
The Claimants to the throne of England: The Background. 
 
Edward the Confessor died in 1066. The promises he 
had made during his time on the throne, whilst 
ensuring England had a period of stability during his 
reign, threw England into chaos after his death. Here 
are the reasons why. 
 
Edward grew up in Normandy as the Vikings, under 
King Cnute, ruled England. Edward’s mother was a 
Norman and he grew up around the Norman nobles, of 
which William of Normandy was one, though he was much younger. Upon 
his return to England in 1042 Edward took the throne, as his mother had 
married King Cnute. He had been supported by the Godwin’s and married 
the Earl Godwin’s daughter, Edith (Harold’s sister). But by 1051 the Godwin 
family had grown in power, so much so that they felt they could challenge the 
king for his throne. Edward, with the help of Norman soldiers, managed to 
banish the Godwinson’s from the country. Edward promised Duke William of 
Normandy the throne in gratitude for his help, as he had no children himself.  
 
However, in 1052 the Godwin’s forced their way back into England. Harold 
was now in the royal family. He became Edward’s right hand man and was a 
feared warrior in England. Harold clearly had eyes on the English throne. In 
1064 Edward sent Harold to see William of Normandy (supposedly to 
confirm William’s position as the heir). Harold’s ship was ship wrecked and 
he was taken prisoner by Count Guy, a vassal of Duke William. William took 
Harold into his house and made him swear on holy relics that he would 
support William’s claim to the throne. When Edward eventually died Harold 
moved quickly, claiming that Edward had named him as his successor on his 
deathbed (though there were no witnesses). This was supported by the Witan, 
a council of the most powerful men in England and they chose Harold to be 
king in the days after Edward’s death. Harold Godwinson was now King of 
England. 
 
Shortly before Edward had died Harold’s brother, Tostig had managed his 
lands so badly in the North of England that he had to be thrown out of the 
country by Edward. Tostig was not happy and wanted his lands back. He 
sought the help of Harald Hardrada, a famous Viking, who held a faint claim 
to the English throne. King Cnute was King of England, Denmark and 
Norway. His son King Harthacnute had lost Norway to Magnus and instead 
of fighting for it agreed that whichever of the two should die first, the other 
would inherit his kngdom. Harald, himself the King of Norway, claimed that 
King Harthacnute had promised the throne to his fathers and therefore it 
should be his. This set the tone for the events of summer of 1066. Three men 
who were willing and very able to fight for the throne of England were about 
to meet. Let the games begin!   



Summer 1066 

 
On the 6th of January 1066, one day after Edward’s death, Harold was 
crowned King by the Witan. Halley’s Comet was soon sited; it was seen as 
a bad omen for Harold’s kingship.  
 
All summer, Harold waited for William to invade. He had left the Earls 
Morcar and Edwin to defend the North of England against an attack from 
Hardrada. Harold set up his forces in the south of England. He stationed 
his forces on the Isle of Wight and in and around the south coast. He also 
sent boats to scour the southern coastline in order to warn him of 
William’s appearance.  However, the wrong wind was blowing and it kept 
William in Normandy.  
 
By the end of the summer unrest was growing in Harold’s army, both from 
the lack of action and the fact the local Fyrd needed to go home and tend 
their crops. Harold was also running out of supplies. He disbanded his 
army and sent them home.  
 
Upon returning to London Harold received news that Hardrada had 
landed in the North and he had quickly defeated Edwin and Morcar at the 
Battle of Fulford Gate. Hardrada had then captured York. Harold 
immediately marched up north, covering 185 miles in 4 days, an almighty 
feat, and the Battle of Stamford Bridge took place. 

 
The Battle of Stamford Bridge 25th September, 1066 

 
Harald Hardrada and Tostig had landed in the north of England and 
defeated Edwin and Morcar at Fulford Gate. They had gone on to take the 
city of York and were in the process of taking hostages when Harold 
Godwinson arrived. Harold had taken the bold decision to march straight 
up to Stamford Bridge, having disbanded his army at the end of the summer 
and gathered an army on the march. He covered 45 miles a day to march the 
187 miles north as quickly as possible and he caught Harald unawares. 
 
The Vikings were split into two groups; the smaller group was on the York 
side of the river with the larger group on the other side of the river. The 
Vikings had left most of their armour behind on the boats as they were not 
expecting Harold so soon. Harold’s troops wasted no time, charging into 
the group stuck on the York side of the River. They slaughtered most of 
these men as they tried to retreat across the bridge. It was at this point that a 
huge Viking held the bridge and dispatched up to 40 Saxons. He held firm 



until a crafty Saxon floated under the bridge in a barrel, stabbing him in the 
groin.  
 
Once the bridge was open the Saxons charged across and attacked the 
under-armed and under-armoured Viking force up on the hill. They soon 
broke the shield wall and killed both Tostig and Hardrada. The Battle of 
Stamford Bridge was won. Two days later Harold heard the news that 
William of Normandy had landed in Pevensey on the 27th of September and 
was pillaging the South of England. Against the advice of his brothers 
(Gyrth & Leofwine) Harold marched straight back down to meet him, 
eventually finding him just outside Hastings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Battle of Hastings October 14th, 1066   
 
The two sides 
 
The Battle of Hastings opened with the Saxons, under Harold Godwinson, 
taking the high ground at the top of Senlac Hill. Their Shield wall numbered 
around 5000 men with the Housecarls positioned at the front and the less 
disciplined Fyrd at the back. Some Housecarls were also positioned along 
the line to strengthen the Fyrd on the flanks. 
 
They were faced by the Normans at the bottom of the hill who were set up 
rather differently. They were in three groups with the Bretons on the left, 
the Norman’s in the middle and the troops from the rest of the France on 
the right.  They had three different types of troops, the Archers at the front, 
the Infantry in the middle and the Cavalry at the back. 
 
The opening of the battle 
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A Norman poet called Typher opened the fighting, charging at the Saxon 
line by himself. He managed to kill two Saxons before being unhorsed and 
killed himself.  After Typher, William ordered his archers to fire into the 
shield wall to soften the Saxons. The arrows made few inroads as firing 
directly at the wall meant they either hit the shields or flew over the tops. 
William then sent his infantry up to attack the Saxon shield wall, they fought 
manfully but could make no ground. Next, William sent in the cavalry, but 
also to avail as the horses either shied away from the shield wall or made 
little impact.  
 
With this lack of any real success rumours started to spread of William’s 
death. The Breton’s on the left flank began to panic and fled back down the 
hill towards a boggy marsh in hope of escape. The less disciplined Fyrd in 
Harold’s army gave chase, showing their inexperience. Harold could do 
nothing as he was stuck in the shield wall and could not get a message out, 
nor be heard over the din of battle. William was able to turn the Breton 
mistake to his advantage as he was mobile and on horseback. He rallied the 
Breton troops, raising his helmet, showing his face and shouting “God is 
with us, and with his help, we shall win!” His troops believed him, as they 
knew he had the support of the Pope. They slaughtered the chasing Fyrd. 
There was now a break in the fighting as both sides stopped to pause for 
breath. 
 
The break in fighting and events of the afternoon 
 
William took this opportunity to change tactics. Learning from the Breton’s 
mistake, William ordered his troops to fake retreats throughout the 
afternoon. Time and again the Fyrd fell for this tactic, exposing the 
Housecarls in their line and slowly allowing their numbers to be whittled 
down. 
 
The battle had been going all day and nightfall was approaching. William 
was very keen to end the battle that evening if he could, as he knew Harold 
was expecting reinforcements overnight. He changed tactics once again and 
grouped all of his remaining troops into one large mass. He ordered his 
archers to fire up and over the shield wall, this time causing chaos in the 
Saxon lines. It was probably at this point that Harold was struck in the eye. 
The Saxon line was at breaking point and William ordered his mass of 
troops forward. They charged and broke the shield wall. Harold Godwinson 
was found and his body cut into pieces. Harold’s forces began to slink away 
at this point and William had won the day. 
 
See your books for the ways in which William controlled England. They are 
listed below: 



 
1. He crushed anyone who opposed him 

  Hereward the Wake 
  Harrying of the North 

2. He built castles all over England to control local populations and 
prevent rebellions 

3. He wanted to centralize all power and control to his rule so he 
created the Feudal System 

4. He wanted to put his own followers in positions of power 
5. He wanted to know who owned the land and how much many 

people, animals and tools were in each farm or village so 
commissioned the Domesday Book 

6. He wanted to tighten control on Law and Order 
 
 

Consequences of the Norman Invasion 

The Norman’s controlled England. 
Norman Dukes and Barons replaced 
Anglo-Saxon Earls and Thanes. By 
1086 only 5% of land south of the 
River Tees was in Saxon hands. 
Some 4000 landowners lost their 
property. 

William replaced Saxon Bishops with 
Norman Bishops. This led to a 
quarrel with Pope Gregory VII. 
William ignored the Pope and 
retained his policy of appointing his 
own Bishops. This contributed to an 
argument over who ran the Church 
in England, the King, or the Pope? 

Many new buildings were built in 
England, changing the landscape as a 
result of the Norman invasion. The 
most important were castles and 
churches. 1000 castles had been built 
by 1135.  

William restructured parts of 
England for control and Defense. 
He divided Sussex into ‘Rapes’. He 
also created a buffer zone between 
the Welsh and English borders called 
the ‘Marches’ 

The English now began to use the 
knight on horseback as a much more 
important part of their military 
strategy, more so than the Vikings or 
Anglo-Saxons before them. 

English kings now claimed land in 
France as they also held the title 
‘Duke of Normandy’. This led to 
continuous conflict between 
England and France over the next 
few centuries. 

A new language and culture emerged 
in England. This was due to the fact 
the Normans replaced the Saxon 
Aristocracy. French words were now 
incorporated into the English 
language and ‘Middle English’ was 
born. 

The Domesday Book and Feudal 
System meant that England was 
better governed and more organized 
than ever. Strict law, order and 
military organization meant that 
England was not invaded in the next 
thousand years 

William set aside huge tracts of land England became a much safer place 



as hunting forest and game reserves 
to protect ‘the beasts of the field’ 
30% of the country was reserved for 
the sport of kings. Some of these 
reserves/ forests are still around 
today e.g. the New Forest. 

due to the installment of Sheriffs and 
strict control.  

The Feudal System meant there was 
now total obedience to the king and 
central control. Before this there had 
been a system of the king and his 
warlords. But if a warlords grew 
stronger than the king it could often 
lead to civil war 

However, life for the peasants in 
England stayed pretty much the 
same as it had done previously. 

 
The Welsh Marches 

 
The Normans became masters of England and had centralised power 
in the kingdom in a matter of a few years. 
 
The Welsh were resistant to Norman power however, and proved hard to 
subdue, often raiding Norman lands from Wales. The Normans needed to 
find a way to stop this. 
 
Over the next 300 years the Norman Kings created areas of land (shown in 
red below) known as the Welsh Marches and gave them to powerful lords to 
rule. They were not subject to the laws of England and served the purpose 
of a buffer zone, protecting English lands. 
 
The lords who ruled here were able to create their own laws, hold their own 
courts and wage war on the Welsh as they wished. It meant England was a 
much safer and more secure country. 

 
 
 
 
 

Map of England showing the location of the Welsh Marches. 
 

 The English Kings now claimed land in Normandy 
 
Because William was also the Duke of Normandy he laid claim to land in 
France, even though he was now King of England. The King of France felt 
this was unfair if he was claiming it as the King of England as it was not 
England, it was French and he would not then get a share of the money and 



soldiers. However, he was happy to lease him the land as a vassal. This 
dispute meant England and France were at war often for the next 400 years 
with various amounts of lands in France under English rule. Poitiers and 
Agincourt are to very famous battles in English history, both of which the 
English won, helping to shape English identity. 
 
 
 

                                     
 
Above: Map showing the land William laid claim to in France (in pink) 
 
 
 
The English we speak today becomes more recognizable to due to the 
Normans 
 
English contains many words of French origin, such as art, competition, force, 
machine, money, police, publicity, role, routine, table, sovereign and many other  
French words. These are now pronounced according to English rules of 
phonology, rather than French. Around 45% of English vocabulary is of 
French origin, most coming from the Anglo-Norman spoken by the upper 
classes in England for several hundred years after the Norman Conquest, 
before the language settled into what became Modern English. 
 
 
New forests and forest laws were introduced 
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Above: This map shows the forest 261 years after William the Conqueror had 

created and reserved them 

 

William’s harsh forest laws: 
William soon set aside large parts of England purely for him 

and his Norman friends to hunt on (eg. The New Forest). 

William protected the ‘beasts of the field’ that he liked to 
hunt best:  

Red, Roe and Fallow Deer and Wild  Boar. He also established ‘Chases’  
(game reserves), where he and  

his nobles could hunt, and  ‘Warrens’ where other animals  
(rabbits, pheasants) could be 

hunted. By the reign of Henry II  

(1154-89) about 30% of the  

country was reserved for the 

sport of kings (hunting).  

 


