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A helmet from the burial
ship of an Anglo-Saxon
king found at Sutton Hoo,
Suffolk.

The Danish King Cnut
takes over the throne of
England by force in 1016.

the West Saxon cause the cause of England. His successors
did what they could to continue his work. His son, Edward
the Elder, as skilled a soldier as his father though not so
dedicated a scholar, and his formidable daughter,
Ethelfleda, wife of Ethelred of Mercia, who ruled that
kingdom after her husband’s death as ‘Lady of the
Mercians’, kept the Danes at bay and constructed a system
of defences by building burghs or fortified settlements later
to be known as boroughs, at strategic points, including
Bakewell in Derbyshire, Tamworth and Stafford, Hertford
and Warwick. Edward’s son, Edmund, and his grandson,
Edgar, gradually realized Alfred’s dream of a unified
England. The Danelaw was reconquered and in 973 Edgar
was not only accepted as King of the English by Saxons and
Danes alike, but also acknowledged as their overlord by
kings in Scotland and Wales. During the reign of King
Edgar, ‘the Peaceable’, between 959 and 975 there was a
late flowering of Anglo-Saxon art and culture as well as an
increase in the number of monastic houses for both men
and women under the direction of St Dunstan, the scholar,
musician and craftsman, maker of organs, bells and metal-
work, who became Abbot of Glastonbury in 940 and
Archbishop of Canterbury twenty years later.

King Edgar’s descendants were, however, ill-suited to the
task of defending England from renewed Viking invasions.
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His eldest son, Edward, was stabbed to death while he was
still a boy; another son, Ethelred, who was crowned by St
Dunstan when he was barely ten years old, was to be nick-
named ‘the Unready’ or ‘the Ill-advised’. His willingness to
buy off the invaders with bribes known as Danegeld
angered his own people — who were heavily taxed to meet
the cost of the payments — while failing to placate the Danes
whose King, Cnut, took over the throne in 1016, incorpo-
rating England into a Scandinavian empire which included
Norway as well as Denmark.

England prospered under Cnut, a firm, just ruler who
took pains to conciliate the English, marrying Ethelred’s
widow and becoming a Christian, much to the pleasure of
the monks of Ely who ‘sang merrily as the King rowed
thereby’. In his time Danes and Englishmen learned to live
more amicably together — though the riches and power of
Danish earls were the cause of much jealousy — and there
began to emerge the counties of England as we know them
today, an England divided into shires with shire courts and
shire reeves, or sheriffs, responsible for administering laws
as comprehensive as any in the early medieval world.

Most people still lived in country villages. But perhaps as
many as ten per cent were now town-dwellers; and several
towns, notably Winchester, Norwich and York, were
growing fast, as were ports like Southampton from which
the English exported their textiles, metalwork and food-
stuffs, as well as the slaves and the hunting dogs for which
they had long been celebrated. London’s population had
risen to about fifteen thousand.

It was natural that such a country should continue to
attract the eye of foreign adventurers, despite the strong
fleet that Cnut maintained by renewing the annual tax of
the Danegeld. And after the short reigns of his two sons and
the accession to the throne of Ethelred the Unready’s son,
the white-skinned, white-haired Edward — known because
of his piety as ‘the Confessor’ — greedy eyes were turned to
the kingdom of this indolent man who seemed more con-

Portrait of Cnut, who
incorporated England into
a Scandinavian empire.

A coin depicting King
Ethelred, known as “The
Unready’.
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An 11th-century
illustration showing
Edward the Confessor at a
banquet with his nobles.

cerned with the building of a great Abbey at Westminster
than with affairs of state.

As soon as it was learned that Edward was dying no
fewer than four men laid claim to the English throne, the
King of Norway, the Duke of Normandy, and two brothers
of Edward’s Queen, Edith, one of whom, Tostig, the
deposed Earl of Northumbria, was living in exile in
Flanders. The other of these two brothers was Harold
Godwinson, the hereditary ruler or Earl of Wessex, who
immediately took advantage of his rivals’ absence from the
country to have himself crowned in the new Abbey of
Westminster on the very day that its founder was buried
there.

Shortly afterwards Tostig’s men invaded Kent, then
sailed up the east coast to pour ashore in Lincolnshire.
Defeated by local levies, Tostig retreated north to await the
arrival of the King of Norway whose Scandinavian warriors
were soon sailing up the Humber towards York. Informed
of this second invasion, King Harold, who was in the south
preparing to resist the expected attack from Normandy,
rushed north, won a brilliant victory at Stamford Bridge



and, leaving both his brother, Tostig, and the King of
Norway dead, brought his exhausted troops back to the
Sussex Downs to face the army of the Duke of Normandy
who had landed his knights at Pevensey. On 14 October
1066 the two armies clashed in a hard-fought battle north
of Hastings at Battle. Towards the end of the day Harold
was killed, shot through the eye by an arrow as tradition
supposes, then hacked to death by Norman knights, one of
whom cut off his leg, an unknightly deed for which Duke
William dismissed him from his service. Anglo-Saxon
England perished with Harold’s death.

The death of King Harold
at the hands of the
Normans, at Hastings,
1066, from the Bayeux
Tapestry.
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