bridge and his rapid march south.  

  



The Reign of William the Conqueror (1066 – 1087) 

1066 - Seizure of London and the south-east of England following the Battle of Hastings and widespread 

ravaging by the advancing Norman army. Earls Edwin & Morcar came to terms with William but later rebelled 

against him (1068). Edgar the Atheling also submitted initially, but would be connected to uprisings against 

William for much of the reign, seeking support from Scotland & France.  

1067 – Edric the Wild’s uprising on the Welsh borders, including an unsuccessful siege of Hereford Castle & 

unsuccessful raids on the West Country by Harold’s sons from Ireland begin (1067-69). 

1068 – Siege of Exeter, Devon – Gytha (Harold’s mother) occupied the city. After only 18 days’ siege, Exeter 

surrendered and was treated leniently by William. Uprising in the north by Gospatric, Edwin, Morcar and 

Edgar the Atheling – quickly put down by William, but trouble flared up again almost immediately and the 

Norman Earl Robert of Northumbria was killed by rebel forces in Durham (1069). 

1069 - Harrying of the North – devastation of this region following a major uprising supported by Danish 

raiders sent by Swein II Estrithson (attacked York – paid off by William). William’s control of England was at 

its most questionable with other uprisings in the west (Edric attacked and burned Shrewsbury, but 

unsuccessfully besieged its castle) and in the east still to be quelled.  

1070-71 - Hereward’s rebellion in the Fens – also supported at first by raiding Danes sent by Swein II, whom 

William again paid off. Peterborough Abbey was attacked by the rebels, but eventually Hereward retreated 

to his fortress on the Isle of Ely where was forced to submit to William.  

1072 – Treaty of Abernethy with Malcolm I of Scotland following an invasion of Scotland by William I to force 

Malcolm to withdraw his support from Edgar (Malcolm’s brother-in-law) & not threaten William’s northern 

border. (Malcolm had tried to invade northern England in 1070, but William had quickly forced him to retreat. 

He raided the north in 1079 while William was in Normandy, but then accepted William as his overlord again.) 

1075 – Revolt of the Earls – last major rebellion against William – led by dissatisfied Norman nobles allied 

with English elite and Danish raiders. It led to the only execution by William of an English earl, Waltheof, who 

had already been pardoned by William for involvement in previous uprisings and was married to his niece.  

Up to 1075: Extension of effective control over the whole of England in the face of several rebellions by the 

English in different areas, often supported by foreign powers, such as Denmark and Scotland and sometimes 

in alliance with disaffected Normans. 

Throughout the reign 500 castles (e.g. Tower of London; Colchester & Chepstow – built in stone as symbolic 

projections of Norman power) and stone churches (e.g. massive rebuilding of Winchester Cathedral begun in 

1079) were built all over England by William and the Norman nobles. Feudal ties became a more significant 

part of political, social and economic organisation. William established close ties with the English Church to 

reinforce his authority over England (appointed the devout Norman abbot Lanfranc as Archbishop of 

Canterbury in 1070; the only English bishop by 1087 was Wulfstan of Worcester). 

1077-80 – Rebellion in Normandy by Robert (eldest son) – a family dispute led to his exile to Flanders where 

he sought support from its Count. An inconclusive battle was fought in 1079. Matilda negotiated a truce.  

1082 – Arrest of William’s half-brother, Odo, Bishop of Bayeux and Earl of Kent – it is not clear why William 

did this, but he clearly thought Odo posed a significant threat to his power and authority. William freed him 

and restored his lands to him on his deathbed 5 years later. 

1086 - ‘The Domesday Book’: William had a great survey carried out, following a final invasion threat by Cnut 

IV of Denmark (1085), which showed that by the end of his reign almost all land in England was now in the 

hands of the Normans (95%), the old Anglo-Saxon aristocracy having been dispossessed. The Oath of 

Salisbury, (William made all the lords swear loyalty to him personally) confirmed both his authority and his 

anxiety at the time over whether or not he could repulse an invasion. 

1087 - William died after crushing a rebellion in France. He had never been entirely safe from the threat of 

invasion & rebellions, but he passed his lands to his sons, Robert (Normandy) & William Rufus (England). 



The Norman Conquest (1066 – 1107) 

 

 

 



Norman England (1087 - 1107): Key Events 

William II (Rufus) (1087 – 1100)  

1087 – William becomes King of England.  

 

1088 – Rebellion of 1088: Many Norman lords, led by Bishop Odo of Bayeux, Earl of Kent, Robert, 

Count of Mortain (William the Conqueror’s half-brothers), William of Eu and Robert de Mowbray 

rebelled against William in favour of Duke Robert of Normandy. The Conqueror’s division of his 

lands between his 2 eldest sons meant they now held lands under 2 feudal overlords, which was 

unlikely to be beneficial to them. William acted swiftly to prevent the rebels uniting their forces, 

making promises to the English that he would be a good king to them if they supported him (this 

secured enough forces for local garrisons) and besieging many of the rebels at Pevensey Castle, 

which fell to him before Duke Robert could cross from Normandy to join with them. Odo was taken 

to Rochester Castle to persuade his supporters there to surrender, but was freed by them and William 

was forced to besiege Rochester as well. With the fall of the castle the rebellion effectively ended. 

William treated the rebels relatively leniently: Odo went into exile in Normandy, Robert of Mortain, 

William of Eu and Robert de Mowbray kept their lands in England. 

William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham, was put on trial for treason, having been accused of 

involvement in the Rebellion of 1088. On trial as a lord rather than a churchman, he objected that 

he would appeal to Rome, but instead accepted a compromise of exile to Normandy and was 

reconciled to William 3 years later when all his lands were returned and he was restored as bishop. 

(In 1093 he began the massive rebuilding of Durham Cathedral.)  

 

1089 – Death of Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury. William refused to appoint a replacement.  

Bermondsey Abbey refounded with a gift of land from King William (32 monasteries were founded 

in England during William’s reign).  

William began negotiating with and bribing Norman lords to win them over to his claim to Normandy. 

Following an uprising in Rouen in support of William, his brother Henry, who had sided with Duke 

Robert, threw one of the rebels from a tower as punishment. 

 

1091 – William invaded Normandy: Robert agreed to surrender lands to William in the north of the 

duchy; the brothers made each other their heirs and pledged to provide each other with military 

assistance. 

Scottish invasion led by Malcolm Canmore repulsed with the assistance of Duke Robert (he expected 

William’s help with subduing Maine in return). 

William and Robert crushed resistance by their brother Henry, who had turned against them when 

they had formed their alliance without him.  

 

1092 – Carlisle Castle built to protect the border with Scotland and enforce English authority over 

Cumberland and Westmoreland.  

 



1093 – Following an illness when William feared he would die, he appointed Anselm as Archbishop 

of Canterbury. Anselm only accepted the position on the understanding that William would support 

his intention to undertake church reform. From the start, William was reluctant to allow Anselm to 

act independently of his authority – as far as William was concerned the English Church was under 

his authority and he could use it to raise revenue as he pleased. Anselm wanted the English Church 

to be as free of royal interference as possible and under the authority of the Pope in Rome rather 

than the King of England. 

Malcolm Canmore invaded Northumbria again and was killed at the Battle of Alnwick by Robert de 

Mowbray, Earl of Northumbria. 

 

1094 - Battle Abbey completed under the patronage of William Rufus.  

 

1095 – Council of Rockingham: Called by William at Anselm’s request to try to resolve their on-going 

argument over the conferring of the Pallium on Anselm, which represented their disagreement over 

the extent to which Anselm answered to the King or Pope as Archbishop of Canterbury. The Bishops 

agreed with the king, while many lords sided with Anselm, so nothing was achieved. William 

received papal legations subsequently in 1095 and 1096, which appeared willing to compromise with 

him, but Anselm maintained that he should be allowed to journey to Rome to resolve the matter. 

The controversy highlights that neither Anselm nor William were prepared to compromise on what 

they believed were their rights with respect to the Church and that William was not an implacable 

enemy of the Church, but rather indifferent to the motives and principles of a devout reformer such 

as Anselm. Anselm for his part had no taste for political pragmatism and refused to alter his position 

once he was convinced it was right. 

By this point Henry had shifted his allegiance to William and returned to Normandy to weaken 

Robert’s rule through raiding and further negotiation with Norman lords, so William may well have 

been plotting another invasion of Normandy. 

Rebellion of Robert de Mowbray: After refusing to compensate Scandinavian merchants for 

confiscating their ships at Newcastle or explain his actions at the king’s court (Curia Regis), Earl 

Robert’s main residence, Bamborough Castle, was besieged by William, who built a castle next to 

it called Malvoisin (‘Bad Neighbour’). During the protracted siege, Robert was captured whilst 

raiding beyond the castle walls. His wife surrendered the castle once mutilation of Earl Robert was 

threatened by the king. De Mowbray was imprisoned for the rest of his life and his conspirator 

William of Eu was castrated and blinded following a trial by battle. 

Military campaign in Wales against Cadwgan of Powys and Gruffudd ap Cynan of Gwynedd, 2 allied 

Welsh rulers who did not accept Norman authority over them. William failed to bring the Welsh to 

battle and withdrew having achieved nothing. 

 

1096 – Duke Robert of Normandy left for the First Crusade. In need of funds, he pledged the duchy 

to William Rufus who ruled it as regent in return for 10,000 marks. William ruled Normandy till his 

death (Robert only returned to the duchy in Sept. 1100) and probably intended to contest control of 

the duchy with him again on his return. 

 



1097 – A 2nd military campaign in Wales was as indecisive as the first in 1095 (Further attacks by 

Norman Marcher Lords the following year briefly overpowered the Welsh, but they effectively 

recovered their lands by 1099).  

Military campaign in the Vexin (border zone of Normandy) and France – unsuccessful attacks on 

French strongholds.  

William sent an English army, led by Edgar the Atheling, into Scotland to defeat the rivals of Edgar 

the Valiant, son of Malcolm Canmore, as King of Scotland.  

Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury went into exile, claiming that he had been unable to achieve 

anything as archbishop because of William’s opposition. 

 

1098 – Military campaign in the Vexin: Gisors Castle was built to reinforce this frontier (Gisors 

previously had been given to the King of France by Duke Robert to win his support).  

Military campaigns in the County of Maine (1098-99), the border zone between Normandy and 

Anjou, which re-established Norman authority over Count Helias of Maine, who was captured by 

Robert de Belleme in 1098 and whose capital, Le Mans was taken by William in the same year. 

(Maine had been brought under Norman rule by William the Conqueror, but Duke Robert’s authority 

over it had been in decline since 1092.)   

 

1099 – Westminster Hall completed – probably the largest hall in Europe at the time. William had 

also completed the building of the Tower of London and the rebuilding of London Bridge. Ranulf 

Flambard, William’s most determined administrator and notorious for his capacity to collect high 

taxation, was appointed Bishop of Durham.  

 

1100 – There is evidence that William was focused on closer links with the Duchy of Aquitaine (south 

western France) to strengthen his position in France when he was killed whilst hunting in the New 

Forest in August. His violent death remains a mystery. While it may well have been an accident, it is 

possible that it was assassination – William had many enemies who could have plotted his murder. 

It cut his reign short – ruling for only 13 years – William’s reign as King of England was far shorter 

than his father’s reign (21 years) and that of his brother, Henry I, (35 years). 

  



Henry I (1100 – 1135) up to 1107 

1100 - 2nd Aug - William Rufus was killed in the New Forest. Henry immediately rode to Winchester 

and took control of the royal treasury in spite of objections by those nobles who supported Duke 

Robert’s claim. 3 days later he was crowned in Westminster Abbey and issued a Coronation Charter 

which promised he would end injustices and rule fairly in future. His claim to the throne was by right 

of porphyrogeniture (‘born to the purple’) as his brother, Duke Robert, was older (Robert was still on 

his way back from the First Crusade). 

Arrested Ranulf Flambard and put him in the Tower of London. (He escaped in 1101.) 

Anselm returned to England – with Henry’s approval, he held a church council the following year 

(1102) which insisted on clerical celibacy and condemned simony, sodomy and the slave trade (these 

measures showed he was part of the Gregorian Reform movement which sought to raise the moral 

standards of the church and free it from secular control). In exile, Anselm had come to see his 

arguments with the King of England as part of the over the wider Investiture Controversy and so 

more arguments with the king followed. 

Married Edith (aka Matilda): daughter of King Malcolm of Scotland; niece of Edgar Atheling – a 

descendent of the House of Wessex.  

 

1101 - Duke Robert invaded, landing at Portsmouth. Henry reached an agreement with him (Treaty 

of Alton) – Robert dropped his claim to England – Henry paid him off.  

 

1102 - Henry deprived Robert de Belleme of his lands – he rebelled, was defeated and went into 

exile (he continued to cause trouble for Henry for the next 10 years: allied with Duke Robert; later 

allied with the Welsh; later helped William Clito evade Henry (1110); imprisoned till his death (1112-

c.1130)).    

Matilda born – betrothed to the Holy Roman Emperor in 1108. 

 

1103 - William Adelin born – Henry now had a male heir. (He died in 1120 in the White Ship Disaster.) 

Henry had many illegitimate children by several mistresses – he treated them well, but there was 

never any doubt that they had no claim to the throne. 

 

1105 & 1106 - Henry campaigned in Normandy. Having spent several years preparing for war with 

Robert over Normandy, including diplomacy with other powerful rulers in northern France, Henry 

invaded Normandy and fought a decisive military engagement with Robert at Battle of Tinchebrai 

(1106). Robert was captured and imprisoned till his death (1134). Robert’s young son, William Clito 

(1102-1128) was also captured and was under Henry’s control until 1110. 

Henry’s large army at Tinchebrai was composed of forces from England, Normandy, Brittany and Maine 

and outnumbered Robert. Most of them, including Henry, fought on foot, but his tactical reserve was a 

cavalry force which was out of the sight of Duke Robert at the start of the battle. Duke Robert chose to 

fight on foot and so was unable to escape when Henry’s cavalry quickly overwhelmed his forces and his 

own cavalry force under Robert de Belleme abandoned the battlefield when defeat appeared certain.    

1105-07 - Anselm went back into exile, but a compromise was negotiated which was formally 

declared in the Concordat of London (1107): It provided the formula for the later resolution of the 

original dispute over the Investiture Controversy between the Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope.  



Anselm was also an advocate of the primacy of Canterbury (i.e that the Archbishop of Canterbury 

was the superior of the Archbishop of York in the church in England). However, this issue continued 

to be a contentious point long after him and William Rufus, Henry and several Archbishops of York 

managed to side step potential crisis points when this could have developed into another divisive 

issue for the English Church. 

 

Norman Government and Administration 

Definitely all of the following was in place by the reign of Henry I, but elements of the system extend 

back into the reign of Edward the Confessor – adaptation of English system rather than 

transformation. 

 

Consultative Assemblies of Lords  

Anglo-Saxon Witanagemot replaced by Curia Regis (King’s Court) – met more often – move towards 

more formal procedures. 

 

National Government 

Chancellor and the Chancery - Writs and Charters 

Treasurer, the Treasury (Winchester) and the Exchequer – Pipe Rolls (English silver penny was a 

widely used currency which kept its value.) 

Justiciar – Ranulf Flambard under William II? (Seems to be doing this job, but not referred to by this 

title) 

The Household – Chamberlain and other offices to serve the king’s person 

Royal Forests and Forest Law (William I created it; William II made the penalties for breaking it 

harsher, after he said he would do the opposite) – now technically the King owned everything 

(Domesday Book) so he could decide what lay under the Common Law or ‘outside’ it. 

 

Local Government 

Sheriffs and Shire Courts & (local justiciars under William II) – courts usually met twice a year to 

oversee royal business in the shire – taxes (geld); royal estates; justice.   

Hundreds and Hundred Courts – more frequent than shire courts – mainly land matters. 

Earls still managed regional & local military matters for the king, but were now part of the more 

robust Feudal System: the big Anglo-Saxon earldoms had been broken up by William I, apart from 

in border regions (marcher earldoms on border with Wales, e.g. Roger de Montgomery, 1st Earl of 

Shrewsbury, a trusted supporter of William I; Robert de Mowbray as Earl of Northumbria controlled 

a much smaller area in the north than Siward, Tostig or Morcar under Edward the Confessor) and the 

lands of close family (Odo of Bayeux (Earl of Kent) and Robert of Mortain (William I’s half brothers) 

who sometimes acted as regents for the king). 

 

 



Guidance: How To Answer Exam Questions  

QUESTION 1 

PLANNING (UP TO 10 MINUTES) 

FIRST PARAGRAPH/SOURCE (ARGUMENT) – AGREE/PARTIALLY AGREE (8 MINUTES) 

Point 

Examples of evidence from the source – 2/3 quotations. 

Example of source’s provenance:        

Link the first 2 examples to  

reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence from background Knowledge – Does the source match what I already know? 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the assessment of the source convincingly. 

 

SECOND PARAGRAPH/SOURCE (ARGUMENT/COUNTER ARGUMENT) – AGREE/PARTIALLY 

AGREE/MOSTLY DISAGREE/DISAGREE (8 MINUTES) 

Point 

Examples of evidence from the source – 2/3 quotations. 

Example of source’s provenance:        

Link the first 2 examples to  

reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence from background Knowledge – Does the source match what I already know? 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the assessment of the source convincingly. 

 

THIRD PARAGRAPH/SOURCE (ARGUMENT/COUNTER ARGUMENT) – AGREE/PARTIALLY 

AGREE/MOSTLY DISAGREE/DISAGREE (8 MINUTES) 

Point 

Examples of evidence from the source – 2/3 quotations. 

Example of source’s provenance:        

Link the first 2 examples to  

reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence from background Knowledge – Does the source match what I already know? 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the assessment of the source convincingly. 

 

FOURTH PARAGRAPH/SOURCE (COUNTER ARGUMENT) – MOSTLY DISAGREE/DISAGREE                                                                                                                                                                                   

(8 MINUTES) 

Time – When it was written? 

Author – Who wrote it and why? 

Nature – What kind of source is it? 

Time – When it was written? 

Author – Who wrote it and why? 

Nature – What kind of source is it 

Time – When it was written? 

Author – Who wrote it and why? 

Nature – What kind of source is it 



Point 

Examples of evidence from the source – 2/3 quotations. 

Example of source’s provenance:        

Link the first 2 examples to  

reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence from background Knowledge – Does the source match what I already know? 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the assessment of the source convincingly. 

 

CONCLUSION (8 MINUTES) 

Reach a balanced conclusion:  

(1) Analyse how far the sources, taken as a set, support the view, taking into account their 

credibility, based on their provenance and historical context;  

(2) Recognise how and why there is significant variation between the sources from this view.  

  

Time – When it was written? 

Author – Who wrote it and why? 

Nature – What kind of source is it 



QUESTION 2 or 3 

 

FIRST PARAGRAPH (ARGUMENT) 

Point 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (1) 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (2) 

Link the first 2 examples of evidence to reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (3) 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the argument convincingly. 

 

SECOND PARAGRAPH (ARGUMENT/COUNTER ARGUMENT) 

Point 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (1) 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (2) 

Link the first 2 examples of evidence to reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (3) 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the argument convincingly. 

 

THIRD PARAGRAPH (COUNTER ARGUMENT) 

Point 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (1) 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (2) 

Link the first 2 examples of evidence to reach an intermediate conclusion. 

Example of evidence for view/factor. (3) 

Reach a conclusion to the paragraph which explains the argument convincingly. 

 

CONCLUSION  

Reach a balanced conclusion which thoroughly analyses how convincing the argument is compared 

to the counter argument, recognising what is valid/significant about both views/reasons.  

The links between the factors/views are explained to prove their relative importance/credibility.  

  



Evaluation of Souces 

Context of Sources 

• Who am I? 

 

• What did I write? 

 

• How credible is my version of events?  

• TIME - Was I around during the events I am writing about? (1087 – 1107) 

• AUTHOR - What was my background? What was important to me? (see ‘General Points’) 

• NATURE - What kind of source did I write? 

• KNOWLEDGE - What stories are included in my writings which suggest I am credible or incredible as 

a source? 

General Points for the Evaluation of Medieval Sources 

• Demonstrating God at work in the world: unfolding of a divine plan for creation (following biblical & 

classical writing); judgement upon impiety; miracles as a product of piety and divine favour. 

• Upholding claims of the Church, a realm or monastery: legitimising their position & purpose (e.g. model 

adherence to a chivalric code – of particular concern to poets); political propaganda (all came from the 

social elite). 

• A display of erudition: showing one’s scholarship (research & learning) in well composed writing.  

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

• The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle had been written by several monasteries since the time of King Alfred the 

Great (House of Wessex). The different manuscripts which survive often show a regional bias. 

• It was written as annals which described the events of the previous or recent years, so it is nearly 

contemporary to the events it relates. Entries often show a degree of hindsight which suggests they were 

written or rewritten sometime later. 

• The purpose of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was probably to show how God’s favour had been bestowed 

upon the English, most obviously in their ability to defeat of Viking invaders, but there are instances 

throughout the Chronicle when the English are criticised. It was never simply unmitigated political 

propaganda. 

• The Danish Conquest of England (1013 – 1042) challenged this view, but the restoration of the House of 

Wessex with Edward the Confessor in 1042 meant that the Danish Kings could be justified as a temporary 

instrument of divine judgement.  

• However, the Norman Conquest upset this world view completely – the Norman victory appeared to be 

a divine punishment upon the English for wickedness and William I’s and his sons’ harsh rule (e.g. Harrying 

of the North) proved to be permanent.  

• The writers of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle were monks from pre-Conquest monasteries so they had no 

particular reason to praise the Norman kings as writers who were under their patronage did, e.g. The 

Chronicle of Battle Abbey (built by William I & William II), but even they had to admit grudgingly that 

Norman rule was effective in some ways. 

• Therefore the writers of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle were eager to highlight instances when the 

impiety of the Norman kings was punished by God, rather than focusing too much on the 

shortcomings of the English. 



The Death of William the Conqueror (The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) 

A.D. 1087. Before the Assumption of St. Mary, King William went from Normandy into France 
with an army, and made war upon his own lord Philip, the king, and slew many of his men, 
and burned the town of Mante, and all the holy minsters that were in the town; and two holy 
men that served God, leading the life of anachorets, were burned therein. This being thus 
done, King William returned to Normandy. 

Rueful was the thing he did; but a more rueful him befel. How more rueful? He fell sick, and 
it dreadfully ailed him. What shall I say? Sharp death, that passes by neither rich men nor 
poor, seized him also. He died in Normandy, on the next day after the Nativity of St. Mary, 
and he was buried at Caen in St. Stephen’s minster, which he had formerly reared, and 
afterwards endowed with manifold gifts. 

Alas! how false and how uncertain is this world’s weal! He that was before a rich king, and 
lord of many lands, had not then of all his land more than a space of seven feet! and he that 
was whilom enshrouded in gold and gems, lay there covered with mould! 

If any person wishes to know what kind of man he was, or what honour he had, or of how 
many lands he was lord, then will we write about him as well as we understand him: we who 
often looked upon him, and lived sometime in his court. This King William then that we speak 
about was a very wise man, and very rich; more splendid and powerful than any of his 
predecessors were. He was mild to the good men that loved God, and beyond all measure 
severe to the men that gainsayed his will.  

So very stern was he also and hot, that no man durst do anything against his will. He had 
earls in his custody, who acted against his will. Bishops he hurled from their bishoprics, and 
abbots from their abbacies, and thanes into prison. At length he spared not his own brother 
Odo, who was a very rich bishop in Normandy.  

But amongst other things is not to be forgotten that good peace that he made in this land; so 
that a man of any account might go over his kingdom unhurt with his bosom full of gold. No 
man durst slay another, had he never so much evil done to the other; and if any churl lay with 
a woman against her will, he soon lost the limb that he played with. He truly reigned over 
England; and by his capacity so thoroughly surveyed it, that there was not a hide of land in 
England that he wist not who had it, or what it was worth, and afterwards set it down in his 
book. 

Castles he let men build, and miserably swink the poor. The king himself was so very rigid; 
and extorted from his subjects many marks of gold, and many hundred pounds of silver; 
which he took of his people, for little need, by right and by unright. He was fallen into 
covetousness, and greediness he loved withal. He made many deer-parks; and he 
established laws therewith; so that whosoever slew a hart, or a hind, should be deprived of 
his eyesight. As he forbade men to kill the harts, so also the boars; and he loved the tall deer 
as if he were their father. Likewise he decreed by the hares, that they should go free. His rich 
men bemoaned it, and the poor men shuddered at it. But he was so stern, that he recked not 
the hatred of them all; for they must follow withal the king’s will, if they would live, or have 
land, or possessions, or even his peace. 



THE AUTHORS WHO SUPPORTED KING WILLIAM RUFUS  THE AUTHORS WHO WERE AGAINST KING WILLIAM RUFUS  

Geoffrey Gaimar NOBLEMAN 

Was an Anglo-Norman chronicler. Compares him to King Arthur (legendary king – a model ruler). Rufus is an example of 

the Chivalric code. Not a monk, so not concerned to show God’s will at work in the world. 

Eadmer of Canterbury MONK 

An English historian, He is known for being a contemporary biographer of his archbishop and companion, Saint 

Anselm – his writings were to justify Anselm’s sainthood, therefore William Rufus HAD to be portrayed as 

disreputable as Anselm’s opponent over many years.  

Wace NOBLEMAN 

Was a Norman poet, born in Jersey. He also believed that William of Rufus was a model king and was a good example of 

the Chivalric code. Not a monk, so not concerned to show God’s will at work in the world. 

Roger of Wendover MONK 

Was an English chronicler of the 13th Century. (born late 1100s, early 1200s) writing it the period of King John & 

Henry III so used the other monks work to review Rufus. Lived through the reign of another king who had a troubled 

relationship with the Church. 

 
Matthew Paris MONK 

Was a Benedictine monk, English chronicler – same as Roger of Wendover 

Orderic Vitalis MONK 

Was an Anglo-Norman chronicler and Benedictine monk in Normandy who wrote one of the great contemporary chronicles of 11th- and 12th-century Normandy and Anglo-Norman England. Generally praised William, but condemned the 

‘brutal slaughter’ of the Harrying of the North. 

Henry of Huntingdon ARCHDEACON (SENIOR CHURCHMAN) & POET 

Was a 12th-century English historian, the author of a history of England. He wrote about Ramsey Abbey’s walls bleeding, also was the first to write about Cnut, trying to stop the waves. 

William of Malmesbury MONK 

Was the foremost English historian of the 12th century. He has been ranked among the most talented English historians. He wrote about the fact that Winchester Cathedral's tower did not fall due to God not liking William II being buried 

there, it was due to a structural failure - he looks for a reasonable/ simple explanation, yet he does not disbelieve God’s powers. Favourable towards King Henry I as his queen was his patron (i.e. financially supported him). 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle MONK 

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a collection of annals in Old English chronicling the history of the Anglo-Saxons since late 9th century, the reign of Alfred the Great. Multiple copies were made of that one original and then distributed to 

monasteries across England, where they were independently updated. In one case, the Chronicle was still being actively updated in 1154. Meant to show that God favoured the English nation, so the Norman Conquest profoundly disturbed 

their world view. Although they supported the English, when the Normans did do something good they did admit it grudgingly, e.g. Praised (protected England; upheld the law) and criticised (harsh Forest Laws; greed) William the Conqueror 

when he died. 

John of Worcester & Florence of Worcester MONKS 

Show some loyalty to the Norman kings as they came from the monastic community of Worcester Cathedral. Bishop (& Saint) Wulfstan of Worcester was the only remaining English bishop by the end of the reign of William the Conqueror, so 

in promoting him for sainthood, these monks would have wanted to show loyalty to the king and to God were the same. Wulfstan provided military support for the king during 2 rebellions (1075 against William the Conqueror; 1088 against 

William Rufus) – both rebellions were crushed, proving God’s favour. Being in Worcester, near the border with Wales, these authors also have particular concerns about the threat posed by the Welsh.  

Symeon of Durham MONK 

Shows some loyalty to the Norman kings as he came from the monastic community of Durham Cathedral. The North suffered terribly at the hands of William the Conqueror in the Harrying of the North and William of St Calais, Bishop of 

Durham, joined the 1088 Rebellion against William Rufus and was exiled as a result. However he was subsequently allowed to return, regained all his land and began building a huge Norman cathedral. This was completed by the next bishop, 

Ranulf Flambard, William Rufus’ most loyal administrator, so the monks of Durham had a complicated relationship with the Norman kings. Being in Durham, an area that was vulnerable to attack from Scotland, this author also has particular 

concerns about the threat posed by the Scots.  

 


