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  Preface


  The reign of William II has had a compelling fascination for me since I gave my very first lecture in English history on this topic when I joined the teaching staff of Birkbeck University of London. While preparing that presentation, I was struck by the contrast between the positive achievements of the reign and the negative light in which William was viewed by most historians who were active down to the late 1960s. Ideas voiced in that lecture were developed in a paper delivered to a staff-student seminar for members of the Birkbeck Faculty of Arts. The interest generated then encouraged me to develop these ideas still further in my first article on the subject, ‘William Rufus: myth and reality’, which evoked wider discussion. Some years later, I published a second article on the subject, ‘William Rufus and the Historians’, examining the treatment of the king by writers over successive generations. I concluded with a brief outline of why, in the light of international political tensions of the time, it seemed probable that the king’s death was not accidental. The preparation of a further paper, ‘William Rufus and the Benedictine Order’, convinced me that in some important respects the monastic writers of the twelfth century conveyed a misleading impression of the king’s dealings with the religious houses.


  When my work on William II reached this stage, Jonathan Reeve of Tempus invited me to write a book on the subject, a biography rather than a thematic ‘reign of...’. Plenty of information about the king is found in the work of those who wrote within a few decades of his death, but this was all slanted in one direction or another. In drawing on these accounts, my book could readily have been subtitled ‘A Study in Spin’. Writers in the ancient world already practised spin, and its use continued down the centuries. In the early twelfth century, monastic historians used negative spin with gusto as they attacked a ruler who siphoned off clerical wealth to fund his military projects. Positive spin, on the other hand, is found in the depiction of William II in Geoffrei Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis. This writer used to be regarded as a mere entertainer, but recent studies of him and of his source of information when writing of this reign indicate that his positive depiction of William and his court circle should be taken seriously.


  The further back in time a historical subject existed, the sparser and more problematic the sources become, so that detection and deduction increasingly come into play. No one can claim to be truly comprehensive when writing on a subject so far back in time as William II. Those readers who enjoy detective stories will find plenty of conflicting sources here from which to draw their own conclusions. The ultimate challenge comes in deciding what did happen in the New Forest on 2 August 1100. Did the abbot of Gloucester, the old woman and the huntsmen know something which was covered up by the establishment of the next reign? And who were those who transmitted the name of Raoul d’Equesnes so discreetly down the generations until responsibility for the king’s death was no longer a politically sensitive issue?


  Among the many people who have given me specialist advice during the preparation of this work, I am particularly grateful to three who generously allowed me to see work of their own in advance of its publication: Val Wall, in respect of her paper on the Venoiz family, ancestors of Constance Fitz Gilbert, the patron of Geoffrei Gaimar; Ian Short, translator of Gaimar’s L’Estoire des Engleis; and Neil Strevett, in respect of his University of Glasgow PhD thesis, ‘The Anglo-Norman Aristocracy Under Divided Lordship 1087–1106’ (2005).


  Others who have been particularly helpful include Alison Finlay, who responded to repeated calls on her expertise in Old Norse; John Hayward, who resourcefully found many of the illustrations; and Richard Mortimer, Keeper of the Muniments of Westminster Abbey, who enthusiastically collaborated in the hunt for the real find-spot of the sculptured capital depicting William II and the monks. Janet Barnes and Penny Wallis both provided additional illustrations.


  My ideas on the reign of William II have developed during conversations with many of the participants in the annual Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman Studies. Individuals both there and elsewhere have, over several years, kindly given me items of bibliography or clarified points of detail. Those to whom my thanks are due include Bill Aird, David Bates, Martin Biddle, David Crouch, Katherine Edwards, John Gillingham, Roy Hart, Chris Lewis, Sharon Lieberman, Mark Philpott, Rosemary Power, Susan Reynolds, Richard Sharpe, Matthew Strickland, Naomi Sykes, Kath Thompson and Ann Williams. Jane Dobson expertly and energetically word-processed the text to publication standard.


  The dedication is to the memory of a kind friend, a brave woman and a dedicated medieval historian.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Introducing the Red King


  William II (1087–1100) was formally styled throughout his reign as William, King of the English (sometimes adding ‘by the grace of God’), William, King of England or, in a formal record, as King William the younger.1 Down to the 1130s, chroniclers working in England used one or another of these styles, and the nickname of Rufus (‘the Red’ in Latin) was virtually unknown to them.2 If, as seems likely, this nickname stemmed from some feature in William’s appearance, his French-speaking family probably knew him as Guillaume le ros or le rossel.3


  Red hair perhaps still recurred in the Conqueror’s family, due to its Viking ancestry, but writers working in England in the twelfth century are agreed that William, as an adult, had fair hair, variously described as ‘rather yellow’, or ‘blond’.4 They differ, though, over whether he had a red beard,5 or a ruddy complexion.6 Youthful red hair can fade to golden brown in an adult. This perhaps happened in William’s case, while his beard retained its original colouring. Equally, though, he may have inherited the very fair north-European skin type of those whose face quickly turns red after eating and drinking or after exposure to strong sunlight or wind.


  William’s nickname is first used, in its Latin form, by writers working in French-speaking lands. Guibert, Abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy, writing between 1114 and 1124, stated that the king was nicknamed Rufus because he was red: (‘qui Rufus, quod et erat, cognominabatur’).7 A few years later, another monastic writer, Orderic Vitalis, based in the Norman abbey of Saint-Evroul, began to record William’s nickname in the successive books of his Ecclesiastical History, a work which, despite its title, is largely taken up with the secular politics of the day. More than half of all his references to the king accord him one or another of his formal styles, most often King William, but occasionally William the younger.8 Orderic often referred to the king as William Rufus, though, and occasionally as William Rufus, King of the English.9 As his work progressed, Orderic sometimes abridged this to King Rufus, the equivalent of ‘The Red King’.10 Geoffrei Gaimar, working in England in the later 1130s and writing in French, stated that William was known as the Rus Rei (the Red King).11 This nickname was probably already circulating in England when Geoffrei wrote, since he is not known to have had any direct contact with Orderic. The king’s nickname continued to be used by writers later in the twelfth century, both in its French and Latin forms. Wace, writing for the court of Henry II, called William Guillelme le Ros (William the Red, or William Rufus) or else Li Reis Ros (the Red King).12 Towards the end of Henry II’s reign, Walter Map, another writer in court circles, used the formal Latin styles of Willelmus secundus rex Anglie (William II, King of England), King William, or William Ruffus.13 Even in the highest social circles many men had nicknames, usually derived from some feature in their appearance. Being called William the Red carried with it dashing and exuberant overtones, on a par with another nickname, Longsword, which one writer ascribed to him.14 A tenth-century ancestor of his had been the first William Longsword, a man around whom there was some effort to promote a religious cult.15 This alternative nickname, sanctioned by family tradition, may have been the original one by which the future king was known.16 Clearly, though, the red feature in his appearance was so conspicuous that he quickly became known as Rufus. In his own time, and for generations afterwards, being known as William the Red or the Red King carried no derogatory overtones, but in the nineteenth century the writer E.A. Freeman, in particular, used the nickname to heighten his vilification of William II.17


  William of Malmesbury described the king as stockily built, with a ruddy complexion; his ‘rather yellow’ hair centrally parted; his eyes of indeterminate colour, containing bright specks; physically very strong, despite his moderate height, and with rather a paunch. He was not an accomplished speaker, and when he fell into a temper he had a marked stammer.18 William of Malmesbury was probably born about 1095 or 1096, so he is unlikely to have seen the king, but he may have spoken to older informants who had met him. It has been observed, though, that this description of William II includes features which the Roman writer Suetonius ascribed variously to the Emperors Augustus (stocky), Claudius (stammering when angry), and Titus (exceptionally strong in proportion to his height).19 William II may have resembled, more or less, the description of him by William of Malmesbury, but this cannot be verified. His portrayal on his coinage reflects the image of himself as king that he wanted to project, rather than his actual appearance, while two thirteenth-century miniature ‘portraits’ of him reflect how an artist of that period thought a king should look. In his depiction on a capital which was retrieved from the precincts of the palace of Westminster, he is shown with short, curly hair (the sculptor depicted none of the figures with straight hair) and a short, neat beard. Given the context, and the possibility that the sculptor had seen him, this may have been an attempt at a likeness, and was at any rate an image of himself that the king wanted to project.20


  Objective accounts of the reign written by those close to the centre are non-existent. The Canterbury monk Eadmer, biographer of Archbishop Anselm (1093–1109), also wrote the Historia Novorum (History of Recent Events) – essentially, in his view, a prolonged conflict between those exercising royal and ecclesiastical power. Eadmer’s hero Anselm is depicted in a prolonged confrontation with King William, who is depicted in a uniformly bad light. Reading between the lines of Eadmer’s narrative, and of those of other monastic writers, we gain a distinct impression that the king intentionally shocked his clerical opponents by making sensational remarks from time to time, and that earnest bystanders gained a frisson from these, then drew on them to provide good copy for their tendentious accounts of the reign.21


  Both of Eadmer’s major works, his Vita Anselmi (Life of St Anselm) and his Historia Novorum, rely largely on notes which he took when travelling in the company of the archbishop, from soon after Anselm’s election to Canterbury. These narratives have the strengths and limitations of lively eyewitness reporting, selectively presented to give only the archbishop’s viewpoint in his confrontations with King William. Eadmer began writing the Vita Anselmi during the 1090s, but around 1100 the archbishop discovered what he was doing. He asked to see the work and then corrected various points, suppressed some, changed the order of others and approved the rest. A few days later, though, he told Eadmer to destroy the manuscript. The order was obeyed literally, but not in the spirit. Eadmer secretly made a copy, and resumed work on it after Anselm’s death. Consequently, the work is very full when it covers the dealings of King William with the archbishop but, since note-taking was subsequently debarred, there is far less on Anselm’s dealings with the king’s brother and successor, Henry I.22 This imbalance inadvertently reinforced King Henry’s own claims to be altogether a better king towards his subjects (including the clerics) than William had been. What is more, the detailed version of the archbishop’s dealings with King William was that which, thanks to Anselm’s revision of the text, he himself wanted to be recorded for posterity. The Vita Anselmi is a valuable work in many respects, but it is not an objective depiction of William II.


  Eadmer was compiling material for his Historia Novorum at the same time as he was working on his biography of Archbishop Anselm. Between 1094 and 1100, he made careful notes of the key debates and discussions in which the archbishop was involved. He included in this second work lively eyewitness accounts of both royal and ecclesiastical councils which he attended as a member of Anselm’s entourage, but he was not an impartial observer. He had a real talent for vivid description, and his reporting of the disputes between King William and Archbishop Anselm probably covers these confrontations fairly accurately, as seen from the archbishop’s viewpoint. On the other hand, Eadmer rarely records anything about the king’s policies apart from those which had implications for the archbishop, and of which he himself had direct knowledge. He omits from his work a great deal that could be said in favour of William, but includes discreditable rumours about the king. Between 1109 and 1115 Eadmer drew on these notes to write up his Historia Novorum. He did further work on it from 1119, but without making any extensive revisions.23 The disparaging spin that Eadmer put on his account of the arguments between King William and Archbishop Anselm stems from the fact that the archbishop distanced himself from worldly concerns, while the king’s overriding interest was in the funding and attainment of his military objectives.24


  In one area, though, Anselm did have practical aims. At Canterbury he succeeded to a long line of predecessors who aspired to exercise a quasi-imperial ecclesiastical authority throughout the British Isles, and he did all in his power to succeed in this.25 Yet his aim could be realised only with the support of successful military campaigns. These in turn required financial and military support from the greater landholders – including the archbishop – a point which Anselm ignored. Whether the archbishop was totally oblivious to practical considerations is questionable. It has been argued that he was, in a real sense, a revolutionary, determined to shift the balance of power in the realm away from royal authority towards that of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, headed, of course, by himself. Acting in line with the precepts that successive Popes asserted with increasing vigour from the mid-eleventh century, it has been claimed that, during the later years of William II and the early years of Henry I, Anselm attempted to impose a series of reforms on the Church in England which were designed to further his aspirations to be acknowledged not only as the primate of the whole of Britain but also as co-ruler of the kingdom of England.26 Anselm’s supporters regard this case against him as being too sweeping, but even with more limited objectives, his disregard of his reasonable obligations towards the king put him on a collision course with William. Eadmer needed to justify his hero, and the best form of defence was to attack William as the oppressor of an unworldly prelate.


  A more comprehensive account of the reign is contained in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. During the tenth century, and for much of the eleventh, this work was kept up at several monastic centres, whose writers all had their own perspectives on national events, but after the trauma of the Norman Conquest there was no longer much enthusiasm for maintaining a work written in English for an English audience. After 1079 there is, for all practical purposes, only one extant version, which is generally known as the E-text. From the middle of the eleventh century this version was kept at St Augustine’s abbey in Canterbury, but then either the author-manuscript or a copy of it was sent to Peterborough, perhaps shortly after 1116. Neither the manuscript actually sent there nor any earlier version of it survives, but at Peterborough itself a copy was made covering events down to 1121, and inserting passages relating events of particular relevance to Peterborough.27


  Superficially, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle consisted of a series of annals in which each year’s events were written up just after they had occurred. Increasingly, though, from the early years of the eleventh century, hindsight crept in, and literary passages were inserted to heighten the drama of the narrative. The coverage of the reign of William Rufus in the E-text is in the form of annals, but in their surviving form they date from 1121 or later, when the manuscript was reworked at Peterborough. Most of the annals for the reign are quite long, and the writer commented on events in some detail. Naturally, this text emphasised those policies of the king which had a major impact on monastic interests. When covering the later years of the reign, the writer repeatedly criticised the heavy taxes that were levied.28 Summing up the king’s reign, he criticised William’s policy of leaving bishoprics and abbacies vacant after the deaths of their incumbents, so as to profit from the revenues of their extensive estates. The chronicler wrote that the king acted forcefully and fiercely towards both his subjects and his neighbours, and was ‘very terrible’. The advice of his wicked counsellors and his own avarice led him to harass the nation by constantly demanding military service and levying punitive taxation. Because of these persistent malpractices, William was hated by ‘nearly all’ his people. God’s judgement on him was demonstrated by the fact that the king was cut off in the middle of his wrongdoing, without time for repentance or for making any reparation.29


  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle provided the basic source material used by several twelfth-century writers, although some of them drew on versions now lost, which differed to some extent from the E-text.30 One of these men was John, a monk of Worcester Cathedral priory, who wrote the Latin chronicle which bears his name. Essentially, John echoed the verdict of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle on the king, but in a modified form. He wrote that William’s dramatic death demonstrated God’s vengeance for the demolition of churches, and the uprooting of those who had worshipped in them, when William the Conqueror created the New Forest. There was much injustice in the reign of William II, and the verdict of judges was swayed by the offering of bribes. The chief agent responsible for exacting the punitive taxation and for the retention of church benefices was the king’s minister, Ranulf Flambard.31 An informal network existed among the major chroniclers of the earlier twelfth century, and inevitably information was transmitted from one writer to another. John did gain access to a manuscript of Eadmer’s Historia Novorum, but made little use of it when narrating the reign of William II.32


  Two further monastic writers, William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis, deployed their literary talents to the full when they narrated the reign of William Rufus. William of Malmesbury covered the reign in two of his works, the Gesta Regum Anglorum (History of the English Kings) and the Gesta Pontificum Anglorum (History of the English Bishops). The Gesta Regum was begun with the encouragement of Queen Edith Matilda, the first wife of King Henry I.33 Through her mother, Queen Margaret of Scotland, she was descended from the pre-Conquest kings of England, and the work accordingly charted the secular politics of the land from the coming of the Anglo-Saxons down to the twenty-eighth regnal year of King Henry I.34 The queen died in 1118, long before the work was finished, but copies were dedicated to King David of Scotland (her brother); to her daughter the Empress Matilda; and to Earl Robert of Gloucester, the eldest bastard son of King Henry I.35 Naturally, this courtly audience expected William of Malmesbury to write favourably of the successive royal subjects of his work, a consideration which placed him under some constraint when it came to discussing William Rufus. Given the king’s appropriation of clerical wealth, a policy continued by Henry I despite his renunciation of this at his accession, the chronicler was obliged to omit a good deal of the criticism that he felt about King William and instead to comment favourably on him, as far as possible.


  Much of the information on the reign that William of Malmesbury did include is also found in the Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, in particular, and also in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Eadmer’s Historia Novorum and in the Chronicle of John of Worcester. William seems to have obtained almost all of his material independently of any of them, sometimes from verbal sources, but he criticised the same features in the king’s character and rule as did the other writers. When William wrote his Gesta Pontificum for a clerical audience, he was free to give full vent to his criticisms.36 The Gesta Regum is transmitted in four versions, all essentially originating with William of Malmesbury himself. Two drafts were written over a period of years, down to about 1126. One of these drafts was transmitted much as it stood, but the other was substantially revised by about 1135, after which one manuscript copy of this revised version was amended still further.37 Comparison of the texts that transmit these varying versions shows that over the intervening decade William of Malmesbury toned down some of his initial criticisms of William Rufus.38


  Around the time that William of Malmesbury was modifying his criticisms, another monastic writer was composing his own account of the reign. Orderic Vitalis, born in England in 1075, of a French father and an English mother, entered the Norman monastery of Saint-Evroul ten years later, and was based there for the rest of his life.39 In his massive Ecclesiastical History – a work which, despite its title, has a great deal to say about secular politics – he covered the reign of William Rufus in Book VIII. This was probably written between 1133 and 1135, with some additions made a year or so later.40 While on a visit to England, he saw Eadmer’s Vita Anselmi and also the Chronicle of John of Worcester, but generally he relied very little on written sources while covering events in England and Normandy between 1083 and 1095 – the last years of William the Conqueror and most of the reign of William II. For this period Orderic seems to have relied very largely on oral sources and on his own memory.41 He did not move in court circles, but probably gained information from some of the eminent men who called at Saint-Evroul in the course of their travels.42


  Besides writing several decades after the end of William’s reign, and largely without the benefit of relevant written sources, Orderic interwove his account with imaginary speeches which he put into the mouths of his protagonists.43 In comparison with the speeches reported by Eadmer, which at times may represent his recollections of confrontations which he himself witnessed, those included by Orderic are not verbatim reporting. He introduces direct speech into his narrative in order to dramatise a point of view, or else to sum up a discussion. At times he merges into one confrontation a whole series of discussions which in reality may have been far more low-key. The ideas being debated, too, were sometimes closer to those of the 1130s, when Orderic produced much of his work, than to the 1090s.44 The king could be made to appear politically incorrect by the standards of generations as yet unborn. Orderic, and also William of Malmesbury, used speeches to indicate that the king’s policies changed sharply after the first few years of his reign, and that these changes were decidedly for the worse, from a monastic standpoint.45 In common with both Eadmer and William of Malmesbury, Orderic indicates that the king often spoke brusquely, in a staccato and even a stuttering way, which was probably correct. Yet, while he was impatient of clerical attempts to criticise or restrain his actions, he was utterly fearless in warfare and in the hunting field, and he respected the newly emerging code of chivalry.46 Despite Orderic’s criticisms of the king, he acknowledged William’s skills in warfare.47 These were also admired by other writers. William of Malmesbury wrote that, from a military point of view, the king could be compared with Alexander the Great, and might almost seem to be a reincarnation of Julius Caesar.48


  The secular achievements of William II were also acknowledged by Suger, abbot of the French royal abbey of Saint-Denis. His assessment of the king was made from a different standpoint to that of the English monastic writers, none of whom showed any understanding of the constraints of government, and in particular of the need for the steady cash flow that enabled it to function. Monasteries, above almost every other interest group in society, appreciated stable government, but monastic writers showed a marked resentment of the taxation of their wealth, which funded the defence of the Anglo-Norman frontiers. Eadmer, John of Worcester, William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis were all monks from boyhood onwards. With the probable exception of John, they all travelled widely at times, but almost entirely within a monastic orbit. Their interests were scholarly, and three of them never held high office. The exception was Eadmer, but his six-month tenure of the bishopric of St Andrews served only to demonstrate his complete failure to adjust to the requirements of his new position in public life, a post which he relinquished abruptly.49 Suger, in contrast, governed an exceptionally prestigious abbey for many years (1122–51), while also acting, for most of this time, as a royal counsellor. In this capacity he was chiefly employed to negotiate both with the Anglo-Norman monarchy, the enemy of his own Capetian sovereigns, and also with the papacy. Suger’s appraisal of William Rufus is found in his Life of Louis the Fat, a text on which he worked over many years, compiling material during Louis’s reign, repeatedly revising the work and making interpolations. It was eventually completed a few years after King Louis died in 1137.50 Suger was born c.1081. By the time that Rufus died, in 1100, he was a young adult, still completing his education.51 Despite his natural bias towards French interests, he described William Rufus as ‘the very great king of England, the son of the even greater King William who conquered England...’. Suger noted the pride of William Rufus, his undaunted valour, his energy, his wisdom, his military skill and his eagerness for glory and fame.52 King William was clearly depicted as a worthy and formidable opponent of Suger’s own monarch. This positive image was not absorbed into English historiography, though. The predominant image of the king, transmitted from one generation to another, was essentially that projected by Eadmer and those who drew on his work.


  An English secular clerical writer, Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, was a contemporary of these monastic historians. He was born c.1088, the son of Nicholas, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, and his English wife.53 From 1100, or perhaps slightly earlier, Henry was at Lincoln, where he received his higher education. The bishop at this time was Robert Bloet, formerly chancellor to William Rufus. The bishop himself continued to visit London frequently, but it is not known whether Henry ever saw William II.54 The circumstantial indications in his writing that he attended the royal court date from the reign of Henry I onwards.55


  Henry of Huntingdon is chiefly remembered for his Historia Anglorum (History of the English People), a work which Robert Bloet’s successor, Alexander, Bishop of Lincoln (1123–48), asked him to write. This request was probably made soon after the bishop’s election, and most of the text was completed by c.1130. Henry then did further work on it down to 1154 or slightly later, in order to include contemporary events. In this later period, he also made some revisions to its earlier books, or sections.56 Eventually, the Historia existed in six different versions, copies of the basic text with variations made by Henry himself.57 Henry intended that his work should appeal not only to Bishop Alexander, but also to a wider audience. He stated that he wrote ‘for the many – I mean the less well-educated’. He therefore used simple language, adopted a strong storyline and included plenty of dramatic incident.58 The protagonists in his narrative came over well, thanks to his rhetorical skill and his detailed assessment of character.59 The Historia Anglorum briskly covered English history from the coming of the English until Henry’s own later years. Thanks, probably, to his maternal ancestry, he could read English, and he drew heavily on the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, supplemented by a range of Latin works.60 When his narrative reached the reign of William Rufus, he announced that, although he had relied on older works and on handed-down stories up to this point, he would now deal with what he had personally seen or heard, or what he had heard from people who did witness particular events.61 This is misleading, since he continued to draw on written sources, and chiefly on the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, down to 1133. Henry’s statement, therefore, really indicates that his own birth occurred about the same time as William II became king. The account of this reign essentially reflects the monastic perspective of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, augmented to a limited extent by some Norman annals, and a short section of memorable sayings of the king, although these may draw on classical sources.62


  Robert Bloet was royal chancellor by January 1091, relinquishing the office when he was consecrated bishop of Lincoln in February 1094.63 Any anecdotes of life at court in this period which he may have relayed later to the chapter at Lincoln found no place in the Historia Anglorum. If Henry of Huntingdon did hear any such stories, he perhaps thought them unsuited to the general tone of his work. William of Malmesbury reported Bloet’s abilities as an administrator in secular business, contrasting this with his ignorance of Church matters and his lack of gravitas.64 The former chancellor’s perspective on the reign would surely have differed from Henry’s chief sources, and may be reflected in his brief reference to Rufus as ‘the great King William’,65 praise which contrasts sharply with the monastically derived criticisms of him found elsewhere in the Historia Anglorum.


  Secular views of William II would have differed considerably from those of the monastic writers, but laymen did not write history – or much else for that matter – in the generations after his death. King Alfred (871-99) had encouraged literacy among the upper classes. Towards the end of the tenth century, Ealdorman Æthelweard even wrote a Chronicle, in Latin. His choice of language probably reflected the fact that the work was intended for his cousin Matilda, abbess of Essen in Germany.66 By Æthelweard’s time, the English language was increasingly used to convey written information. Other lay authors are unknown, but the wealthier lay people, including King Harold II, his mother, sister and sister-in-law, all owned books, and presumably read them.67 In the post-Conquest era, too, many people in aristocratic circles could probably read, even if they could not write, but they gained their knowledge of the past very largely from secular clerics, who would declaim their works before a select audience.68 There was no clearly defined line between history and literature in these circles, but there was an enthusiastic audience for works which combined these two genres.69


  Writing his Estoire des Engleis (History of the English) in the later 1130s, Geoffrei Gaimar worked in the French language, the medium for popular literature in this period. The earlier part of the Estoire was in effect a rhyming paraphrase of a text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, with a little romanticising reinterpretation of events. As the narrative progressed beyond the Norman Conquest, though, the chivalric ethos came to predominate. When the work reached the reign of William Rufus, Geoffrei produced a brilliant portrait of a king who combined military skills with a chivalric, courteous approach to life, who was good-humoured and generous, and whose joking – the very quality which Eadmer deplored – was shown to be a strategy to defuse tense situations at court. Even though Geoffrei omitted some aspects of the reign on which the Latin chroniclers focused, notably the appropriation of monastic wealth, there is no reason to sideline his glowing pen-portrait of William II as fictional, since he may well have drawn on the recollections of older contemporaries who had known the king. Yet Geoffrei Gaimar’s depiction of William II did not enter mainstream historiography. Writers in subsequent generations would discount any text written in French, the language of romance literature, and instead would use as source material only ‘serious’ works, written in Latin and with a strong monastic bias. The pen-portrait of William in the Estoire des Engleis was, in effect, forgotten. Writers working in the wake of the Reformation would gladly have used it, but did not know of it. The text was rediscovered and printed only in the middle of the nineteenth century. Even then, the monastic portrait of William II was too deeply entrenched to be revised by the leading historians of the day, or by those in succeeding generations.70


  A generation or so after Geoffrei Gaimar finished his Estoire des Engleis, another verse-history (in French) was being composed by Wace. This writer was born in Jersey, educated in France, and then based in the Norman city of Caen, occasionally commuting for short periods to Bayeux, where King Henry II granted him a prebend in the cathedral. When Wace began his long history of the dukes of Normandy, the Roman de Rou (The Romance of Rollo), he was already an experienced writer, who claimed to have composed many vernacular works.71 Part III of the Roman de Rou, the section which covers the reign of William Rufus, was written at some point between the mid-1160s and the mid-1170s.72 The work drew both on written sources and on oral ones, including informants at Bayeux. When Wace did not know something, he said so, although, like other writers of the period, he invented the speeches that he put into the mouths of his characters.73 The substantial section on William Rufus depicts the king in much the same way as does Geoffrei Gaimar, even though Wace did not draw on this earlier writer. William, as portrayed by Wace, is chivalrous, an energetic and able war leader, and given to joking.74 This presentation of William II did not enter mainstream historiography. Like Geoffrei’s Estoire, the Roman de Rou would be regarded as popular entertainment since it was written in French, rather than in the more ‘serious’ Latin. Even as a work of entertainment it was not popular, judging by the fact that out of the eight manuscripts which survive, only four (including a fragment) are earlier than the seventeenth century.75


  The depiction of King William in the romance works of Gaimar and Wace had no impact on Walter Map, a well-educated cleric whose De Nugis Curialium (Courtiers’ Trifles) was largely drafted in 1181 and 1182, with some slightly later additions.76 This Latin work, largely designed for a courtly audience, describes William as ‘the worst of kings... a monster hateful to God’ – the man who drove Anselm from Canterbury, depopulated the New Forest and uprooted thirty-six of its churches.77 Map’s work was seemingly designed as a collection of exempla – stories with a moral. Where their sources can be traced or deduced, he is often shown to have garbled them, whether accidentally or else to make a telling point, as with his lurid anecdote about events leading up to the death of William Rufus.78 Walter Map’s work did not circulate in his own time, and its one surviving manuscript dates only from the fourteenth century.79 Gerald of Wales, writing his De Principis Instructione early in the thirteenth century, introduced William as a dramatic figure who foreshadowed many of the features of Henry II and Richard I, in order to demonstrate that their tyranny was in the tradition of the kings of England.80


  Later medieval chroniclers, when they discussed King William at all, largely transmitted the old monastic anecdotes with their hostile bias.81 Following the Reformation, though, the historians of the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries depicted William II more favourably, with emphasis on the wars and political issues of his reign. In sharp contrast to the monastic historians, most of these writers put a favourable interpretation on his personality. His opposition to papal claims was particularly admired.82 Yet, although these historians were aware of the bias in the monastic chronicles, they rarely discounted it entirely. Consequently, the depiction of the king that first appeared in the works of the earlier twelfth-century chroniclers continued to be transmitted. It was revived in the later nineteenth century, and given a sharp injection of Victorian notions of morality.83


  William Stubbs published a particularly hostile tirade against William II in his The Constitutional History of England.84 This in turn influenced E.A. Freeman when he wrote his massive biography of the king. His own comments on the chroniclers whom he cited indicate, though, that he had mixed feelings about his subject. Freeman considered that many of the worst acts of the reign were committed by the king’s followers, rather than by William himself, but he still followed the chroniclers in accusing the king of sexual depravity and irreligion.85 Freeman popularised the term ‘the Red King’, but also conceded that William had the qualities of a knight and a gentleman.86 Yet it was the generally hostile tone of Freeman’s work that was taken up by succeeding generations of historians down to the mid-1950s, despite a major challenge issued by V.H. Galbraith in 1944. In a published lecture, he criticised the reliance that had been placed on chroniclers who actively misrepresented the king. Galbraith pointed out that, as successive chroniclers repeated particular anecdotes, these were increasingly fictionalised. Moreover, historians often misinterpreted the assumptions on which statements had been made initially. By the time Stubbs and his contemporaries were at work, their own prejudices led them to gloss events even further, in effect reimposing medieval values.87


  Yet even after Galbraith’s warning, other historians writing as late as the mid-1950s made, at best, some tentative moderation of the chroniclers’ views. Usually they would cautiously approve of one or another of the king’s policies but add that, in other respects, nothing could be said on his behalf. In subsequent decades, though, the balance began to tip in William’s favour.88 In 1967, Christopher Brooke published a vivid reappraisal in his The Saxon and Norman Kings;89 a provocative article on Archbishop Anselm by Sally N. Vaughn followed in 1975;90 and my own initial reappraisal of the reign of William II followed in 1977.91 Frank Barlow published his full-scale biography of the king in 1983, depicting him more favourably than he had done in an earlier work in 1955.92 In 1983, too, Michael Clanchy, in a major political history of medieval England, observed that, while monastic chroniclers had regarded Rufus from one perspective, secular contemporaries of the king would have viewed him in a contrasting light.93 Later in the 1980s, Marjorie Chibnall reached a verdict on the king which was generally favourable to him.94 At the end of the decade, Pauline Stafford observed that the attacks on the government of William Rufus were really made against long-term developments in monarchical rule which had evolved over the previous two centuries. The king was made a convenient scapegoat for these, at a time when royal policies were increasingly bearing down on ecclesiastical interests. Simultaneously, the emergence of the Gregorian reform movement encouraged churchmen to see themselves imbued with a ‘holiness’ which distinguished them from the laity. Consequently, it was much more difficult for William Rufus to establish a working relationship with Anselm than for his predecessors to work with their own archbishops. By the late eleventh century, royal power faced a challenge which did not exist in earlier times.95 My second reappraisal of the reign, in 1991, reinforced my earlier perception of its positive qualities.96 Since then, recent work by Ian Short, translator of Estoire des Engleis, and by John Gillingham, commenting on that text, has demonstrated that Geoffrei’s depiction of the king must be taken seriously.97


  David Crouch published in 2002 what might be termed a revision of the revisionists. He saw William as remorseless, cruel and calculating on some occasions, but facile, ironic and humorous at other times. Crouch did, though, give William credit for a political vision and military skill which matched, and perhaps exceeded, those of his father. He suggested that disillusionment with human nature and a sense of personal insecurity led the king to maintain an atmosphere of terror at his court, so that he might even be likened to Nero, a verdict which is largely drawn from William’s treatment of the conspirators in 1095.98 In fact, their fate may owe little to the paranoia that Crouch implies, but much to William’s realisation that his generous treatment of the rebels in 1088 had not brought long-term stability.


  No fully rounded assessment of any medieval person is possible, given the inevitable bias, imbalance and limitations of the available sources. In addition to those already discussed, there is the added hazard in the chronicles of the Anglo-Norman period that their writers drew on anecdotes which they found in Classical Latin works. When two chroniclers independently include the same episode relating to William Rufus, this in itself does not prove that the story is true, since further investigation may show that both writers drew on the same classical text.99 There are major obstacles to reaching any full understanding of the thought-world and social conditioning of the time. It is as unrealistic to empathise with the king as it is to condemn him for his reactions to the difficulties he faced. Eleventh-century political life was harsh. Amiable and altruistic non-entities – if any such existed – caused more problems than they could hope to solve. William Rufus met problems and dangers head-on. While his rapid response to a crisis could be extreme, as in 1095, in the climate of the day this was often the only means by which effective rule could be imposed.100


  The historical importance of the reign of William II has often been overlooked by historians unduly biased by the medieval chroniclers. In several respects, though, the reign witnessed important developments which established an agenda followed by the king’s successors. Most significant for political and economic life in England over the new few centuries was his effort to gain control of as much as possible of the continental lands which had been held by his father, a process which combined diplomacy, military operations and financial inducements to his older brother Robert, who mortgaged the duchy of Normandy to him in order to go on crusade.101 The king’s sudden death before Robert’s return leaves William’s intentions towards the duchy an open question, but his objective of reconstituting the Anglo-Norman realm was taken up by his younger brother Henry and their successors. Consequently, for centuries to come, the need to maintain armies on the continent had major consequences for England. William the Conqueror evidently regarded the defence of his continental lands as his main priority, but, while these clearly mattered to William Rufus, he also took energetic measures to ensure the security of the frontiers of England and to extend them as far as possible, another objective which had long-term consequences.


  The expense of repeated expeditions, whether in Britain or on the continent, and in particular the need to hire large numbers of mercenary troops, resulted in a demand for a steady flow of taxation. The means by which this was raised affected other areas of life in England. Intermittently, throughout succeeding centuries, the demands on the populace for heavy taxation to finance the war effort led to a reaction which at times endangered the stability of the monarchy itself. In the reign of William II, revenues were drawn to a large extent from the wealth of ecclesiastical landholders, both bishops and abbots, chiefly by the expedient of holding sees and abbacies vacant for years at a time. Crown revenues derived from Church lands were not a new phenomenon in this reign, though. Tenth-century kings frequently appropriated the estates of minster-churches which had succumbed to the Danish inroads of preceding generations. If churchmen in the late Anglo-Saxon era wanted to take control of these lands, then they had, in effect, to buy them back.102 What was seen as an unwelcome innovation in William II’s reign was the practice of holding the greater benefices vacant, coupled with the growing rigour with which Church lands were assessed for fiscal purposes. Henry I addressed clerical grievances in his Coronation Charter of 1100, undertaking not to appropriate revenues from vacant bishoprics and abbacies.103 Clerical wealth, though, remained all too tempting a source of revenue, and was tapped by one expedient or another for centuries to come by successive kings determined to finance their continental wars.


  William II is remembered for his disagreements with some of his senior prelates, as the papal reform movement grew in strength. Yet he was not the first king of England to experience a challenge to his authority from that quarter. King Edward (1042–1066) was alerted to the threat to his prerogative when papal reforming synods were held, from 1049 onwards, and when his own nominee to the bishopric of London was rejected by Archbishop Robert, who claimed to have papal authority for his action.104 William the Conqueror had largely good formal relations with the papacy, although he maintained firm control over his prelates, both during his earlier years in Normandy and later as king of England. He also put some limitations on direct contact between the papal curia and individual prelates in his lands. There could be no open dispute about this, since his goodwill was essential to the Pope, in view of ongoing tensions between the papacy and the western Emperor, and the challenge presented by an antipope.105


  William II’s adroit dealings with the papacy were to have long-term significance for future rulers. His reign largely coincided with the pontificate of Urban II (1088–99) but also with the anti-pontificate of Clement III (1080–1100), a genuine reformer who had the support of a substantial number of cardinals. William naturally postponed declaring for either man while there remained real uncertainty about which was the true Pope. After Urban II emerged triumphant in 1095, William acknowledged him, but obtained significant concessions in return, the most important of which was that papal legates would only be admitted into the kingdom of England with the king’s permission.106 This prevented their activities from undermining royal authority (as had happened in the western empire), and was to have long-term consequences for Church-State relations. Attempts by Archbishop Anselm and the bishops of Durham and Norwich to take a stand on clerical rights which had the potential to weaken the royal prerogative were unsuccessful.


  Major developments in the workings of the royal administration, and in the administration of justice, are usually ascribed to the reign of Henry I. In fact, though, much of the groundwork for these originated in the reign of William II, when the office of local justiciar clearly developed out of tentative precedents in his father’s reign. The shire courts, too, increasingly administered royal justice, and itinerant justices were also commissioned, anticipating the better-known eyres of Henry I’s time. In some of William’s writs there can be traced the origins of the judicial processes of writ of right, praecipe, novel disseisin and nisi feceris. It now became regular practice to impose a staggering fine on those who disregarded orders conveyed by writ. The imposition of effective royal justice throughout the land was essential if England was to be a unified kingdom. These legal developments, combined with others in financial administration, paved the way for the work of the exchequer in the twelfth century, and perhaps even initiated it.


  Royal government was largely carried out by a team of administrators. In some important respects, their collective activities anticipated the scope of those delegated to the justiciar in the twelfth century.107 One of their major initiatives, almost certainly masterminded by Ranulf Flambard, was the compilation of Domesday Book as a work of reference for the convenience of the royal government, a project which utilised the returns of the Survey authorised in 1085 and carried out in 1086. By establishing the facts, both about the extent of the king’s lands and about those of his subjects, his administrative team established a sound basis on which to proceed with their work in his name. The Inquest carried out at the end of the previous reign, which provided the evidence so comprehensively recorded, was essentially a continuation of late Anglo-Saxon practice.108 In a real sense, Domesday Book itself, therefore, is one manifestation of a wider process taking place in the last decades of the eleventh century, the merging of English and Norman-French practices and traditions.


  William II, as his father’s designated heir, succeeded to the well-established rights of the pre-Conquest kings, men whose vigorous rule was at times arbitrary and verging on the tyrannical. Already in these earlier reigns the mechanisms of coinage, law and royal dues did not require the king’s continual presence to function effectively, and a long tradition of the documentation of land tenure, royal rights and dues made it possible to exact from the king’s subjects the funds needed to implement his policies.109 The chroniclers who deplored the policies of William II lacked the historical perspective to perceive that they were criticising the growing efficiency of a government which in many respects was utilising and updating well-established procedures. In the middling and lower levels of government at national and especially at local level, many of the men who implemented these policies were themselves Englishmen, accustomed to traditional practices but capable of moving with the times both politically and administratively.110


  While it would be an exaggeration to say that it was a case of ‘the more things change, the more they stay the same’, a man such as Wulfstan, Bishop of Worcester (1062–95), whose adult years extended from the latter part of Cnut’s reign to the middle of that of William II, would have considered that, in many essentials, national and regional government in the latter reign was conducted in a traditional manner.111
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  CHAPTER TWO


  The Third Son


  William Rufus (his posthumous nickname is used in this chapter to avoid confusion with his father) was born into an upwardly mobile family of Viking origin. This descended in the male line from Hrólfr, whose name was Latinised to Rollo by later generations of writers in France.1 In the Nordic world he was known as Göngu-Hrólfr (Hrólfr the Ganger, or Walking-Hrólfr), because he had to go everywhere on foot since he was so big that no horse could carry him.2 Hrólfr led a Viking band which settled around the estuary of the Seine and seized Rouen. The city and its surroundings were formally granted (more precisely conceded) to him by King Charles the Simple, probably in 911.3 Later accounts claimed that Hrólfr married King Charles’s daughter Gisla, but this is unproven. Following his capture of Bayeux, Hrólfr took as his wife ‘in the Danish fashion’ the beautiful Popa, daughter of Berengar of Bayeux. It was this handfast wife (termed a concubine by later writers) who was the mother of his son William and daughter Gerloc.4 In a handfast marriage, vows were exchanged without a religious ceremony. Later writers, being clerics, referred to the woman in such a partnership as a concubine. Consequently, since a high-status man might well have two partners or more, it is not always easy to deduce from the chronicles which, if any, of these women he acknowledged as a wife, rather than simply regarding her as a concubine (literally, someone with whom he shared a bed).


  William, nicknamed Longsword, succeeded his father at some date between 928 and 933.5 He secured control over the Cotentin peninsula, another Viking-held territory, and campaigned in Brittany.6 In c.936–7 he married Leyarda of Vermandois, but the couple had no children.7 William’s son Richard was born of his union with Sprota, his Breton ‘wife in the Danish manner’.8 William presented the boy to his barons, who swore fealty to him, and accepted him as heir. Immediately afterwards, Richard was sent by his father to Bayeux, in western Normandy, to learn the Danish language, which would enable him to converse fluently both with his own subjects and with Danish-speakers from overseas.9 Already, intermarriage between William’s subjects of Scandinavian origin and the native French population had led to the French language predominating in the region around the Seine estuary.


  In 942, William Longsword was murdered at the instigation of Count Arnulf of Flanders.10 The king of France, Louis IV ‘d’Outremer’, took this opportunity to intervene in Normandy, imprisoning the boy Richard, refusing to acknowledge his claims and alleging him to be a bastard. The Normans, though, were determined to reject French domination and to have Richard as their count. A daring escape was organised. The boy was advised by his loyal men to pretend to be gravely ill. His guards grew negligent, and one of Richard’s supporters was able to carry him off the premises wrapped in a bundle of hay. In the course of further upheavals the tables were turned on King Louis, who at one point became a prisoner himself, and eventually Richard emerged triumphant.11 He married Emma, daughter of Hugh Capet, Duke of the Franks (and founder of the next French dynasty), but she died childless.12 Shortly afterwards, he married his former concubine, Gunnor, a woman of noble Danish origin.13 The couple had five sons and three daughters. In addition, he had two sons and two daughters by other women.14 During the tenth century, the Normans increasingly assimilated with the Franks in major respects, while retaining some elements of Scandinavian traditions and culture.15 What little is known of Normandy in the tenth century mainly comes from Dudo of St Quentin’s work, De moribus et actis primorum Normannorum Ducum (On the Characters and Deeds of the first Dukes of the Normans). Richard I asked Dudo to write this, a request renewed by his half-brother Count Rodolf of Ivry, and by Richard’s son Richard II (996–1026). Although it is a propagandist text, designed to legitimise the Viking settlement, and includes some legendary material, it is essentially a reliable source.16 Towards the end of the tenth century, Viking raids against England were renewed. Norman ports were opened to these raiders, enabling them to sell their loot. This practice was stemmed only temporarily when an alliance was negotiated between Richard II and Æthelred II of England, who married the count’s sister Emma. In political, as well as in cultural and trading matters, Normandy still retained affiliations with the Nordic world.17


  A second, contrasting influence was also at work, intended in part to align Normandy both with the French kingdom and with other territories beyond its borders. The revival of monasticism was begun tentatively by William Longsword and fostered with growing vigour by his descendants, aiming to change their public image from that of marauding Vikings to one of peaceable Christian princes. Within Normandy itself, the monastic revival reinforced the authority of its patrons over the populace. The movement was fostered initially only by the counts of Rouen, but aristocratic patrons and lesser lords then began to extend their own patronage. Eventually, following the conquest of England, this politically inspired patronage would be extended to the kingdom, to emphasise the dominance of the Norman lords over their newly won territories.18 Throughout the tenth century, Hrólfr’s successors continued to style themselves ‘count’. Richard II was the first of the line to entitle himself ‘duke’, notably in a charter dated 1006. His aim was to claim recognition as one of the small elite of major French territorial lords who were acknowledged to have this title, but he met with scant success. Nor was he consistent in his own usage of the style, since his acta more often gave him the title of count. In the long run, the ducal style gradually predominated, but it became the sole title for the ruler of Normandy only when Henry I secured the province (1106–35).19 Richard III (1026–27) married Adela, the very young daughter of King Robert II of France, but the mother of his children was a concubine. On Richard’s sudden death, his son Nicholas, too young to be a successor acceptable to the emergent aristocracy, was dispatched to the abbey of Fécamp, while Richard’s brother Robert became ruler of Normandy.20


  Robert’s reign in Normandy was marked by outbursts of unrest. He took retaliatory measures against two of his kinsmen, both eminent clerics, against whom he had grievances, and there were occasional hostilities among his secular magnates. When a war of succession broke out in the French kingdom, Robert intervened on behalf of the young King Henry I, assisting him to secure his throne. His reward was, allegedly, a grant of the overlordship of the whole of the Vexin, the strategically important territory on the borders of Normandy and France. In the long term, Norman claims to the Vexin would cause repeated warfare between the rulers of France and of Normandy. Robert was unsuccessful, though, in his efforts to advance the interests of his exiled cousins, Edward and Alfred, the sons of King Æthelred II and Emma of Normandy. Eventually, Robert’s spiritual interests predominated over his political concerns. By the 1030s, the pilgrimage to the Holy Sepulchre at Jerusalem was being made with increasing frequency. Robert determined to make this arduous journey, and designated as his heir his son William, who was even younger than Nicholas had been when he was supplanted. Arrangements were made both for the well-being of the boy and for that of Normandy during its ruler’s absence. Robert set out in great style in the spring of 1035 and reached Jerusalem safely, but fell ill on the return journey and died at Nicea.21


  William was about seven years old when he was accepted as ruler of Normandy. He was the offspring of a liaison between Robert and Herleva, a young woman whose father Fulbert was later said to have been a tanner, but who eventually became chamberlain at the Norman court. After the birth of William and, probably, of a daughter named Adelaide, Robert arranged a marriage between Herleva and his loyal subject Herluin, shortly afterwards created count of Conteville. This couple’s sons, Odo and Robert, owed their marked social advancement to their kinship with William. Once they built up power bases of their own, they, like William’s other kinsmen, were important mainstays of his rule.22 Orderic Vitalis, when writing c.1110, is the first chronicler known to have called William ‘the Bastard’.23 This nickname was taken up by later writers, as concepts of what constituted a valid marriage became increasingly defined, but for obvious reasons it was not used in his lifetime.


  The young William was vulnerable in his early years. Without a strong ruler at its head, Normandy was destabilised by endemic private warfare. More than once, William’s uncle Walter had to snatch him from his bed and hide him for safety in the cottages of poor people. When a group of influential nobles turned against William himself, late in 1046, he appealed to King Henry I of France. Early in 1047, the king led an army into Normandy and linked up with William’s forces. The rebels were defeated at the battle of Val-ès-Dunes, mainly due to this French support, but William demonstrated here, for the first time, his abilities as a warrior, and the victory marked his emergence from his minority. Even so, conditions in Normandy remained insecure for years afterwards, and he continued to look for support from beyond his frontiers. In 1050, or just possibly in 1051, he made an alliance with Count Baldwin V of Flanders, and married the count’s daughter Matilda.24 This marriage was a diplomatic coup for William, partly in view of Matilda’s excellent lineage.25 This was a real asset in view of his own dubious ancestry. It also brought him a strategically valuable ally on the northern flank of Normandy, a rapprochement which had the potential to threaten imperial interests. Pope Leo IX (1049–54) was a nominee of the Emperor Henry III, and concern for his interests, it has been suggested, probably initiated the prolonged papal refusal to acknowledge the validity of this marriage, even though consanguinity was the overt reason given for objecting to it.26


  The marriage produced four sons – Robert, Richard, William and Henry – and a bevy of daughters, whose exact numbers are less certain. Three of them are readily identifiable: Adela, who married Stephen I, Count of Blois; Cecily, who became abbess of Holy Trinity, Caen; and Constance, who married Alan IV, Count of Brittany. There may also have been as many as three further daughters: Agatha, Adeliza and Matilda, although the sources are not unanimous on this.27 Daughters of aristocratic parents could readily be provided for – either, like Adela and Constance, through marriage to some territorial neighbour with whom an alliance was being negotiated, or else, like Cecily, by placing them in a nunnery where, thanks to their eminent family connections, their rise to high office was assured. Making provision for sons was not always so simple. Traditionally, the eldest son would in due course succeed to the patrimony, his father’s inherited land. The prospects for younger sons were more variable. Not all would receive a bequest of land extensive enough to enable them to maintain the style in which they had been reared. By no means all younger sons were suited by temperament to the alternative of a clerical career, even with the incentive of a bishopric at an early age, thanks to family influence.


  Soon after his marriage, though, the count, or duke (as he was becoming known), was alerted to a long-term project which, if it succeeded, would greatly increase the territory he controlled, enabling him – if he chose – to provide for all the sons whom Matilda bore him. This project was to seize the English throne when, as seemed probable, King Edward eventually died without a direct heir. In hereditary terms any Norman claim was non-existent. Back in 1002, William’s great-aunt Emma had married Æthelred II Unraed, King of England. Following the Danish invasion towards the end of his reign, the victorious Cnut was acknowledged as king of England in 1016. The widowed Emma married him, while the children of her first marriage took refuge in Normandy. They were brought up there, and some recognition was given to Emma’s son Edward as king of England.28 In 1042, Harthacnut, the son of Cnut and Emma, died. Edward was acknowledged as king and married Edith, eldest daughter of Godwine, Earl of Wessex, the most powerful of the English magnates. Edward was accompanied on his return to England by various Frenchmen. They were not undercover agents for Norman political interests, but simply migrants seeking upward mobility through Edward’s patronage. The laymen were settled on landed estates, and benefices were found for the clerics. One of these men, Robert Champart, formerly abbot of Jumièges, was appointed bishop of London in 1044, and became a prominent counsellor of the king. His increasing influence on the conduct of royal government was resented by several of the magnates.29


  After 1045, the influence of Earl Godwine gradually waned as that of Robert increased. The archbishopric of Canterbury fell vacant late in 1050. Early in 1051 Robert Champart was appointed to fill the vacancy. When he returned from Rome, confirmed in office, he refused to accept King Edward’s nominee to the now-vacant see of London. Robert alleged that the Pope had forbidden it, but probably the new archbishop was drawing on the growing tide of the reform movement to enhance his own stature as an increasingly influential power in the land.30 Robert’s influence peaked later in 1051, when he obtained Edward’s backing for a plot to break the influence of the earls. There are indications that Godwine directed the English naval defences from a base in Dover. Command of this burh, and hence of shipping in the Channel, was a prize well worth having. It tempted Count Eustace of Boulogne to join in the plot – as it would tempt him again after the Norman Conquest. He was also wary of the alliance recently negotiated between Earl Godwine and Count Baldwin V of Flanders, when the earl’s son Tostig married the count’s sister Judith. The possibility of a heightened political threat from Flanders, combined with the lure of control over Dover, ensured Count Eustace’s willing participation in the plot to ruin Earl Godwine, but he was acting in his own interests, not in those of William of Normandy.


  In the late summer of 1051, Eustace paid a formal visit to King Edward, whose late sister had been his wife. On their return to the Channel, Eustace and his men called at Dover. Officially, they were to requisition temporary billets before they sailed home, but in fact their occupancy was intended to be rather longer. Their high-handed intrusion met with resistance. They stormed up the hill to the burh and a fight broke out with its inhabitants. Casualties occurred on both sides. Eustace, with the survivors of his party, headed back to King Edward, to whom he alleged that the trouble was largely caused by the men of Dover. Since this lay within Godwine’s earldom, Edward ordered him to lead a punitive raid against its inhabitants. Godwine refused, and mutual recriminations intensified until the country was on the brink of civil war. When negotiations finally broke down, Godwine and all his sons were outlawed, and they went into exile. One text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle briefly noted a visit made to King Edward by William of Normandy at this time, but no political outcome is said to have resulted, and the passage is most likely a post-Conquest interpolation.31


  From his exile in Flanders, Godwine plotted his comeback, which he co-ordinated with his son Harold, who had been recruiting mercenaries in Ireland. In the summer of 1052, the fleets that they had gathered met up off the south coast of England and sailed on to the Thames estuary, gathering support as they went. By the time they reached London, their strength was overwhelming. King Edward could not muster enough support to resist, and negotiations were held.32 On such occasions it was customary to exchange hostages as a pledge of good faith. The Canterbury monk Eadmer wrote that Godwine now offered his (youngest) son Wulfnoth and Hakon, son of his son Sweyn.33 Conventional practice dictated that these boys, probably both in their early teens, would be in Edward’s custody only until negotiations were satisfactorily resolved. When it became clear that Godwine would emerge triumphant, Archbishop Robert fled, accompanied by the other French bishops, Ulf (of Dorchester) and William (of London). As they rode out of the city, their escort cut down many young men, who were evidently trying to impede their escape, most likely because Robert had snatched the boys, Wulfnoth and Hakon, to use as human shields while he fled to the coast. But Robert did not release the boys when he took ship.34


  The Norman propagandist William of Poitiers, writing in the 1070s, claimed that King Edward, with the consent of his magnates, sent to William of Normandy a son and grandson of Earl Godwine, as pledges for his promise of the succession to the English throne. This allegation does not explain why Edward was said to have given hostages. He was not under any constraint to promise the throne to William. On the contrary, if anyone was required to hand over hostages, it would have been William, as a guarantee that he would not try to seize the throne in Edward’s lifetime. The whole episode of Edward’s promise and his giving of hostages to William was almost certainly invented by the Norman propagandist in the 1070s, to justify the invasion of England and to explain the long-enforced presence of Wulfnoth and Hakon in Normandy. Both hostages and promise were allegedly conveyed by Archbishop Robert. But William of Poitiers does not identify the English magnates whom he claimed had assented to Edward’s promise; he does not name the hostages, nor does he indicate when Robert conveyed the boys, and Edward’s promise, to William.35 It is unlikely that even those magnates who most staunchly supported Edward in 1051–52 would have agreed to such a promise. To ensure their assent, he would have needed to take hostages from them as well as from Earl Godwine, but no such hostages are known. Edward, at the height of his anger against Godwine, might possibly have exclaimed that he would prefer William of Normandy as his heir in place of any son which Edith might yet bear him, but there is no convincing evidence that the succession was conveyed to William during the crisis. Yet Robert, on his hurried return to Normandy with his young captives, provided the inspiration for the long-term project to seize England. Norman historians writing in the 1050s make no mention of any promise of the throne, but both at the archbishop’s former abbey of Jumièges and at the monastery of Saint-Wandrille, writers included in their current works long passages on the Norman exile of Edward and his brother Alfred, and on the efforts of the rulers of Normandy on their behalf. The implication was that Edward had an obligation of gratitude towards his Norman kinsman.36


  Robert Champart, in his power struggle against Earl Godwine and his sons, played his own hand rather than acting as an agent of William of Normandy. It was the ignominy of his flight from the triumphant earl, and his fortuitous custody of the young hostages, which led him to seek revenge by instigating a Norman takeover of England. Robert lived for only a year or two after his return to Normandy, but in the time remaining to him he evidently persuaded Duke William of the viability of the scheme, and handed the young hostages over to him.37 During the 1050s, there were enough troubles in and around Normandy to preclude any initiative in the matter, and in any case the time was not ripe for action. King Edward still had no son, but he evidently remained in robust health down to the summer of 1065.38 Meanwhile, he brought back from Hungary Edward ‘the Exile’, son of his elder half-brother King Edmund Ironside, although this intended heir died very soon after his arrival in 1057.39 Subsequently, his widow Agatha came with her children Margaret, Christina and Edgar. This boy, born about 1052, was styled Ætheling, an indication that he was regarded as throne-worthy.40 Provided that King Edward lived until his great-nephew reached manhood, Edgar would be acknowledged as his lawful successor. Any opportunity for William of Normandy to seize the English throne appeared to be waning. As his family continued to increase, there would seem to be a diminishing prospect of providing satisfactorily for all his sons from the resources of Normandy.


  William Rufus, his third son, was perhaps born about 1058, and certainly by 1060 at latest.41 By this time it might have seemed increasingly advisable to rear one or more of the younger sons for a career as a cleric, and possibly even as a monk. It was later stated that the upbringing of William Rufus was entrusted to Lanfranc.42 This eminent scholar, born in Italy, was prior of the abbey of Le Bec until 1063, when Duke William appointed him abbot of his new monastic foundation of Saint-Etienne, Caen.43 It is arguable that the young William Rufus was sent to Caen to be educated there. The extent, or the limitations, of such an education would depend on whether or not his father intended him to take monastic, or at any rate clerical, orders. If this was the case, then from the age of five he would begin to learn to read and write in Latin. Whether he ever made much progress in these skills is unknown. One anecdote, from the last day of his life, describes him being handed a letter which was then read aloud to him.44 The king alone was empowered to break the seal, but reading was a task for clerks.45 The episode does not necessarily indicate that the king had forgotten any Latin he may have learned in boyhood, although a layman with only a limited knowledge of the language might be puzzled by the abbreviated forms of words which were usually employed in such documents. Yet the fact that he was later such a formidable and fearless warrior implies that he, like other aristocratic boys, began training at an early age in the skills needed in cavalry warfare. Lanfranc may simply have presided over his secular education, and attempted to guide his conduct and moral outlook. That William’s education was largely secular is implied by the statement that Lanfranc is said to have made William a knight.46


  The project of seizing England became viable when, in 1064 or 1065, Harold Godwineson, Earl of Wessex, in the course of a voyage to the continent, fell into the power of William of Normandy. Harold was the subregulus (the under-king) of England, leader of the nation in time of war. He was the wealthiest and most powerful of the English magnates, the man whose co-operation would be vital to ensure the fulfilment of William’s ambitions. Harold was coerced into taking a solemn oath that he would help William to take the English throne in due course. Hakon, his nephew, was then handed over to him, but Harold’s brother Wulfnoth was detained in Normandy until the promise was fulfilled.47 In January 1066 King Edward died, after committing the realm of England to Harold Godwineson.48 William determined to supplant him. On 18 June 1066, a few months before his invasion of England was launched, he and his wife issued a document which confirmed the oblation of their daughter Cecily to the nunnery of Holy Trinity, Caen, which they had founded. The document was witnessed by the three sons of ‘Count’ William – Robert, Richard and William.49 The granting of a child to be reared as a member of a religious community was believed to earn merit for the child’s parents. Holy Trinity, together with the abbey of Saint-Etienne, Caen, had been founded in expiation of their marriage within the prohibited degrees of kinship.50 Their oblation of Cecily might be viewed as an additional act of atonement, but, given the date of this act, it was probably hoped that the ‘sacrifice’ of their young daughter would be rewarded by the success of the planned invasion. It has been suggested that the count also contemplated donating William Rufus as an oblate to the monastery of Saint-Etienne.51 Robert and Richard, as the heir and the spare, would know that they were safe from any such fate. The young William, though, might have suspected that he too would shortly be dispatched to the cloister, although there is no record of his having been designated as an oblate.


  One element in the education of the young William Rufus and his brothers was their early introduction to the business of their father’s court. William would have been only about eight at most when he witnessed the charter to the nuns of Caen, but this was not his first public appearance. As a babe in arms he had already been named as a witness to a grant made by his parents several years earlier.52 Robert, his eldest brother, had been named as a witness at a similarly early age.53 The recipients of such charters would appreciate the association of the infants with the grants contained in them, since this should inhibit them, when they became adults, from attempting to go back on their father’s donations. Although the boys were no doubt oblivious to their surroundings during their earliest public appearances, within a few years repeat performances would instil in them the deportment appropriate to formal occasions. Soon they would begin to evolve their own signa – distinctive ways of writing the sign of the cross, against which the scribe would write their names. In the years down to 1066, Robert, as the eldest son, witnessed most frequently. Occasionally Richard was named in company with him,54 and William joined Robert infrequently.55 All three brothers, in addition to jointly witnessing the grant to the nuns of Caen, witnessed another, most likely also in 1066, to the abbey of Beaumont-les-Tours.56 Even if, in their early years, they were not present during all the preliminaries to the making of a grant, they would in time become aware of how negotiations were conducted, and what considerations needed to be taken into account when a ruler gave what he could to recipients who asked (and paid) for it. Then, too, they would become aware of their father’s views on the reliability of the men with whom he had to deal, and of the need to keep the goodwill of those whose loyalty was in question, but whom it was essential to keep on side.


  Another element which was perhaps included in the curriculum followed by the young William was instruction in military theory, a subject which attracted the interest of scholarly clerics, and which was normally studied through one work which had no real rivals. This text was the De Re Militari, composed by Flavius Vegetius Renatus at an uncertain date between AD 383 and 450. This treatise, on the best means of organising the Roman army, remained very popular over the ensuing millennium. By the mid-eleventh century, some of its advice was obsolete – for instance on how to confront an enemy who deployed camels, elephants and scythed chariots, but other elements were still relevant, and the most influential part of the work was on the selection and training of recruits. The closing section of Book III was particularly popular. This consisted of thirty-three maxims, ranging from the self-evident – ‘No plans are better than those which you implement without the enemy becoming aware of them’ – to ‘It is better to overcome the enemy either by creating famine; by raiding, or by inflicting terror, rather than by coming to battle, where chance, rather than heroism, usually affects the outcome.’57 This was standard practice in the eleventh century, followed with great success by the young William’s father.58 First-hand accounts of the Conqueror’s military successes are likely to have influenced the boy more than any study of military theory.


  In one area, practice in the eleventh century diverged sharply from Vegetius, who was highly critical of the use of mercenaries.59 These were often employed by the Conqueror and his sons, rather than the conscripted national armies advocated in De Re Militari. Some elements in this work were still relevant, including the emphasis in Book IV on siege warfare and the wide range of engines which might be employed. There was also widespread approval of the emphasis placed by Vegetius on the need for constant, rigorous and systematic military training. Overall, while it seems unlikely that Vegetius’ work had much direct influence on the conduct of medieval armies, it inspired the reader to believe that if he did all the right things, he too could form an army like that of the invincible Romans.60 The young William Rufus was possibly – if not probably – introduced to the De Re Militari in the course of his formal education, but there is no reason to believe that it was a text which he studied, or had read aloud to him, later in life. His military skills were essentially gained by practical experience. On the other hand, Roman military might was cited by writers in the generations after the Norman Conquest. William the Conqueror’s generalship was compared favourably with Caesar both by contemporary propagandists and by later writers.61 William Rufus, in his role as war leader, was also posthumously likened to Julius Caesar.62 Consequently, it is quite possible that the younger William was motivated to emulate the most famous Romans.


  The deeds of William Rufus’ own ancestors may have been a further source of inspiration. Dudo of St Quentin’s work was revised, abbreviated and updated by William of Jumièges in the late 1050s, as the Gesta Normannorum Ducum (Deeds of the Leaders of the Normans). Following the Conqueror’s victory at Hastings in 1066, a further book on this achievement was added.63 The underlying intention of these works was to emphasise the legitimacy of Norman rule. Dudo enlivened his history with oral tradition, but William of Jumièges tried to edit out any section which he considered to have merely entertainment value, in order to make the most of those passages which depicted the Norman rulers as model Christian princes. Above all, each ruler was now said to have succeeded his predecessor unchallenged – an essential point to stress in the case of the Conqueror, who had faced opposition on the grounds of his illegitimate birth.64 This didactic purpose could result in dull reading, except that such works were often declaimed aloud, with the reader holding the attention of his listeners by adding emphasis at key points, and making asides of his own.


  From the years before the successful invasion of England in 1066, the achievements of the future Conqueror were already being celebrated in poetry, and this output increased after the Conquest.65 Poems, usually with a racy metre, were often used to convey a historical narrative, giving them a popular appeal. These narrative poems had a historical basis, whether actual or purported, highly coloured with deeds of derring-do, the forerunners of the chansons de geste (literally ‘songs of action’) that have survived from the twelfth century. Early poetry probably conveyed the same aristocratic attitudes as are found in the twelfth-century chansons de geste, which focus on the nobles and illustrate their attitudes towards other social classes. The central figures of the chansons are generally callous and ruthless, readily give vent to their anger, are violent both in speech and action, and are almost as aggressive towards their fellow-aristocrats as towards their social inferiors who are unable to retaliate.66 Anti-clericalism was another marked feature in some of them. The poets projected the hostility of the aristocrats towards the clerics, notably the monks, who were seen as territorial rivals, harassed and belittled, both as non-combatants and perhaps also because they were secretly feared on account of their superior learning, the application of which might threaten aristocratic interests.67 The constant repetition in such poems of these social attitudes reflected the fact that the conduct of the literary heroes echoed that of the aristocratic audience, and also served to reinforce these views, by depicting them as those of the literary characters who were being singled out for admiration. Given this likely thought-world at the Norman court when the young William Rufus was growing up, it is to his credit that he later gained the reputation for chivalrous conduct (if only towards fellow aristocrats) that is reflected in the work of Geoffrei Gaimar,68 and also saw to it that in important respects the rank-and-file Benedictine monks of his realm received fair treatment.69


  After William’s early attestations to his father’s charters, there is no firm evidence of his participation in public life for some eight years. As the third son, he remained in the shadow of his elder brothers. Robert’s distinctive status as their father’s heir was often, though not invariably, indicated in the style accorded to him in his attestations to the Conqueror’s charters. The scribes occasionally give him the title of count, even before the Norman Conquest, and much more frequently afterwards. He appears to have exercised some actual power in Normandy and Maine.70 Richard is never termed count. After the Norman Conquest, there is no firm evidence that either Robert or William visited England before 1081.71 Richard, though, who attested four of his father’s charters between April 1067 and April 1069,72 was with his parents in England in May 106873 around the time of his mother’s coronation, and with his parents at Winchester on 13 April 1069, the last occasion on which he is known to have attested.74 That Richard, rather than his elder brother, was taken to England at this time would be due to the need for Robert to remain in Normandy during his parent’s absence in order to represent and maintain the family’s authority there. By 1068, Robert was a young adult, certainly capable of appearing as a convincing figurehead, even if his actions were guided by advisers appointed by his father. Meanwhile, Richard, by now in his teens, could well represent the younger generation of the royal family at the queen’s coronation. There is even the possibility that his father wanted to familiarise him with public life in England, so that he might in due course exercise vice-regal powers there. Richard was said to be a promising boy, both elegant and ambitious.75


  Any plans for Richard were brought to an abrupt end. His early death is recorded by several writers. None is precise about the date, and there is some discrepancy about what happened. The fullest account is given by Orderic Vitalis. He writes that Richard, who had not yet received the belt of knighthood, went hunting in the New Forest. While galloping after his prey, he was fatally injured when he was crushed between the pommel of his saddle and a strong hazel branch. Later that week he made his confession, received absolution and the Last Sacrament, and died soon afterwards.76 Robert of Torigny gave a brief version of a similar accident, with the variation that Richard was hit by a fallen tree which he was unable to avoid.77 William of Malmesbury wrote that Richard succumbed to a fatal illness, contracted from breathing the foggy and corrupted air of the New Forest, an area which had been deliberately depopulated.78 Possibly Richard’s injuries were compounded by the onset of pneumonia, once he was immobilised. Godfrey, Prior of Winchester (1082–c.1107), wrote earlier than the chroniclers mentioned above, and was geographically close to the event.79 He told a simplified version of the episode, stating in an epigram that Richard died on the Ides of September (the thirteenth), when he was still of tender age and learning to hunt.80 Richard’s death evidently occurred between his last known attestation in 1069 and 1074, when William Rufus began attesting again after the interval following his early appearances. Yet if the various statements made about Richard are correct – that he was young, not yet a knight, and still learning to hunt – then, given that he was born c.1055, it is likely that he died in or soon after 1069, rather than as late as 1074. The uncertainty surrounding this question stems in part from the impossibility of ascertaining whether all – or even most – of the Conqueror’s acta for this five-year period have survived, notwithstanding the compilation of the massive edition of these which is now available. Charters granted to a religious house stood a much better chance of preservation in this period than did any document issued for the benefit of a lay recipient. Most surviving Norman acta were clearly produced by their beneficiaries: that is, by a scribe in one or another monastery.81 Most acta concluded with only a small number of signa, apparently chosen for their relevance to the contents of the individual diploma.82 Attestations were sometimes added over a period of time, which could lead to inconsistencies in the inclusion of the names of the Conqueror’s sons, and the order of precedence accorded them.83 In some documents, the presence of one or more of them at the making of the grant is recorded in the text, but their signa do not appear.84 Given such variations in scribal practice, as well as uncertainty about the survival rate of charters, it cannot be stated definitively that Richard ceased attesting in 1069 or that William resumed doing so in 1074. As against this, it may be argued that the attestation of Richard, as second in line to the succession, would surely have been recorded at some time over the five-year period if he had still been alive.


  In William’s case, the possible non-appearance of his signa on diplomas for several years after he became second in line to the throne might be explained by the suggestion that he was sent as an oblate to Saint-Etienne, Caen, around the same time that his sister Cecily was dispatched to the nunnery of La Trinité there.85 The charter recording Cecily’s admission in June 1066 is explicit about the fact that she was intended to serve there perpetually as a nun.86 However, Orderic Vitalis wrote that it was at Easter 1075 that King William gave Cecily to be consecrated. Seemingly, although she had meanwhile been educated at La Trinité, her profession as a nun was deferred until she was well into her teens.87 This was not always standard practice at the time, and Orderic’s words may hint that the king insisted on the postponement of her profession until her sisters – required for marriage alliances – were well past the precarious years of childhood.88 If William Rufus was sent to Saint-Etienne, his subsequent removal would be difficult, even if, like Cecily initially, he was being educated in a religious house without taking vows. As an episode during his own reign later demonstrated, sharp criticism was directed at inmates of a religious house who left without having taken vows, or who claimed that they had not done so. On that occasion, William II agreed with the indignant Archbishop Anselm, although he had strong political reasons for doing so.89


  If William Rufus was constrained to take religious vows in his early years, this would be no obstacle to taking a leading role in public life – quite the contrary, as shown in the cases of Archbishop Lanfranc and other prelates, in an age when eminent clerics were leading ministers of the Crown. Within the cloister itself, royal connections were a positive asset. His sister had to wait until 1113 to become abbess of La Trinité, but meanwhile, as ‘the Lady Cecily, daughter of the king’ she took a leading role in the administration of the house, and acted as coadjutor to Matilda, its long-lived first abbess.90 William Rufus’ association with the monastic life may not have amounted to anything more than Archbishop Lanfranc’s supervision of his education for a few years. On the other hand, if he was made an oblate, clerical critics of his subsequent removal from the cloister would suggest that his brother Henry (born around the time of Richard’s last known attestation) was an adequate substitute as second in line for the throne. Arguments over this point, and ensuing difficulties over obtaining any requisite dispensation, would account for the interval between the last of Richard’s attestations and the resumption of William’s. All this is conjecture, of course, and the five-year gap may be due to nothing more than the loss of one or two charters, the signa of which would have solved the question one way or the other. Lanfranc’s appointment as archbishop of Canterbury, in 1070, probably ended his responsibility for the education of William Rufus, who was by then about ten or twelve. Following Richard’s sudden death, William became second in line to the throne, and the Conqueror would want him close to the court. It is unlikely that he was sent to England with the new archbishop. If he did spend time in the kingdom, in preparation for a future role as regent or viceroy, then the chroniclers would almost certainly have mentioned this. The only pointer to his conjectural absence from the duchy in the early 1070s is his non-appearance as an attestor to his father’s charters.


  The age gaps between the Conqueror’s surviving sons imply that in their formative years they did not have much in common. William was six to eight years younger than Robert. Perhaps they were in one another’s company only intermittently, when they the attended the negotiations that preceded some grant which their father was about to make, as indicated by their joint attestations to many of his charters. There was an even bigger gap, perhaps as much as ten years, between William Rufus and his younger brother. While still a child, Henry witnessed two charters in company with Robert and William.91 In general, though, his attestations, at first in company with both of his brothers, start from 1081. During his earlier years, Henry was perhaps distanced from his brothers while he was being formally educated, even though his book-learning was less extensive than was claimed by the chroniclers.92


  Temperamentally, too, there were differences between the three, if they are portrayed accurately in the chronicles. Even so, William appears to have had more in common with Robert than with Henry, who perhaps resembled the ‘elegant’ Richard. The older brothers shared their stocky physique, their military skills, and some characteristics, including personal generosity. Yet the age gap, combined with an awareness that they had different prospects in life, probably fostered tensions between William and Robert, who was already acknowledged as enjoying a distinctive status when Henry was born. William, as he grew into his teens, would be all too aware of Robert’s exceptional position.93 Rivalry with an elder brother who may have flaunted his superior status was perhaps one cause of William’s determination to excel in the skills that would impress his contemporaries. His teenage years were spent in practising riding and shooting, emulating his elders in courtesy and his contemporaries in courtly duties. In any skirmish he thought it a reflection on his honour if he was not the first to draw his sword, to challenge his opponent or to unhorse anyone who challenged him. No doubt he often prevailed, even though William of Malmesbury draws on both Sallust and Cicero to embellish this passage.94 William’s determination to excel in chivalric skills would enable him to make his way in the world even if Robert proved to be their father’s main heir. Yet there was perhaps an added incentive, to which William of Malmesbury inadvertently refers in saying that the exceptional reputation of the younger William was overshadowed by his father’s greatness.95 The sons of famous men may well feel that they have a lot to live up to. Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis made much the same point about the achievements of William Rufus compared to those of his father.96 While both writers are reflecting their contemporaries’ views about recent history, they may also be echoing a belief among the Conqueror’s sons that, whatever they did in life, it would not match their father’s winning of England. The onus was on them to make their own mark in the world.


  Robert was not William’s only rival. It soon became clear that Henry must also be taken into account. William of Malmesbury, writing after Henry was already king, drew on hagiographical models to illustrate the ‘inevitability’ of his eventual succession to the throne. Even so, the passage makes it plain that in adolescence Henry became a bumptious show-off, parading his book-learning, and hinting at his father’s sorry lack of it, in the Conqueror’s hearing. Even if the king was prepared to tolerate this – and it is not clear that he was – Henry’s brothers saw things differently. On occasion he was reduced to tears after one of them – unidentified – bullied him.97


  Brotherly feelings were not helped by their father’s habit of calling Robert by derogatory nicknames, including both the well-known Curthose (short-boots) and also Gambaron (fat-legs). These names, it has been observed, were not only patronising (when coming from a father of impressive physique to his rather tubby son), but also discouraged others from showing respect towards Robert.98 Late in 1077 or early in 1078, when William Rufus was about eighteen or nineteen, and Henry less than ten, an attempt which they made to annoy their older brother misfired, with drastic political consequences. Robert was already feeling ill-used. On more than one occasion he had been formally recognised as his father’s heir, and his associates advised him to ask for Maine and Normandy, but the king persuaded him to wait.99 That is Orderic Vitalis’ version. William of Malmesbury wrote that Robert’s request was refused by his father, who drove the young man away with jeers in that terrific voice of his.100


  An expedition was being planned against the Corbonnais, and the royal party was billeted in the town of Laigle, the king in the house of Gunher and Robert in that of Robert Cauchois, apparently nearby and certainly within earshot. William and Henry, incited by the thought that Robert evidently wanted the whole inheritance, went into his billet and climbed to the gallery, where they began to play dice very noisily. Soon they began to pour water (evidently a euphemism) down on Robert and his entourage. Two of his associates, Ivo and Aubrey of Grandmesnil, asked him why he was putting up with these insults. They pointed out the symbolism of the fact that his brothers had climbed above his head, and were defiling him and the rest of them with filth, to his shame. Unless Robert punished this insult at once, he would never be able to hold his head high again. Robert, infuriated, leapt to his feet and rushed to the upper floor to try to catch his brothers. The king heard the uproar, hurried to the house and patched up their differences. The very next night, though, Robert and his followers deserted the king’s army, dashed to Rouen and tried to make a surprise attack on the royal citadel. However, Roger of Ivry, the king’s butler (an honorific office), who was guarding the fortress, realised that an attack was imminent, reinforced the defences, and sent a hurried report to the king. He ordered the arrest of his son, his men and his supporters, but Robert evaded the royal wrath.101


  There was now intermittent warfare between the king and his eldest son. At first the Conqueror just laughed at Robert’s attacks, saying, ‘By God’s resurrection, our Robin Curthose will become a hero’.102 Publicly demeaning his son with the nickname ‘Little Robert Short-boots’ would not bring about a reconciliation. Robert might be small, but he was personable, articulate and brave. Later, he was to gain a great reputation for his valiant efforts on the First Crusade.103 Meanwhile, he continued his forays in Normandy and the king’s anger against him steadily worsened.104 Eventually, King Philip of France installed Robert in the formidable fortress of Gerberoy, on the frontiers of Normandy, which was besieged by the Conqueror in January 1079. Fighting was fierce, and there were heavy losses of men and horses.105 In the course of one onslaught, Robert is said to have confronted his father, wounded him in the hand and killed his horse. During the siege, William Rufus was also wounded, and there were heavy casualties among the royal troops.106


  Robert’s ongoing attacks on their father are said to have raised the hopes of William Rufus that he himself might now be in line for the succession to the English throne. He was always obedient to his father, took a prominent part in the fighting whenever they were on campaign, and remained with him in peacetime. His prospects looked favourable, but he was not the only one behaving as an obedient son should do. He began to suspect that Henry, although still an adolescent, had plans which conflicted with his own.107 William and Henry would both see the advantage of behaving in such a way as to draw a sharp contrast between themselves and Robert in the eyes of their father. At the same time, their model conduct perhaps owed something to their father’s determination that they would not go the same way as their elder brother. It is not on record that either of them was belittled or jeered at in the way that Robert was, but life as the sons of such a formidable father cannot have been easy. Later in life, William Rufus was said to stammer, especially when he was angry.108 Speech defects such as this often originate in a repressive childhood. Whether the chief source of repression was his father, or the austere nature of his education under Lanfranc’s direction, cannot now be known. Even if William was not subjected to the rigorous life of an oblate, he would still have had to bear with the strictures of a noted disciplinarian.109 A rigorous childhood may have conditioned him to anticipate and deflect criticism by excelling in an area in which he had real ability, hence his later pre-eminence in cavalry warfare.


  Queen Matilda’s dealings with her children, with the exception of Robert, are not recorded. Orderic Vitalis reported, with overtones of the parable of the Prodigal Son, that when Robert was in exile he squandered his money on jongleurs, hangers-on and prostitutes. With nothing left, he had to ask foreign usurers for money. Queen Matilda, though, repeatedly sent him large sums without the king’s knowledge. When the king found out, he angrily ordered her never to do this again. She did so, and he told her in a furious outburst that she was bringing ruin on the state. She, who was trusted to act as regent when required, was aiding the enemies who plotted against his life, enriching them with his money, arming, assisting and supporting them, and consequently endangering him. Matilda retorted that it was only natural that she loved her firstborn son tenderly. If Robert was dead and buried, she would give her life-blood to restore him. How could she possibly enjoy her great wealth if she allowed her son to suffer in poverty? She could never be so hard-hearted, and the king had no right to demand this of her. The go-between whom the king evidently believed had been taking money to Robert was the queen’s confidential courier, Samson the Breton. His arrest and blinding were ordered, but he was warned by friends of the queen. He fled to the monastery of Saint-Evroul, where, at Matilda’s request, the abbot accepted him as a monk.110 William and Henry might well resent their mother’s favouritism towards Robert, and are likely to have agreed with their father that she was, in effect, funding a rebellion against him.


  A reconciliation of sorts between King William and his eldest son eventually took place in 1080. At Easter, 12 April, Robert and William jointly witnessed a charter of their father’s.111 For the remainder of the reign, theirs was the most usual combination of joint attestations of the king’s sons. There is questionable evidence that in July 1080 all three brothers jointly attested.112 They did do so intermittently, the first known such occasion being at Winchester on 31 May 1081.113 As the reign progressed, William Rufus occasionally attested without either of his brothers.114 This may be due to their fortuitous absence on the occasion in question, and more particularly to Robert’s absence throughout the last years of their father’s reign, rather than being a mark of exceptional status, since Henry also attested a few times without either of his brothers.115 One notable attestation by William Rufus was to a charter for Gloucester Abbey, which indicates that he was present at the Christmas court held there in 1085 when the decision was taken to conduct the Domesday Survey.116


  Following Robert’s reconciliation with his father, he was deputed to undertake an assignment in northern Britain. The murder of Bishop Walcher of Durham by dissident Northumbrians in the spring of 1080 was punished by a reprisal raid in the summer, led by the king’s half-brother, Bishop Odo. In the ensuing slaughter of guilty and innocent alike, the native nobility was seriously weakened, and consequently there was now no strong force on the northern frontier able to deal directly with the militant Malcolm, King of Scots. In the autumn of 1080, King William sent Robert with an army into Scotland. Possibly they hoped to stabilise the frontier by winning a military victory, but Malcolm evaded battle. At Abernethy the two leaders met for negotiations, but the Durham writer Symeon thought that the outcome was unsatisfactory. Robert’s one positive achievement was to build a castle on the north bank of the Tyne, at Monkchester, almost opposite the site of Walcher’s murder at Gateshead. Since this new fortress dominated the landscape, its name supplanted the older one, and as the settlement expanded into a town, it soon became known as Newcastle-upon-Tyne. The castle served to defend Durham by guarding the coastal route from Scotland, but it was also a base for the new regime, which King William now installed in the far north.117 Even so, the problem of Scottish incursions was not ended, and would be one of the challenges facing William Rufus when he gained the throne.


  Another frontier in Britain was also presenting problems. In May 1081, the king, accompanied by all his sons, held his Pentecost court at Winchester.118 At some point during the year, and probably following this court (rather than the preceding Christmas court at Gloucester), he led an expedition through south Wales to St David’s (Menevia).119 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that the king took an army into Wales and liberated many hundreds of men there.120 The Welsh Chronicle of the Princes, in contrast, stated simply that he came on a pilgrimage to Menevia to offer prayers.121 While the Welsh writer would want to avoid recording any military defeat, the Englishman implies that successful campaigning, or at least an overwhelming show of force, secured the release of many of his compatriots who had been captured and enslaved. It has been suggested that the king was accompanied on this expedition by his older sons, at least.122


  Robert would not remain in his father’s company for very much longer. In the course of 1083, Queen Matilda fell ill, and died on 2 November.123 Most likely it was her influence alone which had latterly maintained an uneasy compromise between William and his eldest son.124 Robert’s last attestation to a charter of his father’s is dated 9 January 1084.125 His withdrawal from court gave increasing opportunities for William and Henry to demonstrate their filial obedience. Both were with the king on his extended visit to England from some uncertain date in 1085 throughout much of 1086,126 and would come to know the land over which each would later reign in turn. Although William was not styled count as frequently as Robert was, the scribes of certain religious houses increasingly gave him this style from 1080 onwards.127 Henry was rarely accorded this title.128 There was no real consistency in according the style of count to any of the king’s sons, except that the scribes of certain Norman religious houses clearly had a preference for doing so.129 Without a formally defined status beyond that of ‘son of the king’, and without independent authority or, presumably, any real source of independent income, their lives might seem constrained. This was not the case in all respects. Their father was reputed to have set an example in marital fidelity. William of Malmesbury, though, deliberately introduces one sensational anecdote, saying that scandalmongers alleged that, after he became king, William I had an affair with the daughter of a priest. Queen Matilda ordered her to be hamstrung and sent her packing, at which the furious king ordered the queen to be beaten to death with the bridle of a horse. William of Malmesbury – distancing himself from the scandalmongers – pronounced this story preposterous, but evidently he could not resist the temptation to include such a shocking tale.130 Whether or not the king had affairs, his sons certainly did so. Throughout the Conqueror’s lifetime, and for more than a decade beyond, they all remained unmarried. Marriage was not a matter of personal inclination, but the outcome of serious diplomatic negotiation. Robert had been betrothed in childhood to Margaret, the equally young sister of Count Herbert II of Maine, but she died while still in wardship at William’s court, before she was old enough to marry.131 The Conqueror is not known to have made any further marriage plans for Robert. Since his younger brothers had no definite prospects so long as it appeared that Robert would be their father’s sole heir, they could not expect any matrimonial negotiations to be undertaken on their behalf.


  The relationships of the king’s sons have been largely deduced from the recorded children who resulted, although the names are known of some of Henry’s partners, who included several Englishwomen.132 William Rufus is said to have had a son named Bertrann, for whom he provided well, arranging a marriage for him with a wife from a noble family.133 Since this marriage was arranged by 1100 at latest, Bertrann was probably born around 1080. It is not known who his mother was, nor where he was born and reared, but the land involved in the marriage settlement seems to have been in England.134 Robert had several illegitimate children, including a daughter for whom he arranged a marriage with Helias, the son of Lambert of Saint-Saëns, giving with her a generous marriage portion. In return, Helias always remained faithful to Robert, and later to his one legitimate son, William.135 Two illegitimate sons of Robert were acknowledged by him in sensational circumstances, according to Orderic Vitalis. While Robert was in rebellion against his father, he had an affair with the beautiful concubine of an elderly priest living near the border between Normandy and France. She gave birth to two sons, whom she reared carefully. When they had grown, she presented them to Robert, who by this time was duke of Normandy. She reminded him of their affair, recalling many intimate details. He recognised that there was some truth in her story, but hesitated to acknowledge the paternity of the boys. To prove her claim, the woman then publicly underwent the ordeal of the red-hot iron and emerged unscathed. (The cleric presiding over this ordeal evidently pronounced that her burns were healing quickly and cleanly.) This was accepted as proof that Robert was the father of her sons. Since she had reared them without his knowledge, their names would have been chosen by her. She sensibly called them both after earlier rulers of Normandy, Richard and William. Possibly they were twins, or at any rate close in age, born around 1080. Orderic described them as brave and likeable young men.136 Perhaps it was when Robert left to join the First Crusade that Richard was taken into the household of William Rufus. It is not known whether he also gave hospitality to Robert’s other son during the duke’s absence. All that Orderic Vitalis stated about William Fitz Robert is that, after his father’s capture by King Henry I at the battle of Tinchebray (on 28 September 1106), he set off for the Holy Land, where he won a reputation as a warrior, although he did not live long. Albert of Aix reported some of his exploits over the years 1108–10, adding that he became lord of Tortosa (the seaport of Tortus, now in Syria). Nothing is known of him after 1110, and he was perhaps killed in battle.137


  A violent death in or as a result of battle was a regular hazard for the rulers and aristocracy of Europe. In the summer of 1087, William the Conqueror was aged sixty and very overweight, but he remained active. In the course of hostilities against the French over control of the disputed frontier region of the Vexin, he led his army to attack Mantes in the last week of July. The city fell, but the king was mortally stricken with heat and exhaustion, according to Orderic Vitalis.138 William of Malmesbury (who dates the event to late August) expanded this account of the king’s seizure. He wrote that, as the city burned, the king, in encouraging his troops, went too near the flames. The heat, in conjunction with the exceptionally warm seasonal temperature, brought on an illness. It was also said by some that as his horse jumped a steep ditch the king’s stomach projected over the pommel of his saddle, and his internal organs were ruptured. His condition worsened daily, and the doctors, inspecting his urine, diagnosed that he was dying.139 When the king realised that this was the case, he summoned William Rufus and Henry, who were close at hand. Robert, though, had gone off to the king of France.140 Orderic Vitalis reports that the king recalled how, before his invasion of England, he invested Robert with the duchy of Normandy. This could not now be revoked, since he was the firstborn son, and had received the homage of almost all the barons. The king believed, though, that any territory controlled by Robert would be misgoverned. As for the kingdom of England, which he had won by incurring so many sins, he dared not transmit it to any man, but to God alone, in case after his death his evil deeds should be the cause of worse things. Yet he hoped that his son William, who had always been loyal to him from his earliest years, and gladly obeyed him, might bring lustre to the kingdom, if that was God’s will.141 Orderic, half English by birth, and born in the kingdom, always sympathised with its conquered people. Yet on the continent, too, there was criticism of the Conqueror’s seizure of the realm.142 His attempt to justify his action is reflected in the preambles to many of his charters issued for beneficiaries in England.143 His successor would need to give some thought to the perspective of his English subjects.


  The Conqueror was trying to make ‘a good end’, while those around were facing up to the likely consequences of his death. Henry asked what bequest he would receive. The answer was £5,000.144 The ailing king was well aware that rebellion might, at any moment, break out in his widespread lands, since the news that he was dying would create a power vacuum. He ordered a letter to be written, addressed to Archbishop Lanfranc, to secure the recognition of his successor. This was sealed with the royal seal, and given to William Rufus. The king ordered him to cross to England immediately, gave him his blessing with a kiss, and sent him off to receive the crown. Scarcely had William Rufus reached the port of Wissant (to make the crossing at the narrows of the Channel) when news of his father’s death overtook him. The third son was now king.145
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  CHAPTER THREE


  Securing the Throne: 1087–1088


  William’s hurried journey to England, in accordance with his father’s wishes, enabled William of Malmesbury to make a snide contrast between him and Henry, who, alone of the three brothers, attended the Conqueror’s funeral.1 Yet the paternal advice was sound, based on his awareness that rebellion could break out all too quickly in an interregnum.2 Sure enough, localised disorder followed immediately on the old king’s death. The richer men around him quickly rode off to protect their lands, while the unsupervised attendants plundered his possessions, taking even his clothing. There was panic in Rouen, as people hid their goods to save them from looters. The royal servants vanished, and it was only thanks to Herlouin, a well-intentioned country knight, that the corpse was prepared for burial and conveyed to the abbey of Saint-Etienne in Caen. As Abbot Gilbert came out in solemn procession to meet the cortège, a nearby house caught fire, and flames began to spread throughout the town. Clergy and laity alike rushed off to put out the fire, leaving the monks to chant psalms as they escorted the king’s body to the abbey church. The funeral rites were performed, and the coffin was lowered into the floor of the sanctuary, between choir and altar. Bishop Gilbert of Évreux preached a eulogy on the Conqueror and his great deeds. He concluded with an appeal to the congregation. Since no man could live his life entirely without sin, he begged everyone to forgive the deceased freely if it happened that he had wronged them. There should have been a pious silence at this point, but instead Ascelin Fitz Arthur emerged from the crowd, loudly complaining that the Conqueror had seized his father’s house, without compensation, when he founded the abbey. They were now standing on the very site and consequently he forbade the burial to take place. The bystanders supported Ascelin’s allegation, and the clergy – under pressure from Henry – hurriedly found the money to compensate him so that the funeral could be completed. The traumatic events of the day were not finished even now. The coffin had been made both too short and too narrow, so that the swollen intestines of the corpse burst. A terrible stink overwhelmed the crowd. Even the thick smoke from the incense in the censers carried by the clerical attendants was not powerful enough to counteract it. The priests rushed through the rest of the funeral rites and hurried home, absolutely shattered. This account of the funeral of William I was entirely true, wrote Orderic Vitalis, and it demonstrated the vanity of earthly riches and power.3


  The reactions of the Conqueror’s sons to their father’s death varied according to their temperaments and their personal circumstances. Robert returned to Normandy and made generous donations from the treasure now available to him (as duke), to monasteries, to churches, and to the poor, so that his father’s soul might rest in peace.4 Henry quickly secured the money bequeathed to him. He had it carefully weighed to make sure he received the full amount, enlisted trusty supporters and obtained a strong building in which to deposit his treasure.5 William struck a balance between the priorities of a dutiful son and those of the new king of England. Where these two considerations conflicted with one another, he gave priority to stabilising his new kingdom. This chiefly applied to his father’s wishes about political prisoners. The dying William I ordered them to be released, except for his half-brother Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, whose exercise of a vice-regal role in England had fostered dangerous ambitions. At the persistent urging of Robert, Count of Mortain, Odo’s full brother, and the pleading of many others, the king gave way, adding (according to Orderic) that they would soon regret wanting the release of the bishop.6 Among those whom the Conqueror wished to be released, on the other hand, he singled out for special mention Morcar, earl of Northumbria, and last survivor of those who had held the great English earldoms in 1066. Soon after the establishment of Norman rule, Morcar had joined other rebels in the Isle of Ely. He was tricked into believing that he could negotiate peace terms and was then imprisoned without any specific charge being brought against him.7 When William I ordered his release, he conceded (according to Orderic) that Morcar had been imprisoned without just cause, but rather for fear that if he were free he would stir up rebellion in England.8 Among the others whose release was ordered by the dying Conqueror was Wulfnoth, brother of King Harold Godwineson, who had been imprisoned since being brought to Normandy in childhood as a hostage. Both Morcar and Wulfnoth were now taken to England in the party that accompanied the new king, but as soon as he reached Winchester (the centre of government), William had them both imprisoned again.9


  Most likely both Morcar and Wulfnoth were so institutionalised by their long captivity that neither would have been an effective leader of a rebellion. The danger that they presented was that they might well be used to front a rising by those who presented a real military challenge. Back in 1075, two rebellious French earls enmeshed the English Earl Waltheof in their rising against William I.10 Any magnate determined to resist the rule of William II would see the advantage of being able to display another English noble as a figurehead. Although the English aristocracy had been destroyed, there remained many moderately prosperous landholders subject to Norman overlords. Englishmen often held what might be termed middle-management positions, both in the royal administration and in local government.11 A rising which attracted strong English support could undermine the whole governmental machine, besides offering a real military threat. If Morcar and Wulfnoth were to return to England, then they must be kept under guard. There was no question of leaving them in Normandy, where William had no base in which to hold them. Anyone there who was determined to make trouble for him – and no doubt his suspicions focused on his brothers – would certainly see the potential of Morcar and Wulfnoth. A further English political prisoner whose release was ordered, Siward Barn, seems to have been genuinely freed – at any rate, it is not recorded that he was imprisoned again. He had been a landholder of some substance and was implicated with the rebels on the Isle of Ely, but lacked the high profile of his less fortunate compatriots.12 Not all the political prisoners came into William’s control. Robert gained custody of Ulf, a son of King Harold, and also Duncan, son of Malcolm, King of Scots, both of whom he now freed and knighted.13 Duncan re-emerged in public life a few years later, having spent part, at least, of the interval at King William’s court. Ulf’s subsequent travels are unknown.14


  It was essential for William to reinforce his authority by obtaining consecration as king without delay. The vital ceremony was authorised in the sealed letter that his father had addressed to Archbishop Lanfranc.15 The precious document is said to have been carried by Robert Bloet, chaplain and later chancellor. According to Orderic, the party sailed from Touques, which was a long way down the Channel coast from Wissant, where, he had earlier written, William heard the news of his father’s death.16 At some point in his narrative, Orderic probably made an erroneous guess about the new king’s itinerary.17 There is a possibility, though, that a hurried move was made down the coast, in search of more favourable winds. It was essential that he reached England and obtained consecration before news of the Conqueror’s death began to spread and the apparent power vacuum triggered unrest. Archbishop Lanfranc, with his many responsibilities, might well not be in Canterbury, for which Wissant was the natural port of embarkation. If he was believed to be elsewhere in southern England, then Touques was a more suitable port. A rapid updating of news on his whereabouts may account for Orderic’s discrepancy, just as much as would changing weather reports.


  Archbishop Lanfranc had long been aware of the likelihood that trouble would break out when the Conqueror died. He read the letter, then hurried to London with the young king, to consecrate him in Westminster Abbey. Orderic dated the ceremony to Michaelmas Day (29 September), while the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle stated that it took place three days earlier.18 St Peter’s, Westminster, had become the coronation church only in 1066. Following King Edward’s death in his palace of Westminster on 5 January, King Harold immediately asserted his position as Edward’s chosen successor by being consecrated in the nearby abbey, which King Edward had rebuilt and endowed as his burial church. In December 1066, the Conqueror, in turn, asserted his rival claim to be Edward’s legitimate successor by being crowned there.19 The consecration of William II in the abbey demonstrated that he was his father’s designated heir. For the ceremony to have maximum impact, it ought to be attended by a crowd of the most influential men in the realm, who should witness the all-important consecration, render homage and also be present at the ensuing banquet, when the king presided in solemn state. Lanfranc took very seriously the impact that the royal presence was intended to make on the magnates gathered at such assemblies.20 In view of the hurried nature of William’s coronation, there were perhaps difficulties in bringing together many of the most eminent men of the realm. Any shortfall would have to be counteracted by ensuring a good turnout at the first Christmas court of the reign. Meanwhile, there was no resistance to the new ruler, who, William of Malmesbury wrote, was welcomed by his subjects.21 An unchallenged king promoted stability in the land, and enabled his subjects to enjoy their possessions in peace. Only Eadmer (who had an agenda of his own when writing of this reign) hints that Lanfranc was determined to put constraints on William before consecrating him. The relevant passage seems to be a disingenuous paraphrase of the by now customary brief homily and coronation oath.22


  The crucial element in the king-making ceremonial was the consecration, the anointing with chrism, a ritual which was seen to elevate the ruler to a higher plane than his subjects.23 The actual coronation, the placing of the crown on the king’s head, signified his new exalted status. The Bayeux Tapestry clearly shows both King Edward and King Harold wearing crowns, and carrying what looks rather like a sceptre but is most likely the floriated wand. Harold also carries an orb.24 It is unclear, though, what regalia was available either for the coronation in 1087 or indeed for crown-wearings at solemn courts for several years afterwards. The Conqueror, on his deathbed, donated to Saint-Etienne, Caen, the crown that he wore on solemn festivals, together with his sceptre and wand of office, his chalice, golden candelabra and the other ‘royal ornaments’. Apparently, it was only some nine or ten years after his coronation that William II made an agreement with Abbot Gilbert of Caen to secure the retrieval of these items. In return he granted to Saint-Etienne the manor of Creech St Michael in Somerset, with all its dependent properties, and also confirmed all the gifts of manors, churches, tithes and a house in London which his father had given earlier.25 Probably the monks had little hesitation in exchanging the Conqueror’s prestigious gifts in return for a manor which brought in a steady annual income.26 In comparison with this, the regalia had little practical value. Its cash potential must remain unrealised, since it was both a belated thank-offering for the Conquest and a deathbed gift for the repose of the Conqueror’s soul. The value of Creech is indicated by Henry I’s subsequent retrieval of this manor in exchange for that of Burton Bradstock.27 This second exchange caused the monks of Caen to claim, early in the fifteenth century, that William II never recompensed them adequately for the regalia.28 In fact, it was probably not only Creech which he granted them. The writer of the late-twelfth-century Waltham Chronicle stated that the king took from Waltham Holy Cross a very valuable collection of reliquaries, crosses, gospel books and other precious items, including a chasuble woven in gold and four costly bells. The Waltham writer believed that all these ecclesiastical treasures (largely donated to Waltham by King Harold) were granted to Saint-Etienne and La Trinité for the repose of the souls of the king’s parents. The two abbeys may have received some of these items, although it is likely that several contributed towards William’s financing of his brother Robert’s crusading expedition.29


  Meanwhile, if the Conqueror’s regalia was not retrieved for nearly a decade, some improvisation was probably called for, both at William’s coronation and on subsequent festive occasions. It is arguable that either the crown donated by the Conqueror to Saint-Etienne was not that worn by the late Anglo-Saxon kings or else that another of those worn by earlier kings still existed. Whatever items of regalia were among surviving treasures of the late pre-Conquest kings, clearly these were seen as an unsatisfactory substitute for those that the Conqueror had alienated, hence their eventual retrieval.


  Once William was the anointed king, he controlled the resources of his new kingdom. He went to Winchester to inspect the royal treasury and the wealth that his father had amassed. According to the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, there was an indescribable quantity of gold and silver and, among many other costly things, precious vessels (church plate was given by ecclesiastics in lieu of cash when they were required to make a payment to the king), valuable robes and jewels.30 The king now drew on the accumulated riches to carry out his father’s deathbed orders, making extensive donations for the Conqueror’s soul.31 Every minster-church in England received a donation. Some were given ten marks in gold; others six. Each country church received sixty pence in silver. (The large discrepancy between the minsters and the lesser churches arose from an assumption that much more was due to the dignity and social status of the minsters, combined with a belief that the prayers of their inmates – usually men of higher social status and better education than parish priests – would be more impressive, and efficacious, than those of the humbler clergy.) Each shire received £100 to be distributed among poor men for the Conqueror’s soul.32 This was not disinterested charity. These poor men, too, were expected to offer up prayers on his behalf. The king allocated a generous quantity of gold, silver and precious stones to Otto the goldsmith, ordering him to construct a splendid tomb for the Conqueror – a commission which was admirably fulfilled.33


  As the scale of these donations indicates, England was a wealthy country. There was an effective means of taxation and a sophisticated monetary system, which periodically brought in considerable sums for the Crown each time there was a re-coinage. The population handed in the coins of the discontinued type in exchange for those of the new one, with the Crown creaming off a percentage from the exchange.34 In all, five different coin-types were issued, at three-yearly intervals, in the reign of William II. On these he is always depicted wearing a crown, but he holds a sceptre only in type five, dating from the last year of his reign. By contrast, in types one, two and four, he is holding a sword. Type one is particularly dramatic, with the king facing right and appearing to wield the sword, rather than merely holding it at rest.35 While there are some general similarities between William’s later coin-types and those of his father, the sword seems to be an innovation of his own reign, and presumably reflects his personal choice.36 His seal was even more distinctive and animated, drawing on English elements in its design, although subordinated to a Norman sense of propriety. Interestingly, it is the earliest surviving English seal to include the phrase Dei gratia (‘by the grace of God’), an addition perhaps taken from German seals.37 On the other hand, the phrase (in reverse) was earlier used in rare instances in the texts of charters issued by the Conqueror, but drawn up at the abbeys of Marmoutier and Mont Saint Michel.38 William’s choice of the designs for his coinage and his seal ensured that the image he wanted to convey as a forceful king of the English would quickly circulate throughout his realm. His coins would be seen by all his subjects, while the seal would soon be seen by officials and many magnates and lesser barons – men who received instructions, or who requested charters – from the royal court.


  Once decisions were reached about the coinage and the seal, government could resume its normal pattern. Inevitably there was a flurry of business at the outset of any new reign, as monasteries and magnates alike requested charters confirming the rights and possessions that they had acquired from previous rulers. The issuing of these charters brought a welcome addition to the treasury, since petitioners naturally paid for any confirmation which they were granted. Although William would have had considerable experience of seeing how his father handled such matters, he must now make his own decisions in a land which he did not know as well as he did Normandy and among magnates not all of whom would be well known to him. Fortunately, in these early years of the reign Lanfranc was at hand to advise him. The archbishop himself had been on a steep learning curve when he was first appointed to Canterbury in 1070. He complained that he did not know the language, that the native population was barbarous, and that the more eminent (French) men were unco-operative, while immorality and irreligion were endemic. All these complaints, though, date from his early years at Canterbury, down to about 1077.39 He was quick to adapt his well-trained mind to practical politics, and gave astute and drastic political advice to the Conqueror in a crisis.40 The old king had known that with Lanfranc’s support his son, too, would be able to get the better of those who challenged his authority.


  Business at court would be conducted verbally in Norman-French, and the resulting decisions recorded in Latin. Many of the lesser employees in government were Englishmen, and used their native language among themselves, so that their French superiors probably picked up a smattering of the language. By the time of William’s accession, the occasional production of royal writs in the English language had long ceased.41 There were, though, scribes (often monastic) who were capable of writing formal documents in English, even if the language now lacked something in accuracy.42 Whether William acquired even a rough working knowledge of the language is unknown. His attestations to his father’s charters indicate that he was not in England before the 1080s, when he was already in his twenties. If so, it is unlikely that he became fluent in English. On the other hand, if Lanfranc continued to supervise the young William’s education after becoming archbishop of Canterbury in 1070, it is possible that his pupil spent time in England at an age when he was still young enough to pick up the English language easily. Most likely, though, his knowledge of the language did not progress beyond the stage of ‘getting by’ – acquiring phrases for use in the range of circumstances in which he most often found himself – including the need to be able to rally his troops in the crucial stage of a battle, giving instructions to military specialists, such as those who had charge of siege engines, or, in peacetime, directing his huntsmen and falconers. In any situation in which speed was of the essence, he might need to give orders to his English subjects directly. This was not the case in matters of government, since he would instruct the French-speaking senior officials, who would then convey his orders to their French and English subordinates.


  William’s first Christmas court was held ‘in London’ – more precisely, at his suburban palace of Westminster.43 On the great seasonal festivals of Christmas, Easter and Pentecost, he continued his father’s practice of holding solemn courts.44 The magnates of Church and state attended, and the king presided, wearing his crown and royal robes. The occasion was deliberately intended to impress upon the leading men of the realm the awesome majesty of the king. As their ruler, sanctified by chrism, he was the christus domini, the Lord’s anointed. On these solemn occasions his magnificent appearance was intended to project an earthly version of the tremendous image of Christ in majesty, seated as judge over his people. To reinforce the point, the clerks of the royal chapel chanted the laudes regiae, the praises of the anointed king, often known by their opening words as the christus vincit: ‘Christ conquers, Christ rules, Christ reigns’.45 Yet, just as these same clerks comprised the royal secretariat on other occasions, so the greater magnates would see the king in an informal mood throughout the year, when he joined them in hunting or gambling. The periodic re-assertion of the royal majesty during the solemnities on the great festivals might prompt some of those present to reflect on the contrast between the king’s appearance then and his normal conduct, giving rise to scepticism about the claims being projected on behalf of the monarch. Such thoughts were strongly discouraged. On one such occasion in the Conqueror’s reign, when he was seated in state, a jester shouted out, ‘Behold I see God! Behold I see God!’ Such an outcry could easily have led to laughter, and then to disrespectful – even disloyal – thoughts. Lanfranc urged the king not to allow such things to be said of him. He advised having the jester flogged, so that he would never dare to repeat his words.46


  The first Christmas court of the reign of William II was attended by several prelates: Archbishop Lanfranc; Thomas ‘of Bayeux’, Archbishop of York; Maurice, Bishop of London; Walkelin, Bishop of Winchester; Osbern, Bishop of Exeter; Wulfstan, Bishop of Worcester; William de Bellofago, Bishop of Thetford; Robert de Limesey, Bishop of Chester; William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham; the king’s uncle Odo, Bishop of Bayeux; and Rémy, or Remigius, Bishop of Lincoln.47 Most of these prelates were Frenchmen. The two outsiders, the Italian Lanfranc and the Englishman Wulfstan, were probably the oldest clerics present, both born in the early years of the eleventh century.48 When the papal reform movement got under way in mid-century, they were already middle-aged men, thoroughly imbued with their traditional obligation to uphold the authority of their secular ruler, and no doubt wary of the reformers’ propensity for destabilising secular government, as had happened recently in Germany. These two elderly monk-prelates, natural allies both in ecclesiastical and national politics, would serve the king loyally and effectively to the end of their days.49


  Bishop Odo, released from captivity as the Conqueror lay dying, quickly recovered the whole of his lands in Normandy, and became the confidential adviser of his nephew Duke Robert. This role came naturally to Odo, who was an eloquent man and very adept in the conduct of worldly business.50 Once he had secured his lands and position of influence in Normandy, he crossed the Channel and made contact with his nephew King William, who reinstated him as earl of Kent.51 Given Odo’s dangerous political ambitions in the previous reign and the strategic importance of the Kentish coast, this might seem surprising. Yet he was freed on the Conqueror’s orders, and William II’s decision to restore Odo to his earldom would have been influenced by a sense of what was due to family members – normally a powerful consideration in that era. Ambitious and devious as Odo – and others – were, their status as close kinsmen ensured them a lenient treatment which would not always be extended to those who stepped out of line. Initially, it seems that Odo hoped to attain the same role of right-hand man to his nephew William as he had already secured with Robert – recovering and even extending the exceptional status he had enjoyed in the earlier part of the Conqueror’s reign.52 Any such ambitions were quickly shattered, since it was apparent that the king was relying primarily on the political advice of William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham.53 This prelate had already given ample proof of his abilities in the last decade of the Conqueror’s reign.54 It was only natural that the new ruler wanted to make full use of his advice, and believed that he was a man who could be trusted.


  The position enjoyed by William of St Calais thwarted any hopes Odo had of recovering the status in England that he had earlier enjoyed. Yet there was one way in which he might still fulfil his ambitions – by assisting Robert to secure England in addition to Normandy. According to Orderic Vitalis, he quickly embarked on negotiations with the great magnates who held lands on both sides of the Channel and now found their loyalties divided between King William and Duke Robert. With Odo taking a leading role in their deliberations, some of them soon concluded that they could not serve both king and duke, since they would inevitably offend one or the other of them, and then lose those of their lands over which he ruled. They decided that, since King William was the younger of the two and very obstinate (that is, not as pliable as Robert), he must be deposed or killed. They would then make Robert the ruler over England as well as Normandy. This was as it should be, since he was the elder brother, the more easy-going of the two, and they had already sworn fealty to him in his father’s lifetime. When they informed Duke Robert of their plans he thoughtlessly agreed to support their move against the king.55 That account of the origin of the rebellion is set in the context of an imaginary debate among the great nobles. Its line of argument, on the problems arising from the separation of England from Normandy, is perhaps closer to opinion at the time Orderic was writing – several decades later – rather than that in 1088.56


  William of Malmesbury wrote that Odo urged that the throne belonged to Robert, who had the milder personality of the two, and had outgrown youthful follies. King William, on the other hand, had had a ‘delicate’ upbringing. (This is probably a reference to his education under Lanfranc’s supervision, but may allude to William’s having been an oblate in his childhood – if he actually was.) Odo is also reported as using a contradictory argument, claiming that King William’s habitual expression of fierce arrogance indicated that he would overturn law and justice. Soon they would lose all the honour that they had taken so long to acquire. They would gain no advantage from the death of the Conqueror if those whom he imprisoned were killed by his son.57 Quite why Odo is reported as talking of people being killed is unclear. Even after the revolt broke out, the king was determined to win over almost all the eminent dissidents by persuasion. William of Malmesbury was perhaps influenced by the reprisals that followed the later revolt of the reign.


  Orderic Vitalis wrote as though the plot was initiated in Normandy. Soundings were perhaps taken there, but it would be Odo’s appraisal of the bar to his ambitions in England which prompted him to go ahead. From strong evidence, it is clear that his plot was essentially hatched in England. The first conspirators were perhaps recruited while the magnates were still assembled at the Christmas court or else when the king subsequently led many of them to travel north in January or February to attend the solemnities surrounding the founding of St Mary’s Abbey in York. Bishop Odo was in this party, as were William of St Calais and another experienced administrator, Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances. If Odo tried to enlist all the eminent men who travelled with him, he was unsuccessful. Archbishop Thomas of York was seemingly unmoved, and Count Alan of Richmond, Henry of Beaumont and William of Warenne remained loyal.58 Later, Odo had more success with some of the other great nobles, winning over his own brother, Robert, Count of Mortain, Gilbert Fitz Richard (of Clare) of Tonbridge and Count Eustace of Boulogne, all among the wealthiest men of the realm. The evidence on some of the magnates is either non-existent or ambivalent, as chroniclers gave differing accounts of their activities. On the balance of probabilities, Robert of Mowbray, Earl of Northumberland, nephew of Bishop Geoffrey, joined the rebellion. Robert of Rhuddlan, on the other hand, probably remained loyal – he was a nephew of the loyalist Earl Hugh of Chester. Roger of Montgomery seems to have been a covert supporter of the revolt. The chroniclers give inconsistent versions of his activities, although it appears on balance that they regarded him as a rebel. He may never have taken a direct part in the fighting, but Orderic believed that he sent secret support.59 On the other hand, the king clearly talked him out of throwing his great might openly into the conflict. William of Malmesbury tells how, while Roger was still in the royal entourage, William deduced that he was on the brink of declaring for the rebels. As they were riding along, the king took him aside and said that he would willingly give up the Crown if Roger, and the others whom his father had appointed as his advisers, thought this appropriate. He could not understand why Roger and the other magnates were so restive. If it was land or money they wanted then they were welcome to take as much as they liked. But on no account must they question the wisdom of the Conqueror. If they thought that he had made a wrong decision (in appointing William as king), they should take care that this did not rebound on themselves. The same man who made him king had made them magnates. (The rebels were casting a slur on the Conqueror’s judgement and if William himself was unfit to be king they too were unworthy to be magnates.) The king’s arguments and promises (of wealth) won Roger over. He had been the first to follow Odo in aspiring to rebel, but now he was the first to change sides.60


  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that the rebels’ recruiting drive continued during Lent, and hostilities began at Easter.61 It has been suggested that a poor turnout at the Easter court indicated to the king that a rebellion was under way.62 It is not known, though, who did or did not attend. The festival fell on 16 April, and John of Worcester wrote that it was when the magnates dispersed from the Easter court that hostilities began.63 This implies that the final touches were put to the plan while the plotters were actually at the royal court. This possibly met at Winchester, but there was no one fixed location for the Easter court (out of several customary venues) when the king was in England, and its whereabouts in 1088 are unknown.64 The rebel magnates fortified their castles, and from these bases they plundered and devastated far and wide. John of Worcester, in a passage inspired by Lucan’s De bello civili, wrote movingly of the horrors of civil war, which brought fathers into conflict with sons, brothers with brothers, and friends with kinsmen.65 In that passage, John claimed that fighting was nationwide. The northern shires, though, apparently experienced little unrest. The chroniclers focused chiefly on two regions: first a rough triangle in the far south-east, demarcated by a vertical line stretching from Rochester down to Pevensey, and secondly a swathe of the south-west, from the rebel stronghold of Bristol up to Hereford and Worcester. Since the ringleaders made up the majority of the top-rank magnates, they naturally drew many of the lesser Frenchmen with them. The king astutely appealed to his native subjects – he was, after all, rex Anglorum (king of the English). Although no individual Englishman commanded even a fraction of the wealth or manpower of the rebel leaders, the English of thegnly rank could still combine to make a formidable military force. The king explained the situation to the English and asked for their help. In return, he promised the best law there had ever been in the land, the revocation of every unjust tax and the restoration of woods and hunting rights (lost through the imposition of intensified forest laws). But, reported the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, these promises were not kept for long. When reminded by Lanfranc of his pledges (perhaps those to the English), the king, according to William of Malmesbury, retorted ‘Who can carry out all he promises?’66 The pledges served their purpose in the short term though, since the English, together with moderate numbers of Normans, rallied to his cause. The king then went to London to co-ordinate the preparations for war. He had cavalry as well as foot-soldiers, although his army was smaller than the rebel forces in the south-east. Even so, the king had the confidence stemming from his belief in his royal rights and his military skills.67


  Much of the rebel activity was concentrated in the south-east for two reasons. On a personal level, Odo was waging a vendetta against Archbishop Lanfranc, whom he held responsible for his imprisonment towards the end of the Conqueror’s reign. William of Malmesbury wrote that when William I had complained of his brother’s treachery, the archbishop advised that Odo should be arrested and imprisoned. The king exclaimed, ‘What? Arrest a clergyman?’ Lanfranc laughed and replied, ‘No. It is not the bishop of Bayeux you will be arresting, but the earl of Kent.’ That advice deprived Odo of his earldom – and his freedom – for some five years. Now that he was once more at liberty, and earl of Kent again, he set about ravaging the royal demesne lands in the county, and also, even more ferociously, the lands of the archbishopric.68 Rebel control over the south-east would also assist the landing of a large body of supporters whom Duke Robert was sending over in advance of his own planned arrival. However, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle gleefully reported, this advance party was intercepted by ‘the English who guarded the sea’. These men were probably members of a naval force based in some of the towns around the Channel coast. They may have been from the Cinque Ports (which faced Boulogne and adjacent territories), although the invasion fleet would sail from the duchy itself. There was a battle in which some of the invaders were captured, while many more were killed or drowned.69 William of Malmesbury wrote that several of the invaders’ ships were wrecked, while others tried to make their escape. The sails were hoisted but the wind dropped, leaving them becalmed. Not wanting to be captured alive, the invaders dived into the sea.70 If Odo’s forces could be crushed in the south-east, this would deprive the rebellion of its focal point. William naturally concentrated his own efforts on this region. Meanwhile, dissident magnates were causing widespread unrest in their respective spheres of influence throughout much of southern England, East Anglia and the Midlands. From his base in Bristol, Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances, with his nephew Robert of Mowbray, destroyed Bath. Their forces also besieged Gloucester, but this town held out. Henry of Huntingdon blamed Geoffrey for the devastation of Berkeley, but John of Worcester, drawing on information near at hand, stated that William of Eu was responsible for this. Roger Bigod, who held Norwich Castle, ravaged swathes of East Anglia, while Hugh de Grandmesnil devastated much of Leicestershire and Northamptonshire.71 Their targets would be the royal demesne lands – ravaged to prevent their resources being of use to the king, the property of loyalist magnates, and also likely sources of loot.


  Things were already looking bleak for the king when he was deserted by his trusted adviser William of St Calais. The bishop later claimed that he had helped secure the castles of Dover and Hastings for the king, and that he had brought twelve of the leading citizens of London to him, so that William could persuade them to influence the others.72 Yet he left the king’s court without permission, headed north, and reached Durham unimpeded. A writ ordering his disseisin was issued on 12 May, and his lands in Lincolnshire and Yorkshire were duly seized.73 Nothing could be done about his core territories north of the Tees, since the bishop himself was the dominant power in the lands of St Cuthbert. William of Malmesbury wrote that his defection was a great blow to the king, since he had been not only a confidential political adviser but also a dear friend. His revolt brought the loss of the resources of the more remote counties.74 It was worse than that, since the bishop caused devastation in the borders.75 In the Welsh Marches, things were going from bad to worse when the rebels were suddenly checked. Roger de Lacy attacked Hereford, then joined forces with Bernard of Neufmarché, Ralph Mortimer and the men of Roger of Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury (who himself was said to be with the king in the south). They gathered a large army of English, Normans and Welsh, and moved against Worcester. Bishop Wulfstan had been entrusted with the custody of the royal castle there. The garrison, together with the citizens, asked him for permission to confront the enemy across the Severn, a risky move on the part of this scratch force. Wulfstan agreed, and as they crossed the bridge they sighted the enemy in the distance, rushing towards them. The rebels had begun firing the episcopal lands and, seeing this destruction, the bishop, exhorted by those around him, pronounced an anathema (a solemn curse). It was seen to take effect when the enemy became disorientated, probably due to fumes and smoke from the burning crops. They fell easy prey to the defenders, who killed many foot-soldiers and captured knights – both English and Welsh as well as Normans – while the rest of the enemy fled.76


  In the south-east, Bishop Odo was based in Rochester. While Archbishop Lanfranc, and almost all the eminent men of Kent, were with the king, the Rochester garrison carried fire and sword against the people of Canterbury and even raided as far as London.77 The loot garnered from these raids was stored in Rochester.78 The castle of Tonbridge to the south-west was also in rebel hands. The royal army first moved against this target. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle claimed that all in this attacking force were Englishmen.79 The commander of the castle, Gilbert Fitz Richard of Clare, was wounded. After a siege of only two days, he was forced to surrender the castle, and was formally reconciled to the king.80 Once William had taken fealty from those in Tonbridge, he left Gilbert in the castle under guard, because of the extent of his injuries.81 The fall of Tonbridge ensured that the royal army would not be attacked from the rear as it headed for Rochester. Not all of Duke Robert’s forces had been dispersed in the thwarted landing. A body of troops did get through, led by Eustace the younger, Count of Boulogne, and Robert of Bellême. It was these whom Odo entrusted to garrison Rochester. Their arrival posed a serious threat and caused the king real concern. Subsequently, he received reports that Odo himself was also in Rochester, with his entire force. Clearly this was the focal point of the whole rebellion, and its capture must be the king’s priority. News of the fall of Tonbridge Castle reached Odo, who consulted his associates and then left Rochester with only a few men. If he was to co-ordinate his rebellion he could not afford to be cooped up in a town about to undergo a siege. He headed for Pevensey, a castle of his brother Robert, Count of Mortain. The count was there, and Odo encouraged him to hold out against the king. He assured Robert that they were safe, since William was on his way to besiege Rochester. While his attention was distracted, Duke Robert would land with a large army. He would free them and all they possessed, and once he became king he would generously reward all those who supported him.82


  If Odo hoped that the king’s scouts would not notice his small escort as he dashed towards Pevensey, he was sadly mistaken. News of the bishop’s flight reached the king before his army was on the move towards Rochester. In consultation with his advisers, William moved quickly south to Pevensey with his army, in the hope of putting an end to the civil war by catching its ringleaders. The siege engines were prepared, and Pevensey Castle came under attack, although its fortifications were so strong that it was not an easy target. The siege lasted for six weeks, throughout the latter part of May and most of June 1088.83 During this time the distinguished conduct of William of Warenne earned him, it has been suggested, his title of earl of Surrey. Unfortunately, his heroism also led to his being fatally wounded. He was carried off to Lewes Priory, which he had founded, about sixteen miles to the west, and he died there on 24 June.84 Eventually, food supplies in Pevensey Castle ran out, and the rebels surrendered. Bishop Odo was compelled to swear that he would surrender Rochester and then to leave England, never to return unless the king sent for him. He was sent on ahead to Rochester, escorted by a small party of reliable men, while the king and his army travelled more slowly. When the advance party reached Rochester they did not suspect any trouble, since the bishop was clearly visible in their group. They dismounted and called up to the men in the town to open the gates, saying that this was the wish of the bishop, who was with them, and the command of the king who had not yet arrived. Those in the town (on the walls) could see from the expression on Odo’s face – out of the line of vision of his captors as they looked upwards to the defenders – that he did not want any such thing. They opened the gates, rushed out, seized the horses, tied up the escort and imprisoned them. News of this reversal quickly reached the king. Naturally he was extremely angry, but kept his feelings under control as he planned his next move. He addressed the English in his army, ordering them to summon their fellow-countrymen to join him in besieging Rochester. Anyone who failed to respond would be called a Nithing. No self-respecting Englishman wanted to be branded a worthless villain, so people rallied to his cause in large numbers.85


  Orderic Vitalis reported that both Roger of Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury, and many other Normans in the king’s army were secretly trying to help the besieged, although they dared not make any open move.86 As in any civil war, a family might find that some of its members were in each camp. William of Malmesbury reported that the three (eldest) sons of Earl Roger were all currently in Rochester, as were many others of the more prominent young nobles.87 It would be stretching the case to see the divide of 1088 as a generational one, even though many ambitious aristocrats, and particularly younger sons, perhaps thought that their chances of preferment would be greater under the easy-going Robert. Orderic Vitalis wrote that some barons of mature age gave loyal support to the king, both as advisers and in a military capacity. This writer singled out for special mention Hugh, Earl of Chester, William of Warenne and Robert Fitz Haimo, among others.88 One further loyalist, Henry of Beaumont, seems on circumstantial evidence to have given distinguished service at the siege of Rochester, since he was created earl of Warwick in the course of the summer.89


  The siege of Rochester was eventually ended by worsening conditions within the city, which was dangerously overcrowded as Odo’s forces and the men sent by Duke Robert swelled the numbers of its usual inhabitants. No one could go outside the fortifications to clear the refuse, or even to bury the dead. In the heat of summer, swarms of flies began to breed in the rotting flesh both of corpses and of dead horses. Disease spread, causing yet more deaths. As the swarms of flies increased, contaminating food and drink, it became almost impossible to eat unless men took it in turns to protect the mouths of their comrades by swatting the flies with whisks. Eventually Odo and his associates could not stand the worsening conditions any longer. They sent messengers asking the king to accept the surrender of the town and to make peace with them. Optimistically, they proposed that they should be reinstated in all the fiefs, lands and other property that they had formerly held, and from then on they would faithfully serve him as their rightful lord. Orderic Vitalis most likely dramatised the king’s response to heighten his narrative, since documentary evidence discussed below indicates that his actual response to returning rebels was generally moderate. According to Orderic, though, the king heard those peace proposals with great anger. He was not prepared to make any concessions, but swore that the faithless traitors inside Rochester must be forcibly captured and immediately executed, either by hanging (particularly degrading for an aristocrat) or else by some other means. The king’s supporters grew anxious at the prospect that their kinsmen and friends among the rebels were about to be killed, and tactfully petitioned him on their behalf. They suggested that both the insolent young men among the rebels, and also the blindly ambitious old ones, had learned by now that kingly power in England remained as strong as ever. The predatory invaders from Normandy had realised that, with God’s help, the young William was as powerful as the old one. The rebels were in a bad way, and were throwing themselves on the king’s mercy. These petitioners pointed out to William that they had supported him throughout a dangerous situation, just as they had served his father, and they were now humbly pleading the cause of their compatriots. It was only right that, just as his strength had defeated the pride and foolishness of the rebels, so he should graciously spare them now that they had been humbled and were penitent.


  King William conceded that his enemies had been overcome, thanks to the assistance he had received from his supporters, so that his victory was now almost complete. But in this situation they should be all the more careful not to try, by their pleading, to turn him from the path of justice. He pointed out that when a ruler spared traitors, robbers and other wrong-doers, he destroyed the peace and security of the innocent. Leniency would only result in endless harassment of good, defenceless people. (Kings at that period were not usually concerned about harassment of the downtrodden poor. This last point was most likely one which the monk Orderic was determined to make.) What wrong had he done to the rebels? In what way had he harmed them so that they then tried to kill him, and were so intently stirring up his subjects against him, and harming thousands? He had restored all their estates (notably Odo’s) and had committed no act of injustice which would have given a pretext for rebellion, but despite all this they had become his bitterest enemies. The magnates replied that they acknowledged the truth of his arguments, and were not contradicting them. Yet they humbly begged that the king, in his triumph, would show pity towards the men for whom they were so concerned. Odo was the king’s uncle, and a consecrated bishop. He had supported the king’s father in the dangerous years of the Conquest era. Surely the king did not intend to treat him violently? This was also true of the (elder) count of Boulogne. As for Robert of Bellême, who received great estates from William I, he now held vast lands in Normandy, dominating many of the neighbouring territories. (By implication, he could prove a useful ally in the duchy.) If the king moderated his anger towards these men, even though he would not restore them to positions of trust, surely he might allow them to leave the country in peace? By doing this, he would earn their gratitude and their support on future occasions. There were many distinguished knights among the rebels. These men would be willing to serve him and this assistance should not be underestimated. The king, through his strength, the resources at his disposal and his great courage, had defeated the rebels. Now he should win their hearts by his generosity and compassion.90


  The long passage in which Orderic set out the arguments for and against leniency consisted entirely of speeches of his own invention. No one was taking notes at the time, but it is likely that he reflected fairly accurately both the king’s anger against his uncle and the other leading rebels, and also the arguments put forward by the loyalist barons in defence of their rebel kinsmen. A discussion along the lines that Orderic Vitalis indicated would certainly have taken place between the king and his chief supporters. On an occasion such as this the victor must be seen, in the first instance, to be implacable towards his opponents. He would lose the support of his own men if his response to the rebellion showed that he was soft. By convention he would next be seen to listen to the moderating arguments put forward by someone – or some group – of high enough status to approach him to urge mercy.91 Usually there were sound political reasons why a conqueror should show magnanimity towards those whom he had defeated. Even if the display of royal fury was partly tactical, no doubt William really was angry with the uncle whom he had reinstated into a position of trust, but who had then betrayed him. Even so, Odo’s clerical status ought to save him from execution – an event which would have caused an outcry across Europe. As for the other ringleaders among the rebels, the king would certainly see the force of any arguments to the effect that men who were eminent landholders in Normandy might prove useful allies in the future. Similarly, the young knights eager to advance in the world could be readily employed in subsequent campaigns. Orderic, writing with hindsight, possibly heightened this argument, but in view of Duke Robert’s intended personal intervention in the hostilities, as well as the fact that he had sent troops to support the rebels, William was perhaps already turning his thoughts towards retaliation. If this was to be effective, he would certainly require allies in Normandy. Eventually, the king generously agreed to the pleading of the loyalists, and guaranteed that the besieged rebels would be spared in life and limb. They would have safe conduct to leave the town with their horses and arms. He was adamant, though, that during his reign they would never recover their inheritances or their lands in his kingdom. (For the sake of giving a dramatic denouement to the siege, Orderic greatly exaggerates the numbers of those now expropriated.) Realistically, safe conduct and expropriation was the most the leading rebels could hope for, but Odo tried to win one more concession. He asked that the trumpets should not be sounded in the king’s army as the besieged men emerged, the customary practice when an enemy was defeated and a town was taken by force. This request was pushing it too far. The king dismissed the petition, saying loudly that he would not grant it even in return for a thousand marks of gold.


  The king’s trumpets rang out triumphantly as the garrison emerged in a shamefaced way. William’s English supporters shouted loudly, ‘Halters! Bring halters and hang this traitor from the gallows, along with his accomplices. Great king of the English, why do you allow the instigator of all these evils to go off unharmed? The perjured murderer, who brought about the death of many thousands of men by his duplicity and cruel activities, ought not to live.’92 The demand that the rebel leaders should be executed was in accordance with English law. In the Conqueror’s reign, Waltheof, the last English earl, was beheaded in 1076, after he was implicated in the rebellion of the previous year.93 To the loyalist English thegns in 1088, it would seem equitable that the rebels cornered barely twelve years later should also face the death penalty, even though those of them subject to Norman law had incurred only forfeiture and imprisonment. The execution of a bishop was unprecedented, although this was still an era in which prelates fought in battle, as Odo himself had done repeatedly. English abbots and monks were killed or fatally wounded in the battle of Hastings. The English in William’s army clearly thought that there was little difference between such an end and the execution of a bishop (who had fought against them at Hastings) in the aftermath of a rebellion which he had begun.94 The hanging that was proposed, though, was normally reserved for low-status criminals. If the English (rather than the half-English Orderic Vitalis, writing with hindsight) really did advocate hanging on this occasion, this may reflect English resentment at decades of grievances suffered at the hands of French settlers. In the wake of the Conquest, the death penalty was reserved for Englishmen. Waltheof, by virtue of the political potential of his high status, was a target for elimination (by beheading) once he was wrong-footed. The contrast between his fate and that of his Norman fellow-conspirators perhaps still rankled with the English.95 Since all of the major chroniclers who recorded the revolt of 1088 had some English ancestry (and the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle at this period was presumably English), it is not surprising that they emphasise the support that the king received from his native subjects. The contribution that they made to his victory would be all the more conspicuous in the absence of so many of the French-speaking magnates and their men. Even so, John of Worcester reported the presence of English in the rebel force that marched against Worcester.96 Yet the very strength of English support that the king received in the summer of 1088 perhaps seemed ominous to him. It has been suggested that he was taking precautions later in his reign against a possible English uprising.97 Meanwhile, the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle observed, the concessions promised to the English in return for their assistance in quelling the revolt proved to be of short duration.98


  When the English clamoured for the death of the rebels emerging from Rochester, William had already conceded that the culprits would be spared in life and limb. Over the course of his reign not all rebels would be so fortunate. The king of the English would eventually, on occasion, apply the penalty incurred under English law to a man of French origin who was convicted of having betrayed his trust.99 Meanwhile, wrote Orderic, the king’s courage and daring in his suppression of the ringleaders taught a sharp lesson to would-be wrongdoers. He punished some severely, but deliberately overlooked the guilt of others. He shrewdly spared the older barons among the rebels out of love for his father, bearing in mind that these men had served the Conqueror long and faithfully. In any case, due to their advancing years, they would not be around indefinitely. As a result of his tolerance, some of those who had been most deeply implicated in the rebellion served him well in years to come.100


  William of Malmesbury states that, with the exception of Bishop Odo and William of St Calais, the rebels were quickly readmitted to their allegiance.101 It has been suggested that William of Malmesbury’s understanding of events after the ending of the siege is the more accurate of the two, a conclusion reached by examining several documents dating from the summer of 1088. The rebel leaders who did suffer exile were Bishop Odo, together with the two men who led the defence of Rochester – Eustace of Boulogne and Robert of Bellême. The lands of all three were taken by the king, and remained in his possession. There is no evidence, though, that lands were confiscated from other rebels and then granted to loyalists, as asserted by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.102 What is indicated by the attestations to the charters issued in the summer of 1088 is that, as the siege of Rochester progressed, rebels from various parts of the country began to make their peace with the king, hoping for favourable terms. It has been pointed out that individuals would pay a substantial sum of money in order to be readmitted to the king’s favour. The amount demanded of any individual is unknown, although it has been suggested that both Gilbert Fitz Richard of Tonbridge and Roger Bigod were pressured by the king into making the grants of churches which they now donated to Rochester Cathedral.103 Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances and the king’s uncle Robert, Count of Mortain witnessed one of the charters under scrutiny, but after 1088 Count Robert is not known to have been in England. Similarly, several other men, including Walter Giffard, Henry of Ferrers and Bernard of Neufmarché, whose attestations in the summer of 1088 indicate that they made their peace with the king, seem to have been rarely, if ever, at his court subsequently. On the whole, though, court attendance soon resumed its normal appearance. The king’s resolute crushing of the rebel leadership in the south-east showed that he was a force to be reckoned with. Most of his subjects were only too glad to be readmitted to favour.104 Duke Robert did not play any personal part in the rebellion, other than sending over troops. From the evidence of one of his charters, it seems that he was intending to cross to England around 7 July.105 He remained in Normandy, though, probably because he learned that things were going badly for the rebel leadership trapped in Rochester. Once the rebellion was ended and his former supporters renewed their allegiance to the king, Robert made no further bid for the throne in William’s reign.


  The case of William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham, took several months to resolve, since the king was dealing with a wily tactician based in the remotest part of his realm, a region where royal government was barely yet established.106 Following his flight to Durham, the bishop sent the king a series of letters, asserting that he had not committed any disloyal act, and complaining of harassment, particularly by Ralph Paynel, Sheriff of Yorkshire. (Since anyone who was in breach of the law could expect to have his property distrained by the sheriff, as a means of bringing the defaulter to justice, the bishop would not receive any support on this point.) He was trying to insist that he had not been formally accused of any wrongdoing, and that no verdict had been brought against him when Paynel began harassing him.107 Strictly speaking, the bishop was correct, but the sheriff, from his own standpoint, was trying to bring to justice a powerful tenant-in-chief who was believed to be a rebel. In his letters, the bishop argued that he had never wronged the king, whether by taking part in a conspiracy against him, or by consciously revealing his secret plans, or by concealing from him any potential threat, but rather had always kept him informed, as quickly as possible either in person or by messenger.108 This appears disingenuous, given the reports of the devastation he caused in the north, although his target is unclear and was probably focused on the lands of the rebel Robert of Mowbray, Earl of Northumberland.109 Even if this ravaging consisted largely of looting, rather than attacks on loyalists, so that he could technically claim, as he did, that he took no active part in the rebellion, he had certainly deserted the king early in May, at a time when things seemed to be going from bad to worse. This, on the part of one of the most trusted royal advisers, could not be ignored. If the bishop suspected that the rebellion was going to succeed, his dash north may have been partly in search of personal safety, even though, as an eminent cleric, he should have come to no physical harm. Equally, in the event of a successful rebellion, he would want to secure his lands and other property. His flight, in fact, had the opposite effect, and in his correspondence with the king he seems to have tried to divert attention from his own dereliction of duty by clamouring against the encroachments made on his lands and goods by loyalist officials.


  While the king was still in Kent, he sent the abbot of St Augustine’s, Canterbury, Guy (or Wido), to bring the bishop to face the charges against him. From charter evidence it appears that a royal court convened towards the end of July, when the bishop made his appearance.110 The king insisted that he would be tried as a feudal tenant, to which the bishop strongly objected. He tried to get advice from Archbishop Thomas of York (his superior as primate of the northern province) and from the other bishops who were assembled, in the hope that they would help him to make good his claim that, as a cleric, he should be entitled to a hearing according to canon law. The archbishop and bishops, though, followed the king’s instructions and refused to advise him, and the king denied him the opportunity of clearing himself in the clerical manner by solemn oath. The bishop, who was under safe conduct, then returned to Durham.111 As the country returned to normal, it was essential that his case should be resolved. The security of the far north was by this time the responsibility of the earl of Northumberland, Robert of Mowbray.112 With such a dubious neighbour it would not be wise to leave unresolved the question of the bishop’s loyalty, given the extent of his landholdings in a vulnerable frontier region. In August, three counts, Alan of Richmond, Odo of Champagne and Roger ‘of Poitou’, were sent to fetch him to a new judicial hearing.113


  All three were prominent northern landholders.114 Evidently they were regarded as the most appropriate men to coax the bishop into travelling south again. It was no doubt hoped that he would be amenable to a summons delivered by his neighbours. Unfortunately, though, it was they who were inveigled into agreeing terms for the conduct of his trial which would make it difficult to put him under any constraint if the verdict went against him. Their negotiations resulted in detailed provisions for the bishop’s safe conduct. In return, apparently at the insistence of Count Roger, the bishop agreed not to have either the garrison or the fortifications of Durham Castle reinforced during his absence. This solemn agreement was ratified on 8 September – the bishop adding that he would set out with them at Michaelmas (29 September).115


  Eventually, the trial convened at Salisbury on 2 November. Henry of Beaumont, the newly created earl of Warwick, played an important part in the prosecution.116 There were interventions in the proceedings – aimed at assisting the bishop – by two of the former rebels, Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances and Roger Bigod.117 A detailed account of this trial, as well as of the earlier hearing and the correspondence, is contained in the tract De iniusta uexacione Willelmi episcopi primi (The unjust harassment of the first Bishop William). Although the authenticity of this work as a contemporary narrative was challenged at one time, it is now accepted again as having been written close to the events.118 The narrative was apparently written up from notes taken by the bishop’s clerks during the hearing, and presented so as to show his arguments to best effect. In his preliminary agreement with the three counts – men lacking his subtlety – William of St Calais had stated that he would use no guile except to the extent that he could legitimately introduce it into ‘his legal action against the king’. The tract does not indicate that the counts questioned either this expression or a series of provisos stemming from his requirement that the case should be heard according to canon law.119 It was the king who was summoning the bishop to face charges in the royal court – not the bishop who was bringing a legal action against the king. Yet when the court proceedings began, the bishop’s ‘permissible guile’ took the form of repeatedly stating his grievances arising from alleged mistreatment by the king or his officials, rather than providing a reasoned response to the charges brought against him. In effect, he was attempting to put on trial the recent conduct of royal government as directed against himself. His second line of attack was to claim persistently that the hearing should follow canon law procedure.120 Throughout the trial, Archbishop Lanfranc repeatedly intervened to check these diversions and instead keep the proceedings focused on the accusations brought against the bishop in his feudal capacity.121 The hub of the case, as presented by Henry, Earl of Warwick, was that when the bishop initially advised the king to wage war on the rebels, the king had commanded him to join the expedition. He had responded that he would willingly support the king with the seven knights who were then with him, and would immediately send for more from his castle. Yet he then fled from the court without the king’s permission, taking some of his household with him, and so failed the king in his hour of need. The earl concluded by stating that the king now required the bishop to make amends for this in the light of the court’s findings. Subsequently, he might have further charges to bring against him.122


  The other bishops were under orders from the king to distance themselves from the accused.123 Archbishop Thomas, like Lanfranc, tried to keep the proceedings focused on the charges brought against the bishop of Durham.124 This was an uphill task, as William of St Calais continued to claim that his case should only be judged under canon law. The more insistent he became, the noisier the proceedings grew, as the lay barons began to hurl insults at him.125 No doubt the former rebels among them felt the need to be particularly vocal. Deadlock was reached when the bishop declared that he was appealing to the Pope, while Lanfranc insisted that, as in the case of Bishop Odo in the previous reign, the accused was being tried not as a cleric, but as the holder of a great lay fief.126 Eventually, the verdict was pronounced: since the bishop had refused to answer the charges brought against him, and now (by appealing to the Pope) he had summoned the king to Rome as if he himself were a litigant, the accused had forfeited his fief.127 Given that the bishop, by these actions, was trying to override the king’s authority, this verdict was perfectly reasonable.


  When the bishop announced that he would appeal against this sentence in Rome, the king shouted, ‘By the Face of Lucca, you will never get out of my hands until I have your castle!’ The king’s outburst increased the pressure being put on the bishop, but was also a self-protecting strategy. By giving vent to his anger, he released his pent-up resentment.128 The bishop’s defection, followed by his repeated attempts to evade the retribution he had clearly earned, no doubt caused great ill-feeling, the more so in that he had been not only a trusted counsellor but also a personal friend. The writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle likened the bishop’s desertion of the king to the betrayal of Christ by Judas.129 After further acrimonious exchanges with the accused, Lanfranc advised the king that the bishop’s refusal to hand over his castle invalidated his safe conduct, and that he should now be taken into custody.130 Count Alan, supported by Count Odo, as guarantors of the bishop’s safe conduct, grew alarmed. If they were compelled to infringe the undertaking they had given to him, no one would accept their word again.131 Lanfranc said that the king himself had released them from their pledge by offering the bishop full justice. His rejection of this, and his unjust summoning of the king to Rome, constituted an admission that the court had delivered a verdict. William of St Calais continued to contest the validity of the proceedings against him. Lanfranc told him to throw himself on the king’s mercy, saying that if he did so, he would personally intercede for him, but the bishop rejected his advice.132


  Eventually, it was conceded that he might go overseas, but the king demanded a promise from him that he would do no harm to his interests in England and that, once across the Channel, he would ensure that Duke Robert would not detain the ships provided for him (and his entourage). The bishop then argued that the original agreement with the three counts included a pledge by them that he would not have to enter into any further undertakings.133 While this was correct, it was also disingenuous on the bishop’s part. He would certainly be aware, when he was making the agreement with the counts, that obligations would be imposed on him in the royal court. Now, by invoking this pledge, he was trying to prevent the king from defending his own interests. ‘By the Face of Lucca,’ the king exclaimed angrily, ‘you will not cross the sea unless you make this promise about the ships.’ The bishop then agreed to the promise, but protested that he did so under compulsion. (By implication, an enforced promise was invalid.) The king insisted that the castle must be handed over before the bishop obtained the ships and a grant of safe conduct. Durham Castle was formally delivered to the king on 14 November 1088 (which indicates that communications between north and south could be quite speedy, despite the difficulties of the terrain once the autumn rains set in). In return, the king then granted a sealed writ granting peace to the bishop and his men, and permission to go overseas. Helpo, the king’s crossbowman, delivered the writ to the bishop, but he was still prevented from leaving the country due to allegations of various misdeeds committed by his men in his absence. Eventually, following an appeal made to the king by the three counts on the bishop’s behalf, he was permitted to embark.134


  William of St Calais was perhaps not an active rebel, nor even a rebel sympathiser. His flight from court may well have been primarily an act of cowardice, as the rebels seemed to carry all before them. Combined with this would be a determination to secure his lands, which might otherwise have provided a target for Robert of Mowbray. Yet he betrayed his trust. As a leading royal adviser, whose subtle mind would have been an asset in any negotiations with the rebels, his defection had the potential to weaken the royal cause. Over the summer, he would have learned that many prominent rebels were already making their peace. A prompt act of submission could have saved him from a good deal of trouble, even if he lost face in view of his flight, and did not retrieve his status as a pre-eminent counsellor of the king. What made his position much worse than it need have been was his attempt to deflect criticism from himself. He did this first by complaining of the activities of royal officials who were simply doing their duty by distraining his property in order to compel him to submit. Secondly, he imposed a complex and subtle pledge on the three counts who were sent to bring him to court. Their negotiating skills were clearly no match for his sophisticated mind. Once they pledged their word to the bishop, their sense of honour drew them increasingly into defending his position. The wording of this pledge was evidently fully worked out by the bishop before he came to terms with the counts, and was clearly designed to checkmate any action which the king might take, or any obligations which the court might impose on him. Thirdly, and most heinous of all in the eyes of the king and his advisers, came the bishop’s announcement that he was appealing to Rome. Any decision by the Pope in his favour would have the effect, in theory at any rate, of undermining royal authority in England. When William of St Calais found himself isolated, allegedly short of money, and a political exile, he had only himself to blame. As events turned out, he did not proceed to Rome to put his grievances to the Pope. He now claimed to be impoverished. Even getting to Rome might be beyond his means. Yet he did make contact, probably finding someone to carry a written appeal enclosing supporting documents.135 Pope Urban II wrote to the king in the spring of 1089, restating the bishop’s case and asking him to restore William of St Calais to his bishopric before bringing his case against him to the papal curia.136 The bishop’s appeal to Urban II, and the subsequent papal letter to the king, would only antagonise William II still further. On no account would he have submitted his case against the bishop to the papal curia. Such a course of action would only have weakened royal government in England. Moreover, in appealing specifically to Urban, at a time of papal schism, the bishop disregarded the royal prerogative. It was not yet clear which claimant would emerge as the undoubted Pope. By appealing to Urban, the bishop was pre-empting the recognition that William would eventually decide to give to one claimant or the other. All of this would be obvious to the bishop even before he left England – and equally obvious to the king’s clerical advisers as soon as he announced that he was lodging an appeal under canon law. They could safely recommend that he be allowed to leave the country, though, since no papal ruling would be accepted in the kingdom.


  Inevitably, the bishop stayed in Normandy, where he was well received by Duke Robert.137 In fact, he seems to have become chief administrator of Normandy on behalf of the duke.138 His exile caused some initial anxiety in Durham, where in May 1083 he had introduced Benedictine monks into the cathedral.139 When the bishop’s estates were taken into the king’s hands, the monks were naturally concerned in case their own interests also suffered. Their position probably looked all the more precarious in that many of the well-connected secular clerks, whom they were intended to supplant, were seemingly still much in evidence.140 Prior Turgot was a resourceful man, his considerable abilities honed by an adventurous and enterprising career before he adopted the monastic life.141 He now went to King William to attempt to secure the interests of the monks. It was reported at Durham that the king actually rose to his feet when he greeted Turgot (a great honour). He received the prior kindly, and confirmed his position as head of the monastic community. Although some other monasteries did not do well at the king’s hands, in Durham’s case not only did he take nothing from them, but he gave them gifts and, as his father had done, ‘he defended them from the injuries of the malevolent’ – presumably the supposedly displaced secular clerks and predatory local landholders.142 The respect showed by the king to Turgot, and his support for this new monastic community, would be due to a wish to enlist the spiritual support of St Cuthbert, the pre-eminent Northumbrian saint, who was enshrined at Durham. The Norman presence was still sparse in the far north and the time was not far off when the king would turn his attention to this region. St Cuthbert would then be an invaluable ally.
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  CHAPTER FOUR


  Brothers at War


  The revolt of 1088 would leave the king with a great sense of betrayal, given the involvement of his paternal uncles, the desertion of William of St Calais and the defection of leading nobles with whom he had socialised at the Christmas and Easter courts. Soon he was to lose one of his staunchest remaining supporters. Archbishop Lanfranc was already in his late seventies when he confronted William of St Calais at the bishop’s trial in November 1088, where his knowledge of the canon law – extensive, if rather conservative – enabled him to counter the resourceful pleading of the accused.1 The audience at the trial clearly appreciated Lanfranc’s sharp retorts. The laymen noisily supported his rebuttal of the bishop’s arguments, and at one point shouted, ‘Arrest him. Arrest him. The old bloodhound has spoken well.’2 Lanfranc’s forceful role in this trial was probably his last major public appearance. He died on 28 May 1089.3 His loyal service, in the traditional manner, supported the rule both of the elder King William and of the younger. Any successor would inevitably be influenced to some extent by the winds of change that were sweeping through the Church, but the next archbishop of Canterbury was to prove even more controversial than the king or his advisers could possibly anticipate. Meanwhile, though, the archbishopric remained vacant for almost four years. During this time, Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester, who had deputised for Lanfranc, was formally deputed by the king to administer the see of Canterbury in a spiritual capacity.4 The monks were maintained by the income from the estates that they collectively held, while the substantial archiepiscopal revenues accrued to the Crown. As the reign progressed, a growing number of bishoprics and abbacies were held vacant when their incumbents died, but this was not invariable practice. There was always a practical need to fill some episcopal vacancies. Ecclesiastical discipline must be maintained, and there were rites which only bishops could perform, such as ordaining priests, consecrating the Easter chrism or administering confirmation. In general, the more moderately endowed sees were soon filled, while vacancies were prolonged in the richer houses. The number of vacant sees and abbacies mounted as the reign progressed, attracting much criticism from the chroniclers who wrote after the event.5 Clerical wealth had been siphoned off, by one means or another, by generations of rulers, although the exploitation of vacant benefices may have been largely a new phenomenon in this reign.6 Henry I renounced the practice in his ‘Coronation Charter of Liberties’, but soon found that he was as much in need of an enhanced cash flow as his brother had been. He too drew on clerical wealth, and the exploitation of vacant benefices, to supplement his revenues.7


  Collectively, the bishoprics and religious houses commanded a substantial proportion of the wealth of the country, derived both from the produce of their landed estates and also from such varied sources of income as local tolls, profits of local justice, sheep-farming and salt-pans.8 They also commanded considerable manpower, rendered by the tenants who held episcopal or abbatial estates in return for a specified quota of knight service which the prelates in turn owed to the Crown.


  Clerics in royal service were increasingly appointed to bishoprics from the reign of Cnut onwards, in contrast to an earlier era when monk-bishops predominated.9 These ‘secular’ clerics were often men who had been educated in the influential cathedral schools of the western Empire or of northern France, acquiring in the process skills in Latin prose composition, rhetoric and logic, which enabled them to present a case forcefully, whether verbally or in writing, on behalf of their employer. In some cases their curriculum had also included mathematics, which could be readily applied to the management of his finances. Over the course of his reign, William appointed former clerical ministers and former royal chaplains (men who doubled as confidential clerks) to the bishoprics of Bath, Chichester, Durham, Hereford, Lincoln, Thetford and Worcester, as well as to Avranches and Bayeux in Normandy.10 Their long experience in royal government rendered them natural supporters of the king’s viewpoint when he confronted the increasingly vocal clerical reformers. When a former royal clerk was installed as diocesan bishop commanding the lands and tenants of the see, he could be trusted not to turn this source of power against the king. Any senior royal clerk would regard election to a bishopric as a fitting culmination to his career, but the frustration of his ambition did not present any political threat. Without a bishopric and its concomitant estates, he lacked the manpower that alone could render him a serious political menace. Monk-bishops, often born into the landed aristocracy, frequently had influential kindred, but prominent royal clerks were generally self-made men from comparatively modest backgrounds. Their intelligence and their administrative abilities enabled them to maintain a high profile in court circles, but it was only after they had been installed in a bishopric that they could create job opportunities for a supportive network of kinsmen.


  While the ambitions of clerics could safely be thwarted, it was unwise to frustrate the expectations of well-connected laymen. Steps had to be taken, in the aftermath of the revolt, to retain the proven loyalty of men whose political support was essential. The king’s awareness that loyalty had to be bought is indicated in the conversation he is reported to have had with Roger of Montgomery when he was on the brink of rebellion.11 While the king could disregard the sweeping political promises he had made to the English once the crisis of 1088 was past, it was a different matter when it came to rewarding magnates, who would expect a substantial grant of real estate. To meet the expectations of leading loyalists, he might have to make inroads into the royal demesne lands, drawing for the most part on estates which were fairly recent acquisitions. William of Warenne, in addition to being created earl of Surrey, received four substantial manors which had previously been held by the late Queen Edith, and the great royal manor of Wakefield in Yorkshire, his reward for checkmating the most powerful landholder in Surrey, the prominent rebel Gilbert Fitz Richard.12 Hugh of Avranches, Earl of Chester, had also proved a staunch loyalist. As he is described by Orderic Vitalis, the earl evidently had much in common with the king, since he too was said to spend his wealth lavishly, to maintain and travel with a large military retinue, to spend much time in hunting and to have several concubines.13 Hugh’s loyalty was rewarded by substantial grants from the royal demesne – estates which had accrued to the Crown when their former holders, and notably King Harold II, were displaced by the events of 1066 and their aftermath.14 Henry of Beaumont, whose loyalty was rewarded by being made earl of Warwick, was also granted extensive estates to make up his earldom. These, including the town of Warwick itself, were drawn in part from the royal demesne; two tenants-in-chief, the Norman William Fitz Corbucion and the English Thurkil of Arden, were made to do homage to Henry instead of directly to the king, while most of the lands were provided by persuading Henry’s elder brother Robert, Count of Meulan, to surrender the bulk of his English patrimony, comprising lands in Warwickshire and southern Leicestershire. The brothers’ elderly father was still living, and perhaps had a hand in arbitrating the division of the estates. There are indications that Count Robert was compensated with lands elsewhere in England, in return for relinquishing the compact block in and abutting Warwickshire, and there is firm evidence that the brothers remained on good terms.15


  The rewarding of yet another loyalist, in contrast, left two more brothers on very bad terms. According to Orderic Vitalis, the king’s younger brother Henry visited England in the summer of 1088, once he had firm news of the surrender of Rochester.16 On arrival he asked William for the grant of their late mother’s lands. The king received him well, ‘as a brother should’, and granted his request. They parted amicably and Henry travelled back to Normandy in company with Robert of Bellême, who had already been reconciled to the king through the mediation of influential friends. On arrival, they were both arrested, since news had reached Duke Robert that they had made their peace with the king and had sworn an alliance against the duke himself.17 During the rebellion, Robert Fitz Haimo, son of the sheriff of Kent, served the king loyally.18 Orderic Vitalis wrote that William disseized Henry of Queen Matilda’s land in England, and granted it to Robert Fitz Haimo, so that Henry became a relentless enemy of the king.19 In fact, there is no record that Henry ever received any of his mother’s lands.20 Orderic was perhaps misinformed. If he did report the sequence of events accurately, this indicates that the king quickly had second thoughts and revoked the grant, realising that he needed to reward a conspicuous loyalist. Henry paid his fraternal visit only after he knew the outcome of the rebellion. Granted that he was not in a position to offer military assistance during the crisis, yet he was clearly indifferent as to which of his brothers was king of England, so long as his own interests were served. He would naturally be angered at the thwarting of his ambition to obtain a base in England, and would see it as a deliberate insult that his claim to his mother’s lands was rejected in favour of someone who was not even a kinsman, so that they were alienated from the family. William’s decision about the lands was perhaps reinforced by the friction that often develops between siblings, and in particular by distrust of Henry’s smooth talk, which contrasted sharply with his own blunt speech. Henry’s anger would have been foreseen, but in the concluding stages of the rebellion, there was no other option. Robert Fitz Haimo, like William of Warenne, had rendered sterling service in helping to secure the south-east against a large-scale incursion from Normandy. His loyalty must be rewarded, both in return for his own services and in order to foster loyalty in others. The king’s grant elevated Robert Fitz Haimo, in the view of Orderic Vitalis, to a ranking among the greatest magnates in England during this reign.21 There was no option of meeting Henry’s expectations of succeeding to his mother’s lands while rewarding Robert Fitz Haimo with equivalent estates. This would have made further heavy inroads into the royal demesne, and extensive alienations from this source potentially weakened the king’s own resources. Even so, alienations became inevitable, both in this reign and the next, on occasions when no other sources of patronage, such as forfeitures, were available. It was clearly understood both in this period and for many generations to come that the king must reward his more influential men if he were to retain their loyalty. Consequently, both William II and Henry I, over the course of their reigns, repeatedly made substantial alienations from their demesne lands, chiefly but not exclusively in times of crisis.22


  The loss, for one reason or another, of the old guard of leading advisers to the Crown was balanced by the growing prominence of a ministerial, or administrative, team headed by Ranulf Flambard. He was already active in royal service in the last years of the previous reign, but it was after the accession of William II that he became a well-known public figure. The chroniclers depicted him as the man they loved to hate, their scapegoat for the heavy taxation that was increasingly levied as the king waged war both in northern France and also along and beyond the land frontiers of England. Throughout the reign Ranulf demonstrated his great abilities, supervising the administration both of finance and of justice, and was generally identified as the procurator. His exuberant personality earned him his nickname of Flambard, the torch-bearer or the incendiary. This nickname is said to have been given him by Robert Dispenser (royal steward, brother of Urse d’Abetot).23 Ranulf’s forceful and resourceful personality perhaps left the other officials feeling somewhat overshadowed. Reactions to him polarised between those who loyally supported him and others who mortally hated him. On one occasion he was kidnapped by rivals who intended to murder him, but he managed to talk his way out of danger. In his work for the king he led the small but able team of laymen – Robert Fitz Haimo, Roger Bigod, Haimo dapifer, Eudo dapifer and Urse d’Abetot. It has been argued persuasively that this team, in fact if not in name, were the first identifiable ‘barons of the Exchequer’, while Ranulf’s role as procurator foreshadowed that of the justiciar in the twelfth century. On the few occasions when William II was out of the country, England was left in charge of Ranulf and his associates.24 The team members, like Ranulf himself, had had previous administrative experience. Urse d’Abetot, for instance, had been sheriff of Worcester since early in the Conqueror’s reign.25 In 1086, he was a ‘baron’ of the king and a royal judge.26 In the autumn of 1088, he was recorded at the trial of William of St Calais, summoning the bishop into the king’s presence in his capacity as a constable of the royal household.27


  The men who formed the inner group of administrators demonstrated their authority by the lavish clothes they wore. Ranulf Flambard’s murderous kidnappers delayed killing him while they quarrelled over who would gain his splendid robes.28 Formal gatherings of the court of William II would present a magnificent spectacle, as prelates and secular magnates alike demonstrated their authority by their high-status dress. Bishop Wulfstan was once criticised by Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances, for his unostentatious dress. He said that a man of Wulfstan’s rank ought not to wear robes trimmed merely with lambskins when he could, and should, wear sable, beaver or fox. At the very least he should wear cat fur, advice which Wulfstan brushed aside with a joke. Geoffrey laughed, pleased that Wulfstan could make fun of him, instead of allowing himself to be browbeaten.29 Wulfstan had in fact demonstrated his sense of his own worth by his joking response to the advice offered by this eminent public figure. On solemn occasions he did not stint on liturgical dress.30 Normally, though, he had no need to indulge in power-dressing. His was the dominating voice in his diocese, while throughout the realm he acted as an unofficial patriarch to the English.31 For William II on the other hand, power-dressing was a daily requisite, an outward symbol of his authority. Inevitably, William of Malmesbury turned this against him, writing that the king liked his clothes to be as expensive as possible. One morning, when he was putting on some new shoes, he asked his valet what they had cost. When the man replied, ‘Three shillings’, the king furiously shouted, ‘You son of a bitch! Since when has a king worn such trashy shoes? Go and get me some which cost a mark of silver.’ The valet went off and brought back a much cheaper pair, pretending that these cost as much as the king had ordered. William commented, ‘Now these are fitting for the royal majesty.’ After this, concluded William of Malmesbury, the servant paid whatever he liked when buying clothes for the king, and did very well out of it. The chronicler introduced this anecdote by reworking a passage from Cicero on the need to balance generosity with moderation, saying that the king was altogether too lavish.32 In fact, King William seems to have acted on the dictum that ‘You get what you pay for’. He applied this, for instance, both to the recruitment of high-calibre mercenary forces and to the commissioning of building projects designed to make an overwhelming impact. It was only natural that he stocked his wardrobe on the same principle, and highly unlikely that he allowed himself to be fobbed off with the second-rate. Since receipts for purchases lay well in the future, though, his valet possibly did make something on the side.


  One of the most important tasks of the administrators, as the reign progressed, was ensuring that enough money was coming in to finance the king’s latest campaign. They had the assistance of the abacus, or counting frame, a technical device which was already used in classical times, although its application to administrative problems in western Europe was comparatively recent. From the later tenth century it was studied academically in England, although its full potential in governing circles seems to have been reached several generations later. A treatise by Turchillus, dating from the early years of the twelfth century, demonstrated its value in assessing and taxing the wealth of the realm. Several practical examples were given, showing, for instance, the rate at which scutage must be levied on a given number of knights’ fees in order to raise a specific sum.33 Robert, Bishop of Hereford (1079–95), was famous for his skill in the use of the abacus. He was probably educated in the cathedral school of St Lambert (Liège Cathedral) and, like other ambitious young Lotharingian clerks, he found employment at the English court, perhaps from c.1050. The influence of his friend Bishop Wulfstan of Worcester, it has been suggested, assisted his subsequent elevation to a bishopric, although Hereford was not a rich see.34 It was dangerously near the frontier with Wales, and one of Robert’s recent predecessors, besides several of the cathedral clergy, had met their deaths at the hands of the Welsh.35 Robert survived unscathed, and in this remote region he commissioned a remarkable two-tier chapel, of a design very unusual to English eyes.36 William of Malmesbury wrote that it was modelled on the (imperial) basilica of Aachen.37 In Germany, such a grandiose chapel was of a type reserved only for the emperor, or perhaps for an archbishop. In the remoteness of the Welsh Marches, though, Robert could build as he pleased.38 Its design signalled his own estimation of his worth in England, as the man whose technical skill enabled the royal administrative team to finance the king’s campaigns on the basis of accurate calculations.39


  Among Bishop Robert’s wide intellectual interests was astrology. William of Malmesbury wrote that Robert demonstrated its usefulness when Bishop Remigius (Rémy) of Lincoln obtained from the king a writ summoning all the bishops throughout England to attend the consecration of his newly built cathedral in 1092. Robert consulted the stars, deduced that the dedication would not take place in the lifetime of Remigius, and publicised his findings. The other bishops made their way to Lincoln, in obedience to the royal writ, but Robert refused to attend the ceremony. Remigius died two days before the date set for the consecration.40 The outcome was not such an impressive vindication of astrology as this account implies. John of Worcester wrote that Remigius believed himself to be dying, and wanted to ensure that the consecration took place in order to thwart Archbishop Thomas of York, who was reviving the claim that Lincoln lay within his archdiocese. Remigius evaded a legal confrontation by bribing the king to issue the writ summoning the other bishops to attend the ceremony.41 His failing health was probably as widely known as his stressful conflict with Archbishop Thomas.42 Awareness of this combination of circumstances most likely influenced Robert’s astrological findings subconsciously. Even so, his practice of astrology would enhance his reputation among the ambitious and competitive courtiers, anxious to learn whether their hopes of preferment would be fulfilled.43


  Allegations of bribery, such as those made against Remigius and his successor Robert Bloet in their struggle to evade the claims of the archbishop of York, were often alleged by the losing party in a dispute. Throughout Europe in that era, anyone wanting the goodwill of a ruler in some transaction would expect to pay for it, and a ruler required such payment as of right. The chroniclers repeatedly indicated that business in the papal curia was expedited along similar lines. When money changed hands to the benefit of one party in a dispute, what the disappointed litigant saw as a bribe was, to the winner, acceptable business expenditure, and to the king, an appropriate offering to secure his interest in the case. The sums offered could be very welcome additions to the royal finances. The York writer Hugh the Chanter claimed that all England knew that Robert Bloet gave King William £3,000 to secure his favourable intervention when Archbishop Thomas was attempting to assert control over the city of Lincoln and other territories.44 Bloet, as former royal chancellor, could readily calculate the sum that would induce William II to accept his view of the dispute. In fact, the bishop gave £5,000, according to Henry of Huntingdon, who knew him well.45


  Additions to the royal finances would be particularly welcome once the king embarked on his long-term project to reconstitute his father’s cross-Channel realm. The revolt of 1088 demonstrated that many of the most powerful magnates wanted to secure their own interests by ensuring that England and Normandy were once again united under a single ruler. The suppression of the revolt, and in particular Duke Robert’s failure to appear as its leader, made it plain that William had a good chance of reuniting his father’s lands. He could undoubtedly raise substantial forces in England, but for maximum efficiency he needed to recruit mercenaries on the continent, besides offering bribes to key figures in Normandy to secure their co-operation.


  The wealth generated by the intensive taxation of England was the key to William’s success in Normandy, as it was to be for his successors in the ensuing centuries. A steady cash flow not only paid for rank-and-file mercenaries, but also lured local notables, and even magnates, whose political support, as well as their military strength, would be crucial to the success of his campaign. Yet men flocked to join the forces of William II not only in the expectation of financial reward but also because of his military reputation. The king never fought a major battle, yet those who knew him personally or by reputation, whether these men were chroniclers, detached observers or critics, were unanimous in acclaiming his reputation as a military leader. They did so in words which portrayed him as ambitious, boastful and self-confident. All agreed on his success as a commander, due both to his determination and also to his calculated extravagance and ostentation. Analysis of William’s campaigns shows that his strategy was usually cautious, and at times neither particularly decisive nor successful, but throughout his reign he was able to convince people that he could successfully accomplish great projects. His ebullience and panache inspired the military following that he needed, while his caution ensured that this manpower, and the resources that he commanded, were not frittered away needlessly. William needed to retain the confidence of his men in his ability to lead them to glorious – and profitable – victories, since many of those who flocked to his service could, if they chose, go off instead to more glamorous, and potentially more lucrative, spheres of action. Sicily was currently being conquered by Norman adventurers, while by the late 1090s there was the added lure of the crusade, with principalities being carved out in the Levant. In comparison with such exotic spheres of action, the prospect of military service in Normandy or Maine, let alone campaigns in the wild, wet frontier regions of Scotland and Wales, would be decidedly off-putting. Most likely it was for this reason that in the later years of his reign the king allowed – or encouraged – rumours to circulate that he was planning the conquest of Ireland, or even that of France.46


  The downside of William’s success in attracting a steady flow of recruits was that a large royal army could do as much damage to his own subjects as to the enemy. His troops lived off the land even when not actively engaged in hostilities. Eadmer wrote that the king’s retinue looted everywhere, taking far more than they were going to consume. They sold the surplus when they could; otherwise they destroyed it. Even allowing for Eadmer’s tendency to exaggerate the ills of William’s reign, this criticism is probably well justified.47 Indirectly, the lack of restraint exercised over the troops was due to the strain put on the royal finances by the continuing recruitment drive. According to William of Malmesbury (in a passage on the beginning of the reign when rival bidding from Duke Robert’s supporters could be anticipated), mercenaries fixed their own rates of pay.48 Neither king, nobles nor administrators would have been concerned at the impact of looting on the population as a whole, except in the event that it led to a dangerous groundswell of political unrest. Henry I’s subsequent measures to suppress looting indicate awareness of its potential to generate trouble.49 In the reign of William II, the ill-feeling that undoubtedly arose did not provoke a dangerous backlash. Suppression of the looting would have engendered resentment among the troops, possibly leading to desertions in search of a more indulgent paymaster.


  The armies that King William commanded were not large, and consisted mainly of cavalry which operated in small units. The inner, long-serving core made up the familia regis, the king’s military household. Its highly trained, highly mobile members were in effect the officers of the royal cavalry leading their respective units in time of war, and perhaps assisting with recruitment when reinforcements were needed. Various incentives prompted men to seek admission to the familia regis. These were outlined by Archbishop Anselm, drawing parallels between those who served in the familia regis and the monks of Canterbury who rendered service to God by their disciplined round of prayers, an analogy that he repeated in several of his works.50 Some men, he wrote, already held lands from the king. They were well established in society, and remained secure so long as they carried out their lord’s commands. Others served in return for financial reward, and if they thought that this was inadequate recompense for all their efforts, they would be tempted to leave the service of the ruler. A third group served with constant determination, obeying the king in their efforts to regain an inheritance which had been lost through some fault committed by their parents. These men had a lot to bear, but carried on, sustained by hope.51


  Within the familia regis there were many men who fitted into the first and third of the archbishop’s categories. The second, though, was more complex than his analogy suggests. These stipendaries were probably from more modest backgrounds than those in the other categories, and many of them would barely have been able to acquire the training and equipment of a knight.52 Not all cavalrymen were even poor knights. Others were vavassors, lightly equipped mounted troops. The clear-cut groupings of the archbishop’s analogy were further blurred in practice due to the very imprecise definition of the service required from each. Feudal vassals who rendered far more than was strictly due from them might be rewarded with money or in other ways; stipendiary knights who rendered valuable service might receive, in addition to their wages, either grants of land or else money fiefs (regular fixed payments), and, while some members of the familia regis primarily enlisted in the hope of recovering lost ancestral lands, they, in common with the other groups, might also hope for gains over and above their apparent expectations.53


  In addition to the aristocrats, and the aspiring aristocrats, of the familia regis, the king also recruited highly trained plebeian professional soldiers. Firepower was provided by archers, some of whom fought on horseback, although contemporaries did not regard them as knights.54 There were also crossbowmen, such as Helpo who had delivered a royal writ to the disgraced bishop of Durham.55 His employment on that mission indicates that he, and presumably other crossbowmen, were employed by the king on a permanent basis. In peacetime, they apparently carried out tasks which might present difficulties, much as the housecarls had done in the late Anglo-Saxon era.56 If increasing numbers of troops were needed during the course of a campaign, casual mercenaries could be recruited for limited periods. Brittany and Flanders were major recruiting grounds for these, many of whom were foot-soldiers who earned a bad reputation for indiscriminate brutality directed against non-combatants. Logistically, it made sense to enlist mercenaries on the continent for campaigns in northern France, rather than to transport the English fyrd, which William levied at times just as earlier kings of the English had done. Care would be taken to ensure the presence in the army of adequate numbers of support staff, including armourers, cooks, farriers, fletchers (or arrowsmiths) and smiths, as well as the military technicians who constructed and manned the siege engines, and perhaps also a few miners, to bring down the walls of enemy fortresses. Royal clerks would also be present, to expedite any essential business. The marshal and his subordinates would direct the movements of the army and its support staff with their equipment in covered wagons or on pack-horses, but others who followed in the wake of the baggage train travelled at their own risk. Inevitably, these stragglers would include prostitutes, minstrels and other entertainers, besides opportunist vendors of local products (always assuming that consumables escaped the attentions of foraging parties). In addition, there would be petitioners seeking some royal charter or writ. Throughout the reign, religious houses, including Durham, Fly (in the French Vexin) and Tynemouth did not hesitate to send their representatives to seek out the king when he was actively engaged in a combat zone.57 Such a force, no doubt accompanied by its hangers-on, enabled William to attempt to reconstitute his father’s cross-Channel realm, after first ensuring the availability of adequate funds for the purpose. In this period most wealth still stemmed from agriculture, but 1089 was marked by natural disasters. The great earthquake that was experienced all over England on the morning of 11 August would make more of an impact on towns than on agricultural areas but, due to poor climatic conditions, crops were very late in ripening, and corn was still being harvested well into November.58


  Political support was also rallied for the project of taking over Normandy. Orderic Vitalis recorded a council which William summoned to Winchester in 1089, at which he outlined his plan. The speech ascribed to the king was, as usual, the chronicler’s own composition, reflecting the arguments that he believed would have carried weight with the assembled barons. William is depicted pointing out the great wrong that his brother Robert did him by launching the rebellion of 1088. Now, though, he had received an appeal from the Church in Normandy, which was suffering from constant depredations because Robert was unable to suppress banditry. The king’s hearers had been vassals of his father, holding their lands from him both in Normandy and in England. William urged them to join with him in suppressing the despoilers, men who should not be allowed to become strong enough to destroy the monasteries founded by the ancestors of his barons and himself. The whole of Normandy was suffering from devastation and regretted the loss of the great Duke William who had defended it from violence, whether this originated within its frontiers or beyond them. As the king who bore his father’s name and wore his crown, he should also follow him in defending his land. He asked his barons to discuss among themselves what should now be done. If they approved, he would send an army to Normandy and avenge the unprovoked injuries that Robert had done him. He would bring help to the Church, protect helpless widows and orphans, and punish thieves and murderers. The barons responded by unanimously approving this plan and praising William’s determination.59


  Orderic Vitalis, writing at Saint-Evroul in Normandy, naturally emphasised the dangers facing the monasteries throughout the duchy as a consequence of Robert’s weak rule. These monasteries were recipients, for the most part, of the patronage exercised by barons who held lands on both sides of the Channel. In turn, the abbeys represented, in their respective localities, the territorial dominance of their patrons. The damage done to the abbeys by predators threatened to undermine the political influence exercised by those barons in Normandy as much as it endangered the religious houses themselves. Probably the monasteries sent envoys to appeal for help from their patrons. Petitions perhaps also reached William himself from those houses which had received ducal patronage in earlier times. The speech that Orderic ascribed to the king cleverly took the moral high ground. The king represented himself as coming to the aid of the beleaguered monks, a ploy which would justify the projected campaign, which was in reality a bid to seize control of the duchy. William’s more astute hearers would appreciate that he was really addressing their concern that kingdom and duchy should be reunited under one man.


  Diplomacy and bribery played a large part in the opening phase of the project. By one expedient and another, William gained control of the castle of Walter of Saint-Valery, with its harbour on the Channel in the north of Normandy. Further south, but inland, he gained the castles of Odo of Aumâle and those of several other lords, notably Robert, Count of Eu, Walter Giffard and Ralph of Mortimer. They all had substantial estates in England, while Stephen, Count of Aumale, had prospects there – hence their willingness to give their castles up to William. In other cases the motives are less clear. Garrisons acting for the king ravaged and burned the surrounding countryside.60 This was standard practice, designed to destroy produce which might otherwise sustain the enemy, and at the same time inspiring fear in any potential opposition. Control was soon gained over further castles, which were also manned by the king’s garrisons. Duke Robert might prove unable to check the steady advance of William’s influence, but in this crisis there was one potential ally who had a strong motive of his own for doing so. Their younger brother Henry now had a substantial base of his own in western Normandy. In return for helping his improvident eldest brother out of his financial difficulties by a donation of £3,000 of silver, Henry had received from Robert a grant of the whole of the Cotentin peninsula, including the important towns of Avranches, Cherbourg and Coutances, with Gavray and other castles, besides the abbey of Mont Saint Michel. Ominously, Henry became the feudal overlord of the whole fief which Hugh, Earl of Chester held in Normandy. He, with other barons of the Cotentin, was won over to Henry’s cause.61 Even though Hugh had supported William in the crisis of 1088, his concern for his Norman territories prompted a revision of his loyalties. His ancestral lands, his patrimony, were the source of his social identity and would exercise a strong emotional pull. Count Henry was still hostile towards Duke Robert, due to the brief imprisonment he suffered on returning from his negotiations with William in 1088, but he was equally antagonistic towards William because of the king’s refusal to grant him their mother’s lands in England. In the current crisis, Henry initially played his own hand, as he won over baronial allies and extended his influence in western Normandy, whether by extensive ravaging which pressured people into joining him, or else by financial inducements.62


  Duke Robert was now feeling the effects of a pincer movement, trapped between William’s growing influence as it encroached from the north-east, and that of Henry coming from the west. Seeing himself betrayed by his sworn vassals, the duke appealed to his feudal overlord, King Philip I of France. He responded by leading a large army into Normandy in support of the duke, and they set about besieging one of the castles held by William’s men, possibly La Ferté-en-Bray. King William, though, sent envoys to Philip, their arguments backed by a substantial financial inducement, which persuaded the king of France to withdraw to his own realm. English silver had effectively removed one major opponent from the scene, at the cost of inflicting further heavy taxation on the already burdened kingdom.63 The wealth derived from England had a compelling attraction, and not only for the magnates of Normandy. A strong faction of the more prominent citizens of Rouen, the chief city of the duchy, were also induced to switch their allegiance to William. This group was headed by the leading citizen, Conan, the son of Gilbert Pilatus. Despite some determined opposition, he won over the majority of the townsmen. When he was ready to stage his revolt, he sent to the king’s men holding Gournay and other castles, telling them to advance immediately on Rouen. Duke Robert summoned those of his magnates on whom he could still rely, and also made a treaty with his brother Henry, who came quickly to his assistance.64 Despite his grievance at his recent imprisonment by Robert, Henry would be well aware of the threat to his own ambitions if William’s supporters seized Rouen, since control of the city would enable the king to become firmly entrenched in Normandy.


  The revolt in the city went ahead even though another faction of citizens remained loyal to the duke. On 3 November, Gilbert of Laigle, acting for the duke, approached the south gate of the city over the Seine bridge, just as Reginald of Warenne (second son of the late first earl of Surrey) hurried towards the Cauchoise (or west) gate with 300 knights, to join Conan. Urged on by their leader, one group of citizens rushed to drive off Gilbert’s forces while another tried to unbar the west gate to let in Reginald and his men. Savage fighting swept through the city and the noise alerted Duke Robert, who was in the castle. He charged out with his brother Henry and his bodyguard, but since the situation was so confused, the duke’s friends persuaded him not to get involved in the mêlée. If he met an ignoble death in this scrum, he would be a laughing stock to future generations of Normans. Robert therefore left by the east gate of the city with a few men. Loyalists in the suburbs helped him to escape by boat, and he waited at the priory of Notre-Dame-du-Pré to learn the outcome of the revolt. The courageous efforts of Gilbert of Laigle and his men, supported by the loyalists among the citizens, enabled them to seize the south gate. They joined forces with Count Henry and other supporters of the duke, and after dogged hand-to-hand fighting the rebel forces gradually collapsed and the king’s men panicked and fled. Conan was captured. Count Henry led him up through the castle, sadistically telling him to admire the spectacular view from the tower. Conan begged for mercy, promising the duke all the treasure he could lay his hands on, and swearing to serve him loyally all his days. But Henry angrily replied that a traitor did not deserve to be ransomed. He even rejected Conan’s desperate plea to be allowed to confess his sins (so that he could die in a state of grace). He grabbed Conan with his own hands and pushed him out of a window. Orderic wrote that the man had a seizure and was dead even before he hit the ground. His body was then tied to a horse’s tail and dragged through the streets of Rouen. When Duke Robert returned, he was willing to show clemency towards the former rebels among the citizens, but his supporters would have none of it. Harsh treatment was meted out, and many of the rebels were imprisoned.65 This savagery towards Conan and his allies reflected the fact that they were mere citizens. In the eyes of aristocrats, the mercantile class existed simply to generate taxable wealth. Its members were not expected to have political views, let alone to act upon them. Reprisals reinforced this standpoint, taking priority over preventing the commercial wealth of Rouen from declining as many of its leading citizens were eliminated.


  King William remained in England during this first phase of the struggle for Normandy, while military operations on his behalf were led by prominent members of the familia regis, such as Reginald of Warenne. Certain aristocratic families maintained over the generations a strong tradition of service in this force. Reginald’s father had been a conspicuous member of this elite towards the end of the Conqueror’s reign, as indeed Gilbert of Laigle had been.66


  In the wake of the recent revolt, it would seem advisable for the king to maintain a high profile in England, particularly in view of the fact that some of his recent supporters had joined one or other of his brothers in Normandy, as Hugh, Earl of Chester had done. Such men might also be tempted to stir up trouble in England, although a new project, undertaken in the wake of the revolt, gave the king leverage over any would-be rebels in the future. The Domesday Inquest, ordered by his father at Christmas 1085 and undertaken in 1086, was seemingly intended to meet short-term administrative needs. There is no record of the reasoning that prompted the making of the survey, and its exact purposes cannot now be known.67 The information gathered in the course of the Inquest was recorded in a variety of documents which were retained and consulted from time to time.68 Early in the reign of William II, these records were used as sources for a new compilation, initially known as the Liber Regius (The King’s Book).69 This work is now known as Domesday Book, its name by the latter part of Henry II’s reign at latest. The royal treasurer in that period, Richard Fitz Nigel, wrote that the name Domesdei was given to it by the native English because its evidence cannot be evaded any more than can the verdicts pronounced at Domesday – the Last Judgement.70 This was a fair analogy in the reign of William II, but was no longer applicable when Richard wrote his treatise on the workings of the Exchequer, owing to the fact that so many of the estates recorded in it changed hands during the intervening years. In the late eleventh century, though, Domesdei was a very practical reference work, and as its formal title, Liber Regius, indicated, it was composed for the king’s purposes, not for the benefit of his subjects as Richard Fitz Nigel later implied.71 The material in the book was arranged in sections by shire (or county). Each section opened with a numbered list of landholders in the shire. The number against each name corresponded with that against the relevant entry on his (or, very rarely, her) estates in the shire, making consultation of the work easy, as Richard Fitz Nigel testified. The actual text began with an account of the county borough or boroughs and the king’s demesne lands which he held in the shire; then came the entries concerning the ecclesiastical landholders, followed by those of the secular landholders, approximately in order of the numbers of estates that each held in the shire, right down to the small properties of the surviving thegns and the royal servants.72 These numbered entries listed only the estates that an individual held directly of the Crown as a tenant-in-chief. Many people also held further lands as under-tenants, in which case their occupancy of these was recorded in the entry relating to the relevant tenant-in-chief. It was possible for a man to accumulate considerable wealth by acquiring under-tenancies, as did one of William’s secular administrators, Urse d’Abetot.73 A royal clerk would find it laborious work to compile a list of the under-tenancies that any one individual had accumulated in several different shires from a number of tenants-in-chief, but this would be done rarely, if ever. What the king really needed to know was in what shires and in what numbers any given major baron held lands as a tenant-in-chief. If such a man rebelled and earned forfeiture, it would be simple work to look him up in the Liber Regius, then send a writ to the sheriff of each relevant shire, ordering the seizure of the man’s estates. No doubt Domesdei was consulted for this purpose from time to time. Yet it has been suggested that the application of this procedure in practice was probably far outweighed by the potential of the book as a powerful deterrent to would-be dissidents.74 News of the use to which the work could be put would soon circulate, and was perhaps deliberately leaked, to discourage further rebellion in England. It is not known who thought up the idea of this monumental record, although cumulative evidence points to Ranulf Flambard.75 His responsibility for devising this potent tool of royal authority, in addition to his acknowledged role in levying the heavy taxation demanded throughout the reign, would combine to vilify his reputation. It has been observed that the existence of Domesdei demonstrated the grip that the king now exercised over his subjects.76 Yet its potential as a means of curbing dissidents meant that it was far more than a mere status symbol. When Richard Fitz Nigel called Domesdei ‘the book of judgement’, he used this expression with reference to its authoritative statements on who held what lands.77 In the reign of William II the book was the means of wielding judgement in another sense. Once this strong inducement towards loyalty was ready for consultation, the king could more readily further his interests in Normandy in person, given that there was now less risk of unrest in England during his absence.


  Orderic Vitalis related that things were now going badly in the duchy. In January 1091, Duke Robert was cajoled by Robert of Bellême into joining him in laying siege to Courcy Castle.78 The elderly Hugh of Grandmesnil appealed to the duke, protesting that he had done no wrong, and had always served him loyally. He added that he had no wish to wage war on the duke, and offered him money in return for his withdrawal for just one day, so that he could launch an assault specifically against Robert of Bellême (Orderic’s scapegoat for the troubles in Normandy).79 In response, the duke repeatedly turned a blind eye to the daily infiltration of the siege by supporters of Hugh, who succeeded in taking supplies of food and arms into the castle. Consequently, the siege looked like being a long-drawn-out business, especially after the defenders ordered one of their men to take advantage of a sally they were making, climb up into the huge siege-tower which Robert of Bellême had deployed, and set it on fire.80 News of the duke’s preoccupation with unrest among his barons would have reached King William. By 27 January he was at Dover, preparing to cross the Channel, although his projected expedition had probably been discussed at the Christmas court, since the greatest magnates of Church and state, together with the leading administrators, were in attendance.81 Most likely they all trooped down to the coast once the seasonal festivities were over, and remained there while final preparations were made and the king waited for a favourable wind. Accommodating this distinguished crowd in the manner to which they were accustomed would be difficult. Dover Castle was still a much more rudimentary fortification than it was to become in the reign of Henry II.82 The overflow was perhaps directed to the house of secular canons in the town.83 Even so, it would have been a tight squeeze. Croc the royal huntsman was in attendance, evidently charged with organising field sports to pass the time.84 It was perhaps intended that he should also organise hunts during any lulls in the fighting in Normandy. The notables who convened in Dover were both demonstrating their loyalty and in some cases taking this opportunity to petition for charters and to negotiate any other essential business. With few exceptions, they were not intending to sail with him, although Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances and Hoel, Bishop of Le Mans (dislodged during recent upheavals) would do so, to keep a watching brief on their respective dioceses.85 Hugh, Earl of Chester was now back with King William, no doubt providing useful information after his recent spell as a supporter of Count Henry. The earl would also cross to Normandy.86 Another man who perhaps travelled with the king was Wulfnoth Godwineson, the youngest brother of the late King Harold II. His presence at Dover is known from his attestation to a charter which William issued, probably at this time, confirming Bishop Osmund’s reorganisation of the chapter of the cathedral church of Salisbury (still located at Old Sarum in this period).87 There is tenuous evidence that Wulfnoth witnessed other charters on occasion and also that, despite being a political prisoner, he was occasionally styled earl in recognition of his high status. After his return to England in 1087, he is said to have been imprisoned at Salisbury. Bishop Osmund may have brought him to Dover to testify to some detail which he had made in the arrangements for the reorganisation of the cathedral chapter. Equally, though, he was perhaps summoned to accompany the king overseas, in case dissidents used him as a figurehead in a revolt while the king was abroad.88


  In crossing from Dover, William was heading for the bases that the troops led by members of the familia regis had secured on his behalf in Upper Normandy. His great fleet set sail at the very end of January or perhaps a day or two later – the chroniclers vary slightly on this.89 News of his landing in Normandy caused dismay, and Duke Robert and his associates broke off their siege of Courcy. Most of the Norman magnates hurried to pay their respects to the king, bringing gifts in the hope of receiving better in return. Bretons, Flemings and Frenchmen also flocked to William. Once in receipt of his bounty, they trooped off home declaring that his generosity greatly exceeded that of their own rulers.90 The Bretons and Flemings probably contracted to supply mercenary troops as and when required. It would also be useful to have allies along the frontiers of the duchy. Frenchmen, in particular, might be recruited with this in mind. The great groundswell of support for William made it inevitable that Robert come to terms with him. At a formal gathering in Rouen, the brothers agreed peace terms.91 The detail in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s account indicates that the writer had access to a text of this treaty. He stated that Robert would hand over Fécamp (presumably the whole complex, including both the ducal palace and the abbey, which lay within the same fortifications). He would also cede the county of Eu, and Cherbourg (on the northern coast of the Cotentin peninsula). The king’s men were to remain in the castles they had seized from Robert. The king in return undertook to subjugate the county of Maine, which their father had conquered but which had revolted from Robert in 1090, and promised Robert all that his father had there, except what he (Robert) had granted to the king. All those who had earlier lost their land in England (fighting) in the duke’s cause would have it restored by this treaty. The duke, too, would receive just as much in England as they had agreed. If Robert died without a son born in lawful wedlock, the king was to be heir of all Normandy. If William died (without a son) then Robert was to be heir of all England. Twelve of the best men on the king’s side and twelve on Robert’s swore to observe this agreement. However, the writer of the Chronicle continued, this treaty did not remain in force for long.92 John of Worcester recorded very much the same terms, although he specified the abbey of Fécamp (which by itself would not have had much symbolic or strategic value), and added the abbey of Mont Saint Michel to the king’s acquisitions.93 William of Malmesbury’s summary was brief, although he noted that the agreement was negotiated by a few men who had more sense than the worthless and anarchic nobles who had instigated the hostilities. The negotiators, with lands on both sides of the Channel, wanted a settlement which would secure their interests. This writer, like John of Worcester, specified that William was to receive the abbey (only) of Fécamp.94 Orderic Vitalis is similarly brief, but singles out different details. He states that the brothers met at Rouen, and that Robert received great gifts from the king. (No doubt the spendthrift duke would be glad to receive a generous hand-out, after so many of his defecting nobles had been lured into William’s camp by the promise of gain). Orderic, in mentioning the grant to William of the county of Eu, specifically included in this Aumâle, with the entire estates of Gerard of Gournay and Ralph (de Tosny) of Conches, and all the castles held by them or their vassals. After making the treaty, Orderic continued, the king, with his followers, lived in royal style in Eu until the beginning of August.95 Robert of Torigny, in contrast to William of Malmesbury, stated that King Philip of France had mediated between the warring brothers at Caen to negotiate the peace. The terms of the treaty were probably agreed there, whereas the gathering at Rouen was a formal ratification.96


  This treaty confirmed William’s control over a swathe of north-east Normandy, largely comprising the extensive gains he had made through bribery. Robert of Torigny later wrote that the agreement was not only detrimental to the duke’s interests, but also shameful to him, in that his men, instead of fortifying the castles that he entrusted to them, to hold against William, had faithlessly handed them over to the king.97 Robert’s loss of face would render him even less able to control his barons, leaving the way clear for William to take further advantage of him. The duke’s gains, as listed in the treaty, appear nebulous, partly because the lands he was to acquire in England were not recorded by the chroniclers, so that their extent is unknown. There was also the hope that William would campaign on his behalf to recover Maine, but even to secure this undertaking Robert had to concede a part of the county. Since it was William who had the money to pay the troops who would be needed, it was he who would decide when a campaign would take place, and how this would be run. The passing of Fécamp into William’s control would incur further loss of face for Robert. Geographically, it was a natural adjunct to the king’s other acquisitions, while in symbolic terms it was a great prize for him. Previous rulers of Normandy had maintained close links with Fécamp, and also lived there from time to time.98 William’s tenure of the ducal palace would project an image of him as the successor to earlier rulers of Normandy, even though he was based in Eu. Moreover, his authority over the monastery of Fécamp would put at his disposal an efficient Norman scriptorium, or writing-office, as it had done for his ancestors.99 In practice, not all of Robert’s supporters in England were now restored to their lands. Odo of Bayeux, for instance, did not return again to England, and it is not known whether Robert did secure effective control over any of the lands in the kingdom that were assigned to him.


  As the king’s hypothetical heir, Robert perhaps asserted this role on rare occasions in England, as he did in one recorded instance at the outset of the next reign, when he was briefly the heir of Henry I.100 The most significant clause in the treaty was the statement that Robert would succeed William in England, as William would succeed Robert in Normandy, if the other was not survived by a legitimate son. In 1091 both were still unmarried, as was Henry. In the current climate of opinion, no son born out of wedlock to any of them would be acknowledged as his father’s heir. The marriage of a territorial ruler was a political decision, an alliance contracted with a partner of equal status. It caused a realignment of the wider network of diplomatic alliances and usually augmented the landholdings of the bridegroom, since his bride would bring him lands as her marriage portion. To ensure optimum results, negotiations were conducted from a position of strength. Robert’s rule in Normandy had always been weak, while William’s first year or so in England was also precarious. Once his authority in the kingdom was assured, and he was planning to move against Robert in Normandy, there was little point in pursuing any marriage negotiations until he had made all the territorial gains he could hope for – for the time being, at least. Any hastily concluded alliance would preclude the possibility of making a more prestigious match later. It was possible, too, that there was a potential bride in Britain, as discussed below, but that she was still too young to marry. The succession clause in the treaty may have had the aim of luring Robert into thinking that William would not encroach further on the duchy, and also discouraging the duke from backing any further rebellion in England. The clause also addressed the concerns of those powerful magnates who held lands on both sides of the Channel. If they believed that sooner or later all their territories would again be subject to one ruler, they might be less inclined to foment rebellion. William of Malmesbury’s statement that the peace settlement was brought about by a group of magnates suggests that it was they who devised the succession clause as a means of meeting their territorial concerns. The process of peacemaking between the warring brothers, it has been observed, had to take account both of the unprecedented nature of William’s intervention in Normandy and the extent of his territorial gains. The negotiations needed to emphasise that the two brothers were now committed to a reciprocal relationship, extending in both directions across the Channel. There would be better prospects for peace if private, localised warfare could be forestalled, since any renewed outbreak would impinge on the issues at stake between king and duke. Consequently, the treaty specified that those lands and castles which William and his supporters now held were to remain in their hands. It is likely that William, in addition to controlling a large swathe of land in north-east Normandy, held up to a further twenty castles within Robert’s boundaries, and had won the support of several magnates whose lands either bordered or crossed their frontiers. At the same time, Robert still enjoyed the support of the majority of the aristocracy in upper Normandy, and for the sake of stability, William probably had to acknowledge his status as Robert’s subordinate in respect of the lands he now held in Normandy. King Philip certainly had an interest in the terms of the settlement, but cannot have been pleased that it left William as a major force in north-east Normandy, from where he could advance still further, thanks to his ability to amass revenues for his campaigns. Abbot Suger, eminent minister of the French Crown, wrote some decades later of the wealth that had enabled William to wage war.101 In 1091, meanwhile, it would appear likely to King Philip that William’s forces would be on the march again before long, if he carried out his commitment to recover Maine. Even if this project, like that of his advance in Upper Normandy, turned out to owe more to bribery than to battles, it was potentially destabilising for the frontiers of France itself.


  The relationship between the brothers that was specified in the treaty quickly found expression in the documentation of a judicial inquiry into the ducal rights held under the Conqueror, in which ‘Count’ Robert invariably took precedence over ‘William, King of England’. Despite his recent activities, William now had a formal responsibility to assist in safeguarding ducal rights. Their first joint response to a challenge to ducal authority came in the form of their campaign against their younger brother Henry, who had been demanding from both of them a share in their father’s extensive lands. In the face of their continued refusal to make him any concessions, he assembled a force of Bretons and Normans and fortified Avranches, Coutances and other towns.102 The intention of Robert and William to retaliate is clearly signalled in the treaty between them in the clause ceding to William the town of Cherbourg.103 John of Worcester perhaps anticipated the events that followed, when he wrote that the abbey of Mont Saint Michel was also granted to the king.104 The ceding of Cherbourg indicated that Robert was abrogating his earlier grant of the Cotentin peninsula to Henry.105 Several magnates who had previously been Henry’s supporters now defected from him. According to Orderic Vitalis, they made unfavourable comparisons between Henry’s financially challenged position and the great wealth and ‘terrible power’ of William. They deserted the count and handed their castles over to the king. Orderic places this episode after the treaty was made between Robert and William.106 Defections began to take place earlier, though. Hugh, Earl of Chester, whom Orderic includes among these men, returned his allegiance to William before he sailed for Normandy.107 With the defences of the Cotentin so depleted, Robert and William, by the latter part of March 1091, were besieging Henry and his men who were on Mont Saint Michel, the tidal monastic island on the frontiers of Normandy and Brittany.108


  One day, as William emerged from his tent, he saw in the distance a troop of the enemy, riding brazenly along. Completely alone, he charged against them, confident that no one would stand up to him. That very day he had paid fifteen marks of silver – serious money – for the horse that he was now riding. Unfortunately for him, one of the enemy did confront him, fatally injuring this valuable animal. The king was thrown off, trapping one foot as the dying horse staggered and fell, so that he was dragged along for some distance. He might have been badly battered, but thanks to the strong armour he was wearing, he was not injured. Trouble still loomed, though, since the knight who had toppled him from his horse was already grasping the hilt of his sword, on the point of striking him dead. William, alert to the danger, shouted ‘Stop that, you fool. I am the king of England.’ The horsemen recognised his voice and were struck with fear. (Mere mercenaries ought never to have presumed to attack a king, whose status should have been apparent to them by the superior quality of his horse and armour.) They immediately and respectfully lifted him to his feet and brought him another horse. He vaulted onto it without waiting for anything which could serve as a mounting block, glared angrily around at them all, and demanded, ‘Which one of you unhorsed me?’ Most of them backed away, but the knight who had acted so boldly spoke up for himself saying, ‘It was me, sire. I did not think you could be the king, but only a knight.’ At these words the king calmed down, stopped scowling and exclaimed, ‘By the Face of Lucca, from now on you must serve me. You will be entered on my list and you will receive the rewards due for excellent military service.’ William of Malmesbury, in reporting this episode, praised the king highly for his magnanimity towards his opponent, drawing a parallel with a comparable anecdote related about Alexander the Great.109 The writer drew slightly on Lucan for stylistic purposes, and perhaps knew a version of Julius Valerius’s Deeds of Alexander of Macedon.110 Yet both the context and the characterisation of William in the episode seem to be authentic. As depicted here, the king is very much the character also portrayed by Geoffrei Gaimar. Anecdotes about him were most likely handed down by word of mouth in military circles. The knight whom William now recruited into the familia regis would be one person very ready to transmit the tale, but if he was to take full advantage of his new position, he would need to realise that fallen opponents of high status, in contrast to those of the rank and file, were not killed but were held to ransom.111 Fortunately for William, the enemy knights were too bewildered at the turn of events to capture him, something which would have been to Henry’s great advantage, and would have earned them a substantial reward.


  William of Malmesbury juxtaposed this anecdote with a second episode which occurred during the siege of Mont Saint Michel, when the defenders ran short of water. Henry sent messengers to Robert to put their need to him. The count argued that it was unworthy to deprive him of water, a need which all mortal men had in common. Robert must find some other way of determining how steadfast he was. Their conflict should be decided by the effectiveness of his knights. Robert, who was naturally soft-hearted, ordered his men to turn a blind eye occasionally when they were on duty, so that his thirsty brother could get a drink. (His decision, it has been argued, demonstrated his overlordship over both his younger brothers.) When news of this was relayed to the king, he typically lost his temper, exclaiming, ‘You have a fine way of waging war, giving your enemies a source of water. How are we going to beat them if we indulge them in all the food and drink which they need?’ Robert smiled and uttered the words which have become deservedly famous: ‘Lord above! Should I leave our brother to die of thirst? If we eliminate this one, where will we find another to replace him?’ The king laughed scornfully at his easy-going brother.112 Although the episode is suspiciously reminiscent of that involving Hugh of Grandmesnil, it may have occurred. Perhaps the duke did say some such words about Henry, although they seem more like the witticism of a clerk in the royal service. Probably there was a widespread belief that the one thing uniting Robert and William was their determination to cut their younger brother down to size, and ensure that he did not secure any extensive share of the paternal inheritance. If he was removed from the scene, then their own disagreements would flare up stronger than ever. The brothers may well have acknowledged this themselves, and Robert was perhaps repeating a long-standing wry private joke between them. Certainly there was a distinct shortage, among their contemporaries, of men of sufficiently high status with whom they could share a political joke with such an edge to it.


  Henry shrewdly weighed up his options. He had been deserted by kinsmen, friends and allies, and was now short of even the basic requirements of life. His best course now would be to abandon his rebellion. He asked for a safe conduct to leave Mont Saint Michel with his companions, a proposal which was welcomed. He was allowed to depart honourably with his entire baggage, although he surrendered all his castles. He travelled through the south-east corner of Brittany, thanking the Bretons for their recent support, then crossed the frontier into France. He was now very impoverished, although his exile lasted well under two years.113 Eventually an invitation reached him from the rebel citizens of Domfront, in Lower Normandy, requesting him to become their lord and lead them against Duke Robert.114 In the course of these hostilities prisoners were taken, who were presumably held for ransom. The count’s men also seized quantities of booty.115 The more successful and profitable his military operations became, the greater the number of mercenaries he would be able to hire, contributing further to his reputation as a commander, so that he would appear an ever more convincing leader to other aristocratic dissidents.


  Meanwhile King William’s forceful intervention in Normandy inadvertently led to a crisis in England. Edgar Ætheling, a great-nephew of King Edward, had, according to Orderic Vitalis, been a leading counsellor of Robert’s.116 He held an honor from the duke, but was deprived of this by King William, who expelled him from Normandy.117 Edgar’s cognomen of Ætheling denoted recognition in English eyes that he was throne-worthy. On the death of King Harold II in 1066, there had been a short-lived attempt to make Edgar king, but this failed for lack of widespread support, due in turn most likely to his youth, since he was then only about fourteen, and had no kinsmen to support his claim.118 William the Conqueror seems to have treated Edgar well initially, but in the spring of 1068 he travelled to Scotland with his mother and sisters and in 1069 appeared in York as a leader of the short-lived English uprising there. King Malcolm of Scotland married Edgar’s sister Margaret, but the Ætheling’s residence at his court was subsequently intermittent. He had equally spasmodic spells of residence at the English court, interspersed with the far-flung travels of a political exile. His friendship with Duke Robert went back a long way.119 Quite why Edgar was expelled from Normandy in 1091 is unclear. It has been observed that, since he was less of a nuisance there than he had the potential to be elsewhere, William perhaps perceived some danger in his association with Robert.120 Edgar would know that any hopes of gaining the English throne for himself had long vanished, but he may have encouraged Robert to continue to believe in his ambitions, perhaps backed by his own potential as someone capable of rallying the native English, combined, possibly, with the timely intervention of the Ætheling’s brother-in-law, King Malcolm. Such a scheme might seem the more feasible in that Malcolm’s daughter Edith was the duke’s god-daughter. Probably Robert stood godfather to her when he was in Scotland in the autumn of 1080.121


  Once expelled from Normandy, Edgar went to his sister and brother-in-law in Scotland.122 Whether or not King Malcolm had much sympathy for him, he would see in William’s preoccupation with the situation in Normandy an opportunity for him to intrude into northern England. He could reassert his claim to debatable frontier lands, sustaining his army by plunder. At the accession of William II, Norman settlement in northern England ceased at the river Ribble in the west and in the east probably some way south of the river Wansbeck in Northumberland, but even south of this diagonal, the region was largely unsubdued beyond the radius of the castleries.123 William II established several of these which had real strategic significance, but the precise dates of their foundations are uncertain. The homage that King Malcolm had rendered to the Conqueror would be perceived to compromise his independence, but in practice it imposed no constraints on the Scottish kingdom. At the meeting between King Malcolm and Robert in 1080, the frontier between the realms is said to have been defined, although the details are not known. From Malcolm’s viewpoint, this had the advantage of barring Norman adventurers from intruding into Scotland. If they wanted to venture beyond this frontier, they must wait for a breakdown in the peace made in that year when, with the backing of a royal army, they could extend their territories northwards. It has been suggested that, after the rebellion of 1088 was quelled, William ensured the compliance of the former rebel leaders in the north, men such as Robert of Mowbray and Roger of Poitou, by indicating that an opportunity would soon be given to them to advance. It has been further argued that Malcolm fell into a baited trap in the spring of 1091, at much the same time that the Norman lords of the southern Welsh March were goading Rhys ap Tewdwr.124 In this scenario, Edgar Ætheling was a mere pawn in the complex chess game of Anglo-Norman politics, expelled from the duchy less because of any influence he had with Duke Robert, but rather in order to incite King Malcolm into making an injudicious foray into northern England.125 If there was any such plan, it would depend on careful timing, to ensure both that the Marcher lords were alerted in advance to a probable Scottish incursion and were ready to offer resistance, and also that the king himself could return from Normandy, then assemble and deploy a force large enough to put an end to the invasion.


  The timing of events, though, suggests that William had not anticipated the consequences of Edgar’s expulsion. There was no certainty that he would go to the Scottish court. When exiled on previous occasions he had gone successively to Flanders, and to the Norman-held lands in Apulia.126 For all anyone knew, it was equally likely that he would go off to join the Christians battling against the Moors in northern Spain, or even enlist, as other Englishmen had done, in the Varangian guard, which served the Byzantine emperor. From Edgar’s point of view, though, his valuable information that William was well settled into his new Norman territories was just what King Malcolm would want to hear. The king of Scots clearly relished this opportunity. He gathered a large army and invaded Northumbria in May. This was not a good time of the year for his troops to live off the land, but somehow they maintained themselves over the coming months, not significantly deterred by local resistance, while they subjected Durham to a lengthy siege. Eventually they were enabled to accumulate a good deal of plunder, since by then the harvest season had come.127 News of the incursion would reach William fairly quickly, but he remained in Normandy until August. The northern lords perhaps initially led him to believe that this was a situation which they could handle themselves. They would not want to encourage the intervention of a royal army, followed in due course by a peace treaty which would thwart any plans they had for pursuing the Scots back over the debatable border and then enlarging their own territories.


  There was one man in Normandy who had a vested interest in finding out what was really going on in northern England – its exiled bishop, William of St Calais. According to Symeon of Durham, the bishop intervened when the royal forces in a certain (unidentified) Norman castle were being besieged and on the brink of being captured. Through his mediation, the siege was lifted and consequently the king restored him to all his lands in England. The bishop’s position would be reinforced by the proviso in the treaty between king and duke ordering the restoration to Robert’s former supporters of their confiscated lands in England.128 The episode of the lifting of the siege presumably occurred in the early months of 1091 and, following his readmission to the goodwill of the king, he would find it politic to attend William’s court in Normandy for a while. He paved the way for his return to Durham by sending on ahead of him a large quantity of valuable church plate and books – contradicting his earlier claims that he was impoverished following his disgrace. These gifts were received safely by the chapter of the cathedral priory.129 Prior Turgot and the monks would then update him on recent developments in and around Durham.


  Even if this was the means by which the full extent of the Scottish incursion became known to the king, he responded to the danger only in August, when he, together with Duke Robert, crossed to England.130 The duke, as William’s heir, had an interest in helping to quell the incursion. The king summoned both a land army and a naval force, and they headed north. Initially the Scots retreated well over the border, but the situation turned in their favour a few days before Michaelmas (29 September) when almost all of William’s ships were wrecked and most of their crews were drowned. John of Worcester implies that the weather was unusually bad for the time of year, since he added that many of William’s mounted force died from hunger and cold.131 King Malcolm and his army confronted William in Lothian, but when their troops were almost face to face, Duke Robert summoned Edgar, and with his help mediated a peace between the two kings. It was agreed that Malcolm would do homage to William, becoming his vassal and owing him allegiance as he had done towards the Conqueror (in 1072). He confirmed this on oath, and King William promised him, according to John of Worcester, twelve townships he had held in England under the Conqueror. William also undertook to pay him annually twelve marks of gold.132


  Given the depleted and demoralised state of William’s troops, and their extended line of communications and supplies, the renewal of Malcolm’s homage was all that could be hoped for at the moment. The king of Scots, on the other hand, with the promise of his twelve vills and a generous annual subsidy, had done well out of his recent incursion into England. It might be argued that he ran a lucrative protection racket on a big scale. On the other hand, the money promised to him was comparable with money fiefs (annual payments) which William dispensed in order to buy allies across the Channel, something on which Edgar Ætheling could advise his brother-in-law. William’s dire plight, the reason for his concessions to Malcolm, was dramatised by Orderic Vitalis, who wrote that the rival armies were drawn up on either side of the ‘Scots Water’, a term normally applied to the Firth of Forth. If Malcolm had advanced into Lothian, as other writers claimed, it is more likely that they were on either side of the estuary of the river Tweed. According to Orderic, Malcolm’s envoys told William that if he attacked, their king owed him nothing but battle. Duke Robert, on the other hand, would be an acceptable mediator through whom he would be willing to negotiate his obligations. After some discussion in William’s circle of close advisers, Robert crossed the river with a few knights. King Malcolm entertained him warmly for a few days, then led him up a mountainside from where he pointed out a large army; then, moving to another vantage point, he indicated a second, even bigger force, saying that he was ready to confront King William. Malcolm acknowledged that the Conqueror had confirmed him in possession of Lothian, and that he had done fealty to Robert as the firstborn son of his father. He would honour what he had sworn to the duke, but he had promised nothing to William II and owed him nothing. Robert agreed with this résumé of past events, but pointed out that things had changed since his father’s day. If Malcolm would negotiate with William, who had a great store of wealth, he would find him generous. This argument proved persuasive and Malcolm made peace with William.133 In that passage, Orderic, writing with hindsight, called Malcolm a ‘credulous king’. This did apply later, when instalments of his money fief were withheld, and the twelve vills on the English side of the frontier were denied to him. In the short term, though, it was Malcolm who gained from the treaty. William had to negotiate through the mediation of a brother against whom he had recently waged an aggressive war. Robert was also linked with Malcolm in the baptismal relationship of compater, an affinity which normally denoted a close personal relationship, and it was he who relayed intelligence on the apparent strength of the Scots. William must accept that Robert did not exaggerate, had not been misled, and did not mislead him. The report that Malcolm could deploy superior forces who were on territory that they knew well, and were probably in much better condition than the demoralised English army, would induce William to agree to the peace terms. In the course of his negotiations, Robert evidently also made peace between William and Edgar Ætheling, who joined them when they headed south again.


  The unseasonable weather continued, inflicting great damage across the country. Relations between the royal brothers also grew increasingly stormy, when William indicated that he would not implement the treaty made between them.134 The grounds for his decision are uncertain, but there were plenty of potential causes of tension. Perhaps he argued that he could not conquer Maine on Robert’s behalf now that he had such a volatile situation on his northern frontier. Equally, he may have declined in practice to reinstate all of Robert’s former supporters in their English lands. Robert himself had perhaps not received all – or even much – of the land in England that was due to him under the treaty, and he may have believed that William was continuing to undermine his authority in Normandy. Grounds for dispute over their own treaty were perhaps heightened by suspicions as to whether Robert had obtained for William the best terms possible from King Malcolm or whether, in his soft-hearted way, he had been coaxed into conceding too much. Malcolm, in requesting Robert as mediator, evidently thought he could get better terms from him than by dealing directly with William. Even though Orderic Vitalis’ account of the negotiations may be over-dramatised, there remains the possibility that, as this writer indicates, Malcolm did repeatedly emphasise Robert’s status as firstborn son of the Conqueror, trying to open up a rift between the brothers that could be exploited to his own advantage. Equally, Robert’s long-standing friendship with Edgar might be thought to have influenced him to accept the Ætheling’s line of argument during the negotiations, when Edgar was representing the interests of his brother-in-law.135 Mutual suspicions and recriminations probably ran along these lines and steadily intensified as they travelled south together and on into Wessex. William ‘kept Robert with him’, probably in order to prevent him from making alliances in England. When family members are cooped up together, particularly at the festive season, disagreements are likely to come to a head. Just before Christmas, Robert, with Edgar, left the king, presumably in a blaze of publicity, since the festive court would be convening. They took ship to the Isle of Wight on 23 December, and sailed for Normandy.136
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  CHAPTER FIVE


  The Northern Frontier


  The Scottish frontier remained high on the agenda in the wake of the recent expedition. The outcome of that campaign, although unavoidable, would seem ignominious. More urgently, it left England open to further attack. The risks had been demonstrated of trying to resolve this problem by campaigning on an overextended line of communications, so that the immediate course of action must be to stabilise the northern frontier of England by extending royal authority in the virtual no-man’s-land in the north-west. This would impede the advance of Scottish incursions and provide a forward base for subsequent operations. The key to security in this region was Carlisle, a site where the river Eden was joined by several of its tributaries as it flowed on to the Solway Firth. Due to the convergence of so many rivers on the great estuary, the terrain was boggy, but could be crossed by raiders who knew their way through the marshes from the major routes in western Scotland, which led down to the Solway Firth from Annandale and Nithsdale.1


  The strategic value of Carlisle had long been apparent to those who dominated the region. During the Roman occupation, Hadrian’s Wall curved around the northern side of the site, where, too, a fort commanded the routes radiating from it.2 During the Roman period Carlisle developed as a vicus, a settlement which grew up beside this fort to house the camp followers of the army of occupation, although it was quite large and properly planned. After the withdrawal of the legions the region reverted to British control, which may have persisted for two centuries or so after the first Anglo-Saxon migrations. Carlisle became an important centre of the British kingdom of Rheged, and from here King Urien (fl. c.570–590) ruled over the Eden valley, coastal Cumberland and Dumfries.3 English control gradually extended into this region, and Carlisle was certainly held by King Ecgfrith of Northumbria (670–685), in whose reign it was administered by a reeve. The settlement also contained a religious house. The Roman walls of Carlisle, and a structure which was described as an elaborate well or fountain (most likely a nymphaeum of the Roman era), were sites which were shown to distinguished visitors.4 Scandinavian incursions brought an end to English rule. John of Worcester wrote that Carlisle was destroyed by ‘the Danes’ some 200 years before the reign of William II, after which it remained deserted until the king restored it.5 John of Worcester’s ‘Danes’ were most likely Norsemen from Galloway and the Western Isles who settled in the region, and especially around the Cumbrian coasts, in the tenth century.6 The increasingly powerful Scottish kingdom soon began to take an interest, its influence gradually extending up the Eden valley and into the northern Pennines. Politically, the region was under Scottish control throughout much of the eleventh century, although the subservient population of Britons, Angles, and Gaelicised Norse carried on their traditional lifestyle regardless of the identity of those notionally claiming overlordship.7


  By the late eleventh century, Carlisle had revived to some extent, and was the base of the local ruler. When King William advanced on Carlisle in 1092, he expelled this man, who was named in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as Dolfin.8 His identity is uncertain. It used to be believed that he was the eldest son of Cospatric, formerly earl of Northumbria and subsequently earl of Dunbar under King Malcolm. On that scenario, Dolfin would be ruling Cumbria on behalf of the king of Scots. Yet there is no direct evidence that Dolfin was Cospatric’s son. If he was not, then most likely he did not represent Scottish interests in the region. It has been suggested that Dolfin was actually a descendant of the Cumbrian nobleman Dolfin, son of Thorfinn, who was killed fighting against Macbeth in 1054. It is known that Cumbria was under Scottish rule in 1070, but its subsequent status is unclear, and it may well have been seized by Dolfin. The suggestion has been made that the twelve vills (settlements with their hinterland) which William undertook to restore to Malcolm represent sparsely settled Cumbria. This would explain why Malcolm did not react when William’s army moved into the region, since it would at first appear that he was fulfilling his undertaking of 1091.9 On this interpretation, William’s promise to restore the vills could be equated with his earlier commitment to assist Robert Curthose with the recovery of Maine. Robert, as he negotiated with Malcolm, might still believe that the promise that he himself had received would be honoured. It can be argued that Malcolm, with his reputedly large forces, was quite capable of recovering Cumbria for himself, but his reason for enlisting William’s assistance would be his awareness that any move by Scottish troops into Cumbria would be seen as a threat by the Normans south of the Ribble, who would then retaliate against him, whereas they would accept King William’s intervention. Secondly, with the bulk of Scottish forces committed to an expedition into Cumbria, his eastern frontier would be vulnerable to the Normans now pushing beyond the Wansbeck.


  Yet when William undertook to restore the twelve vills to Malcolm, this may not have been a response to one of the peace terms demanded by the Scottish negotiators, but rather a proposal made on his own behalf, apparently offering to campaign in Malcolm’s interests, but really a cynical ploy to seize Carlisle for himself without giving rise to suspicion and retaliation while his authority was being established in the area. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states that William, having expelled Dolfin from Carlisle, then restored the city, a term indicating that he ordered the strengthening of any remaining walls and the building of new ones where these were needed. He also garrisoned the castle with his men.10 This term implies that there was already a fortress within Carlisle. Possibly one or another of its previous rulers had built a defensive structure, perhaps little more than a stockade. John of Worcester states that it was William himself who ordered the castle to be built.11 What now remains of Carlisle Castle is still essentially the sturdy, sandstone fortress built by William. It stands on the commanding heights overlooking the confluence of the river Eden and the river Caldew. This peninsula is reminiscent of Durham, where the castle and cathedral are juxtaposed on the great rock above the Wear. The site of Carlisle, as it has developed over the centuries, has become less dramatic than that of Durham, but in the eleventh century it would have been equally defensible. As in Durham, the cathedral is nearby, but Carlisle did not become a bishopric until 1133, and even the cathedral church itself was founded as an Augustinian house only in 1122.12


  Having conquered Cumbria, William then took several measures to stabilise his new territory. Once Carlisle Castle was garrisoned, the population of the surrounding countryside was increasingly anglicised by the drafting in of large numbers of peasant families who brought their livestock and set about cultivating the land.13 Now that the more southerly regions of England were increasingly stable, the population in those parts was slowly but steadily growing, causing pressure on the available land to build up. The peasants who were dragooned into migrating north would be apprehensive at being compelled to relocate so close to the Scottish border, but since they would be of unfree birth for the most part, if not entirely, they did not have the option of refusal. Most likely many were from the royal demesne lands. Once in Cumbria they would have more land to cultivate than they would have had in the south, and probably enjoyed greater personal freedom, too. Both, in later times, were regular inducements to peasants to take part in colonisation programmes.14 The very fact that colonists were brought to Cumbria at all indicates that the region was both underpopulated and that its existing inhabitants were barely surviving in a subsistence economy. Initially, much of the agricultural produce generated by the new arrivals would be levied to feed the garrison in Carlisle Castle and administrators introduced into the growing town, but as the peasants adapted to farming conditions in a climate to which they were unaccustomed, they might be able to expand their output sufficiently to have a surplus which they could sell in the markets of Carlisle, and so augment their income. As newcomers, they would be regarded with suspicion by the sparse pre-existing population, of whom they themselves would be equally wary. There was no risk of the migrants allying with local dissidents or, even worse, of throwing in their lot with marauding Scots. In a real crisis, the male peasants could be organised into a rudimentary reserve defence force. On the European mainland, lords acquiring new frontier territories were already well accustomed to encouraging migration in order to stabilise these lands and initiate economic expansion. In England, though, directed migration was a new practice. The success of William II’s initiative is shown by the fact that it was later copied both by Henry I in south Wales, and by successive kings of Scots from the early twelfth century, in parts of Clydesdale and Moray. In all these regions, Flemings were those who were chiefly introduced.15


  A new nunnery, on the other hand, was the last thing Cumbria needed at this juncture, yet in the late fifteenth century the nuns of Armathwaite insisted that their house had been founded by William II. All their early records, they said, had been destroyed or stolen during a Scottish raid, but even so, they persuaded King Edward IV to accept that theirs was a royal foundation. The genuine antecedents of Armathwaite are lost in the mists of time, and its existence is known only from the late twelfth century. It is highly unlikely that it was founded as a female community in this frontier zone in the late eleventh century. Since the nuns were adamant that William II was their founder, it is arguable that they succeeded to property which he granted to an establishment of secular clerks. The site of Armathwaite lay on a crossing of the river Eden. In due course this came to be dominated by a pele tower, which developed into a castle. It is arguable that the pele tower replaced an even earlier structure housing a small number of secular clerks, who facilitated communications with Carlisle and gathered intelligence on conditions in this sensitive border region. It may also have served as a relay station for royal couriers. King William’s endowment also included property in Carlisle itself, which suggests that the original beneficiaries operated in both places. The rise in the numbers of castleries in the region would in time render this conjectural facility in Armathwaite superfluous. Its endowments were perhaps transferred to an anchorhold initially occupied by one of the redundant secular clerks. Anchorholds regularly attracted royal patronage from the middle decades of the twelfth century, which increases the plausibility of this scenario. Since the nunnery of Armathwaite is thought to have evolved from an anchorhold, the nuns were probably correct in claiming William II as their patron.16


  William’s seizure of Carlisle and its hinterland ensured that the frontier would now run from the Solway Firth up the Esk to the Liddel Water, then up Liddesdale along the Kershope burn to the Cheviots, as it has since continued to do.17 He granted the lordship of Carlisle, or Cumberland, to Ranulf le Meschin, whose mother was a sister of Hugh, Earl of Chester. Ranulf in turn reinforced his own position by enfeoffing his brother William with the lordship of Irthington, to the north-east of Carlisle, and his brother-in-law Robert of Trevers with the lordship of Burgh-by-Sands on the Solway Firth. To the south, back-up was provided by the barony of Kendal (Westmorland), with which the king enfeoffed his steward Ivo Taillebois.18 Invasion from the western end of the frontier was now checkmated at every point.


  An ecclesiastical presence might also reinforce control over the frontier. The bishop of Glasgow still claimed the right to exercise jurisdiction over the region as far south as the Rere-Cross on Stainmore, high in the Pennines, south-west of Durham and north-west of Richmond. His successors continued to claim rights over the region down to the 1260s.19 This claim stemmed from the fact that, by establishing the frontier on the Solway, William II had fragmented the old kingdom of Strathclyde. The frontier as it now ran might look natural from a geographical point of view, but culturally, linguistically and in other respects it was artificial. Much effort would be needed on the part of William and his successors to ensure its permanence.20 One obvious ally was the community of Durham which (as successor to the ancient see of Lindisfarne) had dubious claims to Carlisle and the surrounding lands dating from the time of King Ecgfrith.21 Durham’s claims might be doubtful, but it was the nearest weighty ecclesiastical authority to hand. Accordingly, William placed Carlisle under the spiritual jurisdiction of the bishop and his archdeacon.22 The wily Bishop William of St Calais and the resourceful Prior Turgot, whom the bishop also appointed as his archdeacon, were just the men to handle such a potentially difficult situation.23 Even so, it already seemed likely that their assertion of authority would be challenged. The king stated that if anyone else claimed a share in the spiritual jurisdiction of the archdeacon, this claim must be heard in his own court at Easter.24 The archdeacon’s authority in that vulnerable frontier region had such political overtones that its exercise could not be left to the deliberations of any Church court, let alone that of the bishop of Glasgow.25 The administration, both ecclesiastical and secular, of the Cumbrian territories, it has been suggested, adapted much older territorial divisions of the region. The newly created feudal lordships were larger and more compact than those in the Midlands or in southern England, where the incoming French lords had been assigned the scattered lands of several predecessors.26 Apart from the royal castle of Carlisle and its district, it is argued, these Cumbrian lordships were imposed on pre-existing territories. The rural deaneries, which were fewer than the new feudal units, also seem to follow old boundaries and in both spheres older Celtic patterns were probably followed, an analogy with the means by which the infiltration of the Welsh March was achieved.27


  Early in 1093, King William was taken seriously ill at the royal vill of Alveston (in Warwickshire) and was rushed to Gloucester, where his illness persisted throughout the whole of Lent – 2 March to 16 April inclusive. So grave was his condition that rumours of his death spread throughout the kingdom.28 His removal to Gloucester, although dangerous in his desperate condition, provided more spacious quarters, not only for him and his immediate entourage, but also for the magnates who would gather there when a regime change seemed imminent. The king would now be installed in the old royal palace of Kingholm, and medical facilities were probably provided in the first instance by the infirmary staff of Gloucester Abbey. William’s senior physician was the Frenchman Baldwin, Abbot of Bury St Edmunds, who had ministered to the ailments both of King Edward and of the Conqueror. The abbot was often at the royal court, but he was perhaps not immediately on hand in this sudden crisis, and it would take a while to bring him across the country from Bury, if that is where he was.29 The king believed that he was about to die, and it was essential that he did so in a state of grace. On the advice of his barons, he vowed to reform his way of life, never again to sell or to tax churches, and instead to guard them with royal power, to annul unjust laws and to establish just ones.30


  As royal deathbed vows went, this was very much what might be expected. The appropriation of income from the revenues of vacant benefices, notably that of Canterbury, had been viewed critically in certain quarters, but in fairness to the king, it has been pointed out that the majority of vacancies were filled promptly throughout the reign. Those which occurred in the richest bishoprics and abbacies, on the other hand, were deliberately prolonged, and their revenues were managed on the king’s behalf by Ranulf Flambard.31 Income from ecclesiastical revenues was a welcome boost to the royal war chest, but if William really was dying, it would be as well for him to earn belated spiritual merit by renouncing such windfalls and filling the vacant bishoprics. One of these, Lincoln, was now committed to his chancellor, Robert Bloet, who would know from his years in the king’s service what was normally expected in return, and would consider himself lucky to evade paying the penitent king for the see. When William recovered, he naturally regretted not having sold the bishopric of Lincoln, but he did obtain £5,000 from Robert in return for confirming the independence of Lincoln and the district of Lindsey from the archbishop of York.32 Robert Bloet’s elevation from his post as chancellor to preside over a large see was one which might have been anticipated by him, or even promised to him earlier. Henry of Huntingdon, who was one of the archdeacons in his new diocese, describes Robert as handsome, serene and an agreeable conversationalist.33 William of Malmesbury took a more jaundiced view, writing that, while Robert was cheerful enough with his own people, he lacked gravitas. He was second to none in his knowledge of politics, but not so in Church matters.34


  The other appointment was to lead to intermittent trouble for the king throughout the rest of his reign. We can only speculate whether, had he not been so ill at the time, Anselm would have been his own choice as archbishop of Canterbury. Not only were they utterly unalike in personality and in their approach to life, but also each zealously upheld the rights of his office, and these rights, as they respectively understood them, were bound to put them on a collision course. Anselm, like Lanfranc, was born in northern Italy. He travelled to Normandy and studied under Lanfranc when the latter was prior of Le Bec-Hellouin. Anselm himself eventually became prior there, and then abbot. By 1093, at the age of sixty, he had an impressive reputation as a theologian and writer on spiritual matters. He had also attracted the notice of several prominent barons, among them Hugh, Earl of Chester. Unlikely as that might seem, given the earl’s robust and sensual lifestyle, William of Malmesbury wrote that he was mellowing following a long bout of illness.35 Hugh enlisted Anselm’s support in replacing the community of secular clerks in St Werburgh’s, Chester, with Benedictine monks, who were brought from Le Bec-Hellouin.36 According to William of Malmesbury, there had been a rising groundswell of opinion, as the vacancy in the archbishopric of Canterbury was prolonged, that Anselm was the ideal candidate to fill it.37 He crossed to England in the latter part of 1092, assisted Earl Hugh with his Chester foundation, and had a private meeting with King William, who agreed to his petition that the taxes due from Le Bec’s substantial English estates should be reduced.38 According to William of Malmesbury (echoing Eadmer), Anselm also took this opportunity to raise the issue of his reputation for licentiousness.39 The king laughed away Anselm’s harsh criticisms, saying that he could not squash his reputation. Anselm, as a man known for his sanctity, should not believe such rumours. The king knew how highly his parents had regarded Anselm, and so he did not want to crush the abbot with a more aggressive reply. In his opinion, one facet of the reputation for magnificence in a king – recognition as an exceptional ruler – was his ability, while transacting business, to lighten the impact of his decisions by announcing them with a joke. As an instance of this, William of Malmesbury cited an earlier occasion when the bishops suggested that he allow prayers to be made throughout the kingdom – petitions to God to inspire the king to appoint a new archbishop. The king was angry at this attempt to manipulate his exercise of authority, but he hid his anger with a laugh, saying in a joking tone, ‘Pray as you like. I will do as I please. No man’s prayer will ever change my mind.’40


  The king was well aware that Anselm had supporters in England for his candidature as archbishop. There was a growing feeling that the prolonged vacancy in Canterbury was a scandal, and the abbot’s sympathisers wanted to end this by advocating the appointment of an undoubtedly holy man, whose election would bring great spiritual benefit to England. One consideration which these men failed to appreciate was that Anselm had not followed (and now never would follow) Lanfranc in making the transition from scholar to administrator. Although he spent half his life in positions where a businesslike approach was essential, he never became even a moderately efficient administrator, and had no enthusiasm for such work. He pursued his objectives with great determination and simplicity and was unquestioningly literal in his response to any situation. He knew what he intended to achieve, and did his best to accomplish it, but lacked Lanfranc’s flexibility and dissociated himself from the ways of the world on principle.41 In the role of archbishop, Anselm would never be a supportive adviser of the king as Lanfranc had been.


  An archbishop of Canterbury could not simply devote his time to prayer, meditation and theological scholarship. He must be able to preside over a bench of bishops, most of whom were well-educated, hard-nosed secular clerics, former administrators in the king’s service. Many of them turned out to be responsible pastors of their dioceses, but they were also required to advise the king on affairs of state – when asked to do so, and not other-wise. They were well aware of the priorities of royal government, and if there was a clash of interests, they would instinctively support the king. The archbishop of Canterbury was traditionally one of the most eminent of these royal counsellors. In the past, monk-archbishops had done sterling work in this capacity, but there was now a growing preference for the appointment of secular clerics to bishoprics, men trained in the cathedral schools, where the curriculum honed the skills that would render them competent administrators. Besides this, the growing pressures of the reform movement in the wider Church made it unlikely that another man like Lanfranc would succeed to Canterbury – a man who was willing to understand and promote the interests of the monarch. If Lanfranc had been consulted in his lifetime about a possible successor, it is questionable whether he would have recommended his former pupil. They had retained a mutual respect for one another, although their approach to theology diverged. When Lanfranc criticised Anselm’s first scholarly product, the Monologion, Anselm did not ask him to comment on any more of his many works, landmarks though they were in their field.42 Lanfranc, while still at Le Bec-Hellouin, would have become aware of Anselm’s limitations in other areas.43 Moreover, Lanfranc was already a mature adult when the reform movement in the Church got under way. Its implications for the assertion of spiritual over temporal authority would have appeared to him as a novelty, and an unwelcome one at that. Anselm, on the other hand, was just growing to manhood as the reform began to spread, and he would come to accept its impact more readily.


  While William II kept the archbishopric of Canterbury vacant primarily because its revenues helped to fund his campaigns, he would know that the see must be filled eventually. No doubt he gave some thought to choosing a suitable candidate, but the difficulties of finding a man who met all the criteria were plain enough. Anselm’s supporters were recommending him as a holy man, but from the king’s point of view he needed someone who could respond to the needs of government. From even a brief meeting, such as the one outlined above, it would be clear that not only did the abbot of Le Bec lack some of the criteria, but also that he might try to intrude into areas where his advice was not wanted. Probably the more that Anselm’s supporters tried to advocate his candidacy, the more resistant William became.44 He would not want this group, let alone this candidate, bringing pressure to bear which threatened to usurp the royal prerogative. Anselm’s extended stay in England, long after he had attended to the interests of Le Bec and those of Earl Hugh, created the impression that he had something more in mind.45 One day he – and, apparently, other potential candidates for Canterbury – were being discussed at a meeting of the king and his magnates. One man commended Anselm by saying that he was the only man who was not ambitious for office of any kind. The king looked quizzical, and asked, ‘Not even for the archbishopric of Canterbury?’ The man denied this but the king, according to Eadmer, declared that if Anselm ever believed that he had any serious hope of being elected to the archbishopric, he would applaud with hands and feet and run to embrace it.46 He added jokingly, ‘By the Holy Face of Lucca, both Anselm and all the other candidates for the archbishopric must take second place to me, because I am going to be my own archbishop.’ For some time the king continued to make jokes when talking about the vacancy in the archbishopric but, wrote William of Malmesbury, he was struck by a violent pain, which grew steadily worse, so that he had to take to his bed. Anselm was not with the court at the time, but the king sent a courier to fetch him.47 William of Malmesbury, like Anselm’s biographer Eadmer, told the dramatic story in some detail. Eadmer had written a decade or more before William of Malmesbury, who largely gave a summarised version of the earlier account, to which he added details of his own. Eadmer himself later knew Anselm well but he was not a witness to the events at Gloucester in 1093. He would eventually learn of them from Anselm and then make amendments of his own as he wrote the works that projected his hero as a saintly man who was a model archbishop of Canterbury.48


  William of Malmesbury wrote that when Anselm reached Gloucester in response to the urgent summons, he heard the king’s confession, with the assent of the bishops.49 He, an abbot from a house in the duchy of Normandy, was therefore taking precedence over the prelates of the Church in England. Whether he really did so is questionable. Anselm was certainly seen by his supporters to be a holy man, but the narratives of these events were written when he was being projected unofficially, in certain quarters, as a saint. William of Malmesbury wrote that when the king repented of his sins, Anselm told him to tell the assembled bishops to have a crosier placed on the altar (presumably in the palace chapel) as a token of his penitence. He must appoint pastors to the vacant benefices, bring back exiles and free prisoners, all of which the king ordered to be done.50 Whether Anselm really intruded into the political arena at this stage is debatable. The king’s condition was deteriorating, so he summoned the strength to discuss the filling of the vacancy at Canterbury while he could still do so. William of Malmesbury said that he deputed the matter to the assembled bishops – an amazing delegation of royal power if he really did so. The bishops applauded his decision, sent up prayers for his recovery, then handed back to the king the right of deciding on the appointment.51 William of Malmesbury was making the point that clerical appointments should be made only by clerics, and that the king’s subsequent action was done with the permission of his bishops. The king now raised himself on his elbow and announced that he chose Anselm. A loud burst of applause greeted his decision.52 Both Eadmer and William of Malmesbury demonstrated that the requirements for a valid election according to canon law were fully met. Acclamation by clergy and people was among these.


  By generally observed convention, the successful candidate should then show great reluctance to accept his promotion, as a sign of his humility and an indication that he had not contrived to engineer his election. At secular courts, rulers conferred such appointments by handing over to the new bishop or abbot a crosier, or pastoral staff, to symbolise the granting of the office. The problem that Eadmer and William of Malmesbury had to solve in their accounts was how to depict Anselm rejecting this symbolic conferral of spiritual office by a layman, since lay investiture of clerics had been proscribed by Pope Gregory VII in 1075. Anselm must be seen to put up some resistance. Osbern of Canterbury, writing to him soon after his election, related how he strongly objected both to the investiture and to the subsequent ceremony in the neighbouring church (presumably Gloucester Abbey) into which he was bodily conveyed by the rejoicing courtiers).53 There was little point in telling Anselm what he already knew, unless Osbern was responding to a discreet request to put on record that Anselm had acted throughout the proceedings as a good reforming cleric should do – resisting to the best of his ability. This seems the more likely in that, contrary to the principles of the reform movement, which were not yet much observed in England, Anselm, later in the year, became a liegeman of the king. This term denoted that he became William’s vassal, a ceremony which normally involved doing homage and swearing fealty.54 If Anselm had disregarded – or had been pressured into disregarding – the principles of the reform movement, there was all the more reason why he would want it recorded at the earliest opportunity that he had resisted the whole process by which he was elevated to Canterbury. Between Osbern’s account of events and the time when Eadmer was writing, there was an even more forceful ban on lay investiture. When Osbern’s account was followed in turn by Eadmer, and then by William of Malmesbury, these later writers had to emphasise that in all respects Anselm acted correctly at Gloucester in 1093. He had not wanted the post and only accepted it when the assembled bishops pointed out the opportunities he would now have for imposing good order on the Church throughout England, work in which they would support him wholeheartedly.55 Anselm continued to resist, citing his advancing years, his lack of knowledge of secular affairs, and his wish to devote himself to the study of holy scripture. The Church in England should be guided by king and archbishop in equal partnership, like two strong oxen pulling a plough. There would be trouble if he, like an old sheep, was yoked to an untamed bull. He prophesied that only trouble would result from this. There followed a long and emotional exchange, while the bishops tried to overcome Anselm’s objections, and the king begged him, by his friendship with the Conqueror and Queen Matilda, not to continue to resist, since this would imperil his (William’s) soul. At one point the bishops and Anselm alike were said to have thrown themselves on their faces in tears. Eventually the bishops advanced on Anselm ‘as though he was an enemy’, and drove him towards William’s sickbed. Eadmer wrote that the king himself first held out the crosier, which Anselm refused to accept. William of Malmesbury wanted to demonstrate that Anselm was invested by his fellow bishops, and omitted this, but followed Eadmer in stating that while Anselm kept his fist tightly clenched, the bishops struggled to prise open his fingers so that the pastoral staff could be placed in his hand. Eventually they roughly grabbed his index finger and coiled it around the pastoral staff, while Anselm yelled at the pain. Keeping a tight grip on his hand to stop him from hurling the staff away, they dragged him into the church to perform the rituals customary on such occasions. Everyone joyfully sang the Te Deum Laudamus while Anselm shouted as loudly as he could that their actions were null and void, and that he repudiated them. He then went back to the king to tell him that he had not assented to the election, and that the whole procedure should be annulled. Then, in floods of tears, he went off to his lodgings escorted by some of the magnates. The king, unwilling to tolerate Anselm’s rejection of his election, gave orders that he should be publicly proclaimed archbishop, and invested with all the rights pertaining to the revenues of the church of Canterbury.56


  Whether this noisy and undignified episode took place even in a modified form is questionable. Anselm would have made the token resistance that was conventionally expected of a newly elected candidate, but the accounts of the scene, beginning with Osbern’s, have the appearance of justifying him after the event in the eyes of the reformers. If anything resembling these histrionics did occur, it would leave William doubting the wisdom of his choice. Much of the drama seems to have been played out in an anteroom, but the noise would carry to the royal sickbed. Lanfranc would never have behaved in that emotional way. An archbishop was one of the king’s leading advisers, and was expected to maintain a certain dignity. After the ritual of investiture, though, there was no turning back. It is unlikely that Anselm was really taken by surprise, or so reluctant to become archbishop. At his mature age he would have the self-knowledge to be aware of his limitations as an administrator, but he would be well aware that he had supporters at William’s court, and he knew that powerful friends had their uses.57 His backers probably persuaded him that, if once he was elected to Canterbury, he was the man to establish right order in the Church. He was a convincing candidate in view of his reputation for sanctity; he was a distinguished scholar; and he was abbot of Le Bec-Hellouin, a prominent Norman abbey whose monks were often headhunted to become bishops or abbots in England. If his supporters gave any thought to his limited administrative abilities, they would expect that a staff of experienced episcopal clerks would steer him around the pitfalls. According to William of Malmesbury, the other bishops at his election offered to undertake any secular tasks that needed doing.58


  William recovered from his illness by Easter (17 April) and his penitential mood quickly waned. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, he took back lands which he had donated to various monasteries while he was ailing, and also reneged on his promise to introduce good laws.59 From his perspective, he could neither afford to deplete the royal demesne nor to limit his exercise of the royal prerogative. John of Worcester wrote that he also prohibited Anselm from receiving any of the proceeds of the archbishopric, apart from what was allocated to him, until the annual tribute (the income from the archiepiscopal lands that accrued to the Crown during the vacancy) had been paid.60 The remaining formalities surrounding Anselm’s appointment were completed promptly, but by the summer he was already squaring up for a confrontation with the king. One issue was William’s retention of some of the estates claimed by Canterbury. Anselm, as archbishop-elect, had an obligation to secure the patrimony of his church, an issue in which he would have the strong backing of the monks of his cathedral priory. He also argued that the king should accept him as his chief adviser and his spiritual director. William sidestepped these and other demands.61 If Anselm had become his confessor, he would have tried to stop royal exploitation of clerical revenues, but there were potentially far more serious consequences than that, as Eadmer would know by the time he wrote. William himself probably saw the implications of Anselm’s demands, and his clerical advisers would certainly point them out to him. The archbishop’s demand that the king should accept him as his chief adviser and his spiritual director was nothing less than a restatement of the Gelasian theory, which took its name from Pope Gelasius I (492–6). He had affirmed that there were two powers by which mankind was governed. The regnum, or royal power, presided over human affairs, while the sacerdotium, or priestly power, presided over spiritual things. They should work in tandem, although the sacerdotium, since it dealt with spiritual and eternal matters, possessed the greater dignity of the two. By the middle of the eleventh century the boundaries had shifted throughout much of Europe, and the organisation of the Church was largely subordinated to the rule of anointed kings. It was this imbalance that the papal reformers of the day wanted to redress. Once they set to work, they began moving the boundaries in the other direction.62 The consequences were disastrous for the western Empire, destabilising the rule of the Emperor Henry IV when he came under attack from dissidents who were nominally acting in the name of the reform movement. Pope Gregory VII, one of the most zealous reformers, wrote to him on 15 March 1081, after excommunicating him for the second time and deposing him. The Pope cited the Gelasian theory in a tendentious and selective way in order to imply that the emperor was entirely subject to the sacerdotium.63 William was already a young adult when those events occurred, sending warning signals to rulers throughout Europe. His father, the Conqueror, succeeded in maintaining a balance between appearing a dutiful upholder of the Church while also ensuring that the sacerdotium did not become over-assertive in his realm. In this he was supported by Lanfranc, who attracted papal criticism for lack of zeal in following the principles of reform.64 William II, in his youth, no doubt heard his father’s views of the reform movement, of the consequences this had for his fellow-ruler, and of the need to ensure that the sacerdotium never gained the upper hand in England or in Normandy. Eadmer (followed to some extent by William of Malmesbury) described the confrontations between William II and Anselm as though these were simply clashes between an irreligious ruler and an unworldly saint. From another viewpoint, though, the king was upholding the traditional rights of the monarchy against an increasingly pugnacious revolutionary. In the first instance, Anselm was probably attracted to the archbishopric by the idea that he could initiate moral reform in England, but later he was drawn increasingly towards the reformers’ wider programme. Eadmer conveys an impression of recurring confrontations throughout the rest of the reign, with his hero always seizing the moral high ground, but he was writing with hindsight, and after the publication of new demands by the reformers, with whom Anselm must be shown to be in sympathy. The other chroniclers of William’s reign, with their focus on the whole spectrum of events, recorded only the most spectacular phases of the clash, and evidently thought the rest of little significance.65


  William himself had concerns on his land frontiers which needed his attention. Within a few days of Easter, news was on its way to him of the death of Rhys ap Tewdwr, the king of Deheubarth.66 This Welsh kingdom fluctuated in size with the fortunes of war among the rival Welsh princely dynasties, but William the Conqueror, during his expedition of 1081, apparently recognised Rhys as rightful king of south Wales. He was able to maintain a hold on his kingdom despite pressures from destabilising forces, and his relative success acted as a check on Norman advance in the south. His death was said to have been at the hands of the Normans, most likely in battle. Gerald of Wales reported, much later, that Rhys was betrayed by his own troops.67 Norman pressure on south Wales had resumed since the death of the Conqueror. William II did not restrain the advance into Wales, and may have encouraged it.68 For the moment, this was achieved on the initiative of the lords of the March, but sooner or later the king would need to make his presence felt there to establish his authority over the Marchers and their newly won lands.


  Meanwhile, trouble was brewing on his northern frontier. Malcolm, King of Scots sent envoys asking for fulfilment of the terms that had been promised to him. King William summoned him to Gloucester and, to guarantee his safety, sent hostages to him in Scotland, but this did not satisfy Malcolm. Edgar Ætheling (back from his recent excursion to Normandy) was then sent to him.69 Evidently he proved a more acceptable and persuasive mediator, because King Malcolm now travelled south. He stopped off at Durham, where on 11 August he took part in the laying of the foundation stones of the new cathedral.70 In his veneration for the cult of St Cuthbert he set a precedent followed by his successors. Malcolm’s participation in this ceremony not only had religious significance but also carried political connotations. It has been argued that it was a means of peacefully asserting his own presence in northern England, in rivalry to William II. His visit, and involvement in the ceremony, took place, and not by coincidence, at a time when William was seen to assert real authority throughout all England more effectively than any of his predecessors had found possible. William’s own respect for the cult of St Cuthbert was one aspect of his assertion of dominion over the far north of his realm. He was well aware of the importance of saints’ relics as a means of upholding political power. Despite his later anti-clerical or even irreligious reputation, he attended the dedication of (politically significant) churches and the translation of relics.71 Powerful saints were allies well worth enlisting. News of Malcolm’s activities at Durham would run ahead of him. Given their political implications, this did not augur well for the coming negotiations. On his journey south, Malcolm was escorted with great honour by the men whom the king had sent for this purpose.72 This was traditional conduct towards a visiting ruler. Back in 1059, he had been escorted to the court of King Edward by Tostig Godwineson, Earl of Northumbria, Bishop Æthelwine of Durham and Archbishop Kynesige of York.73 Now, in 1093, Malcolm was again receiving the honours due to a king, but on reaching the English court convened at Gloucester, it quickly appeared that he was regarded there as a mere under-king at best. ‘The chief men of the English’ were said to have wanted Malcolm to come so that peace could be restored and friendly relations could be firmly established.74 Probably the new lords of the western March with Scotland wanted to have a guarantee of stability along the borders. Negotiations were carried out on William’s side by intermediaries, and Malcolm was refused an interview with the king himself. His demand for the fulfilment of the terms agreed the previous year was rejected.75 John of Worcester wrote that William, ‘through excessive pride and insolence’, refused to see Malcolm and talk to him. He wanted to compel Malcolm to do right to him in his court, according to the judgement of his barons, but Malcolm would not agree to this, except on the borders of their kingdoms, where kings of the Scots customarily did right to the kings of England, and according to the judgement of the leading men of both kingdoms.76


  John of Worcester’s accusation against William of pride and insolence may well be justified. A king who presided over the ruler of another nation was a very exalted king indeed. The demand that Malcolm should answer charges at his court and according to the judgement of William’s magnates would render him less of an under-king and more like a mere baron. Yet John of Worcester’s statement that it was William’s barons who asked that Malcolm should come to the English court indicates that it was they, and especially perhaps those of them who held lands near the frontier, who wanted to curb him by making him conform to these requirements. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in its account of this crisis, does not spell out in what respects the peace terms of 1092 were failing to be implemented. Quite possibly no instalment of Malcolm’s money fief had been paid, and it is likely that he had not received the twelve vills which were to have been restored to him. If, as suggested above, these and their surrounding lands comprised much of English Cumbria, it would be plain by now that William had no intention of handing them over. Malcolm’s recent visit to Durham may well have included negotiations with Bishop William of St Calais and also with Prior Turgot in his capacity as archdeacon with ecclesiastical oversight of the territory, to try to alleviate the situation from the Scottish point of view. According to William of Malmesbury, whereas Duke Robert had long been on friendly terms with King Malcolm, the Scottish king and King William mutually disliked one another. No concessions were granted to Malcolm at Gloucester. All that King William would allow was that Malcolm was free to return to his kingdom unharmed, since he, William, disdained to capture by trickery a man whom he could have overcome in battle.77


  In view of Malcolm’s subsequent movements, it is likely that the two kings were also in dispute about the matrimonial prospects of Edith, his elder daughter by Queen Margaret. She was educated in England from childhood, an indication that her future marriage to one or another of the Conqueror’s sons was planned almost from the time of her birth, with the intention that it would help to bring peace between the two kingdoms. Once William II became king, the importance of the alliance took on an added dimension, with its potential not only for the stabilising of his northern frontier, an objective which soon became one of his priorities, but also for the security of his position within England itself. It has been suggested that he regarded marriage to Edith as a means of counteracting the indirect influence that her uncle, Edgar Ætheling, appeared to be having upon the succession to the throne through his association with Duke Robert. Marriage with Edith would neutralise the influence both of Edgar and of Robert’s powerful backers. It would also reinforce his acceptability to the native English, who were collectively a powerful military force. This had been amply demonstrated during the revolt of 1088, when the sheriffs in the south-eastern counties had raised and led their respective quotas of the fyrd in his support, largely contributing to his success.78


  From the point of view of the king of England (and his English subjects), Edith was highly eligible, the most appropriate bride who could be found. Her mother, Queen Margaret, was a granddaughter of King Edmund Ironside (d.1016). Edith’s own descendants would be in a direct line from the pre-Conquest kings of England. Any rulers descended from her would add legitimacy to a dynasty founded by the Conqueror, who claimed to be the designated heir of King Edward but really gained the throne due solely to his success in battle.79 Queen Margaret was fully alert to her own dynastic importance. Her older sons, together with Edith, were all given names which denoted their descent from the old English royal line; and she would no doubt be pleased if her daughter’s offspring eventually succeeded to the English throne. Edith is believed to have been born c.1080, at the time of Duke Robert’s Scottish expedition. She is said by William of Malmesbury to have been Robert’s god-daughter, and it has been suggested that it was after he met King Malcolm to discuss peace terms that he stood godfather to the king’s infant daughter.80 It was later stated that Robert’s mother, Queen Matilda, was Edith’s godmother, but this is questionable. The queen is not known to have visited Scotland, although she was in England between February and May 1081.81 Infants were normally baptised within a few days of birth, and it would be surprising if a baby already a few months old was sent from Scotland to England for baptism, especially if this occurred over the colder months of the year. The anecdote of the infant Edith, at her baptism, reaching up to grab Queen Matilda’s headdress and pulling it over her own head was cited by Gilbert Foliot, when he was still abbot of Gloucester, in a letter written in 1143 or 1144, as an omen that she herself would grow up to be a queen.82 Although Abbot Gilbert stated that he had this story from Matilda herself, its hagiographical overtones may indicate that it originated after the death of Edith (by then also known as Queen Matilda), around the time of the brief attempt to promote her cult at Westminster Abbey, where she was buried.83 Long-term plans for Edith’s marriage may, however, date as far back as Robert’s meeting with King Malcolm in 1080. If Robert was in fact Edith’s godfather, this spiritual affinity would prohibit any marriage between them (the age difference, on the other hand, was irrelevant in marriages of state). With the papal reform movement in full spate, this was not the time either to ignore that prohibition or else to petition for a dispensation from the ruling. Yet, since Malcolm and Margaret would probably welcome a marriage between Edith and whichever of the Conqueror’s sons was designated to succeed to his throne, negotiations on the subject of an alliance may well date from that period. Edith, together with her younger sister Mary, was under the supervision of their aunt, Queen Margaret’s sister Christina, who left Scotland in 1086 to become a nun in the wealthy nunnery of Romsey, where her nieces were sent to receive their early education.84 Christina apparently determined that Edith would follow her in her vocation. According to later reports, she dressed the child in a nun’s habit, complete with veil, to her great distress. As soon as she was out of sight of her bullying aunt, she would tear off the veil, throw it on the ground and trample on it, to give vent to her anger.85 At that distance from the Scottish court, Christina might feel that she could safely ignore the wishes of her sister and brother-in-law for their daughter’s future.


  In addition to any plans to prepare these royal children for marriage to one or another of the Conqueror’s sons, a further reason for sending them to England was that educational facilities in their own kingdom were still limited. Apart from the ancient communities of Culdees, there were as yet no religious orders firmly established there and certainly no nunneries.86 The major orders gained strength in Scotland, with the encouragement of its kings, only during the twelfth century, so that if Edith and Mary were to receive the convent-school education that was customary for royal and aristocratic women, they must be sent to southern England. William of Malmesbury wrote that Edith’s schooldays began ‘in her earliest years’.87 While the dubious story of her baptism implies that she was sent to England as a baby, it is more likely that Edith was sent south during the last years of the Conqueror’s reign, at about the age of five or six.88


  Edith’s parents would be able to follow the progress of their daughter’s education. King Malcolm and Queen Margaret are known to have written to Bishop Wulfstan of Worcester.89 The queen would have met him during her girlhood at the English court, and their correspondence may have concerned the welfare of her daughters. As the bishop travelled to and from the royal court, particularly when it convened in Winchester, he would be able to call on the royal pupils at Romsey and then report on their well-being to their parents. At some uncertain date Edith and Mary were moved to Wilton.90 William of Malmesbury wrote that Christina grew old as a nun at Romsey.91 There are unconfirmed indications, though, that she too moved to Wilton, and possibly, but by no means certainly, became abbess there.92 Wulfstan, on a visit to Wilton, is said to have cured Gunhild, daughter of King Harold II, of a distressing eye complaint.93 He may also have met Edith there. Romsey was chosen for the education it could offer in letters and morals, as Orderic Vitalis wrote;94 Wilton, though, had more to offer to pupils who were destined for great things, as Queen Margaret would know. Queen Edith, the wife of King Edward, had been educated there, and thought highly of it as the place where she acquired the accomplishments that fitted her to become queen-consort. She was said to have spoken several languages, was accomplished in literary composition and in artistic activities and, above all, in the dignified conduct appropriate in a royal wife.95 During her husband’s reign she was in charge of the upbringing and education of Edward’s young male kinsmen, probably including Edgar Ætheling.96 Possibly she advised his mother Agatha on an educational establishment for her daughters Margaret and Christina, in which case Wilton would head her list of recommendations. In any event, Margaret’s own daughters became pupils there in due course.


  By the summer of 1093, it was plain that King Malcolm was not going to recover his Cumbrian lands, and, in view of this and his other grievances, against King William, he decided that he needed an ally in the north of England, to counteract both the new lordships established in Cumbria and also Robert of Mowbray and his associates on the eastern March. The inducement of marriage to the highly eligible Edith must be used as a bargaining counter. If there was a long-established commitment for her to marry William, this was now unilaterally abandoned. Attempting to negotiate with Robert of Mowbray himself was out of the question. Even in the unlikely event that he had been willing to consider an alliance, he was perhaps already committed to marrying Matilda of Laigle, a kinswoman of Hugh, Earl of Chester.97 Count Alan of Richmond. it has been conjectured, was now approached. The mere fact that he was old enough to be Edith’s grandfather was irrelevant in such a dynastic alliance. Its object was to enable both Malcolm and Alan to expand their territorial interests at the expense of Robert of Mowbray, who would be trapped in a pincer movement between them.98 Negotiations between Malcolm and Alan were probably begun before they set off for the court at Gloucester, and perhaps concluded in the course of their journey if, as is likely, Alan was one of the magnates deputed to escort the Scottish king. William would naturally ensure that he stayed well informed on developments in the north and would find it useful to know in advance of the meeting of the royal court what Malcolm’s negotiating position was likely to be. Royal agents probably reported his visit to Durham, in view of its potential implications, and would also report any rumours of negotiations between Malcolm and Count Alan. At the highest level of society, marriage had political implications, and required the king’s approval before it could take place. Malcolm, if he knew this, would think himself exempt from such considerations, but Alan knew well enough that William’s authorisation for the match was essential. Knowledge of the intended alliance would in itself be enough to account for William’s arrogant treatment of Malcolm at Gloucester. Here was the ruler of another country, with whom he had recently been at war, proposing to ally with one of the greatest magnates in northern England. If this alliance went ahead, there would be grave consequences for the defence of the newly established frontier and for that of the lordships that protected it. Count Alan’s fief commanded major routes through the Pennines.99 It must not become a target for Scottish infiltration. Insult would be added to injury if Malcolm had broken off a long-standing agreement that his daughter should marry the king of England, in order that he could give her, in a marriage which had such damaging potential, to one of William’s vassals. Count Alan’s proposed marriage to Edith carried the added risk that he would obtain lands north of the frontier, where he was beyond the jurisdiction of the king of England. Malcolm, conversely, would have gained the ability to encroach on northern England. When the royal court convened at Gloucester, and the king’s barons advised compelling Malcolm to render homage, they would anticipate that this would effectively put an end to the projected alliance, which threatened the interests of the northerners among them. Malcolm, if he rendered homage, could not then proceed with plans which were forbidden by his liege lord. The account of the angry confrontation at Gloucester implies that Malcolm refused to do homage. Count Alan, though, as a liegeman of the king, could not risk proceeding with the alliance since this would incur the confiscation of his extensive estates in England for the sake of hypothetical gains in Scotland, while loss of his English lands would render the alliance worthless to Malcolm.


  Advance warning that the question of Edith’s marriage was going to be raised at Gloucester accounts for the visit William made to Wilton while he was on his way to the court. It would be advisable to ascertain whether the prospective bride appeared to be physically mature enough for marriage. Since she was barely thirteen, there would be some doubt about this. According to Herman, Abbot of St Martin in Tournai, writing in the earlier twelfth century, William arrived at Wilton accompanied by a band of knights. They dismounted outside the gates and ordered them to be opened so that they could come in and pray. The abbess became agitated, afraid that the young and impulsive king, who always wanted to do immediately whatever came into his head, might, when Edith came into view and he saw how beautiful she was, indecently assault her. This seemed likely to the abbess because he arrived unexpectedly without prior warning. She hid Edith while she persuaded her to wear a nun’s veil so that the king, when he saw her, would be deterred from making improper advances. William came into the cloister as though he wanted to look at the roses and other flowering plants, but as soon as he glimpsed Edith among the other girls, wearing the veil, he left the cloister and quitted the precincts. This indicated to the abbess that he had come for the sole purpose of seeing Edith.100 The fears of the abbess on William’s arrival were no doubt groundless. As a king’s daughter Edith was entitled to respect, and she might at most have received the kiss of peace. The brief account of the king’s visit leaves some questions unanswered. Unless he asked specifically to see her – and it is not stated that he did – how did he recognise her when she came into the cloister veiled and with several others? It may well be that he had made previous visits, when he had kissed her. If she was his intended bride, this was quite reasonable. It would also account for the abbess’s anxiety about his likely conduct on this occasion. From her panicked reaction to the king’s appearance, it seems that long years in the cloister had left the abbess expecting the worst possible behaviour from all men. Distinguished visitors would invariably be accompanied by a band of knights, young men who had a roving eye and were all too likely to take the opportunity to prowl unsupervised around the precincts while their lord conducted his official business with the abbess. If she habitually instilled her fears into her pupils, this would account for Edith’s willingness to wear the hated veil.


  Although Edith is said to have been veiled on the occasion of the king’s visit on account of her beauty, Abbot Herman’s report, made after she eventually became queen, would automatically describe her as beautiful since good looks were ascribed to an individual in order to denote moral virtue. At the highest level of society, physical charms were as irrelevant as mutual attraction, or the lack of it, when marriages were planned. William was evidently shocked to see Edith wearing a nun’s veil. He was on record as saying that he would not doubt the sworn word of a knight.101 Much less would it occur to him that a lady abbess would tell a lie, in effect, by dressing her pupil as a nun. If Edith had, so it appeared, taken religious vows, that was an end to any further interest he might have taken in her on his own behalf, but equally it put an end of the plans of King Malcolm and Count Alan. They, too, evidently had no idea that Edith now wore a nun’s veil, having taken vows, so it seemed, at an impressionable age under the influence of the abbess. News of Edith’s apparent status was perhaps announced to Malcolm in the course of his acrimonious negotiations in Gloucester. Less than a week after King William called at Wilton on his way there, King Malcolm arrived. Seeing the veil on his daughter’s head, he angrily tore it off, threw it on the ground and trampled on it. He declared that he had no wish for her to become a nun. He had wanted her to marry Count Alan. Taking Edith with him, he quickly rode off to Scotland.102


  When tragedy struck her family in the autumn, Edith fled back to England with some of her siblings. She was apparently living in the diocese of Salisbury by February 1094 when Archbishop Anselm wrote to Bishop Osmund, informing him that Edith had been tempted by the devil to abandon her nun’s habit and return to the secular world. On learning of this, he had hesitated to condemn her sin openly for fear that King William had instigated or condoned her flight. However, he then met the king at Hastings (where William was waiting for a favourable wind in order to cross to Normandy at the beginning of February). At that meeting Anselm was pleased to learn that he would like to see her returned to her cloister, ‘as a good king should’. His only responsibility, William said, was to provide her with food. The archbishop therefore asked Bishop Osmund to assert his authority and compel Edith to return to Wilton. Her exact whereabouts at this date are unknown, but she and her siblings were possibly living under the protection of Edgar Ætheling.103 Since William had been led to believe that Edith was now a nun, the proper place for her was back in Wilton. He would not want this highly eligible young woman to have freedom of movement in the wider world, where she might be abducted at any moment by some chance adventurer unscrupulous enough to compel her to go through a form of marriage with him. An equally unwelcome prospect would be that Edgar Ætheling might involve her in some alliance in Duke Robert’s interests. Edith had perhaps hesitated to return to Wilton after fleeing south partly because she and her siblings were financially challenged, following the deaths of their parents. Wilton was an exclusive establishment and no doubt the families of its pupils paid fees commensurate with this. Additionally, of course, she resented being made to dress as a nun. Now that she was an orphan she was perhaps genuinely confused as to what she should do for the best, given her limited resources and her apparently drastically reduced prospects in the world. King William’s acceptance of responsibility for her food allowance (ensuring that it was of a superior quality, appropriate to her royal status) indicates that he regarded her as being in some sense under his protection.104 This was technically correct, in that she was the orphaned daughter of his vassal (in view of Malcolm’s homage rendered in 1091). The king had perhaps also subsidised Edith’s schooling at Wilton in Malcolm’s lifetime, on the assumption that their marriage would eventually take place. If Edith herself was ever told of such plans this was not recorded. Her brief statement on her time at Wilton was noted only for the purpose of ascertaining whether she was free to marry Henry I.105 Under the circumstances, it would not be tactful to include mention of earlier plans for her to marry his brother.


  Anselm apparently made no attempt to ascertain Edith’s circumstances at first hand in 1094. His predecessor, Archbishop Lanfranc, had ruled that women who were living in nunneries without having taken religious vows were not only free to leave but must certainly do so.106 The single-minded Anselm, on the other hand, echoed, without actually citing, the ruling of the Sixth Council of Toledo that anyone, man or woman, who had once voluntarily worn the religious habit and then absconded must be compelled to return to the cloister.107 The archbishop apparently did not know that it was King Malcolm who had withdrawn Edith from Wilton. His fears that King William was responsible would arise from the recent events on the Scottish March and in Scotland itself. Soon after the king of Scots returned home in 1093, he convened a large army and harried northern England. Understandably, he was avenging the ignominious treatment he had received at Gloucester, but the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle considered his activities to be foolish and unfitting. Worse than that, they proved fatal. Malcolm was ambushed at Alnwick in Northumberland by a force led by Robert of Mowbray, Earl of Northumbria. The king was actually killed by the earl’s steward, Moræl of Bamburgh.108 He acted, according to Geoffrei Gaimar, with Geffrey Engulevent.109 This was a particularly heinous crime because Malcolm and Moræl were related by spiritual affinity. (Either one of them had acted as sponsor at the baptism of a child of the other, or else they had both stood sponsor to the same child.) Edward, Malcolm’s eldest son by Margaret and his designated heir, was also killed. When Queen Margaret heard of their betrayal and death, she was in great anguish. (Grief would be compounded with awareness that her own position was now dangerously vulnerable.) According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, she went to church with her priests, received the (last) rites and prayed for death, and her prayers were answered. Immediately there was a reaction against the innovations she had introduced. The Scots chose Malcolm’s brother Donald Bane as their new king, and he drove out all the English who had been at Malcolm’s court.110 King William now had a golden opportunity to intervene in Scotland and his plans were well under way by February 1094, which would account for Anselm’s suspicion that he was responsible for Edith’s removal from Wilton.


  The archbishop was concerned about another former inmate of this nunnery. It has been suggested that Count Alan left the royal court at Gloucester in company with King Malcolm, and joined him in making the diversion to Wilton before heading north. Alan could not now marry Edith without, in effect, rebelling against King William. But the count already had a relationship with, perhaps even marriage to, another woman reared there. Gunhild was a daughter of King Harold II Godwineson and his handfast wife Edith (probably to be identified with Edith the Fair, alias Edith the Rich). Like Malcolm’s daughter, Gunhild claimed that she had not taken religious vows. From Count Alan’s point of view, she had one overwhelming attraction. His widespread lands included substantial estates which had been held in King Edward’s reign by Edith the Fair. It has been argued that by taking Gunhild as his partner – perhaps even as his wife – Alan would reinforce the loyalty of his English thegnly tenants. Although it was once conjectured that he took Gunhild from Wilton in 1093, it has since been argued that their grandson was being fostered at court in the reign of William Rufus. Unhappily for the couple, Count Alan died within a few months of the events related here. Archbishop Anselm, in his efforts to restore Gunhild to her nunnery, wrote to her more than once, becoming increasingly acrimonious when she declined to return to Wilton. In a particularly sadistic passage, he pointed out that the man she had loved was now a lifeless corpse, whose body was being consumed by worms. Gunhild, though, was not long alone in her bereavement. Her attractions – territorial and perhaps also personal – were obvious to Alan’s brother and heir, his namesake Alan the Black. He took Gunhild under his protection, whether or not he married her.111


  King Malcolm’s death created an opportunity for influencing events in Scotland, but King William and his court were shocked at the way in which this had occurred. Orderic Vitalis wrote that he and his magnates were saddened, and felt it shameful that such a disgraceful and cruel act should have been committed by Normans, although the writer discreetly hints that in some quarters it was believed that Malcolm got the treatment he deserved.112 Earlier in the year William had scorned to take advantage of Malcolm’s presence at his court in order to eliminate him after their quarrel. The conventions of diplomacy were observed, and there was no underhand attack on another king. Robert of Mowbray, as earl of Northumbria, was certainly expected to repel Scottish incursions, but the king of Scots should be confronted in open battle, not dispatched by ambush and treachery on the part of someone he trusted. Orderic perhaps conflated this episode with Malcolm’s return from Gloucester in the summer, in writing that he was on his way back to Scotland under safe conduct and unarmed. Yet his defenceless condition may be likely in any case, since it was Moræl of Bamburgh who was said to have been his assassin. If Malcolm was lured under safe conduct to a meeting with this man with whom he was linked in a spiritual affinity, he may well have arrived with little or no weaponry. Robert of Mowbray would probably expect to be rewarded for the killing of Malcolm. William’s condemnation of this action possibly contributed to the earl’s subsequent rebellion.113


  The accession of Donald Bane to the Scottish throne would be seen to endanger William’s interests on his northern frontier, since a militant Celtic ruler was likely to be even more hostile than Malcolm had been, and far less responsive to diplomacy. From William’s perspective, regime change would seem advisable, but he was not intending to campaign in person late in the autumn. His previous expedition through the eastern Marches had demonstrated the likely risks presented by bad weather conditions and overextended lines of communication and supply. His interests could be better served by offering the Scots an alternative candidate who was an adult son of the late king but not born of his marriage to the innovating Margaret, a candidate who was attuned to the culture of the Norman court, and whose personal security, once he was on the throne, would be served by maintaining a firm alliance with his fellow-ruler in England and rendering homage to him. Just such a man was readily available. Duncan was a son of Malcolm’s first marriage to Ingibjorg.114 As a hostage to the Conqueror, he spent long years in Normandy. During that time he acquired skills in cavalry warfare, as shown by the fact that Duke Robert knighted him.115 Probably he became fluent in French and was assimilated into the lifestyle of the Norman court. After his release by the duke in 1087, he returned to Britain. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, he was at the court of ‘William our king’, and was still a hostage in 1093.116 His residence at the English court was almost certainly voluntary, though, and probably dated from soon after his release by Duke Robert. In the latter part of 1091, the king ‘permitted and commanded’ William of St Calais to grant certain churches and tithes to the prior and monks of Durham. High in the witness list was ‘Duncan son of King Malcolm’.117 A further indication of Duncan’s assimilation into the culture of the royal court is that he named his own son William.118 This may indicate that the king stood godfather to the child.


  William of Malmesbury described Duncan as a bastard son of Malcolm.119 This was not so, but the writer probably understood it to be the case because, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Malcolm had designated Margaret’s eldest son Edward as his heir.120 Under the Scottish custom of tanistry, Malcolm’s successor was his brother, not one or another of his sons. In practice tanistry was not always observed, so that a cousin, for instance, occasionally succeeded. Even so, the designation of Edward broke with the traditional custom. It also signalled to Duncan that he had been sidelined in favour of Margaret’s sons. His long residence in Normandy would distance him even more from his family. He would come to believe that there was no place for him in the Scottish court, where Queen Margaret was the dominating influence. If he chose not to remain in Normandy after his release in 1087, his best option was to join the familia regis, as John of Worcester indicates that he did.121 William of Malmesbury wrote that William II knighted Duncan and made him king of Scots.122 Since Robert had already dubbed Duncan a knight, William is unlikely to have repeated that ritual, but clearly a ceremony took place at court to publicise William’s conferral of Duncan’s new status. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, he did homage in the manner that William required from him; then, with William’s ‘consent’ for his intervention in Scotland, he set off with a mixed force of those Englishmen and Frenchmen who were willing to support his venture.123


  To William and his advisers, this makeshift expedition, at an unsuitable season of the year for campaigning, might seem to have little promise of success. On the other hand, he had obtained the homage, on his own terms, of a potential king of Scots, whose expedition would make no demands on the English treasury.124 Duncan’s supporters travelled at their own expense and at their own risk. In the event that he did establish himself as king, his position would remain insecure in the face of the groundswell of Celtic reaction. Since he would need William’s support, Scottish raids on northern England would cease for years to come.


  Events in Scotland over the ensuing year were turbulent and there were no strictly contemporary chroniclers there to record the sequence of the hostilities. Chroniclers writing south of the border gave varying and garbled accounts, which perhaps derived ultimately from travellers from Scotland who told their news when they reached York. It has been suggested that Duncan’s initial success was due to careful planning for some time before Malcolm’s death.125 This does not imply that William instigated the ambush, even if it had been logistically possible for him to do so, and if it had not contravened his code of honour. It was simply common sense to recognise that sooner or later, and probably sooner, there was going to be a succession crisis in Scotland which would provide an opportunity for intervention. In 1093 Malcolm was at least sixty years old, an advanced age in that era.126 It would be clear to detached observers that once he died there would be a clash between the traditionalists and those in Margaret’s circle. Duncan, thanks to his long residence in Norman court circles, would have acquired the political skill to perceive his value to William as an interventionist candidate for the Scottish throne, while it is equally arguable that William, realising Duncan’s potential as a client king, invited him to leave Robert’s court and join his own, in order to be ready for the crisis when it broke. Duncan’s subsequent military experience in the familia regis helps to account for his ability to displace Donald Bane and become king himself in May 1094.127 Unfortunately for Duncan, though, most of his army was destroyed in an ambush soon afterwards. Continued Scottish support for his rule was conditional on his undertaking not to recruit any more Anglo-Saxons or Frenchmen to serve in his army. Once he agreed to this embargo on recruiting those with an incentive to support him, he became powerless, and his reign seems to have lasted barely six months. Eventually, on 12 November 1094, he was killed in an ambush instigated by his uncle. Donald Bane was now king again.128 His nephew Edmund, the only one of Margaret’s sons to ally with him, is said to have colluded in the murder of Duncan in return for a promise that he would receive half of the kingdom.129 King William postponed any further plans for intervention. Another potential candidate was living in England, but in view of the strong Celtic reaction to Duncan’s supporters, it would seem advisable to allow the first flood of enthusiasm for the restored Donald Bane to wane before attempting to intrude another alternative ruler. In any case, William had other priorities in 1094 to deter him from immediate intervention in Scotland.


  If Duncan had been able to establish himself firmly on the Scottish throne, a formal alliance might have been considered, with Edith’s younger sister Mary substituted for the reputed nun, although she would not reach marriageable age before the end of the decade. As things stood, no Scottish alliance seemed feasible. William perhaps deliberately rejected the idea of contracting a lawful marriage, in view of the clause in the treaty of Rouen that designated Robert as his heir in the event that he himself had no legitimate son. Some of the most prominent magnates still wanted to see one man ruling jointly over England and Normandy, and Robert, as the eldest son of the Conqueror, was their preferred candidate. If William did have a lawful son, his succession would be challenged by this powerful faction.


  A marriage of state was perhaps seen as irrelevant on these grounds, but the prostitutes who were said to frequent the royal court were no doubt readily available, and it may be that among the concubines mentioned by the Welsh chronicles were women with whom the king had more long-term relationships. There was another area, though, where the lack of a formal marriage was a disadvantage not so much for William in his lifetime as for his posthumous reputation. It was the responsibility of a royal wife to maintain the reputation of her husband’s court: to ensure that its daily life ran smoothly, that a proper level of ‘magnificence’ was maintained, and that the honestas of the court – its reputation for fitting conduct – was upheld.130 Maintaining the tone of the court was not always easy. Even Queen Edith, the strong-minded wife of King Edward, had sometimes come across distasteful or squalid scenes (probably owing something to the reputed heavy drinking habits of the English) in which she chose not to intervene, but passed by, making some appropriate comment to her companions. In other respects, her propagandist depicts her fulfilling the role of queen-consort admirably: dignified, reserved and discreet; supportive of her vassals; generous to her own subordinates and to foreign visitors; true to her word; and energetic in ensuring that a fitting image of magnificent majesty was projected by the king, whether in his personal appearance or in his surroundings.131 Queen Edith appreciated the education she had received at Wilton, which enabled her to fulfil her role.132 It was regrettable that this nunnery did not educate another royal bride for William II.


  As it was, the lack of a queen-consort inevitably led to a lowering of the tone of the court. Orderic Vitalis wrote that William repeatedly committed fornication and adultery, setting a bad example to his subjects.133 Eadmer, when stating that Anselm had rebuked William for his activities, which were beneath the dignity of a king, did not enlarge upon these misdemeanours. He added, though, that on this occasion Anselm said nothing about the business of Le Bec.134 The reader is given the impression that Anselm was solely concerned with the king’s moral welfare, but in fact the interview may have been ended abruptly by the king. Given Anselm’s later confrontations with him, the episode probably did occur, although there may have been another side to it. Eadmer was writing after the deaths of both protagonists, in a work designed to depict Anselm in a saintly light. One characteristic which was conventionally expected of saints was their fearless criticism of the highest in the land for their moral shortcomings. The episode demonstrated that the writer’s hero was just the man to fill the vacancy at Canterbury. In the autumn of 1092, no doubt Anselm knew that he was a front-runner for this post. If he was installed then he might presume to criticise the king to his face about his private life, but until then – and perhaps even then – this was reserved for discussion between the king and his confessor. An abbot of Le Bec who was trying to win tax concessions for his monastery would find meddling in such a matter counterproductive.


  William’s courtiers attracted criticism for their dress when they began to adopt fashions which were already sweeping the European mainland. Count Fulk of Anjou disguised his deformed feet by ordering shoes to be made with long pointed toes. This fashion quickly spread from one region to another, and Orderic Vitalis considered it typical of the moral degeneracy of the age. At William’s court, a man named Robert was given the nickname of Cornard when he stuffed the toes of these ‘pulley-shoes’ to make them curl upwards into the shape of a ram’s horn, and soon this exotic footwear became a must-have for many of the aristocracy. Orderic continued his diatribe against modern fashions, writing that in many regions of the world they were adopted by the younger generation – homosexuals and heterosexuals alike. Orderic – a professional celibate – deplored the way in which young men adopted elaborate clothes in order to make themselves attractive to women. The length, both of robes and of sleeves, increased; hair was worn longer while beards were worn shorter. This writer ranged from the late eleventh century to his own day in describing the spread of the new fashions, which he indicates were widely copied over much of Europe. This trend, which he perceived as decadence in dress and, by implication, in lifestyle, was not a feature exclusive to William’s court.135 Orderic’s extended passage on the shortcomings of the young men of his own day was in a long literary tradition. Rodulfus Glaber, writing his Five Books of the Histories in the earlier eleventh century, deplored the way in which amazing fashions in dress and hairstyle were introduced into France and Burgundy around the year 1000 by men from the Auvergne and Aquitaine, who arrived in the entourage of Constance, wife of King Robert of France. These newcomers introduced close-cropped hair, shaven from halfway down the back of the head, while their chins were beardless. These earlier fashions, too, were seen as a token of the moral shortcomings of their wearers, as were their eye-catching shoes.136 Footwear apart, this account described the personal appearance that was still usual among the Normans of the Conquest era, which Orderic described as traditional, but which was itself seen as sensational when first introduced into England.137


  The ability of the younger generation to shock, and that of the older generation to be shocked, is perennial. The fashion-conscious courtiers of William II’s reign may not all have been as debauched as Orderic’s generalised, European-wide statement has often been taken to imply, although William of Malmesbury wrote that when Henry I came to the throne he expelled ‘effeminates’ from court, and also reinstalled lighted lamps at night, a practice which had lapsed in his brother’s time.138 Whether the courtiers really changed their ways after the accession of Henry I is doubtful. William of Malmesbury needed to draw a sharp contrast, since he was addressing his work to Henry’s children.139 Orderic Vitalis, on the other hand, was not constrained in this way. He described the Easter sermon delivered by Serlo, Bishop of Seez on 9 April 1105, in which he criticised Henry and his courtiers because they all wore long hair; the heterosexuals among them for growing beards so that the stubble on their chins would not scratch their mistresses when they kissed them; and also those courtiers who wore pulley-shoes, which indicated to the bishop that they were ‘effeminates’. When he concluded his sermon, he drew out a pair of scissors, which he conveniently had ready, and set about cutting the hair of Henry and his magnates. Members of the king’s household, not waiting for an order, cut their own hair.140


  Meanwhile, in the reign of William II, the loose-living reputation of his court was inevitable with no queen-consort to impose decorum on the young men of the familia regis. King William confidently believed that they would follow him instantly and unquestioningly into any unexpected military foray.141 The king’s knights were also said to rob and rape.142 Testosterone levels would be high in the familia regis, and the recreations of the knights between campaigns were no doubt as uninhibited as in wartime. Since they were expected to be aggressive when on campaign, it was unlikely that they would exercise self-restraint at other times. Any attempt to keep them in order would at best have been futile and at worst likely to cause defections. Their lifestyle was in sharp contrast to that of the disciplined routine of a novice monk, which chroniclers such as William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis had experienced in their own early years in the cloister and which would continue to inform their perception of how a young man should behave. No doubt the king’s knights led a permissive and roistering lifestyle, one which would seem even wilder to the monks who recorded their activities.


  In the familia regis, as in any large group of young men, a percentage of them would be homosexual. In addition, as often occurs in military forces when men who are essentially heterosexual are deprived of women for some considerable time, others would embark on temporary homosexual relationships; others again would always be bisexual, and the rest, who remained heterosexual, would be promiscuous. Until the military exploits of the knights earned them the recompense in land or money fiefs which would enable them to marry, their sexual encounters of one kind or another would inevitably earn them a reputation for debauchery.


  King William, presiding over such a court, was deemed to share its values. The monastic chroniclers who wrote within about thirty years of the king’s death indicate that this was so without making any explicit comment on his sexuality, something which would have been considered inappropriate by their readership. To these writers, commenting on the reign with hindsight, the misappropriation of clerical wealth merged, in their perception, with the debauchery of the court. The secular cleric Henry of Huntingdon elaborated further in his reworking of the obituary of the king that was given in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.143 Encroachment on ecclesiastical revenues was regarded as an assault on the dignity and rights of clerics and of the monastic order, a perversion of the world they knew. To the monastic writers, whose views were reflected in the work of Henry of Huntingdon, these financial depredations originated in a court with a reputation for licentiousness (a reputation which probably grew in the telling). The moral failings of the courtiers became equated with the financial depredations on clerical wealth, and were seen as equally deplorable and reprehensible. The king who presided over the loose-living courtiers and who authorised the misappropriation of ecclesiastical revenues was therefore, by implication, the most depraved of all. It was a later secular cleric, Wace, writing the third part of his Roman de Rou between 1170 and the mid-1170s, who indicated that the king was bisexual, in an anecdote set in the context of his expedition to dislodge an occupying force from the city of Le Mans. He is said to have taken time out in order to have a bit of fun, indulging in a series of encounters both heterosexual and homosexual. The episode is lightly disguised, but its meaning would be clear enough to those for whom Wace wrote, Henry II and his courtiers.144


  While many of William’s sexual encounters throughout his life were most likely casual and transitory, the conventions of chronicle-writing obscured any longer-lasting relationships that he may have had. In the case of earlier eleventh-century rulers, it is clear on circumstantial evidence that women described in the sources as their concubines were sometimes handfast wives and the mothers of these kings’ acknowledged children.145 Where William himself is concerned, ongoing relationships may be concealed in generalised references to concubines or even to prostitutes, but none of his sexual partners, either male or female, has been identified.


  NOTES


  1On the terrain, see W.E. Kapelle, The Norman Conquest of the North. The Region and its Transformation 1000–1135 (Croom Helm, London, 1979), pp.6-9.


  2A.P. Smyth, Warlords and Holy Men. Scotland AD 80–1000 (Edward Arnold, London, 1989), pp.4-5, 7-8.


  3Ibid., pp.21, 25.


  4Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert, ed. and transl. B. Colgrave (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1940, reprinted 1985), pp.123, 242-5, 334.


  5The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, ed. and transl. P. McGurk (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1998), pp.62-3.


  6Smyth, Warlords and Holy Men, pp.229-30.


  7Ibid., pp.230-31.


  8The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, transl. D. Whitelock with D.C. Douglas and Susie I. Tucker (Eyre and Spottiswoode, London, 1961), E, sub. an. 1092.


  9Kapelle, The Norman Conquest of the North, pp.150-52.


  10Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, sub. an. 1092.


  11The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.62-3.


  12D. Knowles and R.N. Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses England and Wales (Longman, London, 1953; 2nd edn 1971), pp.139, 152.


  13Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, sub. an. 1092.


  14On the granting of favourable terms to peasants and craftsmen in frontier regions on the European mainland, see B.D. Hill, jnr., Medieval Monarchy in Action: The German Empire from Henry I to Henry IV (George Allen & Unwin Ltd, London, 1972), pp.212, 218.


  15William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum. The History of the English Kings, I, ed. and transl. R.A.B. Mynors; completed by R.M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1998), pp.552-3; II, General Introduction and Commentary, by R.M. Thomson with M. Winterbottom (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1999), pp.364-5; I.W. Rowlands, ‘The Making of the March: Aspects of the Norman Settlement in Dyfed’, Proceedings of the Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman Studies IV. 1980 (1981), pp.142-57, at pp.146-7.


  16E. Mason, ‘William Rufus and the Benedictine Order’, Anglo-Norman Studies XXI (1999), pp.113-44, at pp.121-2.


  17Smyth, Warlords and Holy Men, p.230.


  18Barlow, William Rufus, p.298.


  19Smyth, Warlords and Holy Men, p.230.


  20H. Summerson, ‘Old and New Bishoprics: Durham and Carlisle’, in D. Rollason, M. Harvey and M. Prestwich, eds, Anglo-Norman Durham 1093–1193 (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 1994), pp.369-80, at p.369.


  21Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio atque Procursu Istius, hoc est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie. Tract on the Origins and Progress of this, the Church of Durham, ed. and transl. D. Rollason (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2000), pp.li, lxxxviii-lxxxix, 46-7, 94-5 and n.38, 225-6, n.9.


  22Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum 1066-1154. I. Regesta Willelmi Conquestoris et Willelmi Rufi 1066–1100, ed. H.W.C. Davis with R.J. Whitwell (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1913), nos 463, 478.


  23On Turgot’s appointment as archdeacon, see Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio, pp.244-7; John Le Neve, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1066–1300. II. Monastic Cathedrals (Northern and Southern Provinces), compiled by D.E. Greenway, (Athlone Press, London, 1971), p.37.


  24Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum I: 1066–1100, no. 478, as enlarged in II. Regesta Henrici Primi 1100–1135, ed. C. Johnson and H.A. Cronne (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1956), no. 407. See also English Episcopal Acta V. York 1070–1154, ed. J.E. Burton (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1988), p.xx.


  25The bishopric of Carlisle was founded in 1133: J. Le Neve, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1066–1300. II, Monastic Cathedrals, p.19. The effect of Durham’s influence, though, is implied in the popularity of the cult of St Cuthbert in Cumbria: R.K. Rose, ‘Cumbrian Society and the Anglo-Norman Church’, in S. Mews, ed., Religion and National Identity (Studies in Church History 18, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1982), pp.119-35, at p.134.


  26G.W.S. Barrow, ‘The pattern of lordship and feudal settlement in Cumbria’, Journal of Medieval History, I (1975), pp.117-38, at pp.117, 123, 132. On the creation of the post-Conquest lordships in central and southern England see R. Fleming, ‘Domesday Book and the Tenurial Revolution’, Anglo-Norman Studies IX, (1987), pp.86-102.


  27Barrow, ‘The pattern of lordship and feudal settlement in Cumbria’, pp.124, 127, 134.


  28Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093; The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.64-5.


  29A. Gransden, ‘Baldwin, abbot of Bury St Edmunds, 1065-1097’, Proceedings of the Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman Studies IV. 1981 (1982), pp.65-76, at pp.65-6.


  30Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093; The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.64-5.


  31Barlow, William Rufus, p.181; J.O. Prestwich, ‘The Career of Ranulf Flambard’, in Rollason, Harvey and Prestwich, eds, Anglo-Norman Durham 1093–1193, pp.299-310, at pp.307-8.


  32Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum. The History of the English People, ed. and transl. D. Greenway (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1996), pp.416-19.


  33Ibid., pp.416-17.


  34William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England (Gesta Pontificum Anglorum), transl. D. Preest (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 2002), p.212.


  35Ibid., p.54.


  36Ibid., p.53; Knowles and Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses England and Wales, p.62.


  37William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.53.


  38Ibid., p.54. On Bec’s interests in England at this time, see M. Morgan, The English Lands of the Abbey of Bec, Oxford University Press, London, 1946), pp.10, 12-13, 14, 25, 28; D. Matthew, The Norman Monasteries and their English Possessions (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1962; reprinted, Greenwood Press Inc., Westport, CT, 1979), pp.16, 55.


  39William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.54; Eadmer, The Life of St Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. and transl. R.W. Southern (Nelson’s Medieval Texts, 1962; reprinted Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1972), p.64.


  40William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.54.


  41R.W. Southern, Saint Anselm and his Biographer. A Study of Monastic Life and Thought 1059-c.1130 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1963; reprinted 1966), pp.4, 6, 13, 123.


  42Ibid., p.26.


  43It has, however, been argued that Lanfranc wanted Anselm to succeed him at Canterbury: S.N. Vaughn, ‘Eadmer’s Historia Novorum: A Reinterpretation’, Anglo-Norman Studies X (1988), pp.259-89, at p.269. See also S.N. Vaughn, The Abbey of Bec and the Anglo-Norman State 1034-1136 (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 1981), pp.43-6.


  44On the probable identity of Anselm’s baronial supporters, see Vaughn, The Abbey of Bec and the Anglo-Norman State, pp.44-5.


  45Eadmer, both in his Life of St Anselm and in his Historia Novorum drops discreet hints about this: Vaughn, ‘Eadmer’s Historia Novorum’, p.273.


  46William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.54; Eadmer, Historia Novorum in Anglia, ed. M. Rule (Rolls Series, London, 1884, reprinted 1965), p.30.


  47William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops, p.54.


  48It has been argued that Eadmer wrote his Life of St Anselm to record his hero’s private life, and his Historia Novorum to depict him in the role of a model archbishop who followed the precedents set by his most successful predecessors at Canterbury from the time of Augustine (597-604x609) as depicted by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Anselm himself compiled a selection of his letters with an analogous purpose but which occasionally placed different nuances on events from those given by Eadmer: Vaughn: ‘Eadmer’s Historia Novorum’, pp.259-89, esp. pp.259, 268, 283, 287-9.


  49William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.54; Eadmer, Historia Novorum, p.31. See also Vaughn, ‘Eadmer’s Historia Novorum’, p.275.


  50William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, pp.54-5; Eadmer, Historia Novorum, p.31.


  51William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.55.


  52Ibid., p.55; Eadmer, The Life of St Anselm, pp.64-5.


  53Eadmer, Life of St Anselm, p.65 and n.1.


  54A grant made by the king to Robert Bloet, Bishop of Durham, in September 1093 is dated ‘This grant was made on the day after that on which Archbishop Anselm became my liege man’: Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum I, no. 337, note. See also Barlow, William Rufus, p.307.


  55William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.55.


  56Ibid., pp.55-6. See also Eadmer, Historia Novorum, pp.32-7. Eadmer details the property rights which Anselm now acquired.


  57On Anselm’s awareness of the importance of secular supporters see Vaughn, The Abbey of Bec and the Anglo-Norman State, p.45.


  58William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the Bishops of England, p.55. Lanfranc had deputed much of his routine administration to Gundulf, a monk of Bec whom he brought to England. The Life of the venerable man Gundulf, bishop of Rochester, transl. by the nuns of Malling Abbey (St Mary’s Abbey, West Malling, 1968; reprinted 1977), pp.11-12. See also M. Ruud, ‘Monks in the World: the case of Gundulf of Rochester’, Anglo-Norman Studies XI (1989), pp.245-60, at p.248.


  59Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  60The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.64-5.


  61Eadmer, Historia Novorum, pp.39-41.


  62C. Morris, The Papal Monarchy. The Western Church from 1050 to 1250 (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1989; reprinted 1991), pp.17, 99.


  63I.S. Robinson, The Papacy 1073-1198. Continuity and Innovation (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990), p.297.


  64H.E.J. Cowdrey, ‘Pope Gregory VII and the Anglo-Norman Church and Kingdom’, in his Popes, Monks and Crusaders (The Hambledon Press, London, 1984), pp.ix 81-114; M. Gibson, Lanfranc of Bec (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1978), pp.133-40.


  65Southern, Saint Anselm and his Biographer, pp.142-5.


  66Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.64-5.


  67R.S. Babcock, ‘Rhys ap Tewdwr, king of Deheubarth’, Anglo-Norman Studies XVI (1994), p.21-34, at pp.23, 28, 33.


  68Ibid., pp.27-8.


  69Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  70G.W.S. Barrow, ‘The Kings of Scotland and Durham’, in Rollason, Harvey and Prestwich, eds, Anglo-Norman Durham 1093–1193, pp.311-23, at p.313; V. Wall, ‘Malcolm III and the Foundation of Durham Cathedral’, ibid., pp.325-37, at pp.325-6.


  71Wall, ‘Malcolm III and the Foundation of Durham Cathedral’, p.334.


  72Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  73Symeon of Durham, Historia Regum Anglorum: The History of the Kings of the English, in Symeonis Monachi Opera Omnia, ed. T. Arnold, 2 vols (Rolls Series, London, 1882–85), II, pp.3-283, at p.174.


  74Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.64-5.


  75Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  76Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, p.64. The Latin text is explicit that Malcolm was being required ‘to do right’ – that is, to answer to charges. In McGurk’s edition the phrase is translated as ‘do homage’ (ibid., p.65), but that requirement was not being made. I am grateful to John Gillingham for his comments on this point.


  77William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.552-5.


  78My thanks are offered to Neil Strevett for these points which he raised during a seminar paper on ‘William Rufus and the Anglo-Norman aristocracy’, delivered at the Institute of Historical Research, University of London, on 23 February 2005.


  79E. Mason, The House of Godwine. The History of a Dynasty (Hambledon and London, London, 2004), pp.76-7, 118-21, 135.


  80William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.704-5; II, p.353.


  81Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum. The Acta of William I (1066–1087), cited hereafter as Acta of William I, ed. D. Bates (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1998), nos 39, 154, 193.


  82The Letters and Charters of Gilbert Foliot, ed. Z.N. Brooke, A. Morey and C.N.L. Brooke (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1967), no. 26, at p.66. The anecdote is a reworking, with a contrasting prognostication, of one included by the eleventh-century hagiographer Goscelin, in his Life of St Edith: S.J. Ridyard, The Royal Saints of Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1988), pp.83-4. Osbert de Clare, a twelfth-century prior of Westminster, reused Goscelin’s tale in his Life of St Edburga: ibid., pp.17-18.


  83On Westminster Abbey’s brief attempt to promote the cult of Edith-Matilda, see E. Mason, Westminster Abbey and its People c.1050–c.1216 (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 1996), pp.264-5.


  84On the date of Christina’s religious profession at Romsey, see Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1086; and on the children’s early education there, see The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, ed. and transl. M. Chibnall, 6 vols (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1969-80), IV, pp.272-3.


  85Eadmer, Historia Novorum, p.122.


  86Archbishop Lanfranc, at some uncertain date, wrote to Queen Margaret, stating that he was sending to her three monks from Christchurch Cathedral Priory, Canterbury: The Letters of Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. and transl. H. Clover and M. Gibson (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1979), no. 50. These men are said to have made up the nucleus of the abbey of Holy Trinity, Dunfermline: M. Gibson, Lanfranc of Bec (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1978), pp.128-30. Their presumed arrival in Scotland is discussed by D. Baker, ‘“A Nursery of Saints” St Margaret of Scotland Reconsidered’, in D. Baker, ed., Medieval Women (Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1978), pp.119-41, at pp.126-8.


  87William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.754-5.


  88St Edith of Wilton, a daughter of King Edgar, is said to have entered this nunnery in babyhood: Ridyard, The Royal Saints of Anglo-Saxon England pp.37, 84. Her personal circumstances would account for this: ibid., p.37.


  89William of Malmesbury, Vita Wulfstani. The Life of Wulfstan, in William of Malmesbury, Saints’ Lives, ed. and transl. M. Winterbottom and R.M. Thomson (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2002), pp.3-155, at pp.138-9. On the context of this brief entry see E. Mason, St Wulfstan of Worcester, c.1008–1095 (Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1990), pp.251-2.


  90William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.754-5; II, p.380.


  91Ibid., I, pp.416-17; II, p.213.


  92D. Knowles, C.N.L. Brooke and V.C.M. London, (eds), The Heads of Religious Houses England and Wales I 940–1216, 2nd edn, with new material by C.N.L. Brooke (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001), pp.219, 295, 297.


  93Vita Wulfstani in William of Malmesbury, Saints’ Lives, pp.80-83.


  94The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, IV, pp.272-3.


  95The Life of King Edward who rests at Westminster, attributed to a monk of Saint-Bertin, 2nd edn, ed. and transl. F. Barlow (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1992), pp.70-1; Mason, The House of Godwine, p.45.


  96The Life of King Edward, pp.24-5; The House of Godwine, pp.46-7.


  97Charters of the Honour of Mowbray 1107–1191, ed. D.E. Greenway (Oxford University Press, London, 1972), p.xviii. Robert and Matilda were married just at the outbreak of his rebellion in 1095: The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, IV, pp.282-3.


  98E. Searle, ‘Women and the legitimisation of succession at the Norman Conquest’, Proceedings of the Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman Studies III. 1980 (1981), pp.159-70, at p.167.


  99Kapelle, The Norman Conquest of the North, p.145.


  100Herman, Abbot of St Martin in Tournai, recorded this story in his De Restauratione S. Martini Tornacensis, printed in Sancti Anselmi Opera Omnia ed. J.P. Migne (Patrologia Latina, vol.. 159, Paris, 1854, columns 427-30). It has been suggested that William himself prompted the abbess to dress Edith as a nun, as a way of making her unmarriageable: R.W. Southern, Saint Anselm: a portrait in a landscape (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990), p.261. No such ploy was needed, though. As king, William was entitled to refuse any of his vassals permission to marry her.


  101The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, V, pp.244-5.


  102Eadmer, Historia Novorum, p.122.


  103S. Anselmi Cantuariensis Archiepiscopi Opera Omnia, ed. F.S. Schmitt, 6 vols (II, Rome, 1940; I, III-VI, Edinburgh, 1946-61), IV, letter 177. For the suggestion that Edith was living under the protection of Edgar Ætheling, see N. Hooper, ‘Edgar the Ætheling: Anglo-Saxon prince, rebel and crusader’, Anglo-Saxon England, 14 (1985), pp.197-214, at p.207. The king’s presence at Hastings in February 1094 is noted in Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1094.


  104Nuns of royal birth sometimes enjoyed a privileged lifestyle. For instance, a century earlier Saint Edith of Wilton, a professed nun, was said to have shocked public opinion by wearing elegant and expensive clothes: William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.402-3.


  105Eadmer, Historia Novorum, pp.121-2.


  106The Letters of Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, no. 53.


  107Saint Anselm and his Biographer, p.189 and n.2.


  108Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  109L’Estoire des Engleis by Geoffrei Gaimar, ed. A. Bell, Anglo-Norman Text Society, XIV-XVI, (Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1960) lines 6106-28.


  110Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093, and notes 8-10 in the Whitelock translation.


  111Searle, ‘Women and the Legitimisation of Succession at the Norman Conquest’, pp.167-9. See also Southern, Saint Anselm and his Biographer, pp.185-93. Richard Sharpe dates the union of Alan and Gunhild to c.1070: ‘King Harold’s Daughter’, seminar paper, Institute of Historical Research, 17 January 2007.


  112The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, IV, pp.270-1, where the ambush is likened to the treacherous killing of Abner son of Ner by Joab and Abishai (2 Samuel iii: 22-7). Neil Strevett comments that since Abner was killed in retaliation for the death of Joab’s brother Asahel (ibid., iii: 30), Orderic is indicating that there was a feeling among some of the Anglo-Norman magnates that Malcolm was justly punished for his incursions into England.


  113J. Gillingham, ‘Kingship, Chivalry and Love. Political and Cultural Values in the earliest history written in French. Geoffrey Gaimar’s L’Estoire des Engleis’, in his The English in the Twelfth Century (The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 2000), pp.233-58, at p.243.


  114Ingibjorg was identified as daughter of Jarl Finn Arnason and wife of Thorfinn, Earl of Orkney and Caithness: Orkneyinga Saga. The History of the earls of Orkney, transl. and introd. H. Pálsson and P. Edwards (1978, reprinted Harmondsworth 1981), pp.63, 69. After his death she married King Malcolm, who fathered their son Duncan (ibid., p.76).


  115Duncan may have been in Norman court circles from 1072, when Malcolm did homage to William I and gave hostages: Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, D, sub. an. 1073; E, sub. an. 1072. For his release by Duke Robert, see The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.48-9.


  116Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093.


  117Regesta Regum Anglo-Normannorum, I, no. 318. A further indication that Duncan remained a free agent after his release in 1087 was that his marriage to Octreda of Dunbar is said to have occurred c.1090: E.B. Fryde, D.E. Greenway, S. Porter and I. Roy, eds, Handbook of British Chronology, 3rd edn (Royal Historical Society, London, 1986) p.57.


  118Orkneyinga Saga, p.76. The name was also that of Duncan’s grandson: ibid. See also The Acts of Malcolm IV King of Scots 1153–1165, ed. G.W.S. Barrow, Regesta Regum Scottorum, I (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 1960), nos 2 and n.4, 22, 29, 35, 41.


  119William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.724-5.


  120Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093. Duncan made a benefaction to Durham during his brief reign, and consequently he was acknowledged there as a legitimate king: Barrow, ‘The Kings of Scotland and Durham’, pp.314-15; Wall, ‘Malcolm III and the Foundation of Durham cathedral’, p.335.


  121The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.66-7.


  122William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.724-5.


  123Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093. This text implies that the initiative for the venture came from Duncan.


  124It has been suggested, but not proven, that royal troops were also used, accounting for Duncan’s initial success: Kapelle, The Norman Conquest of the North, p.154.


  125Ibid., p.154. The chronology suggested in this work, though, overestimates the speed with which Duncan became king: ibid., pp.274-5, note 30. See, however The Chronicle of John of Worcester, III, pp.68-9, note 9.


  126Malcolm’s parents were married c.1030: Handbook of British Chronology, ed. Fryde, Greenway, Porter and Roy, p.56.


  127Ibid., p.57.


  128Ibid., p.57; Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1093; 1094.


  129William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.726-7; II, p.364.


  130E. Ward, ‘Caesar’s Wife: The career of the Empress Judith, 819-29’, in P. Godman and R. Collins, (eds), Charlemagne’s Heir: New Perspectives on the Reign of Louis the Pious (814-840) (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1990), pp.205-27, at pp.206-8.


  131The Life of King Edward, pp.22-5.


  132Ibid., pp.70-1.


  133The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, V, pp.202-3.


  134Eadmer, The Life of Saint Anselm, p.64.


  135The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, IV, pp.186-93.


  136Rodulfus Glaber, Historiarum Libri Quinque. The Five Books of the Histories, ed. and transl. J. France with Rodulfus Glaber’s The Life of St William, ed. N. Bulst, transl. J. France and P. Reynolds (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1989) pp.164-7.


  137‘Traditional’ male appearance is described by Orderic Vitalis, in his Ecclesiastical History, IV, pp.186-7, and 188-9. On the English reaction to the close-cropped beardless Normans in 1066, see William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.450-51.


  138William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.714-15.


  139Ibid., I, pp.6-13.


  140The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, VI, pp.60-67. Orderic’s repeated criticisms of long hair reflect the canons of the Council of Rouen (1096) and the Council of London (1102); ibid., VI, p.66, n.1.


  141William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, I, pp.564-5.


  142Henry, Archdeacon of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, pp.448-9.


  143Ibid., pp.448-9; Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, E, sub. an. 1100.


  144Wace, The Roman de Rou, ed. A.J. Holden; transl. G.S. Burgess, notes by G.S. Burgess and E. Van Houts (Société Jersiaise, St Helier, 2002), part III, lines 9873-9886. Wace tells us that William stopped following the straight and narrow (‘took time out’) in order to have a bit of fun. Instead of riding directly over both rivers, namely the river Cul (‘back passage’) and the river Con (‘vagina’), he rode up the length of them right above their sources (‘up to the hilt’) and so he actually reached the other side of both without even getting his feet wet (‘and got his leg over, both bent and straight’). My thanks are offered to a philological expert who prefers this paraphrase to be unattributable.


  145On Ælfgifu of Northampton, handfast wife of King Cnut, see Mason, The House of Godwine, pp.36, 140-1; and on Edith, handfast wife of King Harold II, ibid., pp.139, 236 and n.92.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Challenges to Royal Authority


  One way and another, 1093 had been a dramatic year, and, when the royal court convened at Gloucester for Christmas, tension was renewed with the arrival of messengers from Duke Robert. They informed William that his brother completely repudiated their truce and the terms that they had agreed, unless the king would fulfil all the commitments that he had undertaken. Robert would regard him as perjured and faithless unless he either carried out what he had promised, or else went to the place where the agreement had been drawn up and cleared himself (by solemn oath) there.1 This ultimatum called for action. The dispute might be solved by diplomatic means, but William must be prepared to make a show of military force. Armies cost money, customarily raised by the levying of a feudal aid on the tenants-in-chief, many of whom were conveniently assembled at Gloucester. This levy was not announced until after the third day of the feast and then, according to Eadmer, money was raised from every possible source, and by all possible means. Archbishop Anselm’s friends advised him to offer £500, assuring him that in this way he would secure the king’s goodwill, his support in ecclesiastical projects, and royal protection for the property interests of Canterbury. The king initially accepted the sum offered, and seemed satisfied with it, but then some of his advisers persuaded him that it was not enough, in view of all he had done for Anselm. They considered that £2,000 would be nearer the mark, and at the very least £1,000. They suggested that the king should glare formidably at the archbishop, to frighten him into doubling his offer – a tactic which, Eadmer wrote, had worked in other cases. Anselm tried arguing the case, but the king rejected the proffered £500 and told him to leave his presence. The archbishop had now lost the king’s goodwill – his benevolencia. (This was not a matter of personal liking or benevolence. The term denoted that the interests of those to whom it was extended would receive favourable treatment. Conversely, those who incurred the royal ill-will, or malevolencia, would find that their petitions and lawsuits were impeded at every turn – the normal way of ensuring that a king instilled a co-operative attitude into his greater subjects.) Anselm tried through intermediaries to obtain a renewal of the king’s goodwill, but completely without success. He left the court, determined to spend the proffered £500 on poor relief.2 The king had been within his rights in demanding an aid – and those who contributed normally did so in line with their perceived ability to pay. Anselm might well have been able to produce the £1,000 demanded, but he was anxious to avoid any allegations of simony – the sin of paying money in return for spiritual office. In his Life of St Anselm, Eadmer presented a brief summary of the confrontation, implying that the demand for an aid was a thank-offering required in return for the king’s having appointed Anselm archbishop.3 The reformers in the papal curia were taking a strong line against clerics accused of simony, hence Anselm’s concern to avoid any large contribution to the royal finances which might give rise to allegations that he had paid for his office.


  Anselm’s anxiety was a pale reflection of that of another prelate attending the Christmas court, Herbert Losinga, Bishop of Thetford.4 Herbert’s cognomen had been earned by his verbal talents (from the Italian lusingare, to flatter). His episcopal rank, though, was bought with hard cash, reputedly £1,000, according to John of Worcester, and he was also said to have bought the abbacy of the New Minster, Winchester (later Hyde Abbey), for his father Robert Losinga.5 Herbert, formerly abbot of Ramsey, was apparently consecrated bishop early in January 1091.6 Three years later he repented of his simony, and set off for Rome soon after the Christmas court of 1093, possibly influenced by the stand taken by Anselm. News that Herbert was setting off to visit the Pope evidently reached the king by the beginning of February, since it was then, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, that William deprived him of his episcopal staff, the symbol of his authority.7 Herbert had committed two offences in the eyes of the king: first, he had implied that his appointment was invalid because it was simonaical, and, secondly, he had appealed to Urban II, one of two rival claimants for the papal throne, at a time when the king had not yet acknowledged either. From Urban’s point of view, Herbert had both done him a personal favour in submitting to his authority (rather than to his rival) and had also responded to the long-running papal demand for the ending of simonaical appointments. William of Malmesbury, though, hinted discreetly that money changed hands in order to ensure Herbert’s reinstatement in papal eyes, following his resignation.8 The bishop was also quick to obtain reinstatement by the king, and was back home in his diocese by the early months of 1095.9 Meanwhile, his neighbour Baldwin, Abbot of Bury St Edmunds, had tried to take advantage of his absence. As the king’s physician, Baldwin would be able to gain a hearing – often a favourable one – for his petitions. One indication that the king listened to what he said was that William’s favourite oath, ‘By the (Holy) Face of Lucca’, is thought to have owed something to Baldwin’s reminiscences of having seen this relic in the cathedral of St Martin when he visited it in the course of a journey to Rome.10 Bury claimed to possess the body of St Edmund, a ninth-century king of East Anglia who had been killed by marauding Danes. Baldwin was having a magnificent new abbey church built, and by the early months of 1094 the presbytery – the east end – was completed. This was the appropriate location for St Edmund’s remains. The abbot now petitioned the king for licence to have the church consecrated and, when that was done, to translate St Edmund’s body into it. William apparently gave full permission for this before he set off for Normandy to confront Duke Robert, notwithstanding Bury’s intention of excluding the (absent) diocesan bishop, Herbert Losinga, from the ceremonies. Back in 1071, Baldwin had obtained from Pope Alexander II permission to choose any bishop he liked to conduct rituals at Bury which required episcopal participation, and despite a challenge to this ruling by the then diocesan bishop, the royal court in 1081 upheld Bury’s privilege. While Herbert Losinga was out of favour in the early months of 1094, the king conceded that the ceremonies could take place with Bury’s choice of bishop officiating, but, following his return to England on 29 December 1094, he changed his mind. The translation might go ahead, but the consecration must not proceed as planned. Bury’s propagandist implied that the king’s decision resulted from a ‘wicked rumour’ which had spread at court, possibly hinting that the canons of St Martin’s at Lucca claimed that they themselves had the head of St Edmund.11 Abbot Baldwin had certainly given relics of St Edmund to St Martin’s, and the cult was later promoted there.12 It would be highly unlikely, though, that he donated any substantial part of Bury’s precious relic. It has been suggested that Herbert Losinga started the rumour that St Edmund’s body had not remained incorrupt in its old location at Beadericesworth. Evidently the story spread, since suggestions were made in some quarters that the gold on the shrine should be stripped off to provide pay for soldiers. If Herbert did instigate this rumour, his motive would be one of sour grapes, since he, like his predecessor Herfast, was unsuccessful in his attempt to have the East Anglian see moved to Bury – a desirable location because of the growing importance of St Edmund’s cult. Bury was saved from episcopal intrusion by virtue both of the papal privilege obtained in 1071, and of the confirmation of this by the Conqueror ten years later. In May 1095, Walkelin, Bishop of Winchester and Ranulf Flambard happened to be in the neighbourhood on the king’s business. Walkelin officiated at the translation of St Edmund’s relics, in response to Baldwin’s request, and Ranulf (an eminent cleric although not yet a bishop) assisted in the proceedings. Herbert Losinga naturally protested, but was once again thwarted by virtue of the papal privilege of 1071 and the Conqueror’s confirmation.13 Interestingly, despite the main chroniclers’ repeated emphasis on William II’s irreligious stance, writers viewing his actions from a local perspective in several instances depict him taking an active role in the promotion of conventional religious observances. It has been suggested that Bury’s translation of the relics of St Edmund was inspired by the decision taken in 1091 to proceed with the solemn translation of the relics of St Augustine of Canterbury, and those of subsequent early archbishops, into the new church of St Augustine’s Abbey, which Abbot Guy (or Wido) did at the request of the king.14 It may be that William believed that there were spiritual advantages to be gained by the veneration of the early saints of the land. Once Herbert Losinga was reinstated in the king’s favour, he was assisted by the king in the building of the new cathedral of Norwich, where he now moved his see. William was continuing his father’s policy of relocating sees in major centres of population. Already, in 1089 or 1090, John of Tours, a former physician of the king and recently appointed bishop of the see of Somerset, had moved his see from Wells to Bath, and shortly afterwards bought from the king the city of Bath with its mint.15 Herbert Losinga, however, continued to try to appropriate the cult of St Edmund, and claimed that the saint’s body was actually buried in the church of his own manor of Hoxne, in Suffolk.16 Every church needed relics, and the more distinguished the building, the more prestigious these should be, but Norwich, as a new foundation, lacked any notable cult. Ironically, it was the remains of Herbert himself which were intermittently promoted in the twelfth century as the focus of a cult which it was hoped would attract pilgrims. When he died in 1119, he was buried in a sarcophagus before the high altar of his cathedral church.17 For a while this object of veneration was upstaged by the popularity of Little William of Norwich (d.1144), but that cult peaked in the 1150s, then gradually waned in popularity.18 By 1200, at latest, Herbert, as the founder of the cathedral, was again being projected as the ‘saint’ of Norwich. By a happy coincidence, the best-remembered feature of his career demonstrated the merits of penitence, a virtue which was being increasingly promoted. A series of wall-paintings in Norwich Cathedral illustrated his payment for the bishopric to the king’s agent Ranulf Flambard, followed by his repentance and then by his building of the great new church of Norwich.19 William of Malmesbury contrived to produce a moving eulogy on Herbert, seen from a similar perspective.20


  In February 1094, though, Herbert was far from being regarded as a model cleric. While the king was waiting at Hastings for good weather, the revocation of the bishop’s pastoral staff was only one among many items of business to be transacted before he sailed for Normandy. Those magnates of Church and state who were to remain in England were able to take advantage of the delay in the expedition’s setting sail by bringing requests for favours. When Archbishop Anselm arrived, his concerns extended far beyond Edith’s failure to return to Wilton. His first objective was to enlist the king’s support for a revival of the practice of holding episcopal synods which had lapsed several years before William’s accession. This led, so the archbishop believed, to a breakdown in ecclesiastical discipline. The king said that he would consider the matter of a synod not when it suited Anselm, but when he personally found it convenient.21 Naturally, he would not want the archbishop convening such a gathering when he himself was going to be out of England for an uncertain length of time. The fate of the western emperor, Henry IV, would have left other European rulers very wary of reforming clerics. ‘What business would you raise in such a synod?’ the king added. Anselm replied, ‘That most shameful crime of sodomy; unlawful marriages between individuals who are within the prohibited degrees of kinship and other wicked and abominable doings.’ He added that, unless the king took a strong line, and the clergy asserted rigorous discipline, the whole country would become little better than Sodom itself. He wanted the prohibition of such practices to be published throughout the land. ‘What good would that do you?’ asked the king. ‘If not for me, then I trust for God – and for you’, the archbishop replied. ‘That’s enough of that’, the king exclaimed. Anselm paused, then started on another issue – the question of unfilled vacancies in abbacies – which, he said, was leading to indiscipline among the monks. Unless the king filled these posts, he would be destroying the monasteries, ruining the monks, and bringing damnation upon himself. Now the king was really angry, saying, ‘What business is that of yours? Are not the abbeys mine? You do what you like with your manors, and surely I can do what I like with my abbeys?’ Anselm retorted that it was the king’s role to protect the abbeys as their patron, not to deplete their resources. These were intended to support the monks and not to finance his campaigns. The royal manors and revenues were surely adequate for that purpose. This was going too far, as the king made plain, adding that no predecessors of the archbishop would have dared to speak in that way to the Conqueror, and he himself would do nothing for Anselm.22


  His allegation that the king’s financial demands impoverished the monks was disingenuous. Over preceding generations the more far-sighted heads of religious houses had ensured that a clear division was made of their appurtenant estates, with part reserved for the abbot (or the bishop, in the case of a monastic cathedral) and the remainder allocated to the monks, to hold collectively in order to finance their food and other requirements. When financial demands were made on the estates of the abbot (or the bishop), the monks themselves were not affected. From the king’s point of view, the estates of the abbot (or the bishop) made up a barony, and were treated as such. The incumbent, like a secular baron, attended the royal court, owed knight service from his tenants to the Crown when a campaign was under way, and rendered feudal aids. When a lay fief fell vacant, the king would accept a relief (the amount of which he decided) from the man whom he acknowledged as the heir or, in the case of a forfeited estate, from the man to whom he granted it. By analogy, he evidently expected to receive the equivalent of a relief from incoming bishops – secular clerks who had made money from the opportunities of their previous posts. In the case of monks appointed to abbacies (very rarely to bishoprics, in this period), they would normally have had little opportunity to accumulate private funds. The remarkable case of Herbert Losinga is exceptional. Although he is said to have begun his career as a royal chaplain, he had become a monk, then prior, of Fécamp, and subsequently abbot of Ramsey.23 Even though the monks of that house had their own reserved allocation for food and clothing in this reign, the king responded favourably to repeated requests for alleviation of routine financial demands on Ramsey, apparently acknowledging its limited resources. It was probably in 1092 that Herbert’s successor, Abbot Aldwin, was ordered not to alienate any of his demesne without the king’s advice and permission.24 Herbert had perhaps raised the funds to bribe his election to a bishopric by mortgaging Ramsey’s lands, and Aldwin seems to have succeeded to a burden of debt which he was attempting to clear. Suspicions – and probably hard facts – about Herbert’s methods of fundraising would soon be prevalent in court circles. The ruin of a reputable abbey was a scandal which must be avoided. Aldwin’s appointment to the impoverished Ramsey quickly followed Herbert’s elevation to Thetford.25 There was nothing to be gained by prolonging the vacancy and every reason to appoint a successor who could initiate a damage-limitation exercise.


  Abbots, like bishops, commanded economic resources and manpower as lay barons did. Just as the king decided whom he would admit to a secular barony, so he appointed to ecclesiastical baronies. He would not allow Anselm to dictate to him how he should exercise the royal prerogative in this matter. Anselm was perhaps the most remarkable theologian of his generation, but his approach to practical politics was counterproductive.26 He acted as though he believed that by rushing at issues head-on he would achieve his objectives. By the end of this confrontation, he could see that he was rapidly losing the royal benevolencia, with detrimental consequences both for his property rights and for his ability to exercise his office as he should. He asked the other bishops present to mediate on his behalf, and to request that he should be admitted unconditionally to the king’s goodwill. If the king refused this, they were to ask for the reason, and if the answer was that he had wronged the king, then he was willing to make amends. When the bishops delivered this message, William answered, ‘I have no fault to find with him, but even so, I will not grant him my goodwill, because I do not hear why I should.’ What it was that the king ‘did not hear’ puzzled Anselm. According to Eadmer, who was accompanying him, the bishops said that this referred to the fact that he had offered £500 when the king wanted more. He should now offer the original £500 again, promising to double it. Anselm’s response was reported as a long harangue on the short-sightedness of this demeaning policy. Further sums would be required to meet similar crises in the future and his monks would be impoverished. Naturally enough, this emotional outburst was reported back to the king, who grew angrier than ever. Anselm and his entourage withdrew hastily from the court.27 No doubt an offer of a greatly increased contribution to the feudal aid would have been welcomed, but Eadmer’s account does not present the original £500 as a response to the aid that the archbishop was obliged to render. Anselm’s long harangue is presented as a disclaimer of simonaical transactions and their consequences for religious communities. It was written up long after the event, depicting the archbishop seizing the moral high ground, rather than considering calmly whether anything in his own conduct had contributed to the breakdown in relations with the king. Eadmer, depicting Anselm as a saintly figure, would not consider that such a man might occasionally make errors of judgement. The other bishops would be well aware of the archbishop’s tactical errors. They probably suggested a renewal of, and increase in, the aid due from Canterbury, but perhaps added further advice. Most would be experienced courtiers, and it is likely that they tried to persuade Anselm to abandon his confrontational stance. What else the king ‘did not hear’ probably included any indication that the archbishop was willing to do so. With an overseas campaign imminent, the last thing William would want was an archbishop back in England acting out the role of zealous reformer, with potentially destabilising political consequences. An alliance of dissident magnates and militant clerics had led to anarchy in Germany. Anselm’s baronial supporters held lands both in England and in Normandy. If for any reason these men turned against the king, they might claim to be fulfilling some spiritual duty. To the royal clerks who were present, the events at Hastings might seem to be opening up prospects of career opportunities for themselves, in view of the fact that Bishop Herbert had just been deprived of his pastoral staff, and the archbishop had clearly forfeited the royal benevolencia. Not even the bishopric of Thetford was vacant in canon law at that moment, but bystanders might think that if Herbert and Anselm persisted in their present line of conduct, desirable benefices might soon be in want of new incumbents. The candidates who had been rejected in favour of Anselm almost a year earlier were no doubt congratulating themselves that they would have handled the issue of Church reform, and the question of Canterbury’s estates and the aid due from them, without any unseemly confrontation.


  The line taken by the archbishop would seem even more inappropriate in view of the fact that he had recently been an eyewitness to the generosity that the king displayed to churches to which he acknowledged a commitment. Shortly before the clash, Anselm, in company with a bevy of diocesan bishops and a large crowd of clerks, barons and lesser laymen, had accompanied the king to the church of St Martin of Battle.28 This took its name from the fact that it stood on the battlefield ‘of Hastings’, where William the Conqueror commemorated his victory by founding the abbey.29 Already, on his accession, William II had fulfilled his father’s wishes in respect of Battle by granting the abbey the substantial Wiltshire manor of Bromham, with exemption from exactions and obligations, together with his father’s royal cloak and feretory with 300 amulets. Now, on 11 February 1094, he attended the magnificent dedication ceremony, and granted the abbey a number of churches in East Anglia, with lands, tithes and some tenants. This was ratified by charter, and the bishops accompanying the king (but excluding Anselm) confirmed the gifts deterring anyone, under threat of anathema, from attempting to deprive the abbey of them. The attendant bishops also granted thirty days of remission (from Purgatory) for everyone who attended the anniversary of the dedication (and, by implication, donated offerings). The proceedings were rounded off with a convivial banquet. The Battle chronicler added that, when the king happened to be in the area on subsequent occasions, he often revisited the abbey.30 This writer was favourable towards William, as the son of the abbey’s founder, but Battle was not one of those abbeys which enjoyed his special patronage, and he would eventually make it clear that its ongoing finances were no concern of his.


  The expedition to Normandy eventually sailed in mid-Lent (on or around Sunday 19 March). William and Robert met for negotiations, but failed to reach agreement. They reconvened at the Campus Martis (the field of Mars). The men who had confirmed the peace between the brothers on oath now put all the blame for its collapse on the king. William, though, would neither accept the blame nor implement the agreement, so that this meeting also disbanded acrimoniously.31 Warfare was now inevitable. While Robert went back to Rouen, the king returned to Eu, and set about collecting mercenaries from far and wide. Some of the chief men of Normandy were enlisted, either receiving or else being promised gold, silver and lands, so that they would defect from Robert and put themselves and their castles under the king’s command. Once these magnates had been won over, William distributed his soldiers among those castles which he had formerly gained, and also those which he now acquired. He stormed the castle of Bures-en-Bray, capturing Robert’s knights. Some of these were sent to England, and others were imprisoned in Normandy.32 The capture of this fortress consolidated the gains made during his earlier campaign in the north. William’s constant harassment now drastically threatened Robert’s tenure of the duchy. In his desperate plight he appealed to his feudal overlord, King Philip of France. The French army besieged the castle of Argentan, on the river Orne, south of Caen. Surprisingly, this fortress fell on the first day of the siege. Without any bloodshed, so John of Worcester wrote, the French captured 700 royal knights and 1,400 squires (figures which are probably overestimated), as well as all the garrison in the castle. Philip ordered that all these prisoners were to be held until each had paid his ransom. Following this spectacular achievement, he returned to France. This exploit evidently spurred Duke Robert into action, and he besieged the castle of Houlme until it was surrendered by William Peverel and the 800 men defending it.33 John of Worcester’s account is altogether more graphic than that of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The writer of that work states that Roger of Poitou was captured in Argeantan, the garrison of which was said to number 700, and no mention is made of the numbers captured at Houlme. The writer adds that each army burned villages belonging to the other side and that people were taken prisoner (presumably for ransom).34 Even if the lower figures given by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle are correct, rather than those given by John of Worcester, it is clear that the royal forces were being depleted. Both writers state that the king sent orders to England for the levying of a further 20,000 soldiers. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle identifies these as Englishmen, while John of Worcester describes them as foot soldiers – terms which were often, although not invariably, synonymous. When these men reached the coast, they were ordered to turn back after giving up the ten shillings’ subsistence money that each had brought with him. John of Worcester locates this episode at Hastings, and names Ranulf Flambard, acting on the king’s orders, as the man who collected the money and sent it to the king.35 From William’s point of view, he now had a further £10,000 with which to recruit mercenaries on the continent, perhaps preferring more cavalry. An English perspective on the disbanded fyrd-men would depict them making their way back to their villages without any means of support. Begging – and possibly large-scale looting – would be the order of the day. William of Malmesbury wrote that the levying of supplies for the campaign led to famine which resulted in widespread mortality.36


  Although John of Worcester wrote that King Philip returned to France after his spectacular success at Argentan, the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that he was still in Normandy, acting with Duke Robert. They led as large an army as they could assemble and headed for Eu, intending to besiege King William. They had reached Longueville, less than forty kilometres to the south-west, when King Philip was dissuaded by intrigue from proceeding further. It is not apparent whether this statement referred to events in France, or to diplomacy on William’s part. In any event, it put an end to the march on Eu, and the expedition dispersed.37 Evidently William had been in negotiation with his younger brother Henry, who was then in the castle of Domfront. He indicated his willingness to join forces, but given the endemic warfare in Normandy, he could not travel overland. Accordingly, Hugh, Earl of Chester was sent to him, with some ships (for Henry’s entourage). It was intended that they should join William in Eu, but instead of sailing there, they diverted to England, possibly because of bad weather in the Channel, and landed in Southampton on 31 October. After spending some time there, they moved to London for Christmas.38 From William’s perspective, the situation in Britain was becoming very unsatisfactory. Over the course of the year there were serious uprisings in various parts of Wales and along the Marches. John of Worcester, better placed to obtain detailed information than the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (who was probably in Canterbury), described how the unrest began in north Wales, spreading both west and south. There were attacks on the castles that had been built by the French settlers in west Wales, and their garrisons were killed. The castle on Anglesey was demolished and the island fell to the Welsh. There was also frequent ravaging of the townships along the Marches, from Cheshire down through Shropshire and Herefordshire. Booty was seized, and many of the settlers, both English and French, were killed. Hugh of Montgomery, who succeeded to the earldom of Shrewsbury in July 1094, confronted one of the raiding parties and routed it, but other bands continued to infiltrate unimpeded. In November, Duncan, King of Scots, was killed and his uncle Donald Bane resumed the throne.39 William needed to abandon his current plans in Normandy and return to England. He reached the Channel in December but, presumably delayed by bad weather, he spent the first four days of the Christmas festival in Wissant, after which he crossed to Dover. His brother Henry, evidently on good terms with him at this juncture, remained in England until the spring, and then returned to Normandy with much treasure. He had sworn fealty to the king and, presumably financed by this treasure, repeatedly engaged in hostilities on William’s behalf against Duke Robert, causing casualties among his men and also territorial losses.40


  Meanwhile, in January 1095, Wulfstan, Bishop of Worcester died. He was believed to be in or around his eighty-seventh year.41 Born c.1008, in the later years of the reign of Æthelred Unræd, he witnessed the impact on his region of colonisation by the Danish settlers who arrived with King Cnut, and then, well into middle age, that of the French who came with William the Conqueror. Although he was a staunch upholder of English spiritual and cultural values, he readily adapted to the regime change in 1066, conscious of the need to safeguard the interests of the church of Worcester.42 In view of the expenses incurred by the recent campaign in Normandy, the vacant see was naturally exploited for its financial potential. The king sent a writ to the free tenants of the bishopric, announcing that the honor (or feudal barony) of Worcester had now reverted into his possession. He announced that he had held discussions with his ‘barons’, probably using the term in the technical sense of ‘barons of the Exchequer’, those who administered the royal finances. They decided that a relief was to be levied on the estate. The sums required from thirty-two named tenants of the see were listed as his barons had advised. These amounts varied widely, evidently according to the size of the tenancies, and added up to £250.43 Out of this total, Roger Fitz Durand was acquitted by writ of the £10 at which he was assessed, an indication that he was a royal official.44 No exemption was given to Robert, Bishop of Hereford, who also held land of the honor. By the time the writ was issued, even if he was still living, he had presumably ceased to exercise his skills in the abacus on behalf of the treasury. Two more royal officials who held land of the honor were not listed at all. Robert Dispenser (a dispensator, or steward) probably secured his own omission from the list, as did his brother Urse d’Abetot, who held much more land of the church of Worcester than he did.45 They may have argued that some of their tenancies were held of the monks’ lands, rather than those of the bishop, but as royal officials they were entitled to exemption in any case. Urse perhaps influenced the drafting of the writ, which he witnessed in company with Ranulf Flambard and Eudo dapifer. Their attestations were followed by the ominous words: ‘And if anyone is unwilling (to pay the sum at which he is assessed), Urse and Bernard will seize their lands and their goods into my hand.’46 The second of these enforcers was most likely Bernard of Neufmarché. In the spring of 1088, he joined other rebels when they planned to attack Worcester but were thwarted by the forces commanded by Bishop Wulfstan.47 In July that year he was at court, witnessing a charter of the king, probably while negotiating terms for reconciliation. He is not known to have attested further documents in this reign.48 Even if he remained out of favour at court, though, he was perhaps encouraged to make himself useful in the Severn region and the Marches.49


  The bishopric of Worcester remained vacant for over a year, but the monks did not suffer economically, since their maintenance was funded from their own estates, which they held separately from the lands of the bishopric. Their entitlement to these lands was confirmed in a second writ issued by the king, and attested by Robert Dispenser. Henry, Earl of Warwick, Urse (in his capacity as sheriff of Worcester) and William Fitz Corbucion (sheriff of Warwick) were informed that the prior and monks were to continue to hold their land in Alveston (Warwicks.) and their mill in Salwarpe (Worcs.), which Bishop Wulfstan had granted them towards their sustenance. They would hold these properties in the same manner in which they held their other lands. The prior was to control all property which had been appropriated for the maintenance of the monks and no one was to intrude into their lands without the permission of the prior.50 Urse, together with ‘all the knights of his shire’, had witnessed the bishop’s grant of Alveston, made on 20 May 1089.51 He was well aware of the monks’ title to this manor, but he did not witness a second grant which Wulfstan made to his monks in 1089, of the mill of Tappenhall, together with the miller with his half-virgate of land. This has been identified as another name for Salwarpe Mill.52 The bishop granted Alveston to the monks of his cathedral priory in view of the substantial increase there had been in their numbers during his time at Worcester, from ‘little over twelve’ to fifty. While he saw the need to augment the estates and revenues reserved for their use, he did not, apparently, obtain a royal confirmation of those gifts. Since they were not listed in any document detailing the estates that were initially assigned to the monks, there was a risk that they would be treated as part of the episcopal estates during the interregnum, even though Wulfstan’s grant of Alveston had been made for the good of the king’s soul as well as for his own.53 Royal writs did not normally specify the amount due in return for any concession such as that which the monks now received. No doubt payment was exacted, adding to the income that William would accumulate from the episcopal lands while the see remained vacant, combined with the proceeds of the aid levied on the episcopal tenants. As this episode indicates, the king was treating ecclesiastical fiefs, for financial purposes, substantially as vacant lay honors were treated. To some extent, the exactions on their resources were lessened because (in theory at least) no feudal relief was demanded of the new incumbent before he was admitted to his benefice, and there was no under-age heir whose wardship and marriage would be sold to the highest bidder while his lands were exploited by the purchaser until he came of age. Similarly, since a prelate was supposed to be celibate, the tenants, unlike those of lay fiefs, were not required to contribute to the aids that customarily financed the expensive celebrations when their lord’s son was knighted or his eldest daughter was married. When a layman was admitted to a barony, he would pay his feudal relief to the king, and then recoup his expenses by levying an aid on his tenants. A feudal relief could not be demanded of an incoming bishop or abbot without giving rise to allegations of simony, but by levying the relief directly upon the tenants of the episcopal honor, the king could still raise a substantial payment.54 Wulfstan’s successor Sampson was elected in the first half of 1096, briskly ordained deacon and priest on 7 June, and consecrated on 8 June.55 Although William of Malmesbury normally reported rumours of any simonaical transactions, he does not make such allegations against Sampson. As a royal chaplain (and administrator), the new bishop would be well aware of the increasingly usual requirement in return for election to a bishopric, but if money did change hands on this occasion, this occurred discreetly.56 Barely five months after Wulfstan’s death, his friend Robert, Bishop of Hereford also died.57 During his episcopate he had done much to improve the finances of the see, but it was still not wealthy and there was no prolonged vacancy.58 In fact, although the king acquired a reputation for prolonging vacancies in the wealthier bishoprics, it has been observed that there is little evidence, except in the case of Canterbury before Anselm’s appointment, that this was intentional. During the archbishop’s self-exile, no episcopal consecrations could be held in the southern province, probably contributing to the prolonged vacancies in Winchester and Salisbury at the end of the reign. For the most part, earlier in the reign, sees were filled almost as promptly as they would be in modern times, and it has been observed that one cause of such delays as did occur would be due to the need to balance the claims of senior royal clerks competing for each vacancy as it occurred.59


  The resolving of a very different ecclesiastical matter was by 1095 seriously overdue. The papal throne was still disputed by the two claimants. Clement III (Guibert, Archbishop of Ravenna) was a dedicated reformer, elected Pope by the Roman clergy and people, including thirteen of the cardinals. Enthroned in the Lateran basilica in 1084, he remained in Rome until 1098. Urban II (Odo, Cardinal Bishop of Ostia) was a declared adherent of the programme that had been fostered by the militantly reforming Pope Gregory VII (1073–85). Elected at Terracina, south of Rome, in 1088 with the support of fewer cardinals, Urban was gradually able to assert his position by skilful diplomacy. He returned to Rome late in 1093 and obtained possession of the Lateran by bribery in 1094. Of the two, Clement was probably the more estimable character, but Urban was a successful tactician, gradually winning wider support.60


  Down to the early months of 1095, William had not acknowledged either of them. This in turn affected the position of Anselm, since he was bound to petition the Pope for the granting of his pallium. This vestment, an elaborate stole, denoted that its owner had been confirmed in his office of archbishop. When newly elected, he was expected to request the pallium in person so that his suitability for office could be carefully examined. Early in the new year, when the king was at Gillingham in Dorset, Anselm arrived and told him that he wanted to go to Rome to request his pallium. William asked him which Pope he intended to petition. When Anselm answered ‘Urban’, the king replied that it had not so far been customary, either in his father’s reign or in his own, for anyone in England to acknowledge a Pope except with the king’s permission or in accordance with his choice. If anyone intended to rob him of this prerogative, that was tantamount to trying to deprive him of his crown. The background to this conversation was that, as Eadmer wrote, the clergy of France and of Italy had already acknowledged Urban. Anselm, in his capacity as a Norman abbot, had accordingly accepted him, and had even been in correspondence with him. Now he argued that he had already told William, before becoming archbishop, that he had recognised Urban as Pope and would not retract this decision. The king angrily pointed out that it was impossible for Anselm to maintain the allegiance owing to him while simultaneously acknowledging a Pope against his wishes. The archbishop then requested that this question should be put to a council of prelates and magnates. If the verdict was that it was impossible for him to acknowledge both king and Pope, then he would prefer to go into exile rather than disown his recognition of Urban. Anselm’s attendance at the curia of a militantly reforming Pope might lead him to becoming involved in all manner of unwelcome diplomatic moves, and to adopting reforming measures which were potentially threatening to the king’s sovereignty. William, presumably in order to avoid such risks, summoned a council to convene at Rockingham in February.61 Neither the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle nor John of Worcester even mentioned this gathering. Eadmer, in contrast, gave a detailed account of the proceedings. It has been observed that this was not an eyewitness description, but an accomplished literary composition.62 The archbishop is said to have made a long statement to the prelates and magnates. William, by convention, was not present. Anselm’s hearers responded that he should concentrate on his duty to the king, as they would themselves. After an adjournment, they reconvened on the following day, and again advised him to put his loyalty to the king before all other considerations. A further emotional speech from Anselm concluded with an analogy from the pronouncement of Christ to ‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’ He would serve the Pope (of his choice) in matters pertaining to him, and the king in matters relating to earthly sovereignty. His audience declared that they would never take that message to the king, so Anselm himself conveyed it to William, who naturally responded angrily. The prelates and magnates consulted anxiously among themselves and eventually a group of bishops and magnates relayed to Anselm a message from the king, saying that he must respond immediately to the questions they had discussed at Gillingham. Anselm must realise that the whole kingdom was indignant with him, because it seemed that he was trying to rob the king of his crown and his sovereignty by taking away the royal prerogative. If Anselm incurred the king’s wrath, then ‘this Urban’ could do nothing for him. On the other hand, if the king was reconciled to him, Urban could do him no harm. He should abjure Urban, admit his fault to the king and secure pardon. Anselm refused to abjure, but asked for an adjournment so that he could think the matter over. The deputation believed that he was either running out of arguments or else becoming frightened. According to Eadmer, the quick-witted and highly articulate William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham, acting as spokesman for the king, had promised that he would make Anselm either abjure Urban or else renounce the archbishopric. William of St Calais accordingly focused on the charge that Anselm, by adhering to Urban, was robbing the king of his sovereignty. When the archbishop denied this, the proceedings seemed to be deadlocked. Eadmer wrote that there was a muttered groundswell of support for the archbishop among the crowd watching the proceedings, and eventually one soldier was brave enough to step forward and encourage him to persist with his case.


  The king was angry that William of St Calais proved unable to bring matters to a satisfactory conclusion. The next day, when he was asked what debating tactics he had thought up overnight, his only suggestion was that Anselm must be deprived of his episcopal staff and ring, and he should be expelled from the realm. The magnates disagreed with this, but when the king asked them what else they could suggest, they had run out of ideas. The bishops, when questioned in their turn, replied that although they had no authority to judge Anselm, they did agree with the king’s suggestion that they could refuse him loyalty and obedience, and ostracise him. The bishops and abbots conveyed their decision to Anselm. When the magnates were ordered to do the same, they replied that since they had never given any allegiance to him, they could not renounce it. He was still their archbishop, and they could not refuse to recognise his authority. In their case the king was aware that he could not afford to criticise their response too openly.63


  The diverging views of the bishops and the magnates is readily understandable. By the 1090s the majority of the bishops were secular clerks who, as former royal officials, were well aware of the need to safeguard the royal sovereignty. While Anselm was already committed to supporting Urban, the bishops were primarily interested in maintaining their position in public life and especially their influence at court. They held lands and jurisdictional rights which they wanted to retain, and could not afford to lose the royal benevolencia. Their private lives, too, would mostly contrast sharply with that of Anselm. Several had wives and families, contrary to the increasingly insistent prohibitions of the reformers. Since Anselm’s arrival in England the bishops would have had more contact with him than would the majority of the secular magnates, and consequently more occasion for the development of personal antipathy. Such differences in outlook, possibly combined in some cases with resentment at the way in which Anselm had been promoted over their heads, would motivate them to accept the king’s viewpoint. As for the magnates, their opinion was probably not as uniformly supportive of the archbishop as Eadmer indicates, except, of course, among Anselm’s committed supporters, mostly from ‘old’ families with Norman lands, the men who had promoted his election. In contrast to them, those barons whose families had risen to power in England, and who held few or no lands on the continent, had often achieved their current stature by energetic service as royal officials. Their continued high status depended on the patronage and goodwill of a strong king, and it was in their interests to resist any challenge to his sovereignty. The very grandest magnates, on the other hand, even if they were not committed supporters of Anselm, were men who held substantial lands on the continent. They would often have known Anselm personally while he was still abbot of Le Bec, and most, if not all, would be aware that the clerical hierarchy in France had acknowledged Urban as Pope. Among the crowds who witnessed the confrontation at Rockingham, there may have been those who sympathised with Anselm, seeing him as a mild, elderly cleric being bullied by the king’s supporters, but these would be chiefly among the rank and file of bystanders, such as the outspoken soldier. On the other hand, the sense of what was due to Anselm by virtue of his office was more likely appreciated by the magnates. It was the most powerful of these, with their extensive lands and command over manpower, who could most easily stand up to the king. Too powerful a monarch would be seen to act as a brake on their ambitions. If the king was obliged to back down over this issue, they might be encouraged to bring pressure to bear in other areas where they believed his authority to be vulnerable. In a worst-case scenario from the king’s point of view, those still looking for an opportunity to bring England under the rule of Robert might consider that the expulsion of Anselm, if it occurred, would be a good pretext for an uprising; hence William’s decision not to criticise the magnates too obviously for their verdict.


  With the Council of Rockingham still deadlocked, Anselm asked for a safe conduct for himself and his companions to enable them to go overseas while the current situation remained unresolved. Although the king would have been pleased to be rid of him, he did not want Anselm to go abroad while he was still formally in possession of the archbishopric, since this might lead to an even worse situation. A truce was negotiated to last until the week of Pentecost, and meanwhile Anselm returned to his see. Within a few days, though, the king ordered the banishment of the archbishop’s chief adviser, the monk Baldwin, and two of his clergy, besides the arrest of his chamberlain and the harassment of several more of his men.64 The intention would be to deprive the archbishop of the support of those believed to have helped him to prolong the recent acrimonious debate. Although Eadmer wrote that Anselm slept peacefully during the speeches of the king’s spokesman and then woke up full of inspiration for refuting them, clearly it did not seem this way to observers. As a hagiographical anecdote it was later recycled by William of Malmesbury in his Life of Wulfstan, but it was a greatly exaggerated indication of Anselm’s grasp of canon law.65 Deprived of his chief advisers, he would have difficulty in getting the better of any future contested issues. Eadmer presents the debate at the Council of Rockingham as a moral and intellectual victory for Anselm, but behind the scenes other influences were at work. By 1095, William was determined to bring Normandy under his control. If he succeeded, he could not then preside over a cross-Channel realm of which the component territories acknowledged different claimants to the papal throne. Since Normandy had joined the rest of France in declaring for Urban, England must follow suit. Well before the Council of Rockingham was convened, William would have realised that he could never acknowledge Clement III as Pope.66 Yet his inevitable declaration for Urban must not be forestalled by Anselm, since that would undermine his own ability to retain control over ecclesiastical matters in England. The archbishop’s unilateral recognition of Urban II undoubtedly challenged the well-established convention that it was the king alone who declared which Pope would be recognised in England.67 Inevitably, the king saw in Anselm’s decision a challenge to the royal prerogative. William was not going to allow this to be undermined, and when deadlock persisted at the Council of Rockingham, he quickly and secretly sent two of his clerks, Gerard and William Warelwast, to Urban.68 They hurried to Piacenza, where he was at the time, conducted their negotiations and brought back with them to England the papal legate, Walter, Bishop of Albano – a mission successfully accomplished between the end of the Council of Rockingham on 28 February and the feast of Pentecost, which in 1095 fell on 13 May.69 According to Eadmer, the legate went straight to the king, who planned to negotiate the deposition of Anselm and the bestowal of the pallium on any candidate he chose, but once he declared his recognition of Urban, the legate announced that this could not be done. A large deputation of bishops then tried to persuade Anselm to offer money to secure readmission to the king’s benevolencia. Following his refusal, they were equally unsuccessful in their suggestions that he should make some recompense in return for the pallium and that he should accept it from the hand of the king. Instead the legate brought it to Canterbury and laid it on the high altar, from where Anselm took it up. His adviser Baldwin was recalled to England, and relatively peaceful relations between king and archbishop were resumed.70


  This account of events comes solely from Eadmer. In view of Anselm’s challenge to the king’s sovereignty, it is possible that the question of the archbishop’s deposition was raised with the legate, but since there were no grounds for this in canon law, it cannot have been more than a tentative suggestion. The Pope needed the support of the king, and it is far more likely that the legate had been briefed to co-operate with William than to outwit him. The events that Eadmer described at such length, and so dramatically, are given a much more low-key treatment by the writer of the main surviving text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. No mention is made of the Council of Rockingham, but instead the writer adds that following his extended stay in England the legate took back to the Pope Peter’s Pence (a traditional financial offering), which had not been rendered for many years.71 Payments (suspended during the papal schism) were resumed in return for the making of concessions. The most important of these was that papal legates would enter England only after they received the king’s permission. This would prevent any over-zealous reform programme being introduced which might undermine the royal sovereignty. The concession was as much to Anselm’s liking as to William’s, since the archbishop claimed that the see of Canterbury itself had held the Roman legation since ancient times. He refused even to meet the legate later in his stay to discuss Walter’s proposal that they should jointly hold a reforming council. Anselm’s excuse was that he had been entrusted with the defence of the south coast while the king himself was ‘in Scotland’, so that he dared not leave Canterbury except to go in the direction from which the enemy was expected. A reforming council, he argued, could only be held successfully with the permission and advice of the king.72 The concessions granted to William show that his negotiations with the legate were not as one-sided as Eadmer implied. Once the crisis broke in the north, many of the lay magnates, and some clerics, betrayed their allegiance, but William evidently considered that Anselm could be trusted, despite their ongoing differences. The angry argument that Eadmer reported from Rockingham was perhaps largely his own literary creation, writing with hindsight and putting into Anselm’s mouth the arguments he thought his patron should have made. Even so, the archbishop’s tactics were persistent. He is seen attempting to plead his duty to the king as a reason for evading legatine authority, just as he invoked his duty to the Pope when attempting to elude the requirements of the Crown.
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  1 The Bayeux Tapestry: on the left, Bishop Odo, at the centre of the table, blesses the food and drink. In a roofed building William the Conqueror listens to advice from Bishop Odo, while their brother Robert of Mortain fidgets with his sword. To the right, the building of a motte-and-bailey castle is begun at Hastings.
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  2 The Bayeux Tapestry: on the left, English warriors are attacked after being cut off from their army. In the centre, Bishop Odo, wielding a mace to avoid a charge of having taken up the sword, rallies the young knights.
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  3 The Bayeux Tapestry: William the Conqueror’s cavalry advances, accompanied by archers. Some knights couch their lances but most wield them at shoulder height, apparently about to hurl them at the enemy.
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  4 Rochester Castle and Cathedral: the capture of the town ensured William’s suppression of the rebellion of 1088.
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  5 Morpeth Castle, Northumberland, commanding a crossing of the river Wansbeck, which carried the road from Newcastle. It was held by William of Merlay, a subordinate of the rebel leader Robert of Mowbray. Capture of the castle in 1095 enabled the royal army to move north against rebel-held Bamburgh.


  [image: images]


  6 Gloucester Cathedral (an abbey in the reign of William II): one of the regular venues for the king’s seasonal crown-wearings. When the royal court assembled here at Christmas 1085, the Conqueror ordered the making of the Domesday Inquest.
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  7 Gloucester Cathedral: the crypt. Abbot Serlo, who began rebuilding early in the reign of William II, perhaps hoped that the king would designate it as his burial church. In the summer of 1100 his urgent warnings to the king were ignored.
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  8 Stone capital, believed to be from the Palace of Westminster (from an early-nineteenth-century engraving): William II presenting a pancarte (confirmatory charter) to Gilbert Crispin, Abbot of Westminster. The abbey was another of the venues for the crown-wearings.
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  9 Stone capital, third face: Abbot Gilbert preaching to his monks on the text ‘I am... [the Good Shepherd]’, a term traditionally used for the king of England as benefactor of the monasteries.
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  10 Stone capital, second face: Abbot Gilbert showing the pancarte to the monks of Westminster. The king’s treatment of the monasteries was often more generous than chroniclers claimed.
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  11 Durham Castle, in effect a frontier command post against frequent Scottish incursions, guarding a crossing of the river Wear.
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  12 Durham Cathedral and Castle, on the great rock in the river Wear. This impressive complex of buildings loomed over the native English as well as the intruding Scots. It also rendered an incumbent such as Bishop William of St Calais a potential threat if, as was suspected, he was tempted into rebellion.
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  13 Durham Cathedral: Romanesque doorway in the south side of the nave. Bishop William of St Calais began the rebuilding of the cathedral at his own expense, and work was continued by Ranulf Flambard.
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  14 Durham Cathedral: the vaulted aisles. King Malcolm of Scotland attended the laying of the foundation stones in 1093. He and his descendants tried to become accepted as patrons, to reinforce their political interest in the region.
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  15 Tomb effigy of Robert Curthose, Duke of Normandy in Gloucester Cathedral. Captured by Henry I in 1106, he was imprisoned for life and died in 1134. By displacing Robert and effectively disinheriting his son, William Clito, Henry I reconstituted his father’s cross-Channel realm.


  William was not in Scotland, as Anselm told the legate, but in the far north of England. According to Orderic Vitalis, the trouble began late in 1094 or very early in 1095 when Robert of Mowbray, Earl of Northumberland, acting with his nephew Moræl and their men, intercepted four large trading vessels called canards coming from Norway to England. The merchants, robbed of their cargo, went to the king and made a formal complaint. William immediately sent a writ to Robert, tersely ordering him to restore the property to the merchants without delay, but the earl ignored it. William then asked the men the value of the stolen goods, and paid them the full amount from his treasury. He summoned Robert to the royal court, but the earl refused to come.73 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, without mentioning the act of piracy, took up the story at Easter 1095, and Robert’s failure to attend the great court at Winchester. The king angrily sent him an order to attend the court at Pentecost if he wanted to be entitled to protection (a way of saying that he was at risk of being outlawed). Robert evidently asked for an exchange of hostages, and pledges that he might attend court and then return under safe conduct, but both requests were refused.74 More was now at stake than Robert’s act of piracy, though that in itself indicated that he believed himself to be above the law in his own earldom. Geoffrei Gaimar, who conflated this episode with the ambush of King Malcolm, claimed that both a report of that episode and a subsequent allegation of treason against the earl were maliciously relayed to the king by a low-born individual who was a vassal of Robert’s and whom the earl had reared from an early age.75 This may be so, perhaps an allusion to Moræl’s later actions, but it is also likely that since the attack on King Malcolm, itself an act of regicide, royal agents based in Newcastle were keeping an eye on Robert’s activities. Orderic describes him as a tall, strong man, bold and crafty, but with an austere and morose expression, more inclined to thinking than to speaking, and very rarely smiling. He had inherited huge estates from his uncle, Geoffrey, Bishop of Coutances, and was rich and powerful. He took pride in his military skills and daring, and was so elated by his own position that he thought it shameful to show obedience to his superiors.76 With such a personality and position, this was just the man to brood on his disappointed hopes after the death of Malcolm, and to plot revenge on the king, whom he saw as undervaluing him. Following the earl’s refusal to attend the royal court at Pentecost, the king mustered an army and marched against him. Orderic Vitalis indicated that this was done simply to restrain the ‘perverse and headstrong’ Robert.77 John of Worcester, though, writes that the earl was now heading a rebellion, acting with William of Eu and many others, with the intention of deposing and killing the king, and replacing him by his cousin, Stephen of Aumâle.78 As the royal army approached the frontier of Robert’s territories, Orderic wrote, Gilbert of Tonbridge drew the king aside and, to William’s amazement, threw himself at his feet, begging him to pardon the wrong he had done to him, after which he would give him some vital advice for his safety. William was so astonished that he hesitated, considering what he should do, but eventually he graciously pardoned the supplicant and eagerly awaited his response. Gilbert said, ‘Stop, noble king. Do not enter the wood in front of us. Enemies, fully-armed, are waiting there to ambush you, hoping to cut your throat. We have plotted against you and have sworn a solemn oath to bring about your death.’ The king halted the march, and Gilbert gave him the names and numbers of the traitors.79 In the royal army there were probably other men who, like Gilbert, had been reinstated after their involvement in the 1088 rebellion. The king might well wonder who else would have gone over openly to the rebels if once the ambush was sprung. Orderic Vitalis wrote that there were many in this position, who now joined his army.80 The king evaded the trap and proceeded against the rebel strongholds. Newcastle-on-Tyne was securely guarded by its royal garrison, but the rebels were not far away. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘almost all the best men’ of the earl’s household were in a fortress which was seized by the royal army and its garrison imprisoned.81 The writer does not name this castle, but it was almost certainly Morpeth, commanded by William of Merlay. Geoffrei Gaimar reported the capture of Morpeth Castle, saying that it was well fortified. He correctly located it on high ground overlooking the river Wansbeck. John of Worcester wrote, also correctly, that the castle was small.82 In this instance, size did not matter, but location did, since it commanded a crossing of the Wansbeck, which carried the road from Newcastle northwards. Its capture was crucial to the success of the campaign. Royal forces were already besieging Tynemouth, where the monastic site evidently abutted fortifications on its naturally defensible site on a headland surrounded by sea on three sides. Whoever held this site could confront any hostile force attempting to enter the Tyne to sail up to Newcastle.83 Mowbray may well have used this vantage point to intercept the ships coming from Norway. According to John of Worcester, the siege lasted for two months, after which the fortifications of Tynemouth were stormed. The earl’s brother was captured, together with the cavalry troops there. The earl himself had fled to his castle of Bamburgh, supremely defensible on its great rock. The king realised that this fortress could not be stormed, and he ordered a siege castle to be built in front of it, calling this Malveisin (Bad Neighbour) and installing a strong garrison.84 The intention would be to blockade Mowbray and his troops, starving them into surrender. Orderic Vitalis wrote that while the castle was still being built, Robert of Mowbray watched the proceedings mournfully from the battlements of Bamburgh, loudly shouting to his fellow conspirators outside, openly inciting them by name to keep to the sworn conspiracy that they had made. The conspirators, knowing that their cover was blown, were tormented by fear and shame, while the king and his loyal barons smiled to themselves.85 Once the siege castle was ready, the king himself then headed south, presumably taking the bulk of his army with him.86 John of Worcester wrote that, soon after he had left, a message reached Earl Robert from some of those guarding Newcastle that, if he came secretly, they would admit him. Pleased at this prospect, he left Bamburgh with thirty of his knights. Geoffrei Gaimar reported the earl’s actions rather differently, writing that provisions were running low in Bamburgh Castle, and the earl, realising this, left through a postern gate which faced onto the sea, taking only a handful of followers. Boarding a boat which had only a one-man crew, they reached Tynemouth. Earl Robert probably did escape by sea, but Gaimar knew nothing of the plan to infiltrate Newcastle, which surely required more than a handful of followers.


  The knights of the garrison of Malveisin discovered the earl’s flight and set off after him, sending messengers ahead to inform the garrison of Newcastle of his flight. Their message got through without Robert’s knowledge, and when he tried to infiltrate Newcastle on a Sunday (perhaps thinking it would be quiet) he was intercepted. There was nothing for it but to flee downriver to Tynemouth Priory. Presumably there was still a royal garrison in the fortified area of the site, in which case Robert and his men would have to defend themselves in the monastic precincts. Despite the improvised nature of their defences, the earl and his men were able to put up a strong resistance to the royalist forces attacking them, since many of these were killed or wounded. Several of his own men were wounded, and Robert received a serious injury in his leg. He fled into the priory church (to claim sanctuary) but was brought out under arrest. Some of his men were killed and all the survivors were captured.87


  The reason why King William left unfinished business in Northumberland was that serious news had reached him that the Welsh had stormed the castle of Montgomery, killing the garrison placed there by Hugh, Earl of Shrewsbury. This Welsh resurgence angered the king and, summoning additional forces, he mounted an expeditionary force, marching into Wales after Michaelmas (29 September). With the autumn rains setting in, this was not a good time for campaigning. John of Worcester, echoing his comments at the conclusion of his report on the expedition of 1094, wrote only that the king lost many men and horses.88 Given the terrain and the climate, this is not unlikely. There was very bad weather that year, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Even so, this text gives a more positive account of the campaign, stating that the royal forces were dispersed so as to sweep deep and widely into Wales, eventually reuniting in Snowdonia around the feast of All Saints (1 November).89 The lie of the land would always present difficulties to invaders, who needed to innovate accordingly. In May 1063, the earls Harold and Tostig Godwineson had mounted a combined operation, when Tostig commanded a cavalry force while Harold brought up light infantry by sea, moving in from the west. Their systematic tactics, as later reported by Gerald of Wales, were highly successful. William’s own troop movements echoed theirs to some extent, although the earls’ expedition took place in the spring and probably had the advantage of better weather than his army experienced.90 The Welsh were always enabled to move ahead of him into the mountains and the moorland, beyond his reach. He eventually realised that he could achieve nothing more there over the winter, and turned back.91 This unsatisfactory Welsh expedition would leave William more than ever resolved to bring the revolt in northern England to a satisfactory conclusion. Bamburgh Castle was still being held by Robert of Mowbray’s wife and his kinsman and steward Moræl. The king ordered that Robert of Mowbray was to be taken to Bamburgh, and the defenders were to be informed that both his eyes would be put out unless the castle was surrendered. Accordingly it was handed over. Moræl then turned king’s evidence, revealing the names of many people, both clerics and laymen, who had been instigators of the rebellion, although some of these were already captives. The king was determined that no more dissident magnates were going to lurk in the outer regions of the kingdom, plotting who knew what. He had it announced throughout the realm that all those who held land of him must attend the great seasonal courts if they wished to be entitled to his protection (that is, on pain of outlawry for non-attendance). He ordered Earl Robert to be brought to Windsor Castle and imprisoned there.92


  The Christmas court, too, convened at Windsor, and on New Year’s Day William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham, died there.93 He had been summoned on some unspecified charge – probably, it has been suggested, the summons related in some way to Mowbray’s rebellion. Even if he was not one of the clerics who had sworn to adhere to the conspiracy, the king perhaps believed that the bishop had not done all he could to represent royal interests in the north-east. William of Malmesbury, locating the court at Gloucester, wrote that when the bishop took to his bed the king at first thought that he was shamming to avoid having to plead his case.94 Probably stress, caused by the sharp reprimand that he most likely received, fatally exacerbated any pre-existing medical condition. A bishop could not be physically punished for any part he might have played in the recent rebellion, but it was a different matter in the case of laymen. In the summer of 1088, the king had shown great leniency towards the former rebels, but this did not generate the loyalty that was needed to sustain his rule. Accordingly, savage punishments were meted out to ringleaders of this second revolt. By 13 January 1096, the king and his counsellors had moved on to Salisbury. Geoffrey Bainard accused William of Eu, a kinsman of the king, of having been involved in the revolt. This allegation was decided by judicial duel, and when Geoffrey Bainard won, the king ordered that William of Eu should be blinded and castrated.95 This sentence, Orderic wrote, was instigated by Hugh, Earl of Chester, since William had been persistently unfaithful to his wife, the earl’s sister.96 William of Aldrie, or Aldery, described in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and by John of Worcester as a kinsman of the king, but by William of Malmesbury as someone who had stood godfather with him, was accused of treachery; William of Malmesbury claimed that he was innocent and wrote a moving account of his execution by hanging.97 This ignominious punishment reflected the king‘s reaction to betrayal by someone who ought to have been unswervingly loyal.98 Robert of Mowbray remained in prison for the last thirty years of his life.99 Others who were imprisoned included Odo, Count of Champagne, father of Stephen of Aumâle, and Philip, son of Roger, Earl of Shrewsbury.100 Some men were taken to London and ‘destroyed’ while others were deprived of their lands.101 These included Roger of Lacy, who was banished from England while his estates were granted to his brother Hugh, who had remained loyal. Hugh of Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury, was suspected of having connived at his brother’s activities. He was rebuked in private, then the king shrewdly readmitted him to favour in return for a fine of £3,000. Huge fines were also demanded from many others, who were spared from the punishments the king believed they really deserved, mitigating the penalties out of respect for their powerful kinsmen who might otherwise have taken vengeance against him in Normandy. Many more eminent men had been implicated, but when the plot failed they were ashamed of having been involved. When the most powerful of their allies had been ruined, these others lay low. The king perceptively realised this, and followed the advice of his counsellors to spare them. He was aware that if they were all brought to trial this might goad them into yet another rebellion, with potentially disastrous consequences. The succession of Hugh of Lacy to the Herefordshire barony of Weobley102 in place of his banished brother Roger (and his children) signalled to the magnates that no upstart was being promoted over their heads. The aim of the punishments in January 1096 was to teach a sharp lesson to the barons but not to alter their status or importance. For the rest of the decade, there were no more revolts. The uprising had been very serious indeed, with implications which extended far beyond Northumberland. Robert of Mowbray’s seizure of the ships’ cargo had been simply the signal for the implementation of the plot. In refusing to answer to the royal court for his actions, he was rejecting William’s authority as king. Even before the royal army marched north, it would be realised that Mowbray was planning something on a far graver scale than casual piracy. He was one of the greatest of the magnates, holding extensive lands in Normandy, and had been one of the faction that had earlier promoted Duke Robert’s claims to the English throne. In 1095, many of the key players in that group decided to achieve their ends by regicide, even though they were now promoting a new alternative candidate for the throne. The harsh punishments inflicted on those who were believed to be at the centre of the plot were determined by the king after careful deliberations with his advisers, as a measured response to the gravity of the offences which had been plotted against him. The decision not to prosecute the much larger number of those on the fringes took into account their cumulative standing and influence in the landed hierarchy. Drastic measures against all of them could have triggered a politically destabilising tenurial revolution both in England and in Normandy. Moreover, family solidarity was by no means uniform among the rebels, and it was essential not to antagonise those who had remained loyal. Both the Lacys and the Montgomerys had been divided over the crisis, and real punishment was reserved for the dissidents among them. It has been suggested that the fine reportedly imposed on Hugh of Montgomery simply took the form of a pointed reminder that the relief that had been set when he succeeded to his lands in the previous year was still unpaid.103 The preservation of the Lacy and Montgomery interests also helped to stabilise the Welsh Marches after the recent unrest. Odo of Champagne lost all his lands in England, but his son Stephen of Aumâle, who had taken the cross in 1095, went on crusade in 1096 and escaped punishment.104


  The great trek to the Levant in the closing years of the eleventh century, now known as the First Crusade, was referred to at the time as a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, although the pilgrims were armed, since they were well aware that their progress would be impeded by Turkish forces controlling the lands through which they would travel once they crossed the Bosphorus into Asia Minor. The concept of campaigning in order to restore to Christian rule lands which had for centuries been under Muslim occupation was not new. In the Iberian peninsula, the movement of reconquest was slowly making headway, and men from Normandy, for instance, had volunteered their services for short periods.105 In the western Mediterranean, naval campaigns manned by combined forces from the major Italian mercantile cities were also achieving results. While their main objective was to secure shipping routes and safe ports around the islands, one expedition even briefly attacked the town of Mahdia on the North African coast, in what is now Tunisia.106 In 1074, Pope Gregory VII contemplated an expedition to assist the beleaguered Byzantine empire, and he made approaches to several leaders in western Europe urging them to participate. His plans came to nothing, but it is believed that they had a strong influence on Pope Urban II.107 In 1095 and 1096, he travelled extensively around France, preaching on the need for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, a journey which would, while in progress, also alleviate the sufferings of the eastern Christians. The response to his sermons far outran his expectations and was overwhelming.108 By Easter 1096 the aristocracy of western Europe was in a ferment of religious zeal as they finalised their preparations for travel. No kings took part in the expedition, but those in the next tier in the hierarchy flocked to join. Among them was Robert, Duke of Normandy. He had never been successful in imposing firm rule on his duchy, but he was an energetic and courageous warrior. The crusade would give him the opportunity to use his military skills in a cause which was believed to earn great spiritual merit for those who took part.


  There was one obstacle. Robert had never been good at managing his revenues and was consequently short of the resources he needed. Any aristocrat taking part in the pilgrimage would naturally be accompanied by an imposing retinue. His men must be properly equipped, and must have all they needed in the way of food and horsepower. Robert’s one real asset was Normandy itself, and when it came to the crunch, unbroken control over his duchy weighed lightly in the balance compared with his perception of his spiritual duty. According to John of Worcester, it was towards the end of June 1096 that Robert sent envoys to England, asking William to re-establish peace, and requesting a loan of 10,000 silver marks, in return for which he would pledge Normandy. This was not an outright sale, but writers differed over the length of time during which William was to hold the duchy, ranging from three years, ‘for as long as Robert was away’, to five years.109 To William it must have appeared a sensational bargain. He was being offered the whole of the duchy without having to fight any more campaigns to enlarge the territories that he already held there. The sum eventually agreed was not unreasonable, when compared with the probable cost of further campaigns, and in any case the money would not come out of his own treasury. Besides this, there was the possibility that he would retain control over Normandy indefinitely. The pilgrimage would be dangerous, and if Robert died in the Levant then William was his next heir, since the duke was still unmarried and consequently lacked a legitimate son. Robert needed the money urgently, and William asked his magnates to contribute as much, and as quickly, as possible. Bishops, abbots and abbesses were obliged to donate the precious metal from their church plate – and also from both reliquaries and from the covers of prized liturgical books, while earls, barons and sheriffs despoiled their knights and peasants.110 In September, William crossed the Channel, made peace with Robert and advanced him 10,000 marks (the equivalent of £6,666). In return he received Normandy in pledge.111 His English subjects suffered severely as a result of the heavy taxation, and matters were made much worse by a severe famine.112


  The king spent the rest of the year consolidating his hold over his new territories while England was governed by his trusted administrators. The long-suffering population had even more to contend with, because the royal ministers sent successive expeditions into Wales, which caused great oppression (presumably by the levying of troops and the commandeering of food). The writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle concluded his annal by saying that these military operations achieved nothing. They simply resulted in a loss of men and a waste of money.113 Despite all these hardships, the country remained peaceful. As John of Worcester had indicated, the secular magnates were not directly affected by the king’s demand for contributions towards his loan to Robert. In the absence of the duke, those among them who resented William’s rule now lacked their most obvious alternative candidate for the throne, and in any case their main concern had been resolved when William himself temporarily reunited kingdom and duchy. Some of the magnates would travel with the king to Normandy. Many had large estates there, and it was always prudent to have access to the ruler, who was the fount of patronage. Anyone who feared the consequences of having taken part in the recent revolt could, like Stephen of Aumâle, join the expedition to Jerusalem, but there was no large-scale recruitment from England. For those who did want to take part, Duke Robert was their natural leader. He travelled with Count Robert of Flanders, Count Eustace III of Boulogne, and other nobles. Sensibly, in view of their autumn departure, they headed south into Italy and spent the winter in Apulia.114 Duke Robert’s uncle Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, travelled south with him. Despite the efforts of mediators, there had been no reconciliation between the bishop and King William after the revolt of 1088. According to Orderic Vitalis, the quick-tempered William had a long memory, and did not readily forget a wrong done to him until he avenged it. In the years following that revolt, Odo did everything in his power to support Robert against the gradual extension of William’s hold over the duchy, and now that the duke had given up the struggle, Odo chose to go abroad rather than submit to the king. He reached Apulia in company with his nephew, but he was apparently feeling the effects of his extended travels. By the standards of the day he was, in his early sixties, an elderly man. He evidently felt that he could not complete the pilgrimage and retired to Palermo in Sicily, where he died in February 1097.115


  Orderic’s account of his end sketches a picture of an ageing man hounded from home by a vindictive nephew. This may have been Odo’s own perspective on the situation. He had done all he could to help his eldest nephew to recover the whole inheritance of the Conqueror, and when the plan to seize the throne failed, he had assisted Robert, the rightful duke, to defend Normandy from his younger brother. In the king’s eyes the situation would be very different: Odo was justly imprisoned by the Conqueror, and when he was released on the old king’s death, and William reinstated him in his earldom, the bishop used his position to mastermind a bid to seize the throne for Robert, contrary to his father’s wishes. Following Robert’s bid to take over the kingdom, William’s encroachment on the duchy no doubt seemed to him justified, quite apart from its political advisability given that the great magnates wanted to see one man ruling over both territories. Odo’s support of Robert would be seen as an obstacle to his plans, exacerbating his existing grievance against his uncle. William may well have acted harshly in this and in other situations, but from his own standpoint he had been betrayed by his uncle – uncles, if the inept Robert of Mortain is considered – and by his brother and their supporters. His vindictive retaliation against prominent rebels following the later revolt is explicable in that, having attempted a policy of reconciliation in 1088, he was again betrayed by men whom he trusted. Chroniclers of the reign accused William of many wrongs, but he may well have considered himself a much-wronged man.


  For the moment, though, his brother Robert was well out of the way. His contingent, joined by French magnates and others from the lands held by Norman adventurers in southern Italy, crossed the Adriatic from Brindisi, Bari and Otranto to Durazzo, and then headed east along the Via Egnatia to Constantinople.116 The writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle did not track their progress along this route after noting the arrival of Robert’s contingent in Apulia. He did, though, add that those who travelled eastwards through Hungary endured great sufferings as winter approached. Many of them died, and others straggled back, wretched and starving.117 This writer took no further interest in the crusade, but John of Worcester recorded the capture of Antioch in 1098 and the taking of Jerusalem in 1099.118 The earliest eyewitness account of events, the Gesta Francorum (Deeds of the Franks), was apparently largely written before the author progressed south from Antioch in November 1098, and he completed his narrative of the ‘pilgrimage’ writing in Jerusalem no later than the beginning of 1101.119 Seven manuscript versions of this work survive, the earliest of which depicts Bohemond of Taranto as its hero, although another twelfth-century manuscript of the work includes changes apparently intended to make more of Robert’s role.120 Even in the earliest manuscript, though, it is clear that Robert was fully committed to the enterprise and was one of the more prominent leaders throughout the hazards that the pilgrims endured. There are repeated references to his role in the battles along the way, and to his determination to continue to Jerusalem after Bohemond stayed in Antioch.121 Travelling through Norman-held southern Italy on his return journey, Robert was evidently regarded as one of the heroes of the enterprise. While there, he married Sibyl, daughter of Geoffrey of Conversano, the lord of Brindisi. Mindful of the need to be able to redeem Normandy from William, Robert obtained from his father-in-law and other friends valuable objects, which he exchanged for a great deal of money.122 News of his imminent return under such unexpectedly prosperous circumstances would lead William – and Henry – to review their own options.
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  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Conflicts


  During the autumn of 1096 and the ensuing winter William remained in Normandy, consolidating his hold on the duchy. He spent Christmas there, planning to hold his Easter court in Winchester, but his crossing of the Channel was delayed by bad weather. John of Worcester wrote that he reached England during Lent, although the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle stated that he returned only on Easter Eve (4 April) and landed at Arundel, ‘therefore he held his court at Windsor’.1 If the aim was to reach a suitable venue for the Easter court as quickly as possible, then Windsor was a surprising choice since it was further from Arundel than Winchester, but the lower-lying route to that city may have been waterlogged after the winter rains. Given that the magnates had recently been ordered to attend all the great seasonal courts, it is not easy to see how those of them who had remained in England were expected to catch up with the royal entourage, following the uncertainty about when the king would be able to cross to England and then about where his ships were able to land.


  In view of the poor results achieved by the expeditions sent into Wales by his representatives during the previous year, more drastic measures seemed called for. John of Worcester wrote that after Easter the king set out for Wales with an army of cavalry and infantry. He intended killing all the male inhabitants, but scarcely any Welshmen were killed or captured, while the royal army lost many men and horses.2 This writer, although living close to the frontier zone, seemed to know little about the campaign, and for once it was the current writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle who had more to say. He reported that the king and his large army had the assistance of some Welshmen who had come over to him. They acted as his guides and with their help he was enabled to sweep widely through the country. He was in Wales from midsummer (24 June) until almost the end of July. Once again there were heavy losses in men and horses – and evidently also in equipment and provisions.3 The problem lay partly in the training and military experience of the royal army, which would be accustomed to fighting in open terrain. Normally it would break ranks, operating in more flexible units, only for purposes of ravaging (or devastating) enemy-held lands or else for foraging. There were military specialists of some kinds, such as engineers and crossbowmen, but what was lacking was the equivalent of special forces – men who could operate in small units, using unorthodox tactics in difficult terrain. All the advantage was on the side of the Welsh, with their knowledge of the lie of the land, and their customary deployment of the guerrilla tactics to which it was best suited.


  The Brut y Tywysogion (The Chronicle of the Princes), when reporting the campaigns of the earlier 1090s, indicated that this was the case. In 1095, for instance, as William’s army advanced, the Welsh simply took refuge in the woods and valleys. Both in 1094 and again in 1096, the Welsh clearly chose with care the sites where they launched their victorious assaults.4 In the event of a Welsh attack on a royal army, there was little hope of reinforcements arriving from one or another of the castles that had been built in previous decades. In 1094, many of those in Gwynedd (the northern region) were destroyed, while in the southerly regions of Ceredigion and Dyfed the only castles to survive the overwhelming Welsh resurgence were those of Pembroke and Rhyd-y-gors. When William Fitz Baldwin, the commander of this second fortress, subsequently died, the castle was left ungarrisoned. With most of the fortresses gone, and the garrisons of the few that remained needing to prioritise their own security, the Welsh felt safe.5 In William’s armies, cavalry as well as infantry probably grew steadily more demoralised as losses mounted while successive campaigns failed to achieve results. Some among the military scouts and the more battle-seasoned rank and file perhaps realised that only a drastic change of tactics might bring success. Even so, they were in no position to put forward any ideas they might have on the subject, given the hierarchical nature of society and the assumption in its upper ranks that derring-do and military glory were the preserve of king and aristocracy.


  One man who did use his imagination in order to respond to local circumstances was Gerald of Windsor, the castellan of Pembroke, whose resourceful exploits were recorded much later by his grandson Gerald of Wales. The castle, in the 1090s, was merely a stockade of wooden stakes and turfs. It was not very strong and difficult to defend. Its garrison was small, and when Pembroke came under siege in 1096, fifteen of its knights deserted one night, trying to escape by boat. The next morning, Gerald replaced them, transferring their lands to fifteen of their men at arms, whom he immediately dubbed knights. The siege was prolonged, leaving the garrison at a low ebb. When supplies were nearly exhausted, Gerald took four hogs, almost the only food left, cut their carcases into joints and had these hurled over the fortifications at the besiegers as a contemptuous hint that supplies in the castle were still plentiful. On the following day he had a letter written saying that he would have no need of reinforcements from his overlord, Arnulf of Montgomery, for at least four months. Gerald authenticated this letter with his personal seal, and had it left outside the residence of Wilfred, Bishop of St David’s, at Lamphey, a couple of miles away. (Evidently the absconding knights were not the only men able to climb out of the castle under cover of darkness.) The letter would appear to have been dropped accidentally by one of the castellan’s messengers and would be picked up almost immediately. Sure enough, it was found and read out to the Welsh, who immediately called off their siege and dispersed. Gerald’s hold over Pembroke Castle and its hinterland was reinforced soon afterwards by his marriage to the Welsh princess Nest, daughter of Rhys ap Tewdwr.6


  The successful defence of Pembroke might encourage the view that the royal expedition would achieve real results in 1097, an expectation perhaps encouraged when Gerald’s forces ravaged the frontiers of Menevia.7 The great royal army moved into Wales, but failed to bring the enemy to any decisive battle. The Welsh retreated before them, taking refuge in the mountains and the woodlands, where the king’s troops dared not follow, but remained foraging on low-lying ground.8 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that the king, realising that he could achieve nothing within Wales, had castles built along the Marches.9 Since it was proving impossible to impose his authority over the Welsh, they should at least be kept out of England. The Brut y Tywysogion commented that the futility of the expedition enabled the Welsh to enjoy contented and fearless possession of their own land.10 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that they remained in a state of revolt, choosing many leaders of their own.11


  From the king’s perspective, the outcome of this expedition would be galling. His authority in Wales had been overturned and, to make things worse, the Welsh were not gallant knights, nor even disciplined infantry, but irregular bands of guerrillas. Reared in a society in which knightly prowess was esteemed far above other fighting skills, William would not readily see the need to change the tactics of his own troops in order to confront the enemy on even terms (and on exceptionally uneven ground). It came more naturally to him to blame the unsuccessful campaign on the quality of the troops under his command, and more specifically on that of the contingent from the lands of the archbishop of Canterbury. Eadmer, in his Life of St Anselm, stated that malicious troublemakers falsely reported that the Canterbury knights were badly trained.12 In his Historia Novorum, he wrote that when William returned from Wales he sent a letter to Anselm, informing him that he was very displeased with the soldiers whom the archbishop had contributed to the campaign. They were neither suitably trained nor fit for the type of warfare that was required under the circumstances.13 This may hint that William did, after all, attempt to adapt his tactics to suit the difficult terrain but that the Canterbury contingent was so unequal to the task that their shortcomings had a negative impact on the efforts of other units. In the late twelfth century, there was a tradition among the monks of Canterbury that Lanfranc, in order to contribute to defence measures in the reign of the Conqueror, had made his (English) threngs (or drengs) into knights. Such men, who had served the archbishop in an essentially civilian capacity, would not fit well into a larger cavalry force.14 This Canterbury tradition is countered by the fact that, in a list of the knights of Canterbury dating from c.1090, the names are mainly French. It has been argued that in 1097 the king’s complaint revived an earlier disagreement between him and Anselm dating from shortly after the archbishop’s appointment.15 According to Eadmer, the king asked Anselm to renounce his claim to certain lands of the archbishopric which, after Lanfranc’s death, he had given to some of his men to hold by hereditary right in return for fixed (military) service. Anselm flatly refused, and their unresolved dispute about this persisted.16 The expulsion of the king’s men and their replacement by the archbishop’s tenants would certainly draw attention to any shortcomings on the part of the Canterbury contingent during the Welsh campaign.


  If this expedition occurred between late June and the end of July, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states, then Eadmer, writing long afterwards, confused the sequence of events that contributed to the breakdown in relations between the king and the archbishop. Eadmer, though, indicates that the crisis was triggered by the king’s letter of complaint. By implication, the Welsh campaign took place in the weeks following Easter (5 April) and ended before Pentecost (24 May).17 In the event that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle gave the correct date for the campaign, it may still be the case that, as Eadmer states, there was disagreement between William and Anselm during the Pentecost court. This friction would then contribute to the king’s criticism of the performance of the Canterbury knights during the campaign.


  Anselm, according to Eadmer, did not consider the complaint to be of any importance in itself, but he believed that there would be ongoing grounds for disagreement between him and the king, leaving him so harassed that he could not carry out his archiepiscopal duties. He decided that he must go to Rome to consult the Pope about the situation. He joined the royal court meeting at Windsor for the feast of Pentecost (on 26 May) and sent some of his entourage to the king to tell him that it was essential that he should go to Rome. If the king agreed to this, he would like to have permission to travel. William refused, saying that he had not found Anselm so lacking in advice on his course of action that he needed to consult the Pope, and nor was he prey to such great sin that he needed to petition for papal absolution. The subject was then dropped for the moment.18 In the Historia Novorum, Eadmer expanded this episode, writing that Anselm’s efforts to enlist the king’s support in initiating a reform programme had been repeatedly thwarted by the reply that he was pre-occupied in dealing with his enemies. Now that peace had returned, the archbishop hoped to persuade the king to give his assent to implementing those measures, but the complaint about the Canterbury contingent was made to prevent him from raising the question of the reform proposals again. Eadmer never seems to have considered that Anselm’s own conduct was the real obstacle to his aims, even when his narrative contains clear evidence that this was the case. Throughout the festivities at the Pentecost court, he repeatedly badgered the king, both during meals, and whenever he had the opportunity at other times, trying to find out what William was going to do about the project. As the court was drawing to a close, and attention turned from festivities to affairs of state, the question of Anselm’s low-calibre troops was raised, together with the suggestion that he should either pay a large sum in compensation or else be made to apologise in such terms that he would lose face completely. Anselm countered this by requesting the king’s permission to go to Rome. On being refused, he let the matter drop, but raised it again in August, at the conclusion of an assembly which William summoned ‘to enquire into the state of the kingdom’. Once more permission was refused. Matters finally came to a head at a gathering held at Winchester in October. Eadmer reported, in great and apparently circumstantial detail, an account of the arguments brought forward on this occasion. The archbishop tried to get the support of the bishops, but they responded that he was going out on a limb. They themselves would remain firm in their allegiance to the king. Some of them relayed a message from the king that Anselm must either renounce all further appeals to the Pope, or else leave the kingdom as quickly as possible. If he chose to remain in England, then he must make restitution, according to the judgement of his court, for having dared so often to disturb William’s peace. Anselm then went into the king’s presence, accompanied by his entourage, sat down in his accustomed place at William’s right hand, and after restating what he understood to be the points at issue, insisted that although he had undertaken to uphold the king’s customs (the manner in which he ruled) this applied only to the extent that these were exercised rightly and in accordance with the will of God. There followed a heated argument as to whether he had made such a qualification in his oath of allegiance. Eventually both William himself and Robert, Count of Meulan interrupted Anselm, shouting that his argument was nothing but mere words. The rest of the nobles joined in. When the noise eventually died down, Anselm started again, insisting that his duty to the Pope was the equivalent of his duty to Christ. If he forswore the Pope, then he betrayed Christ himself. On this note, the archbishop rose and walked out. When he and his companions reached their lodgings, a message came from William saying that he must leave the realm but take nothing with him which had been received from the king. Anselm then wrong-footed him by saying that in the event that anyone accused him of having received his horses and clothes from the king, he would rather leave the realm naked and on foot than abandon his intention of going. The king replied that he did not intend Anselm to travel naked and on foot, but he must certainly be at the (unspecified) seaport eleven days afterwards, ready to embark. He would be met there by a royal messenger who would tell him what, with William’s permission, he and his companions might, or might not, take with them. Eadmer’s account reflects some confusion about where this last phase of the confrontation took place – no doubt due to revision of this narrative, which he wrote up so long after the event. The episode closed with the archbishop giving the king his blessing, which William accepted with bowed head. This was on Thursday 15 October 1097. Anselm returned briefly to Canterbury, where there was an emotional leave-taking, before he and his companions travelled to Dover. They were met there, as arranged, by the royal clerk William (Warelwast), but the Channel crossing was delayed for two weeks by a contrary wind. During this time William Warelwast took his meals with the archbishop and socialised with him, but said nothing about his official business. When it became possible to set off, the sailors urged Anselm’s party to leave at once (to catch the tide) but William Warelwast would not let Anselm embark until the archbishop showed him every single thing he was taking with him. All the bags and chests were opened and ransacked – Eadmer wrote that this was done in the hope of finding money. Naturally a large crowd gathered to watch these amazing proceedings. Eadmer wrote that they cursed the search, but in fact many would have found it entertaining. When nothing was found for which the investigation had been made, Anselm and his companions were allowed to leave. As soon as the king was informed that Anselm had crossed to Wissant, he ordered that all the property of the archbishopric should be seized.19 The royal revenues would have a substantial boost for the rest of the reign. As for the episode on the beach at Dover, there may have been an element of the vindictive parting shot about it, as Eadmer wanted his readers to believe, but it had a more serious purpose. William Warelwast was a senior royal chaplain (a confidential clerk) who was particularly experienced in dealings with the papacy.20 He would be searching not for the cash that Anselm would certainly need to cover the travelling expenses of himself and his companions, but rather for any letters or other documentation intended for the Pope, and prepared either by Anselm himself and his clerks, or else by the archbishop’s supporters in England. The bishops had publicly maintained their allegiance to the king, but there might be suspicions that one or two had been persuaded by Anselm’s recent arguments. It was not a subject which William Warelwast would have raised during their enforced stay in Dover. If there was any formal letter of complaint about the king’s conduct towards the archbishop in particular or the clergy in general, which had the potential to undermine his sovereignty, then it would not do to hint that a search was going to be made for it, since it would be concealed until William Warelwast had concluded his investigation. Eadmer presents the whole of the ongoing argument between King William and Anselm as though a vindictive and irascible ruler was persecuting a benevolent and simple old cleric. The background to this conflict, though, was the ongoing unrest – and worse – in Germany, where imperial authority was waging an uphill struggle against opponents nominally acting in the name of reform. Anselm’s departure from England would remove a long-running source of tension from the royal court, although there would be persistent speculation about his activities on the continent, particularly once he reached the curia of Urban II. It was for this reason that the king had repeatedly put an embargo on such a visit. No doubt efforts were now made to discover what the archbishop was doing. Eadmer’s extended account of events in England between 1093 and 1097 was a dramatic masterpiece, although the actual confrontations received a good deal of editing after the event. The narrative does not depict the unvarnished truth about the course of events, but what he wanted his readers to believe had been said and done. He vindicated his hero, and in doing so he probably enjoyed a little quiet revenge of his own. The Anglo-Norman court was most likely a real culture shock to an English monk whose formative years had been spent in the cloister. At the bustling court, with its splendidly dressed laymen and clerics, the witty, worldly and quick-thinking courtiers would seem to him almost like beings from another world. He may well have felt belittled, but when he wrote up his account of what he had witnessed there, his literary skills enabled him to turn the tables.


  Eadmer projected Anselm as the zealous reformer who, when his plans were frustrated, was adamant that he would take his complaints to the Pope, even though this could lead to the loss of the dignity of his archbishopric and indeed of the opportunities that this position gave him for doing good.21 Some of his proposals, though, potentially undermined the king’s sovereignty, particularly when he qualified his oath of allegiance by saying that he had sworn to uphold only those royal customs which the king rightly maintained according to the will of God. When Anselm reserved to himself the right to declare which of them met his criteria, the king and his courtiers were naturally astounded.22 This claim was a direct forerunner of the conflict waged in the mid-twelfth century between King Henry II and Thomas Becket. It was no coincidence that the one short-lived attempt to promote Anselm’s canonisation during the Middle Ages was instigated by Becket himself.23 Attempts were made to calm the disagreement between William II and Anselm by debating the points at issue in the customary way through mediators, while the protagonists remained in separate rooms, with the opportunity to reflect on the progress of their case. This was frustrated by Anselm himself sweeping in to the royal presence, sitting himself down next to the king and haranguing him.24 As Eadmer projected the ongoing tensions between the two, his hero wanted outright victory, something which would never be permitted. He remained oblivious to the fact, which mediators hinted to him, that in leaving England to go to the Pope he was failing in his responsibilities.25 He was abandoning his own community at Christchurch and his role as leader of the English bishops. Even though many of these men were completely out of sympathy with him, reform ideas were beginning to infiltrate ecclesiastical circles in the kingdom, and astute leadership would have rendered them more pervasive. The archbishop was walking away from his troubles, as he was to do again in the next reign, when his friend Gilbert Crispin, Abbot of Westminster, wrote to him saying that his place was back in England, defending his flock.26 Quite what Anselm expected that Pope Urban II would do to resolve his problems is uncertain. Following the negotiations which William II had successfully concluded, there was virtually no scope for direct intervention. Eadmer later claimed that, during the council held in Bari in 1098, Pope Urban II was on the brink of excommunicating King William when Anselm successfully interceded for him.27 It has been argued that either Anselm or Eadmer, or perhaps both of them, misunderstood the Pope’s intentions. In any case there were no repercussions for the king.28 Eadmer admitted that as a silent observer at the Council of Bari, seated at the feet of Anselm, he watched the proceedings carefully and with curiosity, but without any real understanding of the course of events.29 William was one of the most powerful European monarchs of his day, and it was in the Pope’s interests to maintain good relations with him, although the arrival of the self-exiled Anselm at the papal curia called for some response. Eadmer gave his version of this, stating that, after they travelled back to Rome from Bari in the papal entourage, William Warelwast arrived there at Christmas 1098 with a verbal reply to a letter which the Pope had sent the king, ordering the restitution of the archiepiscopal estates. The king’s response was that Anselm had been warned that, if he decided to leave the realm, his estates would be seized. The Pope was indignant that the archbishop had been deprived of his lands because he wanted to go to Rome. He ordered that unless the estates were returned in their entirety, the king would be excommunicated. He must send a response to this ultimatum by the third week after Easter (which fell on 10 April in 1099) or else the sentence would take effect. William Warelwast then asked for a private audience with the Pope. Subsequently he remained in Rome for many weeks, winning over support for the king, both distributing and promising gifts to those he thought were likely to be co-operative. Consequently the Pope was persuaded to extend the time limit for the king’s reply until Michaelmas (29 September) 1099.30 Pope Urban died on 29 July. Eadmer wrote that the king heard in October of the death of the Pope. This left him unmoved, and he immediately asked what Paschal II was like. On being told that he resembled Anselm in some respects, the king replied that he was no good. Having gained his freedom from papal intervention, he would do as he liked, and not allow Paschal to get the better of him.31 Even if Eadmer reported, without too much exaggeration, all that he learned of Pope Urban’s response to Anselm’s grievances, it is likely that he did not grasp the full picture. His depiction of William Warelwast conducting discreet negotiations and handing out bribes is credible enough, since this was how business was generally expedited. The Pope himself needed to keep in mind wider considerations than Anselm’s alone. When the archbishop’s problems came up for discussion, there was one pronouncement for public consumption, strictly upholding the canon law, and another in private, taking into account the broader diplomatic needs of the day. It is unlikely that King William was ever seriously at risk of excommunication, in contrast to the rulers of France and Germany at this time.


  Most people in England had enough to distress them without sparing any concern for the grievances of Archbishop Anselm. In an overwhelmingly agrarian economy, bad weather was disastrous. The climate affected both the cultivation and the harvesting of crops in 1097 and, as if that was not enough, it seemed that there was constant levying of excessively high taxes.32 Ranulf Flambard’s experiments in fundraising, including both the appropriation of their subsistence-money from the fyrd-men in 1094, and the levying of the aid demanded of the tenants of the deceased bishop of Worcester in 1096, were not repeated, but Orderic Vitalis suggested that he persuaded the king to make a new division of the land in England, in order to increase its taxable potential. It has been argued, though, that he did not reform the system of assessment, but made use of the Domesday Inquest in order to enforce the collection of geld to the full. The geld was never systematically reassessed, but it could be collected more effectively by using the Inquest to target the tenants-in-chief, who would in turn pass on the demands to their tenants.33


  Flambard’s services were rewarded in the traditional manner by grants of lucrative benefices, including the mastership of St Martin’s, Dover.34 By the end of the Conqueror’s reign he already held small estates scattered over several counties in southern England, and was a prebendary of Salisbury Cathedral.35 Subsequently he became a prebendary both of Lincoln Cathedral and of St Paul’s, London.36 In 1093 or 1094, when he was already Dean of the collegiate church of Christchurch, in Twynham, Hampshire, the king granted him the Dorset manor of Prestpiddle. The chief witness to this grant was Archbishop Anselm, whose attestation is immediately followed by the note in the king’s name: ‘who, at my request, pronounced his curse, and that of God, upon all those who in the future obstruct or unjustly resist my grant’.37 This probably left the archbishop gritting his teeth. By sharp managerial practice, Flambard, once he became dean, drastically reduced the number of canons and appropriated various revenues from the Christchurch estates in order to accumulate funds for the building of a great new church there, a project which was still under way in the 1130s.38 His building plans were rather surprising, in that a man of his exceptional talents would surely be aiming at a bishopric by the 1090s. The lengths to which he went to finance the work at Christchurch indicate that he wanted to make a grandiose visible statement of his presence in this area. This may indicate that he had no immediate expectation of promotion, but more likely he was biding his time until one or another of the richest sees fell vacant.39


  William II augmented his finances with loans from Jewish moneylenders who were introduced into England in the last decades of the eleventh century from the substantial community which was already well established in Rouen, and that appears to have acted as a religious and cultural focus for smaller communities living elsewhere in Normandy.40 It has been argued that in continental Europe, the involvement of Jews in commerce and, more especially, in moneylending was a fairly new development around the eleventh and early twelfth centuries.41 As urban activities expanded, with a consequent need for the input of capital, loan finance became essential. Christians were forbidden to lend at interest, so that loans from Jewish moneylenders played an increasingly important role in economic expansion. Rulers, too, saw the advantage of being able to borrow money to finance their campaigns and other projects. The post-Conquest kings of England made good use of the facilities offered by the community that settled in London, moving further afield only in the twelfth century. For a century or so after the Conquest, loans made to the Crown were repaid – eventually – but without interest. From the king’s point of view, the main advantage of such loans was that they could be available much quicker than the proceeds of nationwide taxation.


  Because of their usefulness to the king, Jews were afforded royal protection, both against debtors apt to turn violent as a means of clearing their debts, and also against clerical attempts at conversion. Down to the middle decades of the thirteenth century, there was a royal ban on the conversion of Jews to Christianity, imposed in the interests of successive kings who did not want to lose their financial services.42 This prohibition seems to have been in place in the reign of William II. Eadmer wrote that when the king was in Rouen on one occasion a deputation of Jews from the city came to him and said that some of their community had recently converted to Christianity. They asked the king to compel them to return to Judaism, and he accepted an agreed sum in return for undertaking to do this. Most of the converts quickly responded to intimidation.43 Eadmer wrote that shortly afterwards a young Jewish man converted to Christianity. His father heard of the earlier episode and went to the king who, on being offered sixty marks of silver, agreed to order the young man to return to Judaism. When he was brought in, the king ordered him to comply with his father’s wishes, to which he replied, ‘My lord king, I think you must be joking.’ The king angrily said that this was no joke. The young man must obey at once, and if not then, by the Face at Lucca, he would have his eyes torn out. The young man still refused to obey, adding that if William was a good Christian, he would never have uttered such words. The king was shamed by this reply, and had the young man ignominiously dismissed from his presence. His father was waiting outside, but the young man turned on him and renounced him. The king summoned the father again, said he had done what he had been requested to do, and now wanted the promised payment. The father retorted that his son was now more hostile to him than ever. The king should do what he had undertaken to do, before talking about payment. William replied, ‘I have done what I could. I have not succeeded, but I am certainly not going to have worked for nothing.’ Eventually they agreed that only half of the promised sum was now required.44 Eadmer himself admitted that these anecdotes had come to the exiled Anselm and his party indirectly, as travellers’ tales, and he was reporting them as illustrations of the moral shortcomings of the king.45 These stories owe a great deal to Eadmer’s imagination. Their real basis was that in 1096 intending crusaders massacred a number of the Jews of Rouen, and others were forced to convert.46 William would not have wanted the Jewish community in Rouen to be destroyed, either by physical violence or by conversion to Christianity. It is likely that he did take action to ensure that those forced to convert reverted promptly to Judaism, but Eadmer ignored the circumstances surrounding the conversions – even if he heard of them at all in the course of his travels. Instead he used the gossip as a basis for yet more stories which discredited the king, in this instance interspersing them with virulent anti-Semitic overtones.


  William of Malmesbury’s anti-Semitism has also been documented.47 He too introduced a story intended to discredit the king, writing that on a feast day some of the London Jews brought gifts to him. They had an amicable conversation, in the course of which William encouraged them to hold a theological debate against the Christians, saying that ‘by the Holy Face of Lucca’, if the Jews had the better of the argument, he would convert to Judaism himself. Evidently there were learned and formidable debaters among them, since the bishops and other clergy became anxious, fearing that they would lose the contest. Eventually the clerics claimed the victory, but the Jews maintained that in fact they had been overcome not by reason but by factional zeal.48 Whether such debates took place in personal exchanges is questionable, although Gilbert Crispin, Abbot of Westminster wrote a work entitled A Disputation of a Jew and a Christian, which purported to record a religious debate which he had with a learned Jew of Mainz.49 Gilbert did not claim that he convinced this scholar, but wrote that a London Jew was converted, baptised and admitted as a monk of Westminster Abbey.50 Theological arguments were often presented in the form of a dialogue, a popular teaching device of that era, but generally they did not record actual conversations.51 Gilbert’s own work is not presented as a conversation, but as seven set speeches on either side.52 Works such as this were not written in an attempt to make converts from Judaism, but primarily to meet the religious doubts of Christians.53


  William’s finances were frequently boosted by the exploitation of windfalls of several kinds. His major sources of occasional income were renounced in a charter issued by Henry I at his accession. Heading the list, naturally enough, was the exploitation of vacant benefices and of their tenants. Other intermittent sources of income included the imposition of reliefs (entry fines) imposed at an arbitrarily high rate when the heir to a tenant-in-chief succeeded to his predecessor; the demand for payment for royal consent when a tenant-in-chief wanted to arrange the marriage of one of his female relatives; the occasional refusal of consent, presumably when some outsider was prepared to offer a higher bid for the marriage, and the lands that were to be settled on her (a woman’s marriage to an enemy of the king was in any case forbidden); the arbitrary (and financially lucrative) disposal of the marriage of the heiress or the widow of a tenant-in-chief; the imposition on tenants-in-chief who incurred forfeiture for wrong-doing of the loss of unlimited amounts of their movable property; and the exaction of gelds and other services from properly equipped knights who already rendered military service.54 Henry’s renunciation of these sources of income was an astute public relations gesture on the occasion of his sudden accession to the throne, overriding Robert’s claims. Once his reign was an accepted fact, he quickly found that he needed to exploit such financial opportunities just as much as William had done. These arbitrary demands which the two kings made on their more affluent subjects were unacceptable to many of those whose political views must be taken into consideration, yet it proved possible to levy them because there was a steady flow of men willing to pay over the odds in the quest for land and power. As Henry I’s charter also makes clear, many of the barons were making similar demands on their own tenants, both in the imposition of arbitrarily determined reliefs and in their financial exploitation of the property and marriages of the widows and under-age children of their tenants.55 Both William and Henry could make such demands because of the control they exercised over their subjects, and not only the tenants-in-chief themselves, but also the tenants of these men. Homage to a lord could not override the allegiance that the tenant owed the king, a principle asserted by the Conqueror in an oath which was demanded of the tenants of his barons at Salisbury in 1086.56 It has been argued that during the reigns of William II and Henry I, all those who rendered homage to their own lord were required to swear allegiance to the king, and to have their names enrolled.57 If this was so, then in the event of the lord rebelling and his own tenants following him into rebellion, they were not entitled to claim that they were just obeying orders. In practice, though, social pressures and an awareness of the extent of their lord’s power in his own locality would prompt most if not all of his men to join him if he rebelled.


  As king of the English, William was automatically in receipt of the services due from his subjects at large, and primarily their obligation to render army service, an entitlement which was becoming progressively less useful as wars were increasingly fought on the continent. The fyrd-men were cost-effective in that they were unpaid and, as shown by the episode at Dover, when they were mustered they brought with them money for their own subsistence. However, owing to logistical difficulties in transporting large numbers of infantry overseas and to changes in the nature of warfare, there was an increasing preference for recruiting mercenaries on the continent. Even without these new considerations, it has been argued, fyrd service was already waning because of a steady breakdown of the traditional public service obligations based on the hidage assessments, which were organised in the shires.58


  William, like his father before him and Henry after him, emphasised his position as legitimate ruler of England by confirming the ‘Law of Edward’, the law of the pre-Conquest era, although in practice there was a gradual adoption of Norman customs and ideas of landholding.59 Changes in the conduct of the royal administration were also taking place due, it has been argued, to the fact that by the last years of the eleventh century the Englishmen who largely made up the middle-management level of the bureaucracy were dying off. The newcomers who replaced them had little idea of how the governmental machine was supposed to work, so that Norman government was essentially managed by ‘shifts and contrivances’.60 If this was the case, though, it must be said that these expedients enabled William II to govern effectively.


  Royal government was more likely to be impeded by disaffection among the magnates or by some individual asserting his power at the expense of his neighbours. Since many of the sheriffs were of baronial status themselves, and also had ties to the royal court, they were well placed to gauge the political climate on the king’s behalf. When individuals disrupted the accepted order of things in their localities, the injured party could petition the king and (in return for payment) obtain a writ ordering the redress of the grievance. This document, of Anglo-Saxon origins, was tersely worded, authenticated with the king’s seal and authorised the sheriff or some other influential man in the neighbourhood to take appropriate action if the miscreant persisted in his conduct. Most of the surviving texts of such writs are found in monastic cartularies (or charter-registers), creating the impression that the religious houses were the chief targets for oppression from their powerful neighbours. No doubt there were plenty of complaints from other quarters too, but the evidence for most of these is now lost, since laymen, in that era, were rarely adept at keeping records.61 Over-zealous royal officials were, on occasions, ordered to exercise restraint. Even Ranulf Flambard’s elite team of administrators received such a writ on occasion.62 In William’s reign, monasteries often still felt the brunt of conflicts with laymen over land tenure disputes stemming from the Norman Conquest or even beyond, and they also had long-running differences with royal officials over the exercise of franchisal rights. Benedictine houses owed knight service to the king, but were dissuaded by convention from using force against those whom they saw as persecutors in their own locality. In a crisis William was their one real hope, and from his surviving writs it is clear that he frequently responded to such appeals. He received a steady flow of income from those who received writs to remedy their grievances, and there was another advantage for him. By encouraging an increasing recourse to his justice, he was strengthening public awareness of his own authority while moderating that of officials who were too inclined to take the law into their own hands.63 The success rate of such royal interventions cannot always be gauged and, as in the case of Westminster Abbey’s failure to recover St Mary Newchurch in London, might be persistently thwarted by a powerful official, in this case, Eudo dapifer.64


  William’s control over the realm was reinforced by some developments in the administration of the law, although these are not well documented in comparison with those which occurred in the twelfth century. One occasion on which such reforms were perhaps discussed was the gathering in August 1097, convened ‘to enquire into the state of the kingdom’, which Eadmer mentioned incidentally.65 A legal innovation which was apparently introduced in William’s reign was the office of local justiciar. A later source stated that Ralph Passelew acted in this capacity in Norfolk and Suffolk. Men acting as local justiciars are increasingly recorded in the earlier twelfth century, resident in a particular shire, or a group of shires, in order to administer the law, but the experiment was eventually phased out when another innovation of William’s reign was seen to prove much more satisfactory.66 It is likely that individuals were sent out for short periods to act as justices in particular cases, perhaps at meetings of the shire court, or even at joint sessions of the courts of two or three shires, over which the royal delegate presided to hear cases which affected the king’s interests. When small groups of such delegates began to be sent to hear a group of cases – in several places – they were in effect fulfilling the same role as the itinerant justices of the twelfth-century legal administration.67


  Disputes of predominantly local interest were regularly heard in the shire court – a long-established institution. In late Anglo-Saxon times the earl and the diocesan bishop presided, but with the disappearance of the great earldoms of the pre-Conquest era, and the withdrawal of the bishops from involvement in purely secular cases, the sheriff presided, and naturally influenced the course of the proceedings, although judgements were collectively made by the more important suitors of the court, the wealthiest landholders. The more affluent men of the shire would generally have an obligation to attend regularly. Others might attend to witness proceedings of particular interest or notoriety, and some would be coerced into attending to add their voices to the clamour in support of one litigant or another. Abbot Baldwin of Bury St Edmunds complained to the king not only that his abbey’s rights of jurisdiction were being undermined, but also that his tenants were being constrained to attend the shire and hundred courts. William issued a writ to remedy this, ordering that no tenants of Bury were to be compelled to attend the shire or hundred courts, except those holding so much land that they (or their tenurial predecessors) were worthy to attend these courts in the reign of King Edward.68 Evidently pressure on the lesser tenants had been steadily increasing since the Norman Conquest.


  While the courts of the shire and those of its sub-units, the hundreds, were primarily concerned with disputes over landholding, the lesser courts also dealt with cases involving theft and violence, to which the death penalty applied. Guilt or innocence was usually determined by subjecting the accused to the ecclesiastically validated ritual of the ordeal. There are indications that his chance of passing the test was above fifty per cent. The verdict tended to be subjective, contributing to the likelihood of acquittal. Eadmer found yet another opportunity to attack William’s reputation by repeating a hearsay anecdote that, after fifty Englishmen emerged unscathed from the ordeal of the hot iron, imposed when they were arrested for infringing the forest laws, the king exclaimed that he would no longer believe that God was a just judge, since divine judgements were influenced by the prayers of those involved. From now on, Eadmer wrote, William announced that his judgement would replace that of the ordeal. The conservative Eadmer was shocked at such a suggestion, but the king was in good company in expressing scepticism about the effectiveness of the ordeal. Already, in the 1060s, the reforming Pope Alexander II, a former pupil of Lanfranc’s, had expressed such views. From the years around 1100 doubts about the ordeal were voiced with increasing frequency by Ivo of Chartres and others until, early in the thirteenth century, clerical participation in and validation of the ordeal ceased.69 Persistent offences against the forest laws would certainly have angered William. If fifty men were in fact simultaneously tried for this crime and all emerged unscathed, it would look suspiciously as though the presiding priest and others present all condoned large-scale poaching. Such cases might be better tried by other means. Whether the king actually belittled divine justice, on the other hand, is doubtful, given his request to Anselm to defend Ranulf Flambard’s tenurial interests under sanction of anathema. The important thing was to reduce crime. Simply executing offenders might be a deterrent, but it was not a profitable one. William of Malmesbury claimed that the king spared robbers from hanging in return for a financial inducement.70 Royal authority could be enforced, and the administration of justice simultaneously rendered profitable, by the threat of imposing a fine of £10 – a hefty sum – on anyone who disregarded orders given under a royal writ, something which became an increasingly common feature of this reign. Further innovations in the drafting of royal writs foreshadowed the specialised forms of these documents, which are known from the reign of Henry II: the writ of right and the writs of præcipe, novel disseisin and nisi feceris. By responding to the grievances of litigants in the shires, William was reinforcing his authority so that it became increasingly pervasive, while the payments offered in return for the writs brought in a steady cash flow. The royal writ had a long history as a means of notifying royal officials in the shires of transfers of land and concessions of franchisal rights. In William’s reign it was increasingly used as a means of communication between the hub of the administration and local officials, enforcing the king’s peace in a steadily more succinct and professional way.71


  Royal authority was displayed visually in a series of building projects, which the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported were well under way in 1097. These included the construction of a curtain wall around the Tower of London, the repair and virtual rebuilding of London Bridge, which had been largely swept away by a storm, and the construction of the great new hall which William was having built at Westminster. Workmen were drafted in from various shires from which labour services were due – something which caused great hardship.72 Most would have been peasants from agricultural areas, drawn away from their essential work on their own smallholdings. The king’s prestige projects were all constructed from good-quality building stone, a material with which the inexperienced workmen would be unfamiliar, since their own cottages would be of wattle and daub, with a little timber for beams. The White Tower, the core of the Tower of London, was commissioned by the Conqueror, who commanded Gundulf, Bishop of Rochester, to take charge of the work. It was begun c.1078, but completed only towards the end of the century. It stood within defences dating from the immediate aftermath of the Norman Conquest, in the south-east angle of the still-surviving Roman walls, but the defences of the Tower were greatly enhanced by the new curtain wall that William II commissioned.73 The fortress was intended to dominate London, and its sheer size and scale would seem overwhelming to a population accustomed to low-rise buildings (with the exception of St Paul’s Cathedral, also being rebuilt in the late eleventh century).74 Bishop Gundulf was a highly experienced administrator, who commissioned ecclesiastical buildings in his own diocese.75 On the accession of William II he petitioned for a confirmation of the manor of Haddenham (Bucks.), which the Conqueror had granted Lanfranc for life, and the archbishop in turn had granted to the monks of Rochester. William II demanded £100 for this confirmation. The bishop, supported by Lanfranc, protested that this was far too much. They did not have such a sum of money, and did not know how to raise it. Following mediation by Robert Fitz Haimo and Henry of Beaumont, Earl of Warwick, the king granted the manor in return for Gundulf building a new stone castle at Rochester at his own expense. The prelates were disconcerted, believing that the church of Rochester would be saddled with the recurring costs of maintaining this large and expensive building, but Earl Henry persuaded them that the castle could be built to the king’s satisfaction for £40 at most. Once completed, it could be entrusted to a lay official (holding it on the king’s behalf) and the costs of its maintenance would then fall on the Crown. Gundulf organised the building of this castle, which turned out to cost him £60 in all. The king now had a state-of-the-art new fortress which guarded the approach to the bridge across the Medway – a crucial location, as the events of 1088 had shown. Gundulf, on behalf of his monks, received confirmation in perpetuity of the manor of Haddenham, which was valued at £40 per annum in Domesday Book. Clearly he was a highly competent project manager. Robert Fitz Haimo and Earl Henry, when negotiating on his behalf with William, emphasised that the bishop was ‘very competent and skilful at building in stone’.76 The king would have seen the work on the White Tower in London, and, in fact, Gundulf’s track record in organising the construction of high-quality buildings stretched back through his earlier career at Canterbury, where he had been a key administrator under Lanfranc, to when they were in Caen, and responsible for building the Conqueror’s abbey of Saint-Etienne there.77 The bishop, born c.1023, was already well into middle age when he undertook his work first on the White Tower and then on Rochester Castle.78 He would have been decidedly elderly by the time that work began on the walls around the Tower, which superseded the initial post-Conquest defensive ditch.79 Whether he supervised this project too is uncertain, but he may well have done.


  William II’s best-known project was the great hall which he commissioned at Westminster. It was very much a political statement, intended as an impressive venue for seasonal festivities when the magnates would gather for banquets over which he would preside in the robes worn for his crown-wearing. This hall adjoined an earlier eleventh-century royal residence perhaps founded by King Cnut, although it is King Edward who is usually credited with the building of a new palace, the West Hall, on Thorney (Thorn Island), close to the monastery still known as the West Minster, even though it was by this period a Benedictine abbey and no longer a minster (or collegiate church staffed by secular canons). The river Tyburn divided as it entered the Thames, some two miles west of the city of London. Marshes formed around its branches, isolating a little gravel island on which the West Minster had been built. With the aid of ditches, or small moats, both the abbey and the royal residence could be isolated from the surrounding land. The Thames, which the residence fronted, was much broader and shallower than it became after embankments were built in the nineteenth century, but it facilitated both transport and the conveyance of supplies.80 While the earlier eleventh-century palace was presumably still adequate for residential purposes, it did not provide scope for the large gatherings of notables over whom King William wanted to preside at his crown-wearing feasts. The problem in building the new hall was that the best of the available land had already been utilised for the abbey church and its associated buildings, and for the early-eleventh-century royal residence. Construction gangs working on the new hall had to deal with a morass of waterlogged clay, which seems to have flooded on occasions. The surface of the uppermost foundation course for the west wall of the hall was unavoidably laid virtually flush with the upper surface of this clay. The north end of the hall would frequently, and perhaps regularly, be lapped by the river. The residential areas of the palace had the advantage of being built on rather better land, between the abbey and the Thames.81 The king would be able to go dry-shod in procession between palace and abbey, but many of those attending the festivities would be billeted off the island and might well have to squelch through some difficult terrain to get there, at great risk to their new designer footwear. Another hazard for stragglers late at night would be from mugging at the hands of the fugitives from justice who claimed sanctuary in the precincts of the abbey. Westminster’s privileged status of possessing immunity from the intrusion of secular officials attempting to arrest criminals is documented in a series of writs issued by the abbots to sheriffs of shires from which the fugitives had fled. The earliest of these survive from the time of Abbot Gilbert Crispin. From the text of an oath imposed on fugitives in the early thirteenth century, in an attempt to restrain their activities while they remained within the bounds of the sanctuary, it is clear that the monks had an uphill struggle in dealing with quarrelsome and violent criminals on the run, who sometimes used the sanctuary as a base for wider operations, besides occasionally running a sideline in the takeaway food trade by selling to pilgrims and other visitors the surplus from their daily allowance.82 Such antisocial characters would be kept at a distance from the king’s palace and hall. Here the emphasis was all on projecting the king in majesty – an object lesson to anyone tempted to contemplate rebellion. The residential quarters of the earlier eleventh-century palace have now completely vanished. Possibly they were upgraded in the reign of William II, to add amenities on a par with those in the White Tower, such as fireplaces in the main rooms and a good provision of garderobes.83 Geoffrei Gaimar indicates that there was a chapel in the palace in the reign of William II.84 This chapel, if it existed, subsequently fell out of use. The one fully documented chapel was constructed only in the reign of Henry II.85


  Westminster Hall still retains the dimensions and the lower ranges of masonry of William’s hall. During the reign of Richard II it was heightened, in the process of which the upper courses of the original masonry were lost. It is believed that these included a complex arcade incorporating windows.86 Design features such as this, it has been suggested, reflected those both in the Conqueror’s Great Tower in Rouen, illustrated in the Bayeux Tapestry, and also those in the Great Tower of Chepstow Castle. This latter building, it is maintained, was being constructed between 1081 and 1093, perhaps to represent the royal presence at the entrance to south Wales. The distinctive first-floor hall of Chepstow was designed specifically for ceremonial use, perhaps for taking homage from Welsh princes.87 The full impact of William II’s Westminster Hall is diminished by the loss both of the arcading and of the original door-mouldings, although some fragments of its sculptural decoration have survived. Their subjects are narrative ones, something which is unusual on capitals in eleventh-century Normandy. Presumably it was William’s own choice, and not that of the sculptor, to add some animation to the décor, the more likely in that two of the fragments depict military subjects. The scenes are not always easy to interpret, since some were damaged during the fourteenth-century makeover when they were used for refacing the walls.88 One damaged capital shows an animal, possibly a lion, encircled by foliage; a second depicts a dragon, with a beaded spine, seen from above; and a third represents a lion facing an eagle preening its breast. Of the military scenes, one shows a warrior, in a short tunic and carrying a round shield. He rushes forward to confront an enemy, now largely lost. Another capital depicts the assault on a castle, essentially a tower on stilts, like the one at Dinan shown on the Bayeux Tapestry. Two defenders look out from between the crenellations. On the left face of this capital there is a kneeling soldier wearing a short tunic. He carries a battleaxe in one hand and a round shield in the other, reminiscent of the English infantry shown on the Bayeux Tapestry. He is about to collapse beside the steps leading up to the castle gate. This swings back behind a third defender, whose long sword has pierced the attacker’s shield and enters his mouth. A further capital depicts on one face the fable of the ass, watching his master playing with a dog which reaches up to lick the man’s face. On the other side the ass tries to copy this, putting his front hoofs on his master’s shoulders so that he, too, can lick his face. The man turns away in disgust while a servant beats the ass with a club.89 One further, very damaged capital comes from a well-known type of Romanesque sculpture in which eight upright lions are arranged in pairs, paw to paw, two on each face. The lions’ heads turn back, merging with the heads of their neighbours behind them, while they bite their own forepaws. The sculptor of this distinctive capital was clearly in touch with continental developments. His work, although differing from the main surviving group, was apparently done at the same time.90 Evidently no expense was spared in completing and decorating the building.


  One further capital, very different in subject matter from all of the others, and now lost, is known from careful drawings made following its discovery. Because of its monastic subject it has generally been assumed to have come from Westminster Abbey, but analysis of the find-spot indicates that it probably came from the palace of Westminster.91 It was discovered in 1807, in the remains of the gateway into New Palace Yard, the construction of which was begun by Richard III in 1484. The capital, used then as infill, is unlikely to have come from the abbey, which would have recycled its old stonework within the monastic precinct.92 Three faces of the capital survive, their subjects identified by captions broken off at the corners. Abbot Gilbert is clearly depicted on all three scenes, in one of which William II also appears. The sequence of their narrative is conjectural. In one, the king, shown with short, curly hair (as were all the characters, in the only way in which hair could be indicated), has a short, neat beard and wears a long robe. He sits, flanked by Abbot Gilbert and a monk, both standing. William holds in his hands an elongated document. A second face of the capital shows the abbot holding what appears to be this same document and flanked by two monks, one of whom is pointing towards it, to attract the attention of the viewer to its significance. In the third scene the abbot is reading from a book, apparently the Bible, since the open page reads Ego sum... (I am…). The book is held in front of Gilbert by one attentive monk, watched by a second monk on the other side of the abbot.93 The inference is that King William granted a major charter to the abbey, probably a pancarte, adding gifts of his own to a detailed confirmation of its earlier possessions and privileges, and that the abbot and monks were suitably grateful. Documentary evidence in support of this interpretation is tenuous. The king did issue a number of charters and writs for the benefit of Westminster Abbey, but none of the documents that now survive in his name seems a likely candidate for the major charter shown on the capital.94 A much larger number of charters for Westminster also survives in the name of the Conqueror, including several which are very clearly forgeries made in the twelfth century.95 Among these, one or two seem likely candidates for being a reworked and extended version of the charter that William II is depicted granting on the capital.96 The sculpture has an added significance in that it indicates a contrasting clerical perspective on the relationship between king and churchmen to that recorded by Eadmer and the writers who echoed him. The words in the scene showing Abbot Gilbert reading ‘I am...’ should, it has been suggested, continue ‘the Good Shepherd’.97 In Scripture this name is applied to Christ, but the leaders of the monastic reform movement that peaked in the reign of Edgar (957/9–975) also applied it to the king as protector of the monasteries. The depiction on the Westminster capital of William presenting his charter to Abbot Gilbert has a strong visual resemblance to a portrayal of King Edgar and his monks which appears in an illustration in a later-eleventh-century copy, made at Canterbury, of the Regularis Concordia, the tenth-century programme for reforming monastic life.98 William, as king of the English, was being portrayed following in the footsteps of a celebrated predecessor. The ideal underlying the Regularis Concordia, that the king and the monks were natural allies, was consciously revived in the mid-1070s, when they were expressed in a monastic confraternity league headed by Bishop Wulfstan of Worcester and his neighbour, the astute Abbot Æthelwig of Evesham. Participants in this league probably expected that their commitment to pray regularly for the king would be reciprocated by the granting of royal writs intended to remedy tenurial losses caused by the Norman settlement and, even more, to mitigate the threat to their franchisal rights from the activities of aggressive secular officials. While the king would not intervene to prevent the proper exercise of authority by his officers, it was in his interests to remedy any abuse by an official who treated his sphere of jurisdiction as an extension of his own landholding. Such a man threatened the stability of his neighbourhood, and if similar abuses became widespread, they might endanger the stability of the realm. There are many instances in William’s reign of monastic houses successfully petitioning him in such cases. Their inmates, seeing the king’s intervention as their only recourse in such cases, had good reason to revive the ideals of the tenth-century reformers. A renewed monastic alliance would give the king the benefit of an ongoing round of prayers for the stability of his realm, besides enlisting the wholehearted support of the manpower commanded by the heads of houses, as Bishop Wulfstan had demonstrated by his effective defence of the Severn fords against the rebels in 1088. King William’s depiction, reviving a precedent set by his predecessor Edgar, was one instance of a wider programme of reinforcing his own position by drawing on the prestige of the Old English monarchy. This may also be glimpsed in what appears to have been his thwarted intention of taking a wife from the former dynasty. More demonstrably, the programme is indicated by his choice of a royal seal, which drew on English, as well as continental, royal attributes. Once again, a depiction of King Edgar provided a model.99 The Westminster capital portraying the king as patron of the monasteries was an appropriate choice for the king’s new hall, or perhaps for a refurbished area of the adjacent residence. If the palace chapel indicated by Geoffrei Gaimar did exist in this reign, that would be a likely location for the sculpture. An alternative site would be at the portal through which the king went in procession to his crown-wearing.


  One further project in the London area with which William was associated was the endowment of the priory of St Saviour’s, Bermondsey. In this case, though, neither the costs nor labour services for the building caused any outcry. Bermondsey, south of the river in Surrey, would already be regarded as an outer suburb of the city. The monastery of St Peter’s stood on the site in the early eighth century, and perhaps maintained a tenuous existence as a minster down to the Conquest era, when many such establishments were donated to continental monasteries for conversion into daughter-houses.100 The fifteenth-century Bermondsey Annals dated the origins of St Saviour’s to 1082, when a London citizen named Aylwin Child gave various rents in the city to the monks of La-Charité-sur-Loire. The intention was to found a cell, or priory, which would be subject to this major continental monastery. Aylwin, according to the Bermondsey Annals, also inspired many eminent men, both clerics and laymen, to give gifts, churches and manors to the priory. The Annals also quote Domesday Book (incorrectly dating the Survey to 1083) in saying that there was a ‘new and beautiful church’ at Bermondsey. It has been argued that this building cannot have been the priory church, because when the Inquest was compiled in 1086 the projected priory possessed only rent income, no resident monks, and no land in Bermondsey. In addition, the large estate of Bermondsey was a royal manor, valued at £15 per annum in 1086.101


  At some uncertain date between 1093 and 1097, the intention of founding a priory became feasible. Within these years, William II granted to God and the monks of La-Charité – for his own soul and that of his father, King William, ‘whom I succeeded in the kingdom’ – the church of St Saviour’s, Bermondsey and the manor of Bermondsey, along with the gifts made by Robert, Bishop of Lincoln, Winebald of Ballon, Odo of Tiron, a knight of Winebald’s, Roger, a knight of John Fitz Walerann, Walter, Fitz Ansger, and Peter of St Olaf (besides whatever had been given to the monks in London). Sealed by William nutu Dei rex Anglorum (by the will of God king of the English), the attestations conclude with that of ‘Aylwin, joint donor with the king of the church of St Saviour to the monks of La Charité, namely Richard, Osbert and Vinbald who were present’. Letaldus (the scribe) added a note that he had written the document and happily supported it.102 The account in the Bermondsey Annals is clearly confused about the date of the foundation, which they imply was completed by 1089.103 As the king’s charter shows, the formalities were concluded no earlier than 1093 and perhaps even a few years later. Various inferences have been drawn in an attempt to ascertain William’s share in the foundation, and his motive for involvement, but any hypothesis previously put forward has not been backed by evidence. The king’s charter indicates that it was he who granted the manor of Bermondsey, although he acknowledged that Aylwin shared with him rights in the church. A natural explanation for this would be that Aylwin had earlier been holding the royal manor at farm, and had built the new church that was in existence in 1086. Wishing to donate this church to La-Charité, he had accumulated some rent income as an endowment, but could not donate land of which he was not the proprietor. This was an unsatisfactory situation, as the chapter of La-Charité would have pointed out. All was not lost, though. The influence of the Cluniac monastic congregation had grown strong in Normandy even before 1066, and the Conqueror obtained the spiritual benefits of confraternity.104 It is possible that La-Charité itself applied to William II for a grant of the manor so that a priory could be established. Whether or not money changed hands is conjectural. By convention, it was not mentioned in charters granted to such beneficiaries. The church of St Saviour’s no longer survives above ground, and while excavations have revealed its dimensions, it cannot now be deduced what care was taken over its architecture and sculpture.105 Consequently, no inferences can be drawn on whether William intended this to be his burial church. It was evidently regarded by his immediate successors as entitled to ongoing royal patronage. Both Henry I and King Stephen granted further properties to Bermondsey, and the house also provided the first monks for Stephen’s foundation at Faversham. Other benefactors also made grants to the house, but their total was moderate, and down to 1535 almost half of the priory’s income still came from the manor of Bermondsey, which William had granted.106


  It was customary for a king to designate during his lifetime the church in which he wished to be buried, and to provide for the upgrading of its décor to make a fitting setting for the royal tomb, by making a substantial grant of income-generating property. In the mid-1090s, William might not yet see any urgent need to make a decision on the subject, since he was still in his thirties and clearly very active. His brother Henry decided to found Reading Abbey as his mausoleum only when he was in his fifties. If William did give any thought to the subject of a burial church, it is unlikely that his father’s foundation of Saint-Etienne, Caen, featured on a notional shortlist. He never displayed any great interest in that house, and in view of the possibility that his brother Robert might return to reclaim the duchy of Normandy, William’s plans probably focused on England. If Bermondsey was not, after all, intended to serve this purpose, then one or more of the leading Benedictine churches was perhaps under consideration. Westminster Abbey is unlikely to have been among these. While it held the tombs both of King Edward and his wife Queen Edith, it did not have a long tradition of such close links with the monarchy. As rex Anglorum, William would probably have wanted any church he selected to have well-established associations with his predecessors. There were royal burials in various churches, but if something more was called for, then two stood out from the rest – Winchester Cathedral and Gloucester Abbey, both of them (like Westminster Abbey) regular venues for the seasonal crown-wearing ceremony.


  Winchester received writs and charters from William over the course of his reign.107 The most lucrative of these was the grant of a three-day fair to be held annually around the feast of St Giles (1 September). For the duration of the fair the bishop and monks would receive all the renders and profits of justice (fines, in the modern sense of the word) due to the king in the city of Winchester, and all other customary entitlements which the king would receive if the fair were his own. This grant was dated at Hastings, ‘when the king was about to embark for Normandy to make a treaty with his brother Count Robert, going to Jerusalem’.108 This grant operated entirely for the advantage of the bishop and monks, since it drew trade away from the city for the duration.109 Winchester Cathedral itself was a new and splendid church in a venerable location. Rebuilding had begun in 1079; the monks were able to move into the partially completed building in 1093, and most of the church was finished by about 1098. It was on a truly enormous scale, perhaps intended to emulate that of St Peter’s in Rome.110 Given the size of the church, the long-term financial potential of St Giles’s fair, the proximity of a royal palace and the presence of earlier royal tombs (whose inmates were moved into the new cathedral), Winchester had definite qualifications for selection as a burial church for William II.111


  The other leading candidate, Gloucester Abbey, had, like Winchester, been recently enhanced by the rebuilding of its abbey church.112 This was not a wealthy house in the immediate post-Conquest era, despite the presence of the royal palace in the city. While the king lay there gravely ill in 1093, he granted a church at Newport to the abbey, and at intervals he made other modest gifts of his own. Already in 1088 he had confirmed a grant which Bernard of Neufmarché, one of the rebels in that year, made ‘following the destruction of Gloucester and the church of St Peter due to the warfare among the leading men of England’. From this, as with the comparable donations made to Rochester Cathedral, it appears that rebels were induced to atone for their misdeeds by making benefactions to the leading church in their respective localities. In the 1090s Gloucester Abbey began to receive a flood of donations from benefactors. In 1096, at the request of Abbot Serlo, the king confirmed these to Gloucester, together with lands formerly held of the abbey by Archbishop Thomas of York.113 Gloucester had been rebuilt in the mid-eleventh century, but following the destruction of that church by fire during the revolt in 1088, benefactions were more than welcome to help finance the rebuilding, which began under Abbot Serlo’s supervision in 1089. As its complex east end demonstrates, this was one of the most ambitious churches built in post-Conquest England. Its design drew inspiration from some of the great churches of Normandy, but also from the distinctive chapel which Robert, Bishop of Hereford had commissioned.114 Given its grand design, its presence close to a royal residence and the patronage of increasingly influential aristocrats, the abbot and monks may well have anticipated that their church, dedicated in 1100, would be designated as the king’s mausoleum. Force of circumstances dictated that this was not to be.


  The king’s building projects did not distract his attention from more pressing concerns. At the end of September 1097, a further attempt, this time successful, was made to install in Scotland a king who would be amenable to English overlordship. As on the previous occasion, William did not campaign in person but supported an expedition on behalf of another son of Malcolm. The force was led by Edgar Ætheling, uncle and namesake of the new candidate, a son of Malcolm’s marriage to Margaret.115 Probably William recognised the young Edgar as king of Scots soon after the death of Duncan in November 1094.116 Edgar was born c.1074.117 At the death of his half-brother, he himself would have been old enough to be a credible successor, but the strength of the Celtic reaction to Duncan’s use of English and French troops would have made any immediate attempt to support his candidature seem inadvisable. Probably he spent time at William’s court, and he accompanied the king when he travelled north to quell Robert of Mowbray’s rebellion. The evidence for this is a remarkably lavish grant made by Edgar to Bishop William (of St Calais) and the monks of Durham, of the manor of Berwick-on-Tweed and many other manors, a grant purportedly made in the graveyard of St Cuthbert’s Church at Norham, on the river Tweed, ‘in the year in which King William, son of the great King William, constructed the new castle of Bamburgh against Robert, earl of the Northumbrians’. This grant is known only from two copies, of much later date, and on internal evidence they appear to be spurious.118 It has been argued, though, that the substance of the grant is genuine, since it was confirmed by William II.119 Edgar’s grant to Durham comprised the whole of Berwickshire and Coldinghamshire. This was a very lavish gift, one which he was probably reluctant to make, since he subsequently revoked Berwickshire.120 This revocation in itself indicates that the gist of the grant, and of William’s confirmation, can be accepted, despite the fact that the patrimony of the monks of Durham was already distinct from that of the bishop by that time, whereas the grants were said to have been made to both jointly.121 This may be an error on the part of a scribe distracted by conditions on the campaign. King William’s motive for pressuring Edgar into making this grant would be to advance his own political influence well beyond the frontier of the river Tweed. The manors listed in Edgar’s charter made up a great swathe of land right up the coast and well inland. With this territory supervised by Durham’s representatives, there might be less likelihood of further Scottish raids across the border. In 1095 Edgar was not yet recognised as king by the Scots. His claim had clearly been acknowledged by William on the understanding that he must be compliant with English interests. William of Malmesbury praised William II for ensuring that Edgar became king of Scots, writing that it was an outstanding instance of generosity. It was worthy of so great a man to forget the wrongs done by Malcolm, and respond to Edgar’s petition by restoring him to his throne. In reality, of course, it was in William’s interests to do this.122


  Donald Bane was driven from the Scottish throne in 1097. According to William of Malmesbury, Donald had been supported by Edmund, Edgar’s older brother, who connived at the treacherous death of King Duncan in return for a promise of half the kingdom. William of Malmesbury reported that when Edgar triumphed, Edmund was captured and imprisoned for life. He repented, and when he was dying he ordered that his fetters should be buried with him, since he was rightly punished for his brother’s murder. It has been claimed that Edmund became a monk in the Cluniac priory of Montacute in Somerset.123 Monasteries occasionally acted as maximum-security gaols for high-status captives. Edgar would want his prisoner located as far away as possible, to prevent any escape plan from taking effect. The compulsory taking of monastic vows would disqualify him for life in the secular world. It would be in William’s interests to facilitate these arrangements. Donald Bane received harsher treatment. William of Malmesbury stated that Edgar had him killed. He was captured and blinded in 1099. The blinding may, of course, have led to his death. Edgar acted sternly in Scotland, but he continued to acknowledge William’s overlordship.124


  William now turned his attention to Normandy again, but while he was waiting for good weather in order to cross the Channel, his entourage caused as much devastation in the hinterland as they were likely to do overseas. In fact, stated the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, their foraging caused the greatest damage ever reported of any court or army in a land during peacetime. Eventually the king was able to cross to Normandy around the middle of November.125 He remained overseas for well over a year, spending Christmas in the duchy both in 1097 and again in 1098.126


  In 1098 bad weather in England, even worse than in the previous year, caused great damage to the crops. The incessant rain turned the land to swamp, destroying almost all growing things. Despite the failed harvest, excessively high taxes of various kinds were levied once again. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported signs and portents – a pool at Finchampstead was said to have bubbled up blood, and the September sky appeared to be burning nearly all night.127 These apparent omens were not seen to indicate any imminent political catastrophe in England – but rather the slow but remorseless natural disaster. This was the fourth successive year of very bad weather, failed harvests and famine.128 Little was said of the consequences, but William of Malmesbury recalled that in 1096 the imposts that the king decreed when he was in Normandy caused an agricultural crisis, followed by famine and then plague. This became so widespread that it became impossible to care for the dying or bury the dead.129 In a later era, a peasants’ revolt would most likely have followed, but no general unrest is reported at this time. Probably the population at large was too weakened and demoralised. The chroniclers, writing in their monasteries, would not have gone hungry, but they were well aware of the suffering all around them, and their criticism of the constant taxation is implicit even when it is not explicit. It was no part of the remit of the officials running the country to alleviate the consequences of natural disasters. Their one concern was to collect enough revenues to meet the king’s campaigning expenses. Since tax demands filtered down to the peasantry from their lords, the filling of the royal war-chest could only make things worse for the starving.


  For the magnates, as for the king, warfare and conquest was a way of life. This was particularly true of warfare against the Welsh. Following the Welsh revolt of 1094, William’s own campaigns against Gwynedd (north Wales) in 1095 and 1097 achieved nothing, but in 1098 two of his earls, Hugh, Earl of Leicester and Hugh of Montgomery, Earl of Shrewsbury, led an invasion which forced the rulers of Gwynedd and Powys to flee to Ireland for the time being.130 The earls then led their forces into Anglesey. They captured a large number of Welshmen, many of whom they killed either directly or as a result of the brutalities inflicted upon them, since many were blinded, maimed or castrated. An elderly priest named Cenred had been advising his compatriots on their strategy. The invaders dragged him out of his church, blinded him in one eye and cut off his tongue. John of Worcester reported that, by divine mercy, the victim recovered his speech three days later.131 Gerald of Wales, erroneously identifying Earl Hugh as ‘of Chester’, reported that he shut up his dogs in the church of Llandyfrydog one night, but found them next morning all raving mad.132 Both writers announced that the earl met with retribution very shortly after these atrocities were committed. Both John of Worcester and William of Malmesbury wrote that Orkney and other islands, including Man and Anglesey itelf, had been conquered by Magnus, King of the Norwegians. He was leading a fleet in the Irish Sea, accompanied by Harold, son of King Harold Godwineson, who had received a welcome in Norway after his father’s death.133 Magnus brought his fleet in to land on Anglesey, but when he tried to beach his ships he was confronted by Hugh, Earl of Shrewsbury, with a considerable force.134 The other Earl Hugh was with him, according to William of Malmesbury who (like Gerald of Wales) wrongly identified this man as Hugh, Earl of Chester.135 Several sources give accounts of the ensuing death of Earl Hugh of Shrewsbury. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle simply wrote that he was killed ‘by sea-rovers’ – a euphemism for Vikings; William of Malmesbury wrote that the earl was killed at long range, by an iron spear; John of Worcester wrote that Hugh was struck by an arrow from the bow of King Magnus himself, and died seven days after barbarously mutilating the priest; the Brut y Tywysogion reported that, as arrows were flying both from the ships and from the force on the land, Earl Hugh was wounded in the face by the hand of Magnus himself, and died.136 It might be wondered how, in the midst of the arrow storm, anyone knew that it was the arrow of Magnus himself that killed Hugh – except that, of course, from a literary point of view it was only fitting that one leader should kill the other. Gerald of Wales provided an explanation, writing that, when Hugh became aware of the approach of the Viking fleet, he rode his horse impetuously into the sea to attack the invaders. Magnus, standing on the prow of the leading ship, shot an arrow at him. Hugh was fully armed, and completely covered except for his eyes. The arrow hit him in his right eye and sank into his brain, and he fell into the sea, mortally wounded. Magnus glared down at the dying man, shouting ‘Leit loupe’, which Gerald said was Danish for ‘Let him leap’. This was an approximation of lat hann hlaupa (let him jump).137


  Hugh was succeeded as earl of Shrewsbury by his older brother, Robert of Bellême.138 The family members were major landholders both in England and on the continent. Robert had already succeeded to the lands of his murdered mother in France and those of his father in Normandy. There are indications that Hugh’s younger brother Arnulf had been regarded as his successor, and King William had confirmed a joint benefaction which the two made to the French abbey of La Sauve-Majeure, on the route to Compostela.139 However in April 1098, only three months before Earl Hugh’s death, Robert of Bellême captured Helias, Count of Maine, rendering a great service to the king.140 Consequently it was Robert, not Arnulf, who was acknowledged as Earl Hugh’s successor, paying £3,000 for this, according to Orderic Vitalis.141 Robert of Bellême’s contribution to William’s continental projects made him an ally well worth cultivating.


  William’s extended stay on the continent from November 1097 onwards was directed towards the safeguarding of pre-existing rights, the recovery of rights (and purported rights), and the extension of both where possible. His first target was the French Vexin, the debatable frontier territory between the French kingdom and the duchy of Normandy. It was long claimed, but on doubtful grounds, that King Henry I of France ceded this to Duke Robert in 1033.142 Norman influence was strong there for several decades during the mid-eleventh century, until 1077 when, on the abdication of the last Valois duke, King Philip enfeoffed his younger brother Hugh as count of Vermandois and Crépy, while the French Vexin reverted to the French royal abbey of Saint Denis. Since the territory was of such great strategic importance, King Philip I took it under his own protection. Philip’s only legitimate son, Louis, was educated at Saint Denis. In 1092, when he was about eleven years old, Philip invested him with the Vexin, and with the towns of Mantes and Pontoise. The defence of the Vexin became Louis’s responsibility. His efforts to defend it against King William were recorded several decades later by Suger, Abbot of Saint Denis, who entered the abbey as an oblate in 1091.143 King William’s determination to seize control of the Vexin seemed feasible from 1096. Count Hugh of Vermandois went off on the Crusade. Abbot Suger, writing with hindsight about William’s campaigns in the late 1090s, stressed his advantages due to his wealth, military experience, ambition and determination. It was believed that he had designs on the French throne itself. It has been pointed out that the king’s rumoured ambition was not unrealistic, given that Louis was Philip’s only legitimate son, while William himself was distantly descended from the French line of kings.144 Chroniclers writing in England had little to say about the king’s campaigns late in the decade, although William of Malmesbury recorded a few anecdotes from them. Most of the information comes from Orderic Vitalis, writing in the Norman abbey of Saint-Evroul, which probably received information from its two daughter-houses in the region.145


  Religious houses could be important allies to anyone trying to take over territory. It is possible that before the campaign started, William had negotiations not only with probable allies among territorial lords within the Vexin but also with the abbots and monks of some of the religious houses there. He was known to offer generous rewards to potential allies, and word of this would spread, encouraging growing numbers to try their luck. While he was in Normandy in the early months of 1097, the abbot of Fly petitioned him for a precious chasuble. If none was readily available, then the money to buy one would be an acceptable alternative. The king told him to wait until he returned to England. (Chasubles of the quality demanded were probably not included in the luggage of the chaplains travelling with the royal army). During the summer, while he was campaigning in Wales, he was pursued there by Richard, a monk of Fly, still pestering for the benefaction. The king (who presumably did not have any suitable chasuble to hand in Wales either) gave him a sealed writ instructing the monks of Battle Abbey to give Richard £10. William got rid of one lobbyist only to be petitioned by more. Abbot Henry of Battle now sent two monks of his house to the king, pointing out that a bad precedent had been set, one which was likely to impoverish their abbey, but William remained adamant. The monks of Battle had to raise the money by taking the silver from amulets containing relics of the saints. The Battle chronicler noted that Fly got its comeuppance when two of its monks, and then the chasuble bought with the unjust levy, were struck by lightning.146 What this episode demonstrates is that William’s search for allies was well under way by the early months of 1097 when the abbot of Fly decided to join the queue for the financial inducements then being offered. Fly was well aware of its value to the king, since it lay in the diocese of Beauvais, in the south of the Vexin.147 Its strategic importance was such that it became necessary to make financial demands on Battle Abbey, founded by the Conqueror, and of which William II himself was a benefactor.


  The campaign in the Vexin actually started towards the end of 1097. Orderic Vitalis wrote that William claimed Chaumont, Mantes and Pontoise, the chief fortified towns in the French Vexin. King Philip refused to surrender them; William led his forces across the river Epte into the Vexin.148 Initially, the main objective was to construct a castle at Gisors, in order to checkmate the tactical viability of Chaumont and its satellites. Hostilities were largely confined to securing the immediate vicinity, to allow work on Gisors to progress. Robert of Bellême chose its exact site and the design.149 It was an important key to the occupation of the Vexin, a castle which continued to be valued, and reinforced, by William’s successors. Robert of Bellême did good service in the foundation of Gisors. Once work was under way, the king accompanied him to the county of Maine, where Robert needed his help in turn. Orderic Vitalis sympathised with Count Helias but hated Robert, and believed that he misled the king since he was solely concerned with his own interests in Maine.150 In fact, William had territorial interests in this region too, and Count Helias’s new castle of Dangeul was a threat to these as well as to Robert. Control over Maine, a small county focused on the city of Le Mans, had long been contested by the count of Anjou to the south. Hoel, Bishop of Le Mans (1083–96) strongly supported the link with Normandy, in face of opposition led by Count Helias in association with Count Fulk the Surly of Anjou. Bishop Hoel’s death on 29 July 1096 occurred just before William took control of Normandy, and Hildebert, his successor, was or quickly became anti-Norman. Between February and April 1098, hostilities persisted between Robert of Bellême and Count Helias. William meanwhile went back to Rouen. At the end of April Helias was captured in an ambush and taken to Rouen. William had him sent on to Bayeux, in honourable captivity. Count Fulk headed north and occupied Le Mans, which he put in charge of his son Geoffrey.151 Orderic Vitalis wrote that King William convened a great council of his magnates at Rouen, to debate whether the Vexin or Maine should receive higher priority. The decision was to head down into Maine, and William called on recruits from far and wide. The new phase of campaigning opened in June 1098, when the king’s army was said by Gilo of Sully, an eyewitness, to number 50,000 men. This old and experienced soldier said he had never seen such a huge army north of the Alps.152 An attempt to take Le Mans by siege failed owing to dwindling supplies, but the capture of four of Fulk’s castellans and about 140 Angevin knights brought the count of Anjou to the negotiating table. William’s reputation for chivalry was enhanced on his arrival at the castle of Ballon when he released the captured knights from imprisonment and ordered them to be given a good dinner in company with his own men in the courtyard, once they gave their word that they would not try to escape. When some of his barons argued that the Angevin knights could now easily get away, William retorted that he would never believe that a true knight would break his word, because if he did, he would be despised, and become an outcast from society.153 Count Helias, meanwhile, grew anxious in case any deal made between William and Count Fulk was to the detriment of his own interests. He asked William to allow Bishop Hildebert and some prominent citizens to visit him in prison, so that he could persuade them to surrender the city of Le Mans, in return for his release from imprisonment. This was agreed, and William gained control both of Le Mans and of other towns in Maine which the Conqueror had held. He entered the city in great style accompanied by 1,000 knights, while the royal standard flew from the chief tower of the castle. He made arrangements for the security and government of Le Mans, received the submission of the barons of the county, and headed back to Rouen to oversee the release of Count Helias.154 There are several accounts of their meeting. Orderic Vitalis wrote that Helias asked to be restored to his title of count, and then be allowed to serve in the familia regis until he won the restoration of Le Mans and the other towns in return for his good service. The king generously agreed, but Robert, Count of Meulan, already described by Orderic as the king’s leading adviser, persuaded him that Helias could not be trusted. Robert’s real motive, though, was to exclude a potentially dangerous rival from the familia regis. Helias indignantly announced that he would recover his honor and his possessions by every means possible and he wanted a safe conduct as he travelled back through Normandy to Maine. William granted this, saying proudly ‘Off you go. Do whatever you can against me.’155 Count Robert’s intervention lost the king the services of a good commander, and made more trouble for him in the future.


  William of Malmesbury’s longer version is misdated but clearly refers to the same episode.156 Helias was brought in, looking grimy and unshaven. The king was elated that Helias was now his prisoner. ‘I’ve got you, sir’, he said. Helias retorted that William had captured him by pure chance, adding that, if only he could get away, he knew what he would do. William shouted at him, ‘You joker! What could you do? Get out! Get lost! Clear off! You can do whatever you like and, by the Face of Lucca, if you get the better of me, I shall not ask for any concessions in return for letting you off the hook.’ He did as he had said, and immediately released Helias, thinking that (in view of his resilience) he deserved to be respected rather than hounded as a fugitive. William of Malmesbury commented admiringly on this as yet another instance of the king’s chivalrous conduct. Who would believe it of a man who had no knowledge of (Classical) literature? Someone reading the words of Lucan might wrongly believe that King William drew on the example of Julius Caesar. This was not so. He had not studied much, nor did he ever have leisure to listen to (Latin) literature being read. (At that time the few laity who did own books would usually have these read to them by a household clerk.) It was rather the case, William of Malmesbury continued, that the king’s innate audacity and his conscious valour compelled him to say such things. In fact, if Christian teaching had allowed, it could be said that the soul of Julius Caesar was reincarnated in King William.157


  Geoffrei Gaimar gives the most light-hearted version of this episode, writing that the imprisoned Helias was ready to pay a big ransom in return for his release. He insisted that if had known that he was going to be taken prisoner in this way he would have followed a completely different course of action and the king would never have captured Le Mans in the first place. When this was reported to William, he ordered the count to be brought into his presence and asked him in a courteous and friendly way if he really had made such a boast. Helias answered, ‘Yes, sire. I did indeed say that. I am held in great affection in my lands. There is no king on earth, however powerful he may be, who would not be defeated if he attacked me – provided I knew of his attack early enough, and had time to gather my army.’ When the king heard this he burst out laughing in a good-natured way. He ordered Helias to go and wage war against him and capture Le Mans. The count was delighted and set off. As a gesture of goodwill William restored Le Mans and all his other castles to him. Helias summoned his barons, intending to wage war, but they advised him to make over Le Mans and the castles within his jurisdiction to the king. He should always acknowledge William as his liege lord. Count Helias, who never acted against the advice of his barons, did as they advised. If he had not done so, he would have become snarled up in a bitter dispute. The king would have had him captured and put ignominiously to death. As a result of these events the king had control over Normandy and the whole of Maine. Throughout the whole of France the barons feared him as much as they would a lion.158 While the first part of Gaimar’s version of the episode is clearly a variation on the story known to William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis, the remainder, after the release of Helias, differs widely from the events that really followed his confrontation with the king. Rather than being conceived simply as pure fantasy, though, Gaimar seems to be using his subjects as proponents of the idea that confrontation was likely to be destructive in its results, while courtesy, co-operation and consultation could produce a harmonious resolution of a conflict which acknowledged the interests of all parties.


  With Le Mans and its hinterland currently pacified, William turned his attention back to the French Vexin, where hostilities were resumed intermittently over the next six months, and perhaps in two distinct phases. The first opened in the early autumn when, according to Orderic Vitalis, the king entered the French kingdom just after 2 September.159 Having crossed the Seine, he ravaged the Vexin as far as Pontoise, advancing rapidly and burning, plundering and taking captives, destroying the wealth of the region. He then besieged Chaumont. According to Orderic Vitalis, the defenders fired their arrows not at the attackers themselves, but at their horses, killing over 700 valuable animals.160 The number may be an exaggeration, but it was a useful defence tactic if cavalry really was being deployed against them during a siege. It seems that William made no great progress during the autumn. Eventually a couple of outlying French fortresses were surrendered to him, and their castellans joined his army. One of these men, Nivard, Castellan of Septeuil, then reneged, persuading his diocesan bishop to release him from the sureties and oaths (of loyalty) that he had sworn. This bishop was Ivo of Chartres, the most eminent canon lawyer of his day. He marshalled a series of arguments in response to William’s letter of protest, asking on what grounds he had absolved Nivard from his oath, since, as the king observed, everyone should honour their obligations towards their fellow Christians. It has been suggested that the bishop’s response, smooth, courteous and quite implacable, was an indication of his sympathy for Archbishop Anselm. More likely, though, it gave the bishop some quiet satisfaction to use his mastery of the law in order to get the better of someone who had invaded French territory. Ivo accepted Nivard’s plea that the oaths he had sworn to William contravened those which he had formerly taken to the natural and lawful lords from whom he had received his hereditary fiefs. Consequently, the bishop wrote, Nivard had been advised to do penance for his recent oaths to William and instead maintain his earlier obligations.161 The formidable canon lawyer might seem to be a dangerous opponent, but in fact there are indications that he was not uniformly hostile to the king. It has been suggested that, like some of the Anglo-Norman churchmen, he seemed to favour a reunion of England and Normandy under William, for the sake of the welfare of the Church. Like other eminent ecclesiastics, Ivo maintained a friendship circle of correspondents, a network of contacts. In his case these included men who held lands both in France and, predominantly, in the Anglo-Norman realm. Among Ivo’s other contacts were William’s seneschal, Eudo dapifer, and several of the bishops in England who were opposed to the stance taken by Anselm.162 This network might have its uses in keeping open lines of diplomatic communications.


  Not all those recently won allies in the same position as Nivard of Septeuil were – or claimed to be – so scrupulous. Behind the scenes the king’s interests could be furthered by diplomacy and by the winning-over of useful new allies. The problem with this ongoing policy was that a man whose loyalty had once been bought was liable to offer it for sale again to an even higher bidder. Meanwhile, his recently acquired patron should always view him with suspicion, even though surveillance needed to be discreet in order not to provoke the very treachery it was designed to thwart. Failure to maintain it at all, on the other hand, could lead to consequences far more extreme than Nivard’s attack of scruples, as was demonstrated by the abrupt end of the reign. One of the castellans recruited at this time was Walter Tirel.


  The recent campaigning may have seemed to produce limited visible results.163 The king’s authority over his continental lands would, however, be strengthened by his presence in Normandy. He enforced justice there just as in England, and by means of sealed writs ensured that decisions he reached in the duchy could be conveyed across the Channel to Ranulf Flambard and his team of administrators in England.164 Effective communications would also keep him well informed on developments in his kingdom, presumably including news of progress on his major building project, Westminster Hall, rapidly nearing completion. In the spring of 1099 he made a truce with the French king and sailed for England, where he arrived at Easter (10 April).165 It was time to put his new hall to the serious use for which it was intended.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Triumph; Tragedy; Epilogue


  William returned to England by Easter 1099. There is no mention in the chronicles of where the seasonal great court convened, although this may have been at Winchester.1 The Pentecost court, held in Westminster, attracted much more attention, since the king’s great hall was now put to its intended use for the first time.2 According to Henry of Huntingdon, who perhaps heard the story from his bishop, Robert Bloet, William went into the hall to view it. Some of those with him considered that it was a good size; others remarked that it was too big. The king himself said that it was only half large enough. Henry of Huntingdon wrote that this was the saying of a great king, but that it was little to his credit.3 The implication is that it reflected William’s ‘magnificence’ as a ruler – one who created a splendid impression of his majesty – but that it also indicated ostentation, extravagance and perhaps also hubris. The constraints imposed by the site prevented the hall from being any bigger, even though this was one area where size really did matter. The hall was intended to be large enough to accommodate all the opinion-makers in the realm – the magnates and other aristocrats, the bishops and abbots, the senior administrators, distinguished visitors from overseas, and those potentially useful foreigners whose loyalty had been bought in order to secure their co-operation in the king’s military campaigns. These influential men would witness the solemnity of the crown-wearing in the abbey, and then join the king in the great hall for a feast over which he would preside, magnificently robed. The occasion was used both to demonstrate the majesty of the anointed king, and to give an opportunity for social bonding. From William’s standpoint, the hall needed to accommodate all those who could sustain his rule, and all those whom he must win over by calculated generosity.


  The great Pentecost feast took place on 29 May 1099. The day began with ceremonial. First, according to Gaimar, the king heard mass in his own quarters in grand style.4 There was then a solemn procession for the crown-wearing ceremony. Swords were carried before the king. Most men with any entitlement to perform this ritual service regarded it as a great honour and a sign of their own dignity. On this occasion, King Edgar of Scotland carried the sword of state.5 His role in the ceremony was perhaps one of the conditions he accepted in return for William’s support of his bid for the throne, since the act of sword-bearing indicated his subordination to the rex Anglorum. Geoffrei Gaimar wrote that Edgar was well treated by his overlord, and owed him no tribute. William had decreed that whenever Edgar came to his court he should have a daily allowance of forty shillings, in addition to presents and other gifts, and he was to be received with great honour. This allowance, a legally agreed livery, would be paid to him every day that he was in England, and would be renewable when he next returned. The sum due to him while he was at court was such that he would rank next after King William.6 It was an indicator of William’s ‘magnificence’ as a ruler that another king ritually demonstrated his subordination to him. Gaimar wrote that the Welsh ‘kings’ also attended this crown-wearing ceremony. They were due to act as sword-bearers and were eager to claim this role as their legitimate right, but a challenge came from the Normans when four earls stepped forward. Each one grasped a sword and made a great show of bearing it in the king’s service, but Earl Hugh of Chester was too proud to take up one of the swords, and announced that he was not willing to act as anyone’s servant. The king, according to Gaimar, found this very amusing. He laughed and invited Hugh to take instead the royal staff of gold (presumably the floriated wand) and to share in the defence of the realm with him as his equal.7 Earl Hugh’s rejection of the role of sword-bearer when his fellow-earls were competing for the honour indicates that he saw this ceremonial service all too clearly as one which denoted the subordination of those who performed it. It has been pointed out that Hugh’s angry refusal could have developed into an ugly incident, but that William defused the situation by responding with good humour and generosity.8


  Earl Hugh, wrote Gaimar, replied that he would indeed accept the staff and then return it to William as a vassal should to his lord. He was ready to carry it for as long as the king wished, in view of the weighty burden that William himself had to bear – the coronation cloak, sceptre and crown, which he legitimately wore. Hugh acknowledged that the king had done him honour, in return for which he swore fidelity, promising always to be his faithful vassal. He did not claim to be the king’s equal in any respect. William was the ruler chosen and consecrated by God, while he himself was necessarily the king’s vassal. He accepted the invitation as an opportunity to serve him. Hugh held the royal staff aloft for some time and then, in a respectful gesture, humbly returned it to the king on bended knee.9 Gaimar concluded that this episode ended well both for the king and for Earl Hugh. William now granted to him and his heirs as earls of Chester the office of serving and assisting him as bearer of the royal staff. Already (in 1088) the king had granted him north Wales, ceding it to him as a mark of honour. Later, William would often joke with close associates about Hugh’s refusing to bear the sword and how profitable it turned out to be for him. Gaimar considered that this act of liberality by the king would be to his credit for ever afterwards and that people would always talk of the great act of nobility that he performed. The name of the earl, too, would also continue to be remembered.10


  As the incident demonstrated, there was always the risk that when the great men of the realm were gathered together, some imagined slight, or some cause of irritation, could flare up dangerously when it was witnessed by those whose views of it would affect their political outlook. The king’s instinctive sense of how to deflect a potentially hazardous outburst was derived from the innate chivalry that other writers also praised in him.11 Before the day was over, he would need to exercise yet more chivalric tact.


  One of his guests in the hall was Walter Giffard, ‘the Poitevin’. Gaimar identified him as a bastard cousin of the king, adding that this man had arrived the previous month, with thirty young squires in his retinue, expecting that the king would promptly dub them knights. He became impatient at having to wait until the festive court. To indicate his restiveness, and as a strong hint that the ceremony of dubbing should be held as quickly as possible, he had them all given close-cropped haircuts. He had his own hair cut short to match, then they all presented themselves at the feast. This was the first time, according to Gaimar, that squires were ever given these haircuts. The king laughed and made a great joke of the incident, taking it extremely well, and responding with a splendidly courteous gesture. As many as twenty of the king’s own squires were given equally close-cropped haircuts. Gaimar wrote that this set a trend: short hair became the fashion, followed by over 300 men, who continued to wear their hair short at court ever afterwards. The actual knighting of all these young men, and many others, was a ceremony conducted with great splendour. It would be a topic of conversation for evermore. The whole of London now swarmed with knights. Gaimar ran out of superlatives when describing the crown-wearing feast, which was as magnificent as it could possibly have been.12


  The whole occasion may well have been as splendid as Gaimar described it – a great display of royal power and magnificence which impressed the participants and reinforced their loyalty to William. As the two incidents demonstrated, though, it was also a gathering in which any imagined slight could easily have provoked a magnate and his associates into rebellion, if he believed that he had been publicly humiliated. William’s tactful and chivalric responses saved the day twice over. The political significance of the ceremonial that Gaimar described as a knightly dubbing was perhaps greater than he indicated. It has been pointed out that Walter Giffard cannot possibly have had the heirs to thirty baronies as his squires, all coincidentally just on the brink of marking their formal entry into the adult world. Quite what numbers were really involved, and precisely what was the significance of the occasion, remains doubtful, since Gaimar, writing in the late 1130s, may have not only exaggerated the numbers involved, but also implied that the ritual of dubbing followed the practice of his own day rather than that of 1099.13 Even so, the young men for whom this ceremonial was held would, collectively, when they assumed control of their baronies, carry considerable weight in their own region. It would not have done to leave them feeling insulted by negligent treatment on an occasion which was, for them, a rite of passage.


  It was crucial for the king that all should go well at the festivities that inaugurated his new great hall. Those who attended were the men whose response to the occasion could make or break his authority as a ruler. While the bulk of the population – the starving peasantry and exploited urban populations – could be ignored, it was a different matter in the case of the aristocracy. As the ‘coronation charter’ of Henry I implied, the landholding classes had real grievances about the exploitation of their estates, and those of their womenfolk and children. By serving in the king’s armies they might hope for some reward to compensate for real or perceived losses, but the possibilities were not limitless. Concerns for the integrity of their inherited estates were not their only political motivation. The expansion of studies in the canon law was leading to its concepts beginning to percolate through to the highest levels of lay society – and, in particular, ideas about what constituted a legitimate ruler. Probably there was some spin-off from the ongoing conflict between the papacy and the western emperor. One of the most influential continental canon lawyers had recently demonstrated how a knowledge of the law could be applied to the legal dilemma of a layman, Nivard of Septeuil, to William’s disadvantage. There was a possibility – even a probability – that more important aristocrats would, in consultation with legally minded clerics, see the potential in the currently evolving legal concepts of what constituted legitimate rule for a confrontation with the king over secular issues. By challenging the very basis of his rule, a dissident could bypass such grounds of the king’s authority as his designation by his father, or even his consecration.


  William’s claim to be a legitimate ruler stemmed from the anointing that preceded his coronation. It was not simply the Conqueror who had designated him king, but God. This assertion overrode any attempt to reject his rule on the grounds that Robert, as his older brother, ought to be their father’s successor on the throne. The royal seal, on both its faces, set out William’s assertion that he was, by the grace of God, king of the English (Willelmus D[e]i gra[tia] rex Angloru[m]). His is the first surviving English seal to incorporate the phrase ‘by the grace of God’. This, it has been suggested, was perhaps derived from German royal (or imperial) seals.14 Any communications from the emperor would have borne a seal embodying that phrase. Equally, of course, inspiration may have come from one or another of the Lotharingian clerks who were still employed at court.


  The style ‘king by the grace of God’ was not regularly found in charters issued during William’s reign. Usually he was styled, as his father had been, ‘William king of England’, or else ‘William king of the English’. Charters in which the Dei gratia phrase is found include one for Lewes Priory dating from 1088–91, one for Durham dated 1096–7, and one for St Peter’s, York, of uncertain date.15 The implication is that the king’s clerks had not been instructed to include the term in the royal style as a matter of course, but that it was considered appropriate by some individuals, whether they were in the king’s service or else acting for beneficiaries who would present the charter to the king for ratification. A variation on the phrase occurs as a preliminary to the sealing clause of the king’s major charter for St Saviour, Bermondsey. Here he is described as Willelmus nutu Dei rex Anglorum – ‘by the will of God, King’.16 The claim that William was king by the will, or the grace, of God, would be publicised wherever the king’s seal – and occasionally one of his charters – was seen. This same concept, that William ruled because God willed it, was implicit in the ceremonial of the crown-wearing, when the clerks chanted the Christus Vincit. By analogy, it was not only Christ who conquered, ruled and reigned but also the anointed one (Christus), the king, crowned and processing in the splendour of his royal robes. William’s command that his magnates should attend all his seasonal great courts not only ensured that, instead of avoiding his eye by remaining on their own estates and plotting who knew what, they came into his presence and received a boost to their loyalty by the impression they received of his majesty during the magnificent ceremony. The subsequent convivial feasting would then reinforce their loyalty on another level. The theory behind these proceedings had a weakness in that it originated in an earlier age, before the growing emphasis on legality and consultation as a basis both for determining the royal succession and for providing guidelines on how a king should act. William’s reign was an innovative one as regards developments in financial administration, and in the first tentative emergence of what was to become the common law, but in other respects it was capable of appearing reactionary and even tyrannical. William became king on the command of his father, and at the expense of Robert, without any extensive consultations between the Conqueror and his magnates. Once he was king, he invaded his brother’s lands, and later he broke the treaty of Rouen which concluded the hostilities. Even those who had negotiated it on his behalf pointed this out. William’s reinforcement of his authority by the claim that this was divinely ordained did not carry weight with everyone.17 Particularly where finances and (baronial) property were concerned, his rule was arbitrary. By 1099 he had already overcome two rebellions and an assassination attempt; hence the importance of conducting a successful hearts and minds campaign during the inauguration of his new hall.


  As at all sessions of the great seasonal courts, there were also important decisions to be taken. On this occasion, what impressed the chroniclers was his appointment of Ranulf Flambard to the vacant bishopric of Durham. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle now described him as ‘Ranulf the chaplain’, who had managed the king’s councils all over England, and superintended them.18 John of Worcester, reporting this appointment, described Ranulf as having (earlier) been appointed by the king as executor of all the business of the realm.19 The king nominated him bishop on the feast of Pentecost, 29 May, and he received the temporalities (landed property) of his see on the same day. He was consecrated, and professed obedience to his archbishop, on 5 June.20 The consecration was conducted by Thomas, Archbishop of York, in St Paul’s Cathedral, according to a continuator of the work of Symeon of Durham. This writer, determined to enhance the status of the see of Durham, claimed that Ranulf, like his predecessor William of St Calais, was not required to make a profession of obedience.21


  It might well seem that Ranulf’s elevation to a bishopric was long overdue, but in view of his exceptional services to the royal government it would be understood that only one or another of the most important sees would be acceptable to him. In later reigns Winchester was often granted to the man who masterminded the royal finances, and it was also a very prestigious see. When it eventually fell vacant in January 1098, following the long episcopate of Walkelin, Archbishop Anselm was in exile and no one else was entitled to consecrate a new bishop in the ecclesiastical province of Canterbury. Durham had been vacant since January 1096, a vacancy probably deliberately prolonged to enable the king to draw on the revenues from the episcopal lands. The monks claimed that during this time he transferred £300 annually from the bishopric to his treasury. On the other hand, he took nothing from the monks’ revenues, but instead treated them generously and ensured that no one harmed their interests. Given the strategic importance of this see, the king would not want to offend the guardians of the powerful cult of St Cuthbert. The custodian of the see during the vacancy was Ranulf himself, and the annual exaction from the episcopal revenues was considerably less that that which was taken during the next vacancy.22 This leniency may be due in part to his intention from the outset of obtaining the see for himself. Since it was he who knew the full extent of the episcopal revenues, he was in an excellent position to ensure that they were not depleted too drastically. From the narrative of Symeon’s continuator, it is clear that the monks had mixed feelings about him. With his sharp mind, fluent speech, powerful voice and threatening looks, his presence would have shattered the cloistered calm. The monks noticed that he simulated indignation rather than displaying real anger; he was very inventive with words, and he interspersed serious talk with jokes, leaving his listeners in doubt about the accuracy of his statements. He had quick mood-swings too, so that neither his anger nor his merriment lasted for long. From Symeon’s continuator, too, it is clear that Ranulf had the self-knowledge to realise that it was his own overbearing conduct as procurator which stirred up widespread hatred against him. When his enemies failed to bring about his demotion by making accusations against him to the king, they plotted to murder him. The detailed account both of Ranulf’s escape from his murderous kidnappers and of his later escape from the Tower of London, following his arrest barely twelve days after King William’s sudden death, must surely have been told to the monks by Ranulf himself. Following his eventual return to England, the monks noted that in many respects he proved a good bishop – defending the Church’s interests, furthering the building of the great new Romanesque cathedral, donating ecclesiastical vestments, enlarging the monks’ precinct, fortifying the city of Durham, and clearing a great open space between the castle and cathedral, both in the interests of hygiene and in order to serve as a fire-break. Among his other projects, he built Norham Castle on the Tweed, to discourage Scottish incursions. He remained vigorous in mind and body until the last two years of his life, towards the close of which he repented of the hold he had exercised over the property of the monks.23 Monastic communities were always antagonised by any superior whom they saw as threatening their cherished rights. In this respect, he was in good company with some otherwise estimable ecclesiastics. In a suburb of Durham he made provision for the poor by building and endowing the church and hospital of St Giles, a benefaction which he made for the salvation of his own soul, for those of the Conqueror and Queen Matilda, who first promoted him, for that of King William, who raised him to the honour of his bishopric, and for that of King Henry, who confirmed him in this (following his reinstatement). Ranulf, at the request of his son Ralph, also provided a site outside the city, at Finchale, for Godric, the doorkeeper of St Giles, when he retired from his post to become a hermit. Looking back on Ranulf from a vantage point later in the century, the monastic writer Lawrence of Durham considered him a great-hearted benefactor, whose episcopate was Durham’s golden age.24


  King William had not considered that there was any great risk in releasing Count Helias, and seemingly did not take too seriously his assertion that he would do all in his power to recover his lands. The count was in deadly earnest, though, and launched his comeback soon after William sailed for England. After Easter 1099, he began surreptitiously scorching the earth in the frontier regions (between Maine and Normandy), a tactic which, Orderic Vitalis wrote, had the support of the local inhabitants. He also started to harass the king’s forces in the area. Surprisingly, they seem not to have notified William, perhaps believing that they could contain this threat themselves. In June, however, Helias led a great force of knights towards the city of Le Mans, crossing the ford over the river Huisne at Prairie-des-Planches. The appearance of his army provoked the king’s garrison in Le Mans to make a sortie. The resulting battle was a lengthy one, but the greater size of Helias’s force prevailed and the garrison was driven back into the city. The enemy rushed in on the heels of the defenders, so that they could not close the gates in the walls. The garrison barely managed to rush through the streets and take refuge in the citadel and other fortifications. The citizens strongly supported Count Helias, but the garrison, which had plentiful supplies, decided to fight to the death out of loyalty to the king. The citizens cheered as Helias entered the city, but soon changed their tune. The castellan of the citadel, Walter Fitz Ansger, ordered his smiths to heat up dross until it was molten; this was then fired by catapults down onto the roofs of the houses. The weather was already hot, and the countryside was parched with drought. Consequently the roofs, which were tiled (or perhaps covered with wooden shingles), caught alight. A terrible fire spread, reducing the city to ashes.


  Fighting continued while the king’s men, led by Walter Fitz Ansger and Clarembald of Lisores, staunchly defended the fortifications. Helias and his men did their best to storm the walls of the citadel, or else to batter them down, but could make no headway. Robert of Bellême fortified the castle of Ballon (about twenty kilometres to the north-east of the city), which the king had acquired in his earlier campaign and had entrusted to him with a large and well-trained garrison. Robert now sent Amalchis, his messenger, to the king. Crossing to England, he headed for Clarendon, but on the way he met William riding with his companions into the New Forest. When the king asked for news, Amalchis answered, ‘Le Mans has been taken by treachery. My master is holding Ballon and the troops of the familia regis are doggedly defending all the fortifications (of Le Mans) entrusted to them. But the enemy are surrounding and attacking them. They urgently want support from the royal army.’ At this news, wrote Orderic, the king said, ‘Let us cross the sea to help our men.’ Immediately, without consulting anyone, he wheeled his horse round. Spurring it on, he galloped to the coast. By chance he found an old ship, which he boarded just as a commoner would, without any royal ceremonial. He demanded to be rowed out immediately, not waiting for a favourable wind, for his companions, or for any equipment appropriate to his royal status, committing himself to fortune and to the sea.25


  Other writers, depending on their sources of information, give varying accounts of this sequence of events. Geoffrei Gaimar wrote that the siege of Le Mans was instigated by Geoffrey Martel (Count of Anjou) who ordered the Angevins and the people from the county of Maine to join in the siege. They took up positions on every side, completely surrounding the city, putting great pressure on the garrison and hurling jibes at these troops to the effect that they were misguided to have occupied the town at all. A messenger managed to get away and quickly took the news to the king. He found William at Brockenhurst (Hants.) at one end of the New Forest, arriving when he was having dinner. When he saw the king get up from the table, he approached and greeted him. William asked for news of the knights whom he had recently left at Le Mans. The messenger told him that they were under siege and that those besieging them were right up to the drawbridge. The castle was completely surrounded by Angevins, who had pitched over 1,000 tents. Such arrogance had never been seen. They built gallows every day, intending to hang the knights; the other fighting men and the townspeople. The messenger then produced a letter for the king. William took it, immediately broke the seal and handed it to Ranulf Flambard. The letter from the knights of the garrison contained the same news that the messenger had just reported: the number of besiegers was increasing daily, and the king was requested to send reinforcements to Le Mans. William grew very angry on hearing the news of the siege. He immediately jumped on a horse and headed for Southampton, where he summoned his mercenaries to join him. They were ordered to follow after him without wasting any time. Together with his household retinue he reached the shore and prepared to cross the Channel, even though the winds were unfavourable. The helmsman asked if he really wanted to set sail in such weather, and run the risk of coming to grief at sea. The king replied, ‘Silence, fellow. You have never yet seen a king drown and I’m certainly not going to be the first. Order the sailors to man the oars.’ They set a course for Barfleur, where they eventually landed after rowing the whole way across.26 William’s comment that he had no intention of drowning in a shipwreck was also mentioned by other chroniclers, several of them independently of one another. Their knowledge of this anecdote may have been derived from a chanson de geste, now lost, about the king. In fact the tone of the narrative, from the beginning of the siege to the king’s Channel crossing, seems to come from some such source. That is not to imply that the entire episode of how the king responded to the news was invented, but rather that an already racy presentation was most likely intensified when it was reworked by both Orderic Vitalis and Geoffrei Gaimar.


  William of Malmesbury gave an equally dashing version of the episode, emphasising the king’s hurry to cross the Channel once he received news of the siege. Since he was on a hunting expedition he was only lightly equipped, but did not delay. He turned his horse’s head and set off for the coast. The nobles urged that he should first summon and make ready an army, but the king retorted, ‘I shall see who will follow me. Do you believe I won’t have enough men? If I know my young warriors, they will join me even at the risk of shipwreck.’ (That particular remark was inspired by one ascribed to Julius Caesar by Lucan). He arrived at the coast almost alone. The sky was cloudy and the wind, coming from the wrong direction for his voyage, was whipping up the sea into waves. When the sailors pleaded with William to wait for calmer weather he said that he had never heard of a king being drowned. He ordered them to cast off immediately, adding that they would find the elements in league to obey him.27


  Bearing in mind that the king was heading for Le Mans, it is far more likely that he landed at the river port of Touques (just inland from Deauville), as Orderic Vitalis stated, than at Barfleur (at the north-eastern tip of the Cotentin peninsula), as claimed by Geoffrei Gaimar.28 His route would then continue up the river, through Lisieux and to within a few kilometres of the source, then south-west to Alençon and south again to Le Mans. Both writers believed that there was no problem in summoning an army big enough for the task which lay ahead. Orderic wrote that, as usual early on a summer’s morning, many men, both clergy and laity, were standing around on the quay, and when they saw the ship sailing in from England they were eager for news, including any concerning the king. They were amazed to see him in person, smiling as he answered questions, and there was widespread joy at his arrival. One of the priests offered his mare for him to ride (an appropriate horse for a cleric. Its use by the king indicated the informality and urgency of the occasion.) He rode towards Bonneville-sur-Touques, with a great crowd of clergy and country people cheering and running alongside him. News of his arrival alarmed his enemies, who were devastating the frontiers of Normandy. He sent out messengers and quickly mustered a great army.29 Geoffrei Gaimar gave the numbers of troops who were assembled, stating that there were 1,700 in his personal retinue (the famila regis), all of them powerfully armed, and highly regarded by the king. All his troops were well paid and well equipped. None of them knew what it was to be hard-up. As for the mercenaries, Gaimar said that according to the official record these numbered 3,000. With this force the king created a splendid impression as he travelled, as befitted a worthy and courtly monarch.30 Gaimar’s figures for troop numbers are rather problematic, since he conflates the campaigns of 1098 and 1099. The magnates whom he names as joining William’s army may not all have served on the same occasion. The writer’s list included, for instance, the recently deceased Hugh of Montgomery. The magnates named are said to have brought large numbers of troops in support of the king, but the only details given are that Robert of Bellême led all his knights, the number of whom he himself estimated at 1,000. Such great numbers of men were arriving from overseas, wrote Gaimar, that anyone attempting to name them would never succeed in accounting for them all unless their names were entered on some list or other. It looked very much as if every single available person was on the move to bring support for the king, and everyone was volunteering to come and serve him as he waited for his army to gather.31


  The size of the army was in itself enough to cause the enemy to retreat from Le Mans. The king suspected that the bishop had had a part in the revolt, and Hildebert now went humbly to meet him, evidently realising that this was the only course open to him. William received him in a friendly manner. According to Orderic Vitalis, he was innocent of either advising or assisting those involved in the uprising.32 Hildebert’s protestations were evidently treated with polite scepticism, as events proved. Once the king learned that the enemy had withdrawn, he set off in cautious pursuit. He did not spend even a night in the city, which, he could see as he rode through, lay in ashes. Instead he moved on beyond the bridge over the Huisne, and ordered his tents to be pitched on a broad heath. The next day he began devastating the land as he moved towards the enemy-held castles, but his opponents themselves deliberately scorched their own territory, so that there would be no plunder to seize and no building in which to sleep. Vaux, Outillé and many other town and country settlements were completely destroyed. All that was saved was the castle of Vaux, where Robert of Montfort, commanding the advance guard with 500 knights, succeeded in putting out the fires in the castle and making it fit for the king’s use.


  Count Helias had retreated to Château-du-Loir where, with a strong force of knights, he waited to see how the situation developed. The king started to besiege the small castle of Mayet on a Friday, ordering that the attack was to begin on the next day. On the Saturday, though, just as the troops were arming and preparing for battle, he took the advice of some of his counsellors and ordered that out of respect for the Lord’s burial and resurrection, the enemy would be allowed a truce until Monday.33 The ideal of the Truce of God had been steadily gaining ground in France throughout the eleventh century. By the late 1090s, its observance technically extended from Wednesday evening until Monday morning each week, bringing a respite from any hostilities currently in progress. If the truce was properly maintained, any feast days of the Church occurring on other days in the week were also included in the break.34 The king observed the correct code of conduct in proclaiming the weekend truce, but the garrison of Mayet took the opportunity of the lull in hostilities to strengthen the castle. When fighting started again they immediately set up wattled hurdles to break the force of projectiles being hurled against them by catapult. They were very determined, loyal to their lord, and willing to fight to the death for him. The castle was surrounded by a ditch, which the king’s men needed to fill in before any assault could be launched. They did what they could with piles of wood, but made little headway, because the garrison threw down vessels full of burning coals. Due to the summer heat the piles of material in the ditch were tinder-dry and burned up very quickly.35 According to Wace, Robert of Bellême, whom this writer considered very treacherous, advised the king that the ditch must be filled with debris. The king said jokingly that he should requisition a pack-horse, a mule or a palfrey from every knight. This was the only transport they could obtain to bring up enough material. Robert went off laughing. He twisted William’s words, telling many of those in the army that the king had ordered that everything should be thrown into the ditch which came into the hands of the servants – even the horses and the peasants. These words, combined with the look on his face, spread alarm. People fled from the siege, yelling ‘Scarper, you bastards! You will all be dead if you hang around. If you are caught here you will all be thrown into the ditch’. As a result there were a lot of desertions.36


  It began to look to the king as if the siege would achieve nothing. While he was standing watching the slow work on the ditch, both regretful and angry at the prospect of failure, an assailant hurled a stone at him from a high tower. Providentially, it missed him, but struck the head of the knight standing next to him with such force that the bone was driven into his brain and he fell dead at the king’s feet. From the tower there came roars of laughter, and loud shouts of ‘Look, the king has fresh meat now! Take it to the kitchen and serve it up for his supper.’ It was a shattering experience for William, who summoned his magnates to a council of war. On their advice he commanded a withdrawal at daybreak to Lucé-le-Grand. His advisers had concluded that this determined resistance by troops who had the protection of strong fortifications could all too easily defeat attackers who had no cover for their assault. The only sensible thing to do, in view of the lack of any defences, was for the king to retreat with his troops while he was safe and sound, and then find some other way of dealing with his enemies. The next morning they moved off early, devastating hostile territory as they went. They uprooted the vines, cut down the fruit trees and smashed fences and walls, burning and slashing throughout the fertile land. They mustered in Le Mans, where William discharged his troops at the conclusion of his July campaign.37 At Michaelmas (29 September) he returned to England.38


  The king’s activities over the ensuing autumn, winter and spring did not attract much attention from the chroniclers, beyond a brief note that he held his Christmas court at Gloucester, his Easter court at Winchester and the Pentecost court at Westminster.39 This seasonal round enabled him to perambulate what was probably the most prosperous and populated triangle of his kingdom on a regular basis, even if he had no reason to visit these regions at other times in any given year in which he was resident in his kingdom.


  Between the Easter court (1 April) and the Pentecost one (20 May), a family tragedy occurred early in May. ‘Around Rogationtide’, according to Orderic Vitalis, the king’s knights were out hunting in the New Forest, shooting at does and stags, when one of them aiming at a deer accidentally hit Richard, a son of Duke Robert, who fell dead on the spot. The knight immediately fled to the abbey of St Pancras at Lewes in Sussex, where he quickly took monastic vows. His subsequent life as a monk served as a penance by which to expiate the crime of homicide, while also enabling him to escape the bitter vengeance of the kinsmen and friends of the young knight. Richard was said to have been a brave and likeable young man, as was his brother, and someone who had seemed likely to go far in life.40


  With Maine largely subdued, William was believed to be turning his mind towards taking control over yet more lands. A new phase of the crusading movement was about to begin, and one of those intending to take a prominent part in it was William VII, Count of Poitou (and William IX in his capacity as duke of Acquitaine). William of Malmesbury wrote that it was believed that he was prepared to mortgage his lands to King William for cash (which would enable him to take a large contingent with him). This writer stated that when William was asked on the day before his death where he would spend Christmas (1100), he replied ‘Poitiers’.41 Orderic Vitalis enlarged on this, saying that the count was fired with enthusiasm after news spread of the capture of Jerusalem, and set about recruiting 300,000 men (the writer’s way of indicating ‘a very large number’) drawn from Aquitaine, Gascony and other regions. In order to finance his expedition, and so to ensure its maximum effectiveness, he decided to pledge the duchy of Aquitaine, and in fact all his lands, to William, in return for a large mortgage which would cover the necessary outlay. He sent messengers who fluently and persuasively put the count’s proposition to him. William listened enthusiastically, filled with the ambition of adding the duke’s extensive possessions to the duchy and kingdom that he already possessed.42


  Orderic was almost certainly exaggerating the scale of the territory being offered as security for the loan. It is far more likely that only Poitou, with its capital of Poitiers, was the subject of the negotiations with the count’s messengers.43 Even so, it was a bargain well worth having. Considerable profits could be gained simply be exploiting its resources throughout the duration of the count’s expedition. There was the tantalising prospect, too, that if the count returned impoverished, control over the county could be retained indefinitely, since he might be unable to repay the loan he had received. Armed pilgrimages, as the first one had shown, could also be dangerous, and the count might well succumb either to illness or to wounds, in which event any repayment of the mortgage might be out of the question. From King William’s point of view, it was a bargain which would be difficult to resist. There was an added dimension to the attraction of the proposition. Duke Robert was now on his way back to Normandy and, thanks to his new father-in-law, was in a position to pay back his loan to the king in return for restoration of the duchy.44 If William kept to the terms of their agreement and relinquished control to Robert, then he himself would be looking elsewhere in order to have a territorial base in the French-speaking lands. On the other hand, if he decided to fight to retain the duchy, then the additional manpower available from Poitou (or at any rate such of it as was not dragooned into the count’s crusading expedition) would be a useful asset.


  From a French perspective, the possibilities looked alarming. No doubt spies were active at William’s court, able to keep King Philip and Prince Louis informed of developments. If the bargain went ahead and, even more dangerously, if King William made use of the count’s absence to move down from Poitou into Aquitaine, then the French kingdom would be at risk. The combined territories of Poitou and Aquitaine made the count’s landholdings one of the largest territorial principalities in France. He was virtually an equal to the duke of Normandy, or to the king of France himself.45 The French kingdom in this era was still comparatively small. The prospect of King William controlling Poitou (and possibly Aquitaine) in addition to Normandy, and with the seemingly inexhaustible supply of funds from England enabling him to buy as many mercenaries – and allies – as he chose, would send shudders down the spine of King Philip. Orderic Vitalis wrote that King William’s plans were well under way. He ordered a great fleet to be prepared, and a large force of knights to be gathered to set sail with him from England. Crossing the sea with this force, like a lion ready to spring on its prey, he would be enabled to resist his brother Robert’s entry into Normandy, besides purchasing ‘the duchy of Aquitaine’ and overcoming all who barred his path, and to extend the boundaries of his empire (Orderic’s choice of word) to the river Garonne.46 Count William would be very willing to negotiate with King William, with whom he had acted in the Vexin campaign of 1098.47 At the same time, he would not want to mortgage all his lands to his overbearing neighbour from the north. Instead, he seems to have offered Poitou to King William as security for one loan, and pledged Toulouse to Bertrand of Saint-Gilles as security for another.48 The count’s two creditors would be left observing one another warily from a considerable distance, leaving the intervening territory as his home base, however impoverished he was on his return.


  King William’s expedition would need to be on a very large scale. On the one hand, if, as Orderic Vitalis believed, he intended to prevent Robert from recovering Normandy, then he must be prepared to fight there. Robert had always been a determined warrior. Now he was returning with the reputation of a crusading hero, which might to some extent counterbalance William’s all-conquering image. Thanks to the financial resources of his kingdom, William would be able to put more troops into the field, but Robert, as the legitimate duke of Normandy, could call on his overlord, the king of France, as he had done in the past. Warfare on that front might then last longer than was convenient, in view of his other plans. As previous episodes showed, William believed himself capable of conducting two campaigns simultaneously – for instance, both Mowbray’s rebellion and the Welsh expedition in 1095, or the Vexin and Maine more recently. Success depended on the delegation of authority to trusted commanders of proven competence, but there were enough of those among the most prominent men in the familia regis.49 If the deal over Poitou went ahead, then the actual takeover of the county should present no difficulties. It is not certain how far the king’s negotiations progressed. When the count eventually set off in March 1101, his expedition was apparently funded by the successful conclusion of his other deal with Bertrand of Saint-Gilles. The count’s expedition met with disaster, but following a gruelling ordeal he completed the pilgrimage to Jerusalem before returning to Aquitaine.50


  The problem for King William in securing Poitou was that his forces would first have to march down through Normandy and Maine, dealing with any remaining pockets of resistance in this county. His direct route would then continue through Anjou. Its ruler, Count Fulk, would most likely regard William’s takeover of Poitou with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. He had recently tried to assert his own claim to Maine, where he was the overlord of Helias.51 News – or at least rumours – of the king’s ambition to take over Poitou probably ran ahead of the planned expedition. Following the submission of Bishop Hildebert of Le Mans in July 1099, he was conveyed to England, to be judged for not having pulled down the towers of his cathedral, which were believed to have been used as vantage points to attack the king’s forces. He regarded William as a tyrant, an opinion compounded by being obliged to cross to England in a stormy sea and narrowly escaping shipwreck. He talked his way out of trouble and was evidently permitted to return to Le Mans soon after Easter 1100. During his stay in England, meanwhile, he struck up an acquaintance with several of the more prominent clerics, including Ranulf Flambard, Robert Bloet and William Giffard.52 In such circles there would be talk of the king’s forthcoming plans, and since the smooth-talking Hildebert was now technically a loyal subject, there would be no particular reason to keep the news from him. If, as is likely, he reported what he had learned of the planned expedition, the attempt by a royal army to cross Anjou on its way to Poitou would be met with hostility.


  From a French standpoint William’s planned expedition would seem a looming disaster to be prevented, if possible. The abrupt end to William’s reign may not have been accidental, as some writers reported, but a deliberate move to ensure that the planned expedition would not take place. The genuinely accidental death of the king’s nephew in May could easily have suggested to those concerned to stop the expedition how they could do so.


  William’s major recreation was hunting. There were royal forests in various parts of the kingdom but, of them all, the New Forest was most conveniently to hand for rulers who were currently near the south coast, preparing to cross the Channel. The term ‘forest’ was a technical one, denoting an area which had been set aside as a game reserve for the use of the king and those whom he invited to join him in hunting expeditions. It was not all wooded, but usually included a good deal of open space, besides areas covered with bracken, scrubland and heather. Royal hunting preserves were not a Norman innovation. King Cnut, in a law code dating from 1020–23, ordered would-be poachers to keep out of his hunting preserves, wherever he chose to have them, on pain of full fine.53 The New Forest, though, was a deliberate creation of William the Conqueror, who was so keen on hunting that he caused a great tract of agricultural land to be set aside for this purpose. No doubt it was resentment of this arbitrary creation which lay behind the exaggeration of the chroniclers. William of Malmesbury wrote that upwards of thirty vills were destroyed, although in fact this figure probably relates only to the number placed under the forest law. Not all of these were obliterated.54 Orderic Vitalis stated that more than sixty parishes were wasted and their populations were compelled to move elsewhere. The Conqueror replaced them with beasts of the forest so that he could hunt to his heart’s content. Orderic hinted that it was in retribution for this that two of his sons, Richard and William, died there, besides his grandson Richard. This writer claimed that people saw terrible apparitions in the Forest, by which God demonstrated his anger that consecrated buildings (the churches of the devastated vills) had become the habitation of wild beasts.55


  Within the New Forest the remaining vills were still populated, even though the activities of their inhabitants were now sharply curtailed. Poaching was savagely punished, and stern measures were taken against anyone felling timber or destroying foliage which provided cover for the game. Despite the constraints on agricultural and pastoral activities, some cottagers were still able to make a living of sorts. Some even took notice of the comings and goings in the forest on 2 August. Besides the cottagers, a whole hierarchy of forest officials had legitimate business there. The most conspicuous in public life would be the royal foresters and huntsmen and their subordinates. These men, like their predecessors in office, held lands of the king.56 Croc the huntsman even witnessed royal writs on occasion.57 Other huntsmen frequented the royal court, as indicated in the account of the trial of William of St Calais, Bishop of Durham.58 But privileged entry to the royal presence did not imply that huntsmen or foresters had complete liberty to harass those whom they considered were infringing the forest laws. Occasionally the king intervened, in response to those whose interests suffered from the activities of falconers, foresters or huntsmen.59 He also conceded long-established, if limited, hunting rights to others, including the abbot and monks of Chertsey (hares and foxes only) and the monks of Rochester Cathedral.60 The conspicuous visibility of the huntsmen was an indicator of the importance given to hunting itself as a fitting leisure activity for the king and his associates. It has been argued that it demonstrated Norman ethnicity, political power and social exclusiveness, besides honing military skills at times when no war was in progress.61


  Chroniclers generally commented on natural phenomena, whether these were occurrences which threatened the harvest, or were unusual happenings which the writer implied were omens of major events to come. In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a report of blood bubbling out of the earth at a village in Berkshire around the feast of Pentecost (20 May 1100) was linked with that of the death of the king at Lammas (2 August).62 John of Worcester enlarged on this. He summarised phenomena which he had noted throughout the reign, including many signs in the sun, moon and stars, and disastrous tides which took a toll of human and animal life, besides destroying houses and even whole vills. Enlarging on the spring that bubbled blood in Berkshire, he stated that this went on for three weeks before the king’s death. Moreover, the devil often appeared in horrible manifestations to Normans in the woods, and spoke to them for some time about King William, ‘Ranulf’ and many others. The Winchester Annals located the blood-bubbling spring at Finchampstead, and stated that the occurrence lasted for four weeks, and the incident was also mentioned in the Plympton Annals. William of Malmesbury, and also the writer of the Margam Annals, mentioned both the spring and also the reported appearances of the devil.63 This is not to imply that news of these events spread immediately before the king’s death, but rather that writers compiling their works years afterwards, and drawing on one another’s material, considered that these occurrences had a fitting place, as omens, in a story of how a ‘bad king’ met with a sudden end.


  Orderic Vitalis claimed that in July 1100, when the royal fleet was being prepared, a huge treasure was being ruthlessly amassed, and the king was waiting for embarkation near the Channel, terrifying visions involving him were seen by monks and clerics. These were openly discussed, and news of them reached the king himself. Gloucester Abbey, according to Orderic, was a focus for these phenomena and for other predictions of the king’s death. A holy monk reported a vision in which he had seen Christ seated in majesty and a shining virgin (the Church) imploring him to look with pity on his wretched people, who were suffering at William’s hands. Christ urged the Church to suffer in patience a little, since before long he would be fully avenged on the king. The vision was reported to Abbot Serlo, who relayed an account of it in a letter he sent to the king out of friendship.64 No date is given for the monk’s vision. William of Malmesbury reported that at dawn on 2 August ‘a certain foreign monk’ reported to Robert Fitz Haimo a horrible dream, in which the king had come into a church, looking scornfully round on the congregation with his usual haughty and insolent air. Then he seized the Crucifix in his teeth, gnawed away the arms of the figure of Christ, and almost broke off its legs. Eventually the figure kicked the king so violently that he fell backwards. As he lay on the ground, flame gushed out of his mouth and smoke billowed right up to the stars. Robert thought that this dream ought to be taken seriously, and ‘being in the king’s secrets’ – that is, one of William’s confidential advisers – he went straight in to the king and told him. William laughed heartily: ‘He is a monk, after all. He has these monkish dreams on purpose. Give him a hundred shillings.’65 William of Malmesbury, like Orderic Vitalis, was writing decades after the event. Both writers naturally wanted to imply that the king’s sudden death was a just retribution for his sins.


  Orderic Vitalis included another story, also presented as an omen, in which, on 1 August, the feast of St Peter’s Chains was being solemnly celebrated in Gloucester Abbey (which was dedicated to St Peter) before a big congregation. Fulchered, Abbot of Shrewsbury was attending, and was invited to preach. He declared that England was full of iniquity. Unbridled pride was trampling everything underfoot. Lust and greed were rampant. But a sudden change was at hand. Effeminates would not govern for much longer. God would come to judge the enemies of the Church. The bow of divine anger was bent against the wicked, and the arrow, already taken from the quiver, would strike suddenly. Orderic considered that this prediction was fulfilled by the king’s death the following day.66 This sermon foreshadows those often preached during political crises in later reigns. The language that Orderic ascribes to Fulchered is full of allusions to Scripture.67 Whether an abbot would actually venture to predict imminent regime change, on the other hand, is doubtful, particularly in such a public context as is indicated in this passage.


  William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis gave equally ominous accounts of the hours leading up to the king’s death. According to William of Malmesbury, King William had a dream during the night that he was being bled (a medical remedy used to treat a wide variety of ailments). A spurt of blood shot up to the sky, overcast the sun and turned the day to darkness. He woke up suddenly, calling for the help of the Blessed Virgin. He ordered lights to be brought in, and forbade his servants to leave him. They watched with him for several hours, until dawn was breaking. Then Robert Fitz Haimo came in with the story of the monk’s vision. Even though the king laughed at it, he was shaken, and spent a long time wondering whether to go hunting in the forest as he had intended, while his friends tried to persuade him not to risk his life by testing the truth of dreams. Before dining, instead of going hunting, he controlled his agitation by dealing with serious business matters. He then dined well, calming himself by drinking more than he usually did.68


  If William did have foresight of his death, then his vision would represent what he actually saw in his last moments, as the arrow hit a major artery. Orderic Vitalis’s account of the king’s last day makes no mention of this vision, but opens as the king was finishing dinner, in company with his friends, and preparing to go hunting afterwards. As he was laughing and joking with his attendants and pulling on his boots, a smith arrived and offered him six arrows. He was pleased with them and praised the craftsman for his work. He kept four arrows for himself and gave the other two to Walter Tirel, saying, ‘It is only right that the sharpest arrows should be given to the man who knows how to shoot the deadliest shots.’ They were discussing various trivial matters, the attendants clustered around him, when a monk of Gloucester arrived, and handed Abbot Serlo’s letters to the king. When he heard their contents, he burst out laughing and said ‘Walter, do what is right in the business you have heard.’ Tirel replied, ‘So I will, my lord.’ The king then commented on the abbot’s letters which he had just heard read, saying ‘I wonder what made Abbot Serlo tell me such things? He really is a good abbot and a sensible old man, but just when I have much real business to see to he informs me about the dreams of snoring monks, even having them written down and sent to me across several counties. Does he think I act like the English, postponing their travels and business because of the snores and dreams of little old women?’69


  The king’s receipt of letters from Abbot Serlo on the morning of his death was used by Orderic Vitalis to introduce the story of the monk’s warning vision. These letters – if they really were sent – may simply have concerned business matters and, following normal practice, have served primarily to introduce the monk who was authorised to negotiate on behalf of his house. On the other hand, the emphasis placed by Orderic Vitalis on warnings emanating from Gloucester, including Fulchered’s sermon, may indicate that rumours were circulating there of a plot against the king. In that event, since Gloucester was one of the crown-wearing venues, Abbot Serlo might well have felt particularly responsible for ensuring the king’s safety. At the very least, he would not want to let slip the opportunity of his abbey’s becoming the royal burial church, as would almost certainly happen if William died elsewhere. Any letters which were really sent from Gloucester would be destroyed very quickly after the king’s death. This applied equally to mundane business correspondence, now rendered obsolete, and to letters warning of a plot and perhaps naming individuals. Orderic Vitalis was free to make of their contents what he pleased.


  The incident of the gift of arrows to Walter Tirel, on the other hand, may have happened as described. If the king was really pleased with the batch, he could well have given two to Tirel, who was an honoured guest, invited to court because he was needed to play a key role in the king’s forthcoming campaign. Yet Orderic’s story about these arrows and the apparently cryptic exchange of words between the king and Tirel combines Classical and Biblical elements. The theme of the gift of a weapon to a trusted companion, who then used it to kill the donor, is found in the myth of Cephalus and Procris.70 The king’s words to Tirel are presented as an echo of Christ’s words to his betrayer Judas Iscariot at the Last Supper (John 13:27). If there was such an exchange of words between William and Tirel, as Orderic Vitalis reported, it may be that someone overheard the end of a quiet talk they had been having about Tirel’s role in plans to seize the French Vexin. The use of this snatch of overheard conversation to allude to the betrayal of Christ seems to hint that Orderic had heard rumours that the king’s death was not accidental.71


  The king now leapt to his feet, mounted his horse and galloped off to the forest. Orderic wrote that several eminent men were in the party, including William’s brother, Count Henry, and William of Breteuil. When they entered the woodland, they sent the huntsmen off in different directions, as was usual. The king and Walter Tirel (Orderic uses his territorial name ‘of Poix’) were stationed with a few companions.72 William of Malmesbury, on the other hand, wrote that only Tirel was still with the king.73 Several men would have been standing fairly close to the king. Some of the huntsmen would have dispersed in order to drive the game towards the waiting archers, but it was usual for others, who were good shots, to stand behind the individual members of the hunting party, to fire at the deer at the same time that they did. This enabled the aristocratic hunters to claim the kill, while the huntsmen’s task was to ensure that no wounded animal escaped into the undergrowth.74 If the usual practice was followed on this occasion, there should have been at least two men fairly near to Tirel and the king, and possibly also attendants with their horses, but all would be partly concealed from one another in the foliage, and any words spoken would be in a whisper.


  William of Malmesbury’s account sounds circumstantial, and perhaps originated with one of the watching huntsmen. The sun was sinking in the sky when a stag passed within bowshot of the king. He fired and wounded it, but not seriously. As it ran off, he followed it with his eyes, shading them against the dazzling glare of the setting sun with his hand to his brow. (It might be asked why the wounded animal was not dispatched by a huntsman.) While his attention was still on this stag, another passed within range. Tirel aimed at it, but hit the king. William did not utter a word. He broke off the shaft of the arrow that protruded from his body, then fell on the wound (with the arrowhead still in it) and in doing so hastened his own death. Walter Tirel ran up, but finding him unconscious and speechless, he quickly leapt on his horse and, making good use of his spurs, got quickly away. There was no pursuit. One group connived at his flight while others pitied him.75


  Geoffrei Gaimar also seems to have had an eyewitness source, discussed below. He was able to add more distinctive circumstantial details. For a start, he located the fatal shooting near Brockenhurst.76 When the members of the hunting party took up their stations, the king was in the densest part of the forest, close to a marsh. He had set his mind on shooting one particular stag, which he had seen passing in a herd. He dismounted next to a tree, and tensed his bow himself. The rest of the party fanned out into a circle, but Walter Tirel dismounted near an elder tree very close to the king, and he took up position with his back against an aspen. (These details, including the identification of the trees, would naturally be observed by an attendant huntsman.) As the herd passed by, and the huge stag came within range, Tirel drew back the string of his bow and let fly a barbed arrow. It missed the stag but pierced the king’s heart. Gaimar then contradicted himself, adding that it was not known who was actually holding the bow, although the other archers maintained that it was Tirel who fired the fatal shot. It certainly looked that way, because he immediately fled. As he was escaping, the king fell. Three times he cried out: he begged to be given the host, but they were in the middle of the countryside far from any church, and there was no one there to administer it.77 A huntsman took a handful of grass and flowers, and gave some to the king to eat, intending in this way to give him Communion. Gaimar considered that the king was now with God, and rightly so. The previous Sunday he had taken consecrated bread and this, Gaimar believed, would stand him in good stead.78 The obvious discrepancy in this account is that if the king really had been struck through the heart, he would be unable to cry out for the host. Either the wound was not immediately fatal, or else the writer amended his narrative in order to assert that the king wished to die in a state of grace.


  The account of Wace, written almost thirty years after Gaimar’s, opens with a few details differing from those given by the other writers. The king distributed the arrows which had been presented to him to all the hunting party, adding that it was Tirel’s arrow which killed the king, ‘so people say’. Wace believed the party shot at hinds, rather than stags, and was ambivalent about the question of Tirel’s responsibility. He wrote that ‘many people say’ that he stumbled, got caught up in his cloak, and consequently misfired the arrow, hitting the king. Some say that Tirel intended to hit a passing stag, which was running between him and the king. His arrow flew at a tangent, and was diverted when it brushed a tree, striking the king dead. Walter Tirel quickly ran to where the king had fallen.79 Henry, the king’s younger brother, had gone into the forest with William, but when his bow was stretched one of the strands of the string broke. Henry took the bow in his hand and rode quickly to a peasant’s cottage in order to get twine or thread to mend his bowstring. While he was preoccupied with the repair, an old woman in the cottage asked a young lad who it was who was holding the bow and wanted to go hunting. The lad replied, ‘It is Henry, the brother of the king of this country.’ ‘I know. I know’, she said. ‘I will give you some news. Henry will soon be king if my ability to see into the future does not let me down. Remember what I have said, that this man will be king shortly.’ When Henry had prepared the bow, he spurred towards the wood, accompanied by a large number of squires whom he had brought with him. He had just drawn near the wood when one man, then two, then three, then nine, then ten, all emerged in a state of confusion. The news of the king’s death alarmed him and he quickly rode to the spot, where people were grieving. Tirel fled to France and lived for a long time in Chaumont.80 The old woman’s prediction of William’s death may simply be a literary device. On the other hand it may reflect an actual event, and be a sinister hint that she had heard or seen something which indicated that regime change was imminent.


  There are several versions of what happened when the king’s body was discovered. William of Malmesbury‘s is the shortest. He wrote that, instead of anyone pursuing Tirel, some set about fortifying their ‘places of refuge’ – their castles – while some secretly carried off what loot they could (presumably from the king’s personal possessions), and others looked around for a new king. A few countryfolk picked up the king’s body, and conveyed it to Winchester Cathedral, with blood dripping freely all the way. (If this medical detail is correct, it indicates that William was still alive.) Inside the cathedral, the body was buried ‘under the tower’. Many nobles were present, but there were few to mourn him.81


  Orderic Vitalis focused on the political consequences of the king’s death. There was a great deal of confusion, he wrote, and shouts that the king was dead rang through the wood. Henry galloped to Winchester Castle, where the royal treasure was kept, and demanded that the keepers should hand over the keys to him, as the lawful heir. William of Breteuil arrived, out of breath. Realising Henry’s intentions, he objected to him having access to the treasure, saying that he ought by right to remember the fealty that they had promised to Duke Robert, who was, after all, the eldest son of the Conqueror. Both he (William of Breteuil) and Henry himself had done homage to Robert. Consequently they should remain faithful to him even in his absence. He had struggled for years in the service of God (on crusade), and now he was restored to his own duchy and his father’s crown without having to fight for them. A sharp quarrel broke out between them, and a crowd gathered. Support for Henry increased. He drew his sword, maintaining that he would not tolerate any delay which would enable someone else to seize his father’s sceptre before he could. As more men arrived, the argument was quietened to prevent worse trouble, and the castle and royal treasure were handed over to Henry.


  Not everyone rushed after him to Winchester. Many of the nobles, anticipating unrest, headed for their estates. Some of the humbler attendants covered the king’s blood-stained body as well as they could with wretched cloths and carried him to Winchester ‘like a wild boar stuck with spears’. The clergy and monks, with the poorer citizens and widows and beggars, came out to meet him, but no alms were distributed for his soul from the treasure that he had amassed. Those who suffered financially from his death – the mercenary soldiers, good-for-nothings and prostitutes – searched desperately for Walter Tirel to tear him limb from limb because of the death of their protector. But as soon as the king was dead, Tirel hurried to the coast, crossed the sea and headed for his castles in France. Now safe, he could laugh at the threats and curses of those who wanted to harm him.82 Orderic Vitalis, like William of Malmesbury, wanted to make the point that King William, persecutor of the Church, met an unlamented and undignified end.


  Geoffrei Gaimar gives a very different account of the reaction to the king’s death. He wrote that William had been accompanied into the forest by Gilbert Fitz Richard and Robert Fitz Richard (leading members of the Clare family) and Gilbert of Laigle, all of whom now started tearing their hair with grief. Robert Fitz Haimo then arrived on the scene and became increasingly anguished, crying out repeatedly that he wished he was dead; then he fell senseless to the ground. When he came round, he was in such a state that he nearly collapsed again. The huntsmen and the attendants were also in tears. Eventually Gilbert of Laigle shouted, ‘For God’s sake stop grieving and be quiet. Nothing will bring him back. Even if we carried on like this for ever, we would never have another lord like him. Let those of you who really loved him show it now, by helping me to make the bier.’ The huntsmen and other attendants dismounted, took out their hand-axes and quickly cut down wood to make the cross-pieces. They found two long trunks, ready cut and dried, light and not too thick, and trimmed these to the required size. They used their horses’ straps and harnesses to secure the cross-pieces firmly, and they constructed a bed of ferns and beautiful flowers on the bier. They fetched two palfreys with fine saddles and decorated bridles and placed the bier on these, since it was light and not too cumbersome. Robert Fitz Haimo, as a token of his affection for his lord, took off the brand new cloak, lined with silk, that he was wearing, and this was spread out on the bier. William of Montfichet took a richly decorated cloth (evidently the lining) from a grey cloak which he had been wearing for the first time the day before after being presented with it. This now served as a shroud for the king. The palfreys bore off the litter, and the barons accompanied it on foot, sombrely and in tears, declining to ride as a mark of love and respect for their lord. The attendants followed, bitterly grieving and crying, as did the huntsmen. They were heard to say, ‘What miserable wretches we are! What are we to do? What will become of us? We will never again have such a lord!’


  They went straight to Winchester, where the king’s body was laid out. The barons, the town clergy, the bishops and the abbots gathered in St Swithun’s (the cathedral, or Old Minster). Anachronistically, Gaimar added that Bishop Walkelin (d.1098) stood vigil over the king’s body, accompanied by monks, clerics and abbots. The next morning there were solemn masses and services sung for him, and a distribution of alms on an unprecedented scale. Never until the Day of Judgement, in Gaimar’s view, would any king be so honoured as he was. The burial was an entirely different ceremony from that which the barons had performed on the spot where Walter had shot him. Anyone doubting this account, wrote Gaimar, need only go to Winchester, where they would be able to have it confirmed.83


  The sharp contrast between Gaimar’s account of the king’s death and burial and that of the chroniclers writing in Latin was due in part to the fact that his work was intended for a very different audience from theirs. Latin chroniclers kept in mind their grievances at the exploitation of clerical wealth during the reign, and they rated both the reaction to the king’s death and his spiritual prospects in the afterlife accordingly. Geoffrei Gaimar, on the other hand, was writing for his patron, the lady Constance Fitz Gilbert, and those of her aristocratic friends whom she invited to hear the work read. This audience expected to be entertained, but also well informed. Constance had obtained one historical work for him to consult, and he cited others which he had used.84 Gaimar (like those writing Latin chronicles, and like other writers working in French after he did) added literary embellishments, and he also made errors of fact, including his statement that Bishop Walkelin presided at the vigil for the king. When it came to episodes concerning the activities of the royal court gathered in Hampshire, though, the circumstantial details may well have been provided by Constance herself, repeating recollections which she had heard as a child, listening to her father or grandfather. Inevitably some errors would creep in, but memorable incidents would stick in their minds and be imprinted in hers. When Gaimar was writing for Constance, she was married to Ralph Fitz Gilbert and living in Lincolnshire, but she was a granddaughter of Geoffrey of Venoiz, alias Geoffrey the marshal, one of the four under-marshals in the king’s household and a landholder in Hampshire and Wiltshire. This branch of the royal administration had responsibility for maintaining good order in the court, quartermastering, the keeping of records of expenditure by the king’s officials and payments out of the treasury and chamber, the messenger service and possibly the supervision of the royal hunt.85 The family lands and dignities were modest ones, but their position at court enabled them to be well informed on activities there and on details of court life, such as the details of the crown-wearing ceremony at Pentecost, and of the daily livery due to King Edgar. Gaimar’s account of the reactions to William’s death, the arrangements for the conveyance of his body to Winchester, and the generous distribution of alms are also likely to reflect first-hand observation, perhaps that of Constance’s grandfather or father or stemming from accounts which reached one or other of these men through their subordinates. The professional responsibilities of the marshals would give them an insider’s view of the king’s funeral, and knowledge of the accompanying almsgiving. The scene in the woods, with the immediate reaction to William’s death, might owe more to the reports of their subordinates who witnessed what appeared to be happening. Huntsmen were trained to be highly observant. They might be unaware of some of the political undercurrents, but would then hear gossip and realise the significance of the way in which the central characters in these events had interacted. It has been pointed out that Gaimar’s narrative, when his Estoire reached the events of this reign, focused strongly on the themes of loyalty, reward for loyal service, and treachery. The world in which these were key issues was that in which Constance’s kinsmen operated. The Venoiz were a ‘new’ family and most of the men who discovered the king’s body in the forest were also of ‘new’ origins. The Clares, including Richard Fitz Gilbert of Tonbridge (twice pardoned for rebellion), who remained weeping by the king’s corpse, are contrasted with their kinsman Walter Tirel, treacherous in intent before the king’s death and ‘shown’ to be guilty by his flight immediately afterwards. The other mourners, Gilbert of Laigle and Robert Fitz Haimo, were also ‘new men’, whose rise on the social ladder recompensed them for loyal service.86 The subtext here appears to be that the king was loyally served by recent arrivals in the ranks of the aristocracy, perhaps in contrast to the ‘old’ nobility, representatives of which were conspicuously absent from the named mourners. Whether or not this reading of the situation is entirely accurate may be open to doubt. Previous exponents of the theory that the king was murdered suggested that the Clares were at the hub of the plot.87 If they were involved, then the presumption would be that it was they who connived at the escape of their kinsman Walter Tirel. William of Malmesbury certainly believed that some (unnamed) people colluded in his getaway.88 Whether or not his allegation hinted at Clare involvement is conjectural. In the event that they were innocent, they would still want to save their kinsman from being lynched, whether they believed him to have fired the fatal shot by chance or intentionally. If he was being framed as cover for a hired assassin, and stood his ground, surviving to explain convincingly that he could not have been responsible, then questions would be asked about who had fired the arrow, so that their plot – if any – would gradually be revealed.89


  Walter Tirel, in later years, completely distanced himself from any involvement in the king’s death. Even in France there were allegations that he had shot the fatal arrow, but Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis, a near neighbour of his, claimed that he had often heard him swear on oath, as though by all the saints, that on the day in question he had not entered that part of the forest where the king was hunting, nor had he seen him anywhere at all in the forest.90


  In reviewing the accounts of the king’s death, various possibilities need to be examined. The first is that it was perhaps simply an accident.91 Hunting accidents did – and do – happen but, as has been observed, if the death of William II was an accident, then it was particularly convenient for Count Henry.92 As will be argued below, it was equally convenient for others. The very fact that hunting was a high-risk activity, leading to frequent accidents, meant that it also provided excellent cover for any intending assassin, something which had long been obvious. In Italy, way back in 898, for instance, the death of King Lambert was recorded as resulting from hitting his head on an overhanging branch while galloping in pursuit of a boar, although there were rumours at the time that he had really been murdered. The death of King William’s nephew in May 1100 may well have provided inspiration for those who were looking for a way to bring the reign to an abrupt end. The sons of the Conqueror made up a very dysfunctional family. Whether their mutual rivalries led Henry to commission the murder of William is questionable, but his treatment of Robert – seizing the throne to which he was heir, invading his duchy, imprisoning him for life, effectively disinheriting and hounding his one legitimate son until the latter’s early death – does raise questions about the lengths to which he would be prepared to go to secure the English throne, a much more valuable prize than the duchy of Normandy. It has been pointed out that there is a possible analogy in the Spanish kingdom of Leon, some decades earlier, when a former king was survived by three sons. His successor was believed to have murdered one brother and imprisoned the other for life.93 If Henry did instigate his brother’s murder, then, as has been observed, he would have had to ascertain beforehand that he had a nucleus of support among the magnates. Something of the sort may be indicated by the fact that he was crowned at Westminster only three days after William’s death.94 His subsequent effort to reinforce his position is indicated by his propagandist ‘Coronation Charter of Liberties’, with its implication that the ‘bad’ regime of his brother was over and done with. The arrest of Ranulf Flambard a few days later made the same point. The rest of the circle of administrators was retained, and in practice Henry continued to exploit the financial expedients developed in the previous reign. Perhaps most significantly, Henry apparently publicised the view that he, the only one of his father’s sons born after the latter’s consecration as king, was the one true successor of the Conqueror.95 By implication, both William and Robert were usurpers, deserving to meet their proper fate. The general tone of William of Malmesbury, when writing of Henry once he became king, implied that he was an estimable ruler in all respects. William of Malmesbury was, of course, addressing his work to Henry’s children. The chroniclers writing in Henry’s reign all indicated that King William was killed accidentally, although the accident carried with it overtones of divine retribution. Even after Henry’s death in 1135, this line continued to be taken by writers during his children’s lifetimes. When the name of an alleged killer other than Walter Tirel was eventually recorded, this was long after anyone was still concerned to maintain an interest in the accidental death verdict.96


  A variant on the hypothesis that Henry himself instigated his brother’s death would be that a plot to kill William originated with some of the magnates who had rebelled in 1088 and 1095, or were rebel sympathisers and had perhaps been involved in the assassination attempt of the latter year. In such an eventuality they would need to take soundings from Henry to ensure that he was prepared to take the throne.


  It is even more likely that an assassination plot originated in France. As news of William’s intended expedition spread, there would be growing anxiety in various quarters, and thought given to ideas on how best to avert disaster. It is highly unlikely that Count Fulk or his associates even contemplated assassination, which in their case would have presented logistical difficulties. On the other hand, King Philip and Prince Louis would be well aware of the threat posed by the coming campaign. As Abbot Suger later wrote, they realised that there was a great imbalance between their own forces and those of ‘the very great king of England’, whose wealth enabled him to practise to great effect the art of buying and retaining knights.97


  Walter Tirel was one of those whose loyalty had been bought. He was married to Alice, a daughter of Richard Fitz Gilbert of Clare, and held of him the manor of Langham in Essex.98 He retained this in the next reign.99 His significance for the planning of William’s imminent campaign lay in his status in France, which accounts for the king’s treatment of him as an honoured guest. Tirel held lands in Picardy, and was lord and castellan of Poix, about twenty-five kilometres from Amiens. He also held lands in Normandy, and was castellan of the royal castle of Pontoise.100 This second castle was a key to the security of the French Vexin, and control over it was essential for William if his coming campaign was to succeed. At any royal court, there was stiff competition for recognition, reward and status. Rivalry and recrimination were endemic, a recurring theme in the chronicles and literature of the era. The favour shown to Tirel would naturally provoke a reaction in other courtiers. Whether William died by accident or by design, Tirel was likely to be made a scapegoat. Awareness that he would probably be named as the culprit would in itself have prompted his flight to the coast, even if he had demonstrably not fired the fatal arrow. The texts that indicated that he himself shot it were all written some time after the event, but would lay the blame directly on his shoulders because he had been a high-profile figure at court. The name of any subordinate of his who acted on his instructions would be less newsworthy. The accounts of the king’s death that named Tirel himself may well reflect a belief that he was the instigator, even if another man fired the fatal shot. Technically, however, Tirel could still swear solemnly to Abbot Suger that he was in another part of the forest when the king died. A century after the event, Gerald of Wales named the killer as ‘a certain knight named Ranulf de Aquis’.101 Walter Map, in his Courtiers’ Trifles, compiled between c.1181 and 1193, described Walter Tirel as ‘a knight of Equesnes, near Pontoise in France’.102 Most likely both Walter Map and Gerald acquired their information by word of mouth, in which case Equesnes could easily become Aquis. Gerald’s information may well indicate that a tenant of Tirel’s, Ranulf (or Raoul) d’Equesnes, fired the arrow that killed the king, acting on the command of Tirel. Realisation that Tirel was responsible for the assassination would account for the chroniclers working earlier in the twelfth century indicating that the blame lay with him.


  One pointer to Tirel’s having instigated the shooting is his rapid re-instatement on his return to France, following his apparent defection to the king of England, the enemy of Prince Louis. Tirel continued to serve as castellan of Pontoise, entertained the prince there c.1102, and witnessed a charter of his in 1113. In 1118 Tirel founded at Poix an Augustinian priory dedicated to Saint Denis, the patron saint of France.103 If he had genuinely defected, he was scarcely the most appropriate castellan for Pontoise. On the other hand, if he had rendered sterling service to France – and the dedication of his priory to Saint Denis indicates that he was a loyal Frenchman – then Pontoise was just the place for him.104 From a French perspective, the death of William would ensure that the threatened campaign was postponed indefinitely. Gaimar indicates that this was precisely what Tirel intended. While the king valued Tirel’s purchased allegiance for its strategic value, Tirel himself had another objective altogether. Gaimar included a conversation between them in which Tirel made a sustained effort to discover the king’s plans for the imminent campaign. Under cover of light-hearted banter, he tried to discover with which continental magnates he intended to make alliances, and in what direction his forces would move. William replied briefly that he would lead his army as far as Le Mans and then move west to hold his ceremonial Christmas court in Poitiers. Tirel’s response was that this would be difficult to achieve. The Burgundians and the French would deserve to meet a violent death if they became subjects of the English Crown. The king had replied jokingly to Tirel’s questions, but Walter was very cunning. He had evil intentions, harboured wickedness in his heart, and planned an act of extreme rashness. If he could prevent William from taking action, he would ensure that the outcome was entirely different. Geoffrei Gaimar clearly depicted Walter Tirel as a double agent, and in doing so he most likely reflected the suspicion with which the king’s guest was regarded by the under-marshal. It would be difficult, if not impossible, though, for this man to convey his doubts about Tirel to the king, in view of the status being accorded to the Frenchman and his importance to plans for the campaign. Only a high-ranking magnate in the king’s confidence could have spoken so plainly with impunity. The problem was that, on the news of Duke Robert’s imminent return, several of those with great territorial interests in Normandy had already crossed the Channel, including both Hugh, Earl of Chester and Robert of Bellême. With them off the scene, although there were undoubtedly suspicions of Tirel among William’s entourage, either no one dared voice them to the king or, if they did, he did not take them seriously. The anecdote of Robert Fitz Haimo relaying news of the monk’s vision may reflect an attempt by him to make known his suspicions, but if so, they were disregarded.105


  From a French perspective it would be presumed that, in the event of William’s assassination, Henry’s track record indicated that he would seize the throne before Robert, the lawful heir, was able to do so. Their inevitable recriminations should then preclude any further campaign detrimental to French interests for some time to come. Whether or not the French negotiated with Henry before William’s death, they certainly did so very quickly afterwards. Orderic Vitalis recorded a visit made by Prince Louis, with his father’s permission, to the English court at Christmas 1100. This was said to have been a courtesy visit. Louis was accompanied by attendants who were ‘few in number but mature in judgement’, among them the ‘wise knight’ William of Buchelay.106 Courtesy visits at the highest level did occur from time to time in that era, providing opportunities for discreet discussions. In December 1100 the agenda most likely centred on a demarcation of interests in northern France, and tactics for dealing with Duke Robert. The death of William II furthered the interests of various people, primarily King Philip and Prince Louis, but probably they had taken soundings across the Channel to ascertain that the threatened campaign would really be called off. Count Henry perhaps took no active part in arranging his brother’s death, although he seemed well prepared for that eventuality and assured of powerful backers in his bid for the throne.


  Even in death, William was not permitted to rest in peace. In 1107 the tower soaring over his tomb in Winchester Cathedral collapsed. William of Malmesbury, in his first account of this incident, reported the belief that it marked divine disapproval of the king. In a revision of his work, though, he commented that the tower might easily have collapsed due to poor construction, even if he had never been buried there.107 The tomb that was for many years reputed to be William’s is now identified for visitors as that of his nephew, Henry of Blois, Bishop of Winchester 1129–71. At some stage, but probably not initially, William was buried under a flat marble stone to the west of the lectern in the choir. Subsequently, perhaps in the episcopate of Richard Fox (1501–28), his remains were relocated in a tomb chest above a screen on the north side of the presbytery. During the civil war, on 14 December 1642, Parliamentary soldiers began to pull down the mortuary chests from the presbytery screens commissioned by Bishop Fox. They took the bones of bishops, besides those of King Cnut, Queen Emma, their son King Harthacnut and others, together with those of William, and used them as missiles with which to break the windows. Following the disturbances, the bones were gathered up and put back into the chests, not necessarily in the order in which they had been before their desecration.108 Consequently, those of William, even if they were all retrieved, may not now all be in the same chest. The remains of the individuals could only be distinguished from one another now by subjecting every bone in the chests to DNA testing. Even then it would not be possible to identify the respective bishops of Winchester, but the royal remains might be identifiable, including those of William, who was a great-great-nephew of Queen Emma.


  Some indication of William’s appearance might be obtained in this way, but his character remains an enigma. The monastic chroniclers instinctively condemned him because of his appropriation of ecclesiastical wealth, and because of his long-running dispute with Archbishop Anselm. Even so, William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis slipped in admiring comments at times on his reputation as a war leader and as an early exponent of the cult of chivalry. On the other hand, the anecdotes that they cite drew on themes from the Latin classics, so it is not certain how far these really illustrate his character. Geoffrei Gaimar, in contrast, probably drew on chansons circulating in the king’s armies, as well as on anecdotes derived from military men and the recollections of the kinsmen of his patron Constance Fitz Gilbert, to create a portrait of the king which differs substantially from that of the monastic writers, even though they too occasionally incorporated incidents which occur in Gaimar’s work. Most likely William, as many people do, displayed one side of his personality in public and another in private. Conscious of the need to assert his sovereignty, to defend his lands, to dissuade potential rebels from taking action, to be seen as a successful war leader in order to win recruits to his armies, and to extract the funding needed for his wars, he presented a severe and awe-inspiring presence in public. Privately, his sense of humour, chivalric nature and generosity of spirit were uppermost. Sceptical of clerical pretensions when the issues at stake threatened the royal prerogative, or else were essentially disputes about control over land or resources, he seems to have retained in private a traditionalist attitude towards religion.


  William’s long-running reputation as a bad king was due partly to his vilification by Eadmer as the man who thwarted the objectives of his hero Archbishop Anselm. The disputes between king and archbishop may in part be described as turf wars – arguments about control over resources – and in part an ongoing conflict over Anselm’s efforts to initiate a reform programme which had the potential to weaken the king’s control over his clerical subjects – his administrators and advisers. Most of them were men whose lives were very different from that of Anselm, and a really drastic reform might well have deprived the king of their services. The disputes were rendered increasingly acrimonious by Anselm’s tactics, as he rushed persistently at his objectives. To the hero-worshipping Eadmer, apparently oblivious of the need for tact and diplomacy, this was just as it should be. He did not acknowledge that the king had reasonable objectives of his own, including the preservation of his sovereignty. Any checkmating of the archbishop was depicted as wicked persecution. Eadmer’s polemical narrative provided copy for the monastic writers who followed him, so that William’s reputation suffered even more when these highly literate and inventive writers reworked and expanded this core material.


  The second strand in William’s historical reputation was derived from the propaganda circulated on behalf of Henry I, whose rule was in need of some justification, in view of his seizure of the throne following the violent death of William in questionable circumstances and the usurpation of the rights of the legal heir, Robert. Like many political leaders in later centuries, Henry needed to publicise the claim that things had changed for the better with his arrival, and that he had renounced the bad old ways of his predecessor. His ‘Coronation Charter’ set out this programme in detail. Like political leaders in later times too, he quickly abandoned his manifesto once he was securely in power. The see of Canterbury, for instance, was held vacant for considerably longer after the death of Anselm than it had been before his election. Royal government was run and financed in Henry’s reign very much as it had been in William’s, but their historical reputations differed widely, in part because the chroniclers, in their quest for good copy, took the propaganda at face value. William of Malmesbury, dedicating manuscripts of his Gesta Regum to Henry’s children, milked every last drop from this source. This generation of writers surely had the perception, and the information, to know that Henry’s propagandist claims were not being fulfilled, but once he was securely on the throne, he must be taken at his word. He took extreme measures against those who questioned or challenged his authority. Henry was as determined a ruler as William, but lacked his sense of humour, generosity and chivalric disposition.


  One of the chief pressures on William, and indirectly a contributor to his historical reputation, was his determination to retain the Norman patrimony while also keeping a firm grip on the English throne. The struggle to defend – and expand – the Norman frontiers was inevitably financed by taxation raised in England, and this was undoubtedly high during his reign. Earlier eleventh-century kings had also levied heavy taxes at intervals, to meet some exceptional expense, such as buying off marauding Danes, or paying off ships’ crews of Scandinavian mercenaries. The real differences in William’s reign were, firstly, the frequency and increased efficiency with which taxation was now raised and, secondly, the fact that the money went to finance continental warfare which produced no benefit for the population of England. The impact of the taxation was intensified by a series of failed harvests in the later 1090s, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle made plain, and this contributed to its negative depiction of the reign. Subsequent kings continued to finance their continental projects from the proceeds of taxation raised in England. The impact of this on their posthumous reputations varied very largely according to their ability to call on skilful propagandists. Some indication of William’s ability to generate successful propaganda may be reflected in his military reputation, highlighted in the Latin chronicles as well as in the works in French intended for a more popular audience. His campaigns to defend and extend the frontiers of England may be depicted as yet another instance of drawing on the precedents set by the most successful tenth-century kings.


  William’s military achievements – and ambitions – inspired others in turn. It was not long after his death that he provided a literary model for Geoffrey of Monmouth’s King Arthur, the pre-eminent hero of his History of the Kings of Britain. It has been suggested that Geoffrey of Monmouth followed closely William of Malmesbury’s account of William, although the emphasis on the military household, the familia regis, was all his own. Geoffrey of Monmouth derived Arthur’s claim to Rome from Brennius and Belinus. These two mythical figures, according to Geoffrei Gaimar, were the inspiration for William’s dream of conquering Rome.109 In historical terms, William II may have had a fairly short reign, but once reincarnated as King Arthur, the possibilities were open-ended.


  Even the mainstream chroniclers who recorded William’s activities all slanted their material to make a point of one kind or another. No one set out to write an objective narrative. Every account of William II was a study in spin. At this distance in time there can be no fully rounded depiction of William and his world. Attempts at its reconstruction are the equivalent of trying to compile a jigsaw from which many of its pieces are missing; some turning up in unexpected places, but often damaged, and others lost beyond retrieval. Over the centuries, the view of the monastic chroniclers predominated, waned at the Reformation and then revived again when monastic moralising was reflected in the works of writers of the high Victoria era. It then continued to be echoed by later generations of historians well into the twentieth century. Recent re-evaluations have opened up new perspectives, revealing glimpses of a multi-dimensional human being, in place of the chroniclers’ monster.110 The character now emerging is one who will be intelligible to those accustomed to the many-sided and often flawed central characters of contemporary literature or television. In view of the enormous cultural and social divide separating the late eleventh century from the present, empathy would be out of place, but there is now room for some attempt at comprehension.
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