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  To my sister





  William the Bastard, having driven out the legitimate king of the English, seized the kingdom.


  Annales Corbeienses


  O fools and sinners! Why did they not ponder contritely in their hearts that they had conquered not by their own strength but by the will of almighty God, and had subdued a
  people that was greater, and more wealthy than they were, with a longer history: a people moreover amongst whom many saints and wise men and mighty kings had led illustrious lives, and won
  distinction in many ways at home and on the battlefield?


  Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History, book IV
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  INTRODUCTION


  Very few battles change history. The claim has been made for the battle of Waterloo, but Waterloo merely confirmed the course of a history that was
  clearly visible before it, but had been rudely interrupted by Napoleons re-entry on the European stage. It marked a turning-point; it was not a catalyst. The battle of Britain is, perhaps, a
  stronger contender. Or the battle of Lepanto. William Golding has, with some justice, claimed the distinction for Thermopylae, on the grounds that it won thirty years respite, enabling
  Athens to develop from a small provincial town to the city of Pericles that was to dominate the Mediterranean for centuries. If you were a Persian, he writes, you could not
  know that this example would lead, next year, to the defeat and destruction of your whole army at the battle of Plataea, where the cities of Greece fought side by side. Neither you nor Leonidas nor
  anyone else could foresee that here thirty years time was won for shining Athens and all Greece and all humanity.i


  Such a claim, if substantiated, means that what Leonidas and his Spartans achieved at Thermopylae ranks that desperate defence higher in its cultural implications than almost any other battle in
  history. John Stuart Mill claimed a similar distinction for the battle of Marathon, adding that it was more significant than the battle of Hastings, even as an event in
  English history, since it changed the whole basis of western civilization. It is perhaps impossible to make a comparable claim for the significance of the battle of Hastings but it cannot be
  denied that it too was a battle that was to change the face of Europe, and cause a fundamental realignment between its major players. It was, wrote one eminent historian of the Anglo-Saxon period,
  one of the rare battles that have decided the fate of nations. Crcy, Agincourt, Magna Carta and much more lay implicit in the early-morning mist that hung over Caldbec Hill on 14 October
  1066. But whatever the consequences of the battle, one fact is undisputed: it wiped out overnight a civilisation that, for its wealth, its political arrangements, its arts, its literature and its
  longevity, was unique in Dark Age Europe, and deserves celebration. In the general instability, lawlessness and savagery of the times, Anglo-Saxon England stood out as a beacon. Yet the timing of
  the battle and its result were the consequences of a series of accidents that could not have been predicted by either of the commanders. William, when he fought it, was generally known throughout
  Europe as William the Bastard. It has been suggested that he might more accurately have been known as William the lucky bastard.


  Its outcome was far from a foregone conclusion. Any bookie, invited to give odds on the result a month before, would not have rated Williams chances very high. The betting must always be
  against the invader of a country, especially when the invasion has to be by sea, and the defender is prepared for it. Had the winds been favourable and William been able to launch his attack even a
  month earlier, as he had hoped to do, it is highly likely that he would have been repelled with ignominy. Philip of Spains later attempt at an invasion of England failed because the winds
  blew, and his great Armada was scattered. The English lost the battle of Hastings not least because the winds did not blow in the right direction at the right time.


  It was a battle that was much more fully documented  in itself, in its causes and in its consequences  than almost any other battle that took place in western Europe in the Dark
  Ages. It is notable that, even at the time, it was recognized as an event of enormous historical significance. There is no shortage of testimony as to the events that led up to it nor to the
  conduct of the battle. The problem is that  with one exception  all this body of testimony comes from the winning side. The only contemporary English account, in the Anglo-Saxon
  Chronicle, is stark in its simplicity:


  
    
      Then came William Earl of Normandy into Pevensey on the eve of St Michaels mass, and as soon as he had disembarked his army, he built a castle at the port of
      Hastings. When this was told to King Harold, he gathered a great army and came against him at the hoar apple tree. And William came upon him unawares before his men were arrayed. But the king
      fought bravely against him with the men who would fight with him and there was much slaughter on either side. There were slain King Harold and Earl Leofwine his brother and Earl Gyrth his
      brother and many good men. And the Frenchmen held the place of slaughter. All as God granted it to them for the sins of the people.

    

  


  On the Norman side there is, by contrast, almost a superfluity of accounts, both of the battle itself and of the events that led up to it. It will be important to establish (as
  far as possible) the status and interrelations of these, and a list of the most significant of them is provided in the Sources chapter. Ideally, it should be read before
  proceeding too far with the story, to understand the degree of authority of each. Through them it may be easier to see how it came about that King Harold lost a battle that it might have been
  thought impossible for him to lose and how the conquest and pillage of England took place under the banner and with the blessing of the Vicar of Christ.


  This is a story that has often been told, and will go on being told as long as there are readers willing to read about it and writers to be drawn to its characters and events and to its
  insoluble puzzles and ambiguities. Almost all writers on the subject are partial on one side or the other and I am not less so than most. A recent eminent historian of the period has announced with
  his customary enthusiasm that, if he had been present, he would have been charging with William; I make no bones about stating that I would have stood beneath the standards of the Dragon of Wessex
  and the Fighting Man with Harold. For many years now the civilization of Anglo-Saxon England has seemed to me a wonderful and astonishing product of the late Dark Ages, a lamp to illuminate Europe,
  and its destruction at Hastings a matter for infinite regret. By 1066 it was an old civilization, and old civilizations tend to fall to energetic upstarts. With hindsight, and the advantages of
  modern research, it is possible to see how much of Anglo-Saxon England did actually survive the conquest, and that the combination of what survived with what was new produced a great deal that was
  equally worthwhile. But much also was lost.





  THE BACKGROUND


  The story that ended on the battlefield of Hastings began many years earlier, when the Danes resumed their invasions of England shortly after the
  accession to the English throne of thelred, known ignominiously but not entirely unjustifiably to history as the Unready. Viking raids had become familiar to the English in earlier years,
  and in a sense had never entirely ceased; but since their defeat by Alfred and his son, Edward the Elder, in the ninth and early tenth centuries and during the triumphant reign of Alfreds
  grandson, Athelstan, the Danes established in the north-east of England had gradually settled down into relatively law-abiding citizens. Athelstans code of laws had made special provision
  for the punishment of crimes in their territory (which gradually came to be known  for obvious reasons  as the Danelaw) by Danish, rather than English, custom. Under Athelstans
  immediate successors, such raids as there were seem to have been brief, uncoordinated affairs, designed to procure the maximum return in booty for the least investment in time and risk; during the
  reign of Edgar, remembered by later generations as a golden age of peace, they seem to have ceased completely. But Edgar died unexpectedly in 975, leaving two sons by successive wives, the elder,
  Edward, a teenager, and the younger, thelred, a child of ten. The character of Edward, despite his later sanctity as Edward the Martyr, appears to have been unattractive
  and to have boded ill for his future rule; none the less his assassination three years later by a faction supporting thelred was carried out in an act of treachery that appalled and sickened
  a society inured to almost every kind of violence. It would be too much to lay the blame for all that was to follow on the circumstances in which thelred began his reign; but there can be
  little doubt, judging from the contemporary chronicles, that they overshadowed it to an extent from which it never really recovered, and there can be equally little doubt that the temptation
  offered to the Danes by a wealthy kingdom ruled by a child of thirteen must have been irresistible.


  It was not resisted. The first of the new generation of raiders arrived in 980, met only local opposition, ravaged Hampshire, Thanet and Cheshire and departed. More came in 981 and 982, and
  Devon was invaded in 988. The new Viking settlement of Normandy, established in 911 by a treaty between Charles the Simple of France and the Norwegian Hrolf Ganger (better known to history as
  Rollo), provided a convenient jumping-off point and refuge for these raiders, and the most notable response to their activities was a treaty in 991, brokered by the Pope, between thelred and
  Rollos grandson, Duke Richard I of Normandy, which provided that neither should entertain the others enemies. The treaty seems to have been more honoured in the breach than the
  observance, and it may have been in an attempt to secure a more effective understanding with Normandy that thelred in 1001 took as his second wife Emma, sister of Richard II of Normandy, a
  decision that was to prove fateful to England in future years. In the meantime, the raids continued and intensified. We would probably know little of one of the raids of Olaf Tryggvason, later King
  of Norway, had it not been the subject of one of the greatest late Old English poems, The Battle of Maldon. Olafs herald announced the raiders objectives
  to Byrhtnoth, the elderly ealdormanii of Essex, in what must have been fairly standard terms:


  
    
      Bold seamen send me to you, and bid me say that you must speedily buy safety with treasure; far better is it for you to buy off this battle with tribute than that we should
      deal in bitter warfare. We need not destroy each other if you are generous to us; we are ready to establish peace for gold. If you, who are richest here, agree to ransom your people, and to
      give the seamen goods for truce in accordance with their demands and to accept peace from us, we will go back to our ships with the treasure, return to sea, and keep treaty with you.

    

  


  Byrhtnoth rejects the raiders demands scornfully (Too shameful it seems to me that you should go with our treasure unopposed, now that you are come thus far into
  our land). Although he held the causeway to the island where the invaders had landed, and could have defended it with not more than three men, he allows the Vikings to cross the Blackwater
  to the mainland so that they may fight on equal terms. Battle is joined, Byrhtnoth falls, some of his men desert, but his bodyguard fight around his corpse to the death, in accordance with the old
  Germanic tradition that held it shameful to survive a fallen leader. Many of the features of the battle of Maldon in 991 foreshadow with almost uncanny accuracy the later battle at Hastings.


  Byrhtnoths action may not have been as rash and quixotic as it seems in retrospect. If he had not allowed the Vikings to cross the causeway to fight, there was a risk that they might have
  taken to their ships and landed on a less well-defended part of the coast. It was his responsibility to hold them where there was at least an armed force in being to oppose
  them. If he had lived to give an account of his actions to the king, this might have been his excuse for his defeat. But in the story of the battle, as it has come down to us in the poem, the blame
  for the defeat is laid squarely on his chivalrous action  his ofermod, or overconfidence, as it is described in the text. In the immediate future, however, the most significant result
  of the battle of Maldon was that tribute was paid to the raiders within the next four months. How much was paid is not recorded; we do know that by a treaty later in the year 22,000 pounds of gold
  and silver was paid to Olaf Tryggvason for peace. When he returned in 994, it was in the company of Sweyn Forkbeard, son of Harold Bluetooth, King of Denmark, and with ninety-four warships. A
  further 16,000 pounds was paid. The next time the tribute amounted to 24,000 pounds. In 1002, in a political misjudgement that alone would have earned thelred the title of Unrd
  or Unready (literally, no counsel, presumably a pun on the kings name, which means noble counsel, though there is no evidence that the nickname was
  used during his lifetime), he ordered the massacre of all the Danes in England on the grounds that he had heard that they were planning to assassinate him. The order was meaningless, because
  impossible to implement (in the Danelaw, there was virtually no one but Danes and the English with whom they had intermarried), but many were killed, among them Sweyns sister Gunnhild who
  was in England as a hostage. To what extent this influenced Sweyns later actions we do not know, but it can hardly have had an emollient effect. In 1003 and 1004 Sweyn, by this time King of
  Denmark, harried again in England. In 1007 he was paid 36,000 pounds. In 1009 he was back again with the most formidable army yet, and stayed. In 1012, 48,000 pounds was paid
  to them. The fact that these enormous sums could be raised comparatively quickly  by a tax that came to be known as the Danegeld  is testimony alike to the wealth of the country and
  to the efficiency of the fiscal system inherited by the king. By 1018, the total paid over since 991 came to a staggering 240,500 pounds, including a final payment of 18,500 pounds in 1018 to
  recompense the Danish army with which Cnut had conquered England. The figures are so vast that many historians have doubted whether they can be accurate, suggesting that they have been exaggerated
  by chroniclers. Recent research, however, has tended to vindicate the chroniclers.


  The events of these disgraceful years are bitterly and sardonically recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; in 1010 the chronicler writes,


  
    
      for three months they harried and burned, right into the wild fens. And they burned Thetford and Cambridge and then went southward to the Thames and those who were mounted
      rode towards the ships and then turned westward to Oxfordshire and thence to Buckinghamshire and so along the Ouse until they came to Bedford and so forth to Tempsford and burned everything
      wherever they went. Then they went to their ships with their plunder. And when they were dispersing to their ships, then our levies should have gone out again in case they decided to turn
      inland. Then the levies went home. And when the invaders were in the east, then our levies were in the west, and when they were in the south, then were our levies in the north. Then all the
      Witan [the kings Great Council] were called to the king to advise him how the land should be protected; but whatever was advised lasted no longer than a month and
      finally there was no man who would raise levies, but each fled as far as he could. No shire would any longer help its neighbour.

    

  


  And all these misfortunes, he adds, befell the English through lack of good counsel, in that tribute was not paid in time, but only after the Danes had done as much harm as they
  could; and when peace had been made and tribute paid, they went wherever they would and raped and slew our wretched people. The whole country suffered from a collective loss of
  morale; Sweyn was accepted as King of England in 1013, and at Christmas King thelred followed his wife and his two sons by her into exile in Normandy. He was to return to England and his
  throne for a brief period after the death of Sweyn in February 1014, on condition that he would rule better than he had done before (an interestingly early constitutional agreement between people
  and king), and died in London in 1016, leaving his eldest surviving son by his first marriage, King Edmund Ironside, to defend England against Sweyns son Cnut. This he did effectively,
  winning four outright victories before he was betrayed at the battle of Assandun later in the same year. The struggle between Edmund and Cnut ended in a peace treaty and the division of the kingdom
  between them; but the suspicious death (almost certainly murder) of Edmund in November 1016 left the whole of England in Cnuts hands.


  It has been said that Cnut fought as the son of Sweyn Forkbeard, but ruled as the brother of Edmund Ironside. The chronicler William of Malmesbury reports him as praying at the latters
  tomb at Glastonbury. In one charter of 1018, he includes the words when I, King Cnut, succeeded to the kingdom after King Edmund. Whatever his feelings for his former enemy, fraternal or otherwise, they did not prevent him from sending the two infant sons of Edmund Ironside out of the country, delivering them to the King of Sweden with, according to some
  accounts, a request that they should be killed. This the Swedish king apparently felt unable to do but passed the children on to hosts elsewhere. At some stage during their wanderings, one of them
  died, but the survivor, Edward the Athelingiii, eventually reached the court of Hungary where he grew to manhood, prospered and married. Nor did Cnut
  hesitate to eliminate the remaining sons of thelred by his first marriage. In the meantime, he established his rule over England, and sought to make it more acceptable by sending for Emma,
  the Norman widow of King thelred, and marrying her. Since she was presumably still living in Normandy at this time (though she may have returned with thelred in 1014), it seems likely
  that her remarriage took place with the approval of her brother, the Duke of Normandy. By her, Cnut had one son, Harthacnut, and a daughter; by an earlier, probably handfast marriageiv to an Englishwoman, lfgifu of Northampton (with whom he must have continued his relationship since she later appears in the records as co-regent in Norway),
  he already had two sons, Sweyn and Harold Harefoot, a situation that made future contention almost inevitable. In the short term, he was probably seeking to forestall any Norman attempt at the
  restoration of one of Emmas exiled sons by thelred by diverting the Duke of Normandys attention from his nephews by thelred to his nephew by Cnut. In the meantime, he
  took over the administration of England very much as he inherited it from his predecessors: he recognized its ancient laws, honoured its Church and gave peace to a much-harassed people, largely
  through the fact that he was able to protect them from the Danish raids that in the recent past had played so large a part in disturbing it. During the years that he ruled
  England, despite the bloodbath with which he began his reign, he achieved a greater degree of assimilation to and acceptance by the English than the later conqueror was to do. His brother, King
  Harald of Denmark, had died in 1018 or 1019, leaving Cnut to succeed to the Danish and, later, the Norwegian thrones in addition to the English. His dominions have been dubbed the Empire of
  the North; the degree of his acceptance and security in England is best indicated by his ability to leave it to be governed by regents while he secured his position in Denmark and
  Norway.


  What the extensive areas he controlled mainly did for England was to reopen to it the routes for trade and external contact, especially in the Baltic, from which it had been largely cut off
  during the troubles of thelreds reign. In this his personal choices and priorities made a substantial contribution to the peace and prosperity of England. Whatever his ability as a
  warrior (he is said to have declined Edmund Ironsides challenge to personal combat on the grounds that he was much the smaller), his diplomatic skills were clearly of a high order, and he
  welcomed the possibilities of interaction with the rulers of Europe. Sir Frank Stenton summarizes Cnuts achievements:


  
    
      His own conception of his place among sovereigns was expressed to all the world in 1027, when he travelled to Rome in order to attend the coronation of Conrad, the Holy
      Roman Emperor. In part, his journey was a work of devotion. Rome, to him, was the city of the apostles Peter and Paul, and its bishop was the teacher of kings. Early in his own reign he had
      received a letter from Pope Benedict VIII, exhorting him to suppress injustice, and to use his strength in the service of peace. In the churches which he visited on the
      way to Rome he appeared as a penitent. But he was also a statesman, and there is no doubt that he regarded the coronation of an emperor as an appropriate moment for a gesture of respect towards
      the formidable power which threatened his Jutish frontier. It was also an opportunity for negotiations on behalf of traders and pilgrims from northern lands who had long been aggrieved by the
      heavy tolls levied at innumerable points on the road to Rome. Before the company dispersed he had secured valuable concessions from the emperor himself, the king of Burgundy, and the other
      princes through whose territory the great road ran. From the pope he obtained a relaxation of the immoderate charges hitherto imposed on English bishops visiting Rome for their
      pallia.v

    

  


  The possibility that he may have aimed to model his rule on that of Alfred suggests itself. Alfred also made pilgrimages to Rome, Alfred also seized the opportunity while he was
  there to negotiate better terms and conditions for English pilgrims, Alfred also conducted international diplomacy on a scale of which few of his predecessors except Offa of Mercia were capable;
  and Alfred married his daughter into a European royal family, as Cnut was also later to do.


  One minor innovation in particular was to establish itself in England. Cnut, as a king who had come to his throne by conquest rather than by rightful succession or election, perhaps
  understandably surrounded himself with a bodyguard of formidably efficient professional fighting men who became known as housecarls. Such a force may have been an innovation in England but in
  Denmark one had probably existed for some time. Cnuts grandfather, Harold Bluetooth, is said to have established a colony of such men at Jmsborg, at the mouth
  of the Oder. This was no casual Viking settlement but a body of men bound together by loyalty to the king and to each other and by a code of behaviour designed to promote the wellbeing and honour
  of the company. Several of the Danish housecarls had appeared in England during thelreds reign and played an active part in affairs during his successors. Cnuts English
  bodyguard may have been constructed on the same lines as the Jmsborg Vikings (though there is no reference to such a body in his code of laws) and it gradually came to form the core of the
  English army, paid for by the Danegeld, more properly known as the heregeld or army tax; in many cases individual housecarls were rewarded with land, and the distinction between them and other of
  the kings thegns and landowners became imperceptible. The chief duty of the royal housecarls was to guard the king and to provide the first defence of the country in time of war. As time
  went on, the great lords of Anglo-Saxon England would have employed their own housecarls who would go to war with them; they became the eleventh-century equivalent of the comitatus, the body
  of retainers described by Tacitus in his Germania, who served their lord in war and defended him to the death. The army that fought at Hastings would have included both royal housecarls and
  those of the chief landowners who were present at the battle.


  The strongest recommendation of Cnuts reign, as has been remarked, is that his contemporaries found so little to say about it. His comparatively early death in 1035 left the kingdom to
  the chaos of a disputed inheritance. Neither he nor any of his sons appears to have been physically robust. It is an ironic reflection that, if Cnut had been as healthy and lived as long as Edward
  the Confessor (there cannot have been more than a few years between them in age), there would never have been a Norman Conquest. It is probable that Cnut had intended his son
  by Emma to succeed him; but Harthacnuts absence in Denmark at the time of his fathers death left the way open for his half-brother, Harold Harefoot (Sweyn had predeceased his father),
  to fill the vacancy, first theoretically as regent until Harthacnut could return, but later as King Harold I. His tenure of the throne was brief; but it included one event that was to produce
  reverberations as late as 1066.


  During Cnuts relatively peaceful reign, his stepsons Edward and Alfred, Emmas children by thelred, had grown up in Normandy. We know little of their life there. They do not
  seem, for example, ever to have been granted land or honours in Normandy when they reached adulthood, though their sister was respectably married to the Count of the Vexin. On the occasions when
  they appear as charter witnesses there, their names generally occur rather insultingly low in the order of precedence. In 1033 Williams father, Duke Robert, assembled a fleet for the
  purpose, it was said, of assisting the young athelings to regain their inheritance. The fleet lay for some time at Jersey and then sailed for Mont St Michel to attack Brittany instead. It was
  hardly a convincing gesture of support. On the other hand, they do appear to have been recognized as the rightful heirs of their father, despite their mothers subsequent marriage to his
  conqueror and the birth of another son. Emma herself appears to have remembered them only intermittently, at least in public, her main ambitions being centred on her son Harthacnut, a fact that
  aroused the lasting resentment of her eldest son Edward. In 1036 the younger brother, Alfred the Atheling, returned to England, to visit his mother at Winchester. According to the anonymous author
  of the life of Emma, he was lured over by a forged letter from Harold Harefoot, written in Emmas name, asking that one of her sons come to her immediately to discuss
  how the throne might be regained.vi Whether this story is true or not, it is unlikely that he was coming simply to make a social call. On the other hand,
  he does not seem to have arrived in any kind of strength. According to the life of Emma, he brought only a few men. He was intercepted by Godwin, Earl of Wessex and handed over by him to King
  Harold Harefoot who had Alfreds men murdered or mutilated and the Atheling himself blinded so savagely that he died of his wounds at Ely.


  Blinding was not at that time a very unusual punishment (after 1066 it was, for example, the penalty for poaching one of the royal deer). Like other forms of mutilation common at the time (and
  promoted by the Church in England as a more merciful fate than death), it was designed to render the victim harmless. None the less in this instance it created consternation. (It may be noted that
  it is unlikely that so common an act of Dark Age violence would have aroused such surprise or revulsion in other countries; that it did so in England indicates the extent to which a less savage and
  more law-abiding society had prevailed there.) Harold Harefoots motives are perfectly clear; the Atheling posed an obvious threat to his power. Godwins motives are less clear. He had
  voted for Harthacnuts succession and against Harold after Cnuts death, and this may have appeared a way to reinstate himself in the kings good graces. In later years, when he
  came to trial for his part in the crime, he maintained that in surrendering Alfred to Harolds men, he was acting under the kings orders and had not known that the Athelings
  mutilation was intended. Whatever the facts of the case, it shocked the inhabitants of England, most of whom had probably virtually forgotten the Athelings existence during the peaceful days
  of Cnuts reign. Never was a bloodier deed done in this land since the Danes came, declared the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which recorded the death of the guiltless
  Atheling in a burst of poetry. Whatever Godwins motives, his part in the crime permanently stained his name and soured his relations with Alfreds brother Edward when the latter
  eventually succeeded to the throne. Not the least of the Norman accusations against Godwins son Harold in future years would be the fact that his father had betrayed a prince of the royal
  house of Wessex who was kin to their duke and was under Norman protection.


  If Godwin had hoped to propitiate Harold Harefoot by his betrayal of the Atheling, he might have saved himself the trouble. Within four years Harold was dead, succeeded by his half-brother,
  Harthacnut, who had been Godwins candidate for the throne all along. Harthacnut lasted a bare two years on the throne before dropping dead at a bridal feast, but during his short reign he
  invited his half-brother, the Atheling Edward, by now the only surviving son of thelred, to return to England and (it is assumed) to succeed him. Thus, after a gap of twenty-four years, the
  direct heir of the royal house of Wessex returned to the English throne.


  It is difficult, on the limited evidence available, to assess the character of King Edward fairly. In part, this is due to the atmosphere of piety spread retrospectively over his life by the
  appellation  which he acquired only after his death  of St Edward the Confessor. What is definitively known of him suggests that his later sainthood may have been no more deserved
  than the title of the Martyr was merited by his uncle Edward, assassinated in 978 for the benefit of his father thelred. The only thing we know of his personality is that he
  seems to have had a tendency to fly into ungovernable rages. The main characteristic that can be deduced from his policies is a determination never to leave England again. The situation in England
  to which he returned, though clearly preferable to his former position of impoverished hanger-on at the ducal court in Normandy, cannot have been without difficulty, and it is
  much to his credit that he negotiated it so successfully that he contrived (though clearly no warrior-king, like his half-brother Edmund Ironside) to die peacefully in his bed after a relatively
  prosperous reign of twenty-four years. His biography, the Vita dwardi Regis, commissioned by his wife, portrays him as an old man, majestic, white-haired and white-bearded, all
  his thoughts fixed on the next world. He is probably more realistically described by his twentieth-century biographer:


  
    
      If there is one trait that runs through the whole and can usefully be stressed at the beginning, it is Edwards ability to survive. Despite an inclination to rashness
      and inflexibility, he was blessed with a saving caution. And there is a general characteristic which must be held in mind. Edward was never a roi fainant or a puppet ruler.
      Although he was neither a wise statesman nor a convincing soldier, he was both belligerent and worldly-wise. He caused most of his enemies to disappear and outlived almost all who had disputed
      his authority. He was rex piissimus, a fortunate king, blessed by Heaven.vii

    

  


  Since, however, it was during his reign that the faultlines that were to lead to Hastings became perceptible, we must make some effort to understand him.


  He was born in or around 1005, and can therefore have been a child of no more than seven or eight when his mother took him to her native Normandy as an exile. He seems to have made a brief
  reappearance in England when his father thelred was restored to his throne in 1014. Apart from one or two rather half-hearted skirmishes around the coast, he saw no
  more of England until his return as heir-presumptive to Harthacnut in 1041. Since he was educated from childhood at the Norman court, we may assume that he was bred to arms as no other form of
  education for a kings son would have been contemplated there. Whatever his belligerent impulses, he seems never to have put such an education into practical use. There is no credible
  evidence of his appearance on any battlefield. According to the Scandinavian Flateyjarbk, he fought beside his brother Edmund in 1016 and nearly killed Cnut, but this is a very late
  fourteenth-century source and cannot be regarded as reliable. Since he could only have been eleven or twelve at the time, this story seems particularly unlikely. Cnut may not have been a great
  warrior, making up in guile what he lacked in physical prowess, but he cannot have been as feeble as that. Of the personalities who then dominated England he knew nothing. It is improbable that he
  even spoke much English. If he did, it would certainly have been as a foreigner. In the first few years after his return, he must have had much to learn. One of the things he must have learned very
  quickly was that, though he enjoyed a substantial reservoir of goodwill in the country as a whole as the last representative of the line of Alfred, in practice he held the throne only through the
  continuing support of the dominant nobles of the kingdom, and in particular three of them: Siward, Earl of Northumbria; Leofric, Earl of Mercia; and Godwin, Earl of Wessex. All three had originally
  been appointed by Cnut; all enjoyed considerable power in their own domains. The prospect of asserting his authority over them might well have daunted more forceful men than Edward.


  His first conspicuous action, almost as soon as he was crowned, was with the support of all three and revealed much both about Edwards own character and the reserves of resentment he felt
  he had to pay off. In company with the three great earls, he rode without warning to Winchester where his mother, Emma, was living, stripped her of all that she owned,
  untold riches in silver and gold, and abandoned her there with a bare subsistence. The reason given for this in one version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is that in past days she had
  been very hard towards him, and had done less for him than he had wished before he was king. A more practical reason may have been that she had control of the royal treasury, which was normally
  kept in Winchester, the old capital of the kingdom. She may have been holding it on behalf of her son Harthacnut, and using it to interfere in matters of state (one version of the Chronicle states
  that she was holding it against him). The fact that he was accompanied on his raid by the three most powerful men in the land indicates that there was more than a private grudge here,
  but a private grudge there must undoubtedly have been, and the fact that it, rather than a perfectly legitimate public reason, is officially recorded in the Chronicle suggests that it must have
  been widely known. Whatever lay behind his actions, it signalled Emmas retirement from public life. Her death is recorded in 1051.


  In the meantime, Edward had to come to terms with the main men of his new kingdom. Of the three great earls, his most difficult relationship was with Godwin. To begin with, Godwin was on his
  doorstep. Northumbria was far distant, alien, Danish territory, and Edward would not be the first King of England never to visit it. There is no evidence that his father ever went there, apart from
  an attack on the Danes in Cumbria in 1000. Siward, a Dane himself, was powerful, but he concerned himself only minimally with the affairs of central government; his chief preoccupations were with
  his frontier with Scotland and with potential threats from Scandinavia. Mercia, stretching right across the English midlands from Wales to the North Sea, was nearer, but not
  near enough to demand Edwards attention on a daily basis; and with Leofric he had no quarrel. Wessex, which included most of the south of England, including London, Winchester and most of
  the kings own lands, was unavoidable, and with Godwin he had a very definite quarrel, since he held him responsible for the death of his younger brother Alfred. On the other hand, Godwin
  seems to have played the greatest part in supporting Edwards claim to the throne. This was almost certainly not entirely disinterested. Godwin had six sons who needed to be provided with
  earldoms, and he had daughters, one of whom might prove to be the mother of an heir to the throne. We do not know what arguments were used to persuade Edward that Godwins eldest daughter,
  Edith, would make him a suitable queen. Whatever they were, he did not resist them, and the marriage took place in 1044. To Edith herself, there seem to have been no objections; records describe
  her as beautiful, accomplished, well-educated and pious. From surviving stories, she also appears to have been humourless, acquisitive and arrogant. None the less, marriage to the daughter of the
  man whom Edward regarded as responsible for his brothers death must have been an unwelcome pill to swallow, and the fact that the marriage proved childless raised inevitable speculation.


  At the outset of Edwards reign, the lack of an obvious heir cannot have appeared as a serious problem to anyone. Aged no more than thirty-eight when he succeeded to the throne, he had
  ample time to provide an heir of his own body, and his wife, who must have been in her early twenties when she married, came of a conspicuously prolific family. The legend of Edwards vow of
  lifelong celibacy had its origins later in his reign, and, in due course, did much to strengthen his claims to sanctity; but it is not impossible that, jostled into marriage
  with the daughter of the man against whom he maintained an unremitting grudge, he hit on this expedient to deny Godwin what he wanted most: a grandson who was heir to the throne. It would have been
  typical of what can be deduced of his sense of humour.


  It was only in 1051 that the cracks in the political faade began to surface. They showed then through an incident that seemed, in its apparent total irrelevance and irrationality,
  entirely unplanned. Edwards brother-in-law, Eustace of Boulogne, second husband of his sister Godgifu, came to England on a visit to the king at Gloucester, and, in the words of one version
  of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, spoke with him what he would and set off home. As he approached Dover, he and his men stopped to eat, and, for no explained reason, put on their armour.
  In Dover, they attempted to commandeer lodgings by force. One of Eustaces men wounded a householder when he tried to enter his home against his will and was killed by the outraged townsman.
  A riot immediately broke out; Eustace and his men slew the townsman on his own hearth and then more than twenty other men throughout the town. The citizens retaliated by killing nineteen of
  Eustaces men and wounding as many more. Eustace escaped with his remaining followers and returned to the king at Gloucester where he appears to have given Edward a very one-sided account of
  the fracas. The king, enraged, sent for Godwin and ordered him to carry war into Dover and punish the town. Godwin refused, being loath, as the Chronicle reports, to harm his own people.


  The reports of the incident raise many questions, few of which can be pursued in detail here. Why did Eustace come to talk to his brother-in-law at this particular time? Boulogne was a
  long-standing ally of England, there might have been good diplomatic reasons for Eustaces visit, but they are not explained in the sources. Why did Eustace, on his
  journey home, stop to arm before entering Dover? There was no reason why the townspeople should have been assumed to be hostile until they were provoked. Whatever lay behind it, the consequences
  were great. Godwins refusal to punish the town infuriated the king, who summoned the most important men in the country to Gloucester for a meeting of the Witan, the general council of the
  kingdom. The coincidence with these events of a rising by the Welsh on the frontier in the earldom of Godwins eldest son Sweyn may have been chance or may not. Accusations against Godwin,
  who had become too powerful too fast, were being made to the king. Robert of Jumiges, the Norman Archbishop of Canterbury (who had managed to insinuate himself into the appointment against
  Godwins candidate, though the latter was supported by the monks of Canterbury), alleged that Godwin was plotting Edwards death as he had plotted his brothers. In the meantime,
  Godwin with his sons Sweyn and Harold were assembling their men at Beverstone in order to go to the king in force to present their case. The northern earls Siward and Leofric, summoned to a meeting
  of the Witan, arrived with a modest entourage but, finding the south in uproar, sent hastily for reinforcements to support the king. There was then a period of stand-off. The forces confronting
  each other must have been fairly evenly balanced, but it is noticeable that no one was prepared to strike the first blow or be responsible for tipping the country into civil war. It was realized,
  says the Chronicle, that this would be great unwisdom, since it would leave the kingdom open to attack by its enemies. This is worth marking as possibly the first recorded instance of all the great
  men of the kingdom deliberately drawing back from war in the interests of the country at large. The matter was adjourned to a hearing in London in September, to which Godwin
  and his sons were summoned to defend themselves against accusations of treason.


  By the time of the hearing, Edward had, with considerable adroitness, strengthened his position to such an extent that he was able to order Godwin to present himself in court with no more than
  twelve men to support him; he refused, through Stigand, Bishop of Winchester, to give Godwin hostages for his safety, adding the slightly sinister message that Godwin could have peace and pardon
  only when he returned to Edward his brother Alfred, alive and well, with all his followers and possessions. Godwin, a pragmatic man if ever there was one, rode to the coast and took ship for
  Flanders with all his family, except his sons Harold and Leofwine who fled to the Viking kingdom of Dublin. Edward sent Bishop Ealdred in pursuit of Harold and Leofwine, but he could not catch
  them, or [said the Chronicle] he would not. All were outlawed. Queen Edith was stripped of her possessions and consigned to the custody of the kings half-sister, who was Abbess
  of Wherwell. There are indications that considerable pressure was put on Edward to divorce her, probably by Robert of Jumiges. If there was, he resisted it. It was a wonderful business,
  says the Chronicle, because Godwin was so exalted that he ruled the king and all England, and his sons were earls and the kings favourites.


  Flanders was a natural refuge for English political exiles. Together with Normandy, it had also proved, over the past century, a convenient jumping-off point for Viking marauders, and an equally
  convenient place for them to sell the booty they obtained in England. Much of Edwards foreign policy was designed to neutralize or contain the hostility of the Count of Flanders; the recent
  marriage of Godwins third son, Tostig, to the counts half-sister can have done as little to reassure Edward as the marriage of William of Normandy to the
  counts daughter Matilda at about this time. There were suspicions that Williams choice of Matilda could have been influenced by the fact that she could claim descent from King Alfred
  through her father. Godwin lay low and waited.


  In the meantime, the D Chronicle, the northern version, records an event unnoted by any other sources, English or Norman. Immediately after the outlawing of the Godwin family, it says, Earl
  William came from beyond the sea with many Frenchmen and was received by the king and then went home again. If William of Normandy did indeed pay a visit to Edward at this time, it is almost
  incredible that this is not mentioned by the E or C versions of the Chronicle, especially E, which is so closely associated with Canterbury and whose writer must have been much nearer to the scene
  of action than the author of the D version. However, there are many instances throughout the history of the Chronicle when its silence in a certain year is contradicted by evidence in other sources
  that recordable events had in fact taken place. This may be one example of an inexplicable silence, and the absence of comment in E and C, therefore, cannot necessarily be taken to mean that
  Williams visit did not happen. It is, however, even more incredible that it should not have been recorded by the Norman chroniclers, who could have turned it to so much advantage when
  William needed to bolster his claim to the throne. There are, as will be seen, good reasons for doubting whether the visit ever took place. But either way, there is plenty of evidence that in
  Godwins absence foreigners, particularly Normans, were in the ascendent at court.


  In the meantime Godwin was preparing to try his luck in England again. Harold and Leofwine made a preliminary raiding expedition from Dublin to Porlock in summer 1052 and
  then retreated after harrying Porlock and its environs and provisioning their ships. Godwin left the river Yser on 22 June and arrived off Sandwich, after landing briefly at Dungeness where he
  received a warm welcome. The king sent out ships to take him but Godwin evaded them and, when a storm blew up, returned to Bruges. The king, in a piece of strategy reminiscent of his father, then
  decommissioned part of his fleet to save money. A rendezvous between Godwin and his sons was eventually effected in August, and their united fleet sailed along the south coast of Sussex and Kent,
  carefully refraining from any kind of harrying or pressure of the inhabitants of what had been part of Godwins earldom. They did, however, encourage volunteers, and by the time they rounded
  the North Foreland had assembled a formidable fleet and army, with which they sailed up the Thames as far as Southwark, where Godwin had a large manor and where the Londoners were generally
  friendly to him. The king had sent out an appeal for troops and ships but the response was slow. On this occasion, Godwin had the advantage in strength and was given passage through London Bridge
  by the townspeople. Once through, he drew up his ships to encircle the kings and the two fleets sat and looked at each other.


  Godwin sent emissaries to the king to open negotiations, asserting that he had no desire to attack and only sought permission to come before the king and clear himself. Leofric and Siward made
  it equally clear that they were not prepared to fight Godwin. Civil war could only damage their lands and property, and they may, for all we know, have been as opposed to the idea of foreign
  domination at court as Godwin clearly was. Robert of Jumiges and his friends read the writing on the wall, as Godwin had done a year earlier. They did not wait for Godwin to meet the king but fled London, killing a number of the townspeople in their haste, sailed from Essex in a clapped-out old ship and made for Normandy; they left behind Roberts
  pallium, the symbol of his position as archbishop, in their hurry. Stigand, acting once again as intermediary, arranged the audience with the king, where Godwin and Harold, fully armed, threw
  themselves at his feet, casting aside their weapons, and asked for leave to clear themselves. Edward, in no position to refuse, listened to Godwins case, gave him the kiss of peace and
  restored to him and his sons (with the exception of Sweyn, whose murder of his cousin Bjorn and abduction and rape of the abbess of Leominster had sent him on pilgrimage to Jerusalem in the course
  of which he died) the earldoms that had been forfeited. His short bid for independence from the Godwins was over. The queen returned from Wilton to which she seems to have been moved from Wherwell
  and resumed her usual place at the kings side. Stigands diplomatic efforts were rewarded with Roberts archbishopric of Canterbury, which he continued to hold in plurality with
  his bishopric of Winchester; this caused great offence in Rome, not so much because Stigand retained Winchester (holding appointments in plurality was deplored but hardly unusual in the eleventh
  century), but because Robert had been uncanonically superseded. The offence was compounded by the fact that Stigand economically kept Roberts pallium for his own use.


  The king did not have to maintain his appearance of friendship with Godwin for very long. Godwin died in 1053, felled by a stroke at the kings Easter feast. He was succeeded as Earl of
  Wessex by his son Harold who thus became the richest and most powerful man in the kingdom. On the death of Siward in 1055, Tostig, Harolds next brother, received his earldom of Northumbria;
  Mercia passed to lfgar, Leofrics son, on his fathers death in 1057; and Gyrth, Godwins fourth son, succeeded to East Anglia, which had been held
  successively by Harold and lfgar. The possessions of the Godwin family, added together, dwarfed the kings. On the other hand, Harolds relationship with the king was much easier
  than his fathers had been, and it seems clear that Edward gradually came to rely on his strength and ability more and more, to the extent that he is described in the Chronicles as
  subregulus, under-king. Edwards relations with Tostig seem to have been even warmer. But there was still no heir, and it was clearly unlikely that Edward and Edith would have a child,
  still less that he would have reached an age to be able to rule by the time his father died. It may have been the urging of his councillors that persuaded Edward to look elsewhere for a successor,
  and remember that his half-brother, King Edmund Ironside, had left sons. One of them, Edward the Atheling or Exile, was still living at the court of Hungary, and steps were taken to fetch him home
  to England as heir-apparent.


  There were diplomatic problems over this, caused by wars between Flanders, the German emperor and Hungary. Bishop Ealdred of Worcester was sent with a mission to Cologne in 1054 to seek the help
  of Emperor Henry III of Germany in contacting the King of Hungary and negotiating for the return of the Atheling. But the diplomatic relations between Germany and Hungary were strained at this
  time, and, after waiting for a year, Ealdred was obliged to come home without success. The death of Henry III in 1056 made it possible for a second attempt to be made, and it may well have been
  Earl Harold who made it; his name as witness to a Flemish diploma issued by his brother-in-law, the Count of Flanders on 13 November 1056 is suggestive. The count himself travelled on to Cologne
  and Regensberg where he spent Christmas; if Harold went with him, it would not have been difficult to contact the Hungarian court from Regensburg. There is no proof that he
  did so, other than an indication in the Vita dwardi that Harold had been travelling on the Continent at about this time, and the fact of his witnessing of the Flemish diploma. Whether
  through Harolds persuasions or not, the Atheling did agree to return, though it was not till 1057 that he reached English soil. He brought with him a Hungarian wife, Agatha, his son, Edgar,
  and two daughters, Margaret and Christina. Within days of landing in London, he died without even seeing his uncle, and was buried in St Pauls. It was inevitable that there should have been
  suspicions of foul play, but it is hard to see whom a murder could have benefited. Not the king, certainly, and not the chief men of the kingdom who were desperate for a clear, undoubted heir. If
  Harold had privately had his sights on the throne at this date (and there is no evidence that he had), it would have been a simple matter for him to prevent the exiles return or to have him
  murdered much further from England. Nor had there ever been suspicions of this kind against him, though there had been allegations of the kind against William of Normandy, several of whose
  opponents met deaths in doubtful circumstances. It is far more probable that the exile died from natural causes; he had undergone a long and dangerous journey, he was a middle-aged man of about
  forty (elderly by contemporary standards though no older than Harold was to be in 1066), and may well have been in poor health anyway. The Witan was left with his son, Edgar, a child of six.





  THE CONTENDERS


  The question of the succession to Edward is clouded by uncertainty and lack of conclusive evidence, but this has not prevented innumerable scholars
  from attempting to assess the legitimacy of the competition. In a sense, the question is irrelevant, since the problem was ultimately to be resolved by force, but the various possibilities are of
  some importance in accounting for the actions of the people involved. In the mid-eleventh century there was no right of primogeniture in England either for the throne or in family inheritance to
  the extent that there was in Normandy and some other parts of Europe. Kingship was elective, though with a prejudice in favour of candidates from the ruling house. The situation regarding kingship
  in England was set out concisely by the monk and homilist lfric at the end of the tenth century:


  
    
      No man can make himself king, but the people have the choice to elect whom they like; but after he is consecrated king, he has authority over the people, and they cannot
      shake his yoke off their necks.viii

    

  


  The child Edgar was only one of many who saw themselves as rivals for England, though lineally he may have had the best claim. He was of the royal blood,
  throne-worthy. The title of atheling was normally reserved for the sons of reigning kings, and Edward the Exile had never reigned. The fact, therefore, that he was known as the
  Atheling in King Edwards lifetime is significant and implies that Edward regarded him as a likely successor  which in itself undermines Williams claim that the king had given
  his promise to him. Lineage, however, was only one of several factors to be considered before a new king of England was crowned. Descent from the royal line of Wessex was important; but it was far
  from being the most important requirement. The emphasis throughout the pre-conquest period seems to have been on the most credible candidate whenever there was a choice, as there usually was. The
  main consideration was the safety of the kingdom; in considering the claims of Edgar, the kings councillors would not have forgotten the invasions and ultimate conquest that had followed the
  child thelreds accession in 978. In the past a deceased kings eldest son might have been passed over, because he was too young, because it was not felt that he was the best man
  to defend the realm or because there was a later son by a more powerful mother. It was said that Emma had made it a condition of her marriage to thelred that their sons should take
  precedence over his sons by his previous marriage. In fact, thelred was succeeded by Edmund Ironside, a son of the earlier marriage, because Emmas sons were not of an age to oppose
  Cnut nor on the spot. Anglo-Saxon kings tended to die young, leaving eldest sons of tender years. King Alfred himself had succeeded three elder brothers who had held the throne in turn, one of whom
  (thelred I) had left at least one son, partly because it had been so set down in the will of his father, King thelwulf, but mainly because he was deemed the best available defender of
  the kingdom against the Danes at that time and his nephew was young and untried. If Alfred had not already proved himself a competent general, it is probable that his
  fathers will would have been disregarded or at least challenged. Later, his own eldest son and successor had to deal with the resentment of the cousin who felt his claims had been set aside.
  However, Edgar, despite his youth, was still a factor, as was shown by his election as king by all the councillors in London, as soon as the death of Harold at Hastings was known.


  The main considerations in the selection of the heir were royal blood; nomination by the late king; election by the Witan; and the ability to defend the kingdom. With the death of Edward the
  Exile, the kings councillors were left with no one who fulfilled all of them. Edgar, grandson of King Edmund Ironside, had the royal blood, but was not, by age, upbringing or experience,
  qualified to undertake the lands defence. There were the two sons of King Edwards own sister, Godgifu, who, like her brothers, had been brought up in Normandy and had been married,
  first to Count Drogo of the Vexin, and, after his death, to Count Eustace of Boulogne, the author of the fracas at Dover. Her elder son, Walter, had succeeded his father as Count of the Vexin, but
  had been offered the county of Maine in his wifes right on the death of her brother the Count of Maine in 1051; Walter and his wife died by what was reputed to be poison shortly after
  William of Normandys conquest of Maine to which, he claimed, he had been promised the succession himself. The fact that Walter was so close in line to the English throne and that he and his
  wife were in Norman custody at the time they died did nothing to allay the suspicions that their deaths inevitably aroused. Orderic Vitalis says carefully that they were poisoned by the evil
  machinations of their enemies, of whom William was certainly one of the most prominent; he repeats the allegation later in his history. Poisoning was certainly not
  uncommon at the Norman court; William of Jumiges suggests that Duke Richard III was poisoned by his brother, Williams father, Duke Robert. Walters younger brother, Ralph, had
  followed his uncle Edward to England shortly after his succession and had been made Earl of Hereford; he was known in England, unenviably, as Ralph the Timid, and if he was of a naturally unwarlike
  disposition, the rule of an earldom on the Welsh marches can have done little to encourage him. He died in 1057, in the same year as Edward the Exile, leaving an infant son and was therefore out of
  the running, though in view of his reputation, it is unlikely that he would have received many votes in the Witan anyway.


  Outside the kings close relatives, there were a number of other claimants. One of the most formidable, as well as the most absurd in lineal terms, was Harald Sigurdsson, King of Norway,
  known to history as Harald Hardrada or Harald Hardcounsel. His claim went back beyond King Edward to the reign of King Harthacnut who, he maintained, had made an agreement with Haralds
  nephew, King Magnus Olafson of Norway, before Harthacnut returned to England to claim his crown and while he was at war with Magnus for the crown of Denmark. By this agreement, whichever of the two
  of them should outlive the other would inherit the others kingdom (or kingdoms, since Magnus continued to claim Denmark as well as England by right of this agreement); and under it, Harald
  maintained his claim to both the English and the Danish crowns as the heir and successor of King Magnus. Much of Harald Hardradas time as King of Norway was absorbed by his struggle with
  King Sweyn Estrithson for the Danish crown; if he had chosen to enforce his English claim earlier, he would have been a formidable threat, for he was regarded as beyond doubt the strongest and most
  dreaded warrior of his age and had, during a long life of battle and plunder in most parts of Europe and Byzantium, earned a reputation for courage, guile, cruelty and greed
  second to none. In his youth, after the death of his half-brother, King Olaf (later St Olaf), at the battle of Stiklestad where he also fought, he had fled through Sweden and the Viking states in
  Russia to Byzantium where he joined, and very soon captained, the renowned Varangian Guard, the elite Scandinavian bodyguard of the emperor. The Varangians reputation for expertise in every
  form of warfare was well deserved, and their skills were kept well honed by the continual wars, internal and external, that the Byzantine emperors were engaged in. They were also specialists in the
  acquisition of plunder, from which Harald is reputed to have amassed a colossal fortune. He left Byzantium in 1043, returned through Kiev, marrying Grand Prince Yaroslavs daughter Elisabeth
  on the way, and reached Sweden in 1045. His immediate goal was the throne of Norway, held then by his nephew, Magnus Olafsson; after much negotiation, bloodshed and chicanery he eventually achieved
  a joint kingship with Magnus, inheriting the whole kingdom when Magnus died childless in 1047. Harald was then free to continue his struggle with Sweyn Estrithson for the throne of Denmark. His
  designs on England were well known there.


  Sweyn Estrithson, son of Cnuts sister Estrith, had his own claim to England to maintain. As Cnuts nephew  who had survived Cnuts sons  he was heir to a former
  King of England and he asserted that Edward the Confessor had promised that he should inherit if Edward died childless. There are reasons to doubt the likelihood of this promise. Sweyn was closely
  connected with the Godwin family. His father, Ulf, husband of Cnuts sister Estrith, was brother of Godwins wife Gytha; Godwin had certainly fostered Sweyns brother Bjorn in his
  family, and Bjorn had made his home in England and prospered there, until he was treacherously murdered by Godwins eldest son, Sweyn. Sweyn Estrithson may also have
  spent part of his boyhood at least in the Godwin household. The idea that Edward would voluntarily bequeath his throne to Godwins nephew by marriage, even though he was Cnuts heir in
  Denmark, is implausible. When Sweyn appealed to Edward in 1049 for ships to help him in his struggle with Magnus of Norway, and Godwin sensibly recommended sending them since Magnus was much
  stronger than Sweyn and was known to be planning an invasion of England, Edward refused to help (with, according to the D Chronicle, the support of all the people). On the other hand, Edward spent
  much of the early part of his reign under threat from Danish invasions, since Sweyn Estrithson had expected to succeed his cousin Harthacnut (from whom he claimed he also had a promise of the
  crown). A promise of succession to Sweyn would have defused the immediate situation, left Sweyn free to pursue his warfare with Magnus and Harald Hardrada, and enabled Edward to stand down his
  fleet and stop levying the unpopular Danegeld. If he made the undertaking (and he seems to have been remarkably free with promises of the crown, which in fact he had no right to give), he probably
  never expected to have to honour it. The life expectancy of the Danish kings was poor.


  The claims of Harald Hardrada and Sweyn Estrithson should be seen in the context of eleventh-century Scandinavia. Even a brief scrutiny of the history of Denmark, Norway and Sweden around this
  time would be enough to show that constitutional propriety and primogeniture played little part in the choice of their kings; even a remote connection with a previous monarch was sufficient to
  support a claim, and the outcomes were usually decided by force, not justice. The success of Cnut was still vividly remembered by the English. This should be borne in mind
  when considering the claims of the next contestant for the throne of England, who was also, if more remotely, of Scandinavian origin.


  The claim of William of Normandy was based on the marriage of his great-aunt, Emma, to King thelred. This, he contended, made him Edwards kinsman and certainly he was cousin to the
  king at one remove, though not in the legitimate line of succession. In addition his family had given shelter to Emma, her husband thelred and her children when they were exiled from
  England, though, as has been noted, there is no evidence that any grant of land was ever made to Edward and Alfred while they were exiles in Normandy. In gratitude for the generosity of Normandy,
  Williams chroniclers allege, and in recognition of the outstanding abilities and merits of William himself and of the close and loving friendship between them, Edward promised him the
  succession when he returned to England. In the words of William of Poitiers:


  
    
      it was also through [Williams] support and counsel that, on the death of Harthacnut, Edward was at last crowned and placed on his fathers throne, a distinction
      of which he was most worthy, as much through his wisdom and outstanding moral worth as by his ancient lineage. For the English, when they had discussed the question, agreed that Williams
      arguments were the best, and acquiesced in the just request of his envoys to avoid experiencing the might of the Normans.ix

    

  


  It may be asked how close and loving a friendship could be between a man of forty and a boy of thirteen, how much of the might of Normandy could have been spared from its own
  problems in 1041 for Edwards assistance (had it been needed, which it was not), or how Edward managed to detect in the beleaguered boy duke of Normandy the outstanding
  abilities that fitted him for kingship; when Edward left Normandy, the prospects of William surviving his minority and the many plots against him long enough to take control of Normandy were
  remote. It is, of course, perfectly possible to imagine a situation in which a middle-aged man might say lightly to a child cousin that he should be his heir, especially if there was then little
  prospect of there being a throne to inherit or of the child surviving long enough to inherit it. It was Williams contention that the promise was made, was made seriously and was renewed
  after Edward succeeded to the throne. If so, the timing of this renewal is problematic.


  It has usually been assumed that the northern version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (D) was right in stating that William came on some sort of state visit to England in 1051, after the outlawry
  of the Godwin family in September, and that this was the occasion of the promise, though it should be noted that Williams biographer, D. C. Douglas, has suggested that this entry in the
  Chronicle may have been a late interpolation; he points out that the surviving manuscript of D is almost certainly post-1100 and thus must have been copied from another version, now
  lost.x There are, however, grave difficulties with this 1051 scenario. Setting aside the peculiarity of this reference in the version of the Chronicle
  furthest from the scene of events in the south, why did the two main Norman chroniclers (William of Jumiges and William of Poitiers) fail to mention the visit? Both were anxious to include
  in their accounts anything that tended to strengthen Williams claim. It has been suggested that they omitted it because it showed William as a suitor to Edward, which would have demeaned
  him. This seems most improbable. There would have been nothing demeaning in the ruler of Normandy paying a state visit to his cousin in England and if, while he was there, the
  English king had decided to make him his heir, this would have given him more, not less, prestige and would have been no more than they claimed had already happened in Normandy.


  There is then the claim of William of Poitiers that the kings promise was formally witnessed by the most important men in England, namely Siward of Northumbria, Leofric of Mercia, Godwin
  of Wessex and Stigand, Archbishop of Canterbury. There was no occasion, certainly not in 1051, when all these people could have been assembled at court holding these particular offices. In late
  1051 Earl Godwin was in exile, and it was not Stigand who was Archbishop of Canterbury but the Norman Robert of Jumiges, who might indeed have been happy to witness such a promise; it is
  highly unlikely that either Siward or Leofric would have been. Rumours of such an intention or such a promise might well explain why both Siward and Leofric declined to oppose Godwins return
  in the following year, since he of all of them had most strongly opposed the Norman faction at court. If, on the other hand, such a promise had been publicly given and formally witnessed, as this
  account implies, it is even more incredible that there should be no record of it in any of the English sources. The only point in favour of this extraordinary story is the indication, oblique
  though it is, that William of Poitiers realized that the crown was not Edwards to give away on his own whim. The alleged assent of the foremost men of the kingdom might be regarded as an
  earnest of the Witans reaction later on. It has been suggested that Edwards promise might have been witnessed in two stages, at the time he gave it by Leofric and Siward and later, in
  1052, by Godwin and Stigand as a condition of Godwins reinstatement, and that this would account for Godwin giving hostages at this point, but the idea is
  unconvincing.xi Godwin, when he returned, was in a position of strength; he would not have needed to make such a concession.


  There is also the allegation that at this time Edward gave hostages to William as a pledge of his promise; the hostages are named as Wulfnoth, the youngest son of Earl Godwin, and Hakon, the son
  of Godwins eldest son, Sweyn. Nothing is known of Hakon. Wulfnoth certainly did pass into Williams hands as a hostage at some stage, since he spent his life in Norman captivity, was
  released by William on his deathbed and promptly re-imprisoned by his son William Rufus. But at what stage and why he was handed over is not clear. It is highly unlikely to have been in 1051. At
  that date, he must have been little more than a boy, and it is very improbable that Godwin, removing all his family to exile in Flanders in September 1051, should have overlooked this one son or
  obliged Edward by leaving him to become a hostage. However, the Chronicle (E) does say that when the king and Godwin were reconciled in 1052, they exchanged hostages, a normal procedure on such an
  occasion; this is the most likely time for Wulfnoth and Hakon to have been handed over and sent by Edward to Normandy for safe-keeping. The idea that the hostages were given to William by Edward in
  1051 in support of his promise is in any case a little ridiculous  and if his promise was, as maintained by the Normans, witnessed by all the chief men in the kingdom, why only Godwin family
  hostages? Where were the hostages, for example, from the family of Leofric? In any case, a man would hardly be expected to give hostages to another on whom he was conferring a massive favour; and
  even if he did, it would normally be a two-way affair; there is no indication of any hostages being given by William to Edward.


  The most convincing argument against Williams visit in 1051, however, is Williams own situation in Normandy. He had succeeded his father as Duke of Normandy
  in 1035 at the age of seven, on the death of Duke Robert who was returning from pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and had had a troubled minority, mainly through the resentment of legitimate adult kinsmen
  who objected to the succession of a bastard child, partly through the ambition of those who aspired to dominance of the duchy through the guardianship of the child duke. Several of those originally
  appointed his guardians met violent or suspicious deaths, and there was more than one attempt on his own life. During his minority, all order and prosperity in the duchy disintegrated. The idea
  that William was in any way responsible for Edwards return to the English throne, as his chroniclers claimed, can hardly be borne out by the situation in which the thirteen-year-old duke
  found himself in 1041. In 1046 he was confronted by a rebellion raised by his cousin, Guy of Brionne, a grandson of Duke Richard II, who was strongly supported by many of the Norman nobility.
  William was forced to flee and to ask for the help of his overlord, King Henry of France, under whose leadership he confronted and defeated the rebels at the battle of Val-s-Dune in 1047.
  It was his effective coming of age. Guy took refuge in his castle of Brionne, and it took William about three years to eject and banish him. In the meantime, King Henry demanded his quid pro
  quo in the form of Williams help against another turbulent vassal, Geoffrey Martel, Count of Anjou. William provided the help, but found himself, in consequence, with another dangerous
  enemy to the south of him in the form of Martel, who lost little time in challenging him. He was joined in this by King Henry who had clearly decided that William was, after all, even more
  dangerous than Martel. From 1050 onwards, William was under constant threat from both. If his biographer, D. C. Douglas, is correct, in 1051 he was occupied with the sieges of
  Alenon and Domfront on his frontier, and also with marrying the Count of Flanders daughter, Matilda, a matter of much delicate negotiation since they were declared by the Church to
  be within the prohibited degrees of affinity. His dealings with the defenders of Alenon and Domfront were less delicate; the former defied him by beating pelts over the battlements in
  allusion to his birth as the bastard of a tanners daughter. William retaliated by chopping off their hands and feet when the castle eventually capitulated. The sieges of Alenon and
  Domfront are placed by Douglas in the autumn and winter of 1051, precisely the time at which the visit to England would have taken place.xii William
  must also have been aware that he was likely in the near future to face another family rebellion closer to home from his uncle, the Count of Arques; the rebellion eventually broke out in 1052 or
  1053, supported by the King of France and by a powerful coalition of neighbouring princes. It has been suggested that Williams English ambitions and the possibility of a shift in the balance
  of power in France if he won the English throne had alarmed other northern French rulers. The Count of Arques rebellion was crushed and Arques himself exiled for life. From that date,
  however, until Martel and the king both died in 1060, William was under constant attack from both of them. The idea that in the midst of these threats to his rule, actual or threatened, William
  would have contemplated leaving his duchy undefended for long enough to pay a visit to his cousin in England, even with the possibility that he might receive the promise of a throne in the course
  of it, is quite simply incredible. There was no Channel tunnel in the mid-eleventh century; if William had come to England in late 1051, he ran the risk of being trapped there by contrary winds for
  as long as he was prevented in 1066 from launching his invasion fleet. He could not be sure of getting home in a hurry if Martel or the French king, both constantly on the
  lookout for an opportunity to attack, broke his borders. In 1051 Edward, though by contemporary standards an elderly man, was in good health. He hunted regularly and led an active life. There was
  no imminent likelihood of his death. William, constantly in the battlefield, was much more at risk. Never a man to act without careful consideration, he would have been insane to risk his bird in
  the hand (Normandy) for the possibility of a bird in the bush (England) at this particular juncture. Promises, after all, like piecrusts, are made to be broken. Edward can hardly have been pleased
  by Williams marriage to the daughter of a man whom he regarded as an enemy and hostile to England; and his action in sending into Hungary so shortly afterwards to urge the return of Edward
  the Exile indicates clearly that, whether or not he had made any promises to William in the past, he was prepared to break them in the interests of a peaceful succession that would be acceptable to
  his councillors.


  There is another way in which a promise to William might have been conveyed. In 1051 Robert of Jumiges succeeded Eadsige as Archbishop of Canterbury and set off for Rome to collect his
  pallium from the Pope. The pallium, a narrow band of white lambs wool, was bestowed on metropolitans and primates by the Holy See and was the symbol of the power delegated to them by the
  Pope. (In the Middle Ages, popes made a handsome income from the fees they charged recipients for it.) It has been suggested that Robert travelled south via Normandy, perhaps with a verbal message
  from Edward to William, and according to William of Jumiges this was what happened. It is even possible that he might have ventriloquized one, in a spirit of wishful thinking. However, it
  is relevant to note that there is absolutely no evidence whatsoever on the English side of any party supporting a Norman successor, although the question of the succession
  must have been becoming more urgent every year. The first indication of any action in the matter is the move to repatriate Edward the Exile.


  The final claimant to the throne was, of course, Harold Godwinson. It is fairly clear that William had set his sights on the English crown quite early in his career; it is less certain when
  Harold realized that he could be a contender, possibly not until after the death of Edward the Exile, since he appears to have supported and indeed negotiated for his return to England. He may not
  even have thought of it then. He might well have thought that he could re-enact the part played by the hero of the Old English epic poem Beowulf who, after the death of his lord, King
  Hygelac, acted as guardian to Hygelacs youthful son Heardred until he came of age. As guardian to Edgar during his minority, his own position would be assured and he would be well placed to
  defend the kingdom and, indeed, the interests of the Godwin family. At some time, however, the idea of his own succession must have occurred to him and to others. In terms of blood lineage, he had,
  of course, no possible claim, and never pretended to any. None the less, even in these terms, his claim was better than Williams. William was the great-nephew of a woman who had married a
  reigning king; Harold was the brother of a woman who had married a reigning king. Neither of them had a drop of English royal blood. It has been suggested that Harold might have made a claim
  through his Danish blood, because his mother was a kinswoman of Cnut; but this claim would depend on the rather doubtful proposition that Edward had succeeded to the English throne as half-brother
  of Harthacnut who had brought him back from exile, not as son of thelred. Even if this were to be allowed, his cousin, Sweyn Estrithson, had a far more direct claim
  through the Danish line. Apart from blood lineage, Harold had the advantage of having been born in wedlock. The conditions for kingship had been set out at an ecclesiastical synod held in England
  in the presence of papal legates in 786, and specified that Kings are to be lawfully chosen by the priests and elders of the people, and are not to be those begotten in adultery or
  incest. These conditions had not always been observed in the past; there had, for example, been considerable doubt over the legality of Edward the Elders marriage to his first wife,
  Ecgwynn, and thus over the legitimacy of Athelstan, but when such doubts were ignored, it was usually for good reasons.


  Harolds chief claim, however, was not of blood or legitimacy; it was that he was lawfully chosen. In a situation in which the only remaining member of the West Saxon blood
  line was a boy, and the kingdom faced the likelihood of invasion as in the days of Alfred and his immediate successors, the elders of the people looked for a candidate who had both the
  administrative ability and the military experience to defend the country. In 1066 the elders of the people, personified by the Witan, faced with the prospect of invasion on two fronts, had urgent
  need to find such a candidate. Harold qualified on both counts. He had to all intents and purposes ruled England efficiently as subregulus or under-king for many years (after the death of
  Gruffydd following Harolds Welsh campaign, the Welsh swore fealty and obedience jointly to Edward and Harold); and he was beyond question the most experienced and able military commander in
  the country. He also appears to have been genuinely popular. The Waltham chronicler (admittedly probably as biased in one direction as William of Poitiers was in the other, but writing after the
  conquest when Harold had already been defeated and praise of him was not encouraged) records that he was elected king by unanimous consent for there was no one in the
  land more knowledgeable, more vigorous in arms, wiser in the laws of the land or more highly regarded for his prowess of every kind.xiii The
  more unbiased Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (C and D) recorded his election in terms that are not those in which one describes a usurper, though these, like the Waltham Chronicle, must have been written
  after Hastings:


  
    
      And the wise king entrusted that kingdom to the high-ranking man, Harold himself, the noble earl, who at all times faithfully obeyed his lord in word and deed, neglecting
      nothing of which the king had need; and here Harold was hallowed as king. And he enjoyed little stillness while he held the kingdom.

    

  


  In the context of the times, and in a situation where the royal line had failed, his succession in England was no more irregular than that of Hugh Capet to the throne of France
  on the collapse of the Carolingian monarchy some years earlier. Hugh Capet was crowned on the recommendation of Archbishop Adalbron:


  
    
      Crown the Duke. He is most illustrious by his exploits, his nobility, his forces. The throne is not acquired by hereditary right; no one should be raised to it unless
      distinguished not only for nobility of birth but for the goodness of his soul.

    

  


  Harold was already virtual King of England, to much the same extent that Hugh Capet had been virtual King of France in 987. William, who received news regularly from England,
  would have been aware for some time that Harold was likely to pose an obstacle to his ambition. The question of how to circumvent that obstacle must have exercised him
  greatly. He could hardly have hoped for the accident that delivered Harold into his hands.


  The short story of the accident (which is only recorded in the Norman sources, though its essence has not been seriously challenged) was that Harold crossed the Channel, probably but not
  certainly in 1064, for an unknown reason. It has been suggestedxiv that the trip took place in late 1065, immediately after the exile of Tostig, on the
  grounds that William of Poitiers says that at this stage the king was very near death. Setting aside William of Poitiers doubtful veracity, Harold would have been extremely unlikely either
  to go on a pleasure trip or to make a diplomatic visit to Normandy to promise the crown to William when there had just been a major insurrection in England, as in 1065, and the king was very near
  death, especially if, as is assumed, he had designs on the crown himself by this time. The most reliable evidence indicates that Edwards final illness began as a result of the exile of
  Tostig in 1065; after that, Harold would have been as mad to leave England as William would have been to leave Normandy in 1051, even if there had, in practical terms, been time to fit such a visit
  in between Tostigs exile at the beginning of November 1065 and the kings death on 5 January 1066. 1064, when he vanishes temporarily from the English chronicles altogether, is a much
  more likely date.


  At all events, by storm or miscalculation, he was cast up on the coast of Ponthieu. The inhabitants of Ponthieu were well known as wreckers; this is confirmed even by William of Poitiers. There
  were many stories that lights were frequently shown at dangerous points of the coast to mislead sailors, since ships that were wrecked in their territory were legal prey and the sailors could be
  imprisoned or tortured for vast sums in ransom. Whether by storm or misleading lights, Harolds ship foundered, and he and his companions were captured; he might have
  been able to extricate himself by payment of a ransom if one of his captors had not recognized him and betrayed him to the Count of Ponthieu, who immediately realized that in him he had a prize far
  out of the common and incarcerated him and his men in a dungeon. Someone (possibly one of Harolds men, he is depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry as moustached, the infallible sign of an
  Englishman) went to the neighbouring duchy of Normandy and told the duke, who was the Count of Ponthieus overlord, what had happened. William immediately ordered Guy of Ponthieu to hand
  Harold and his men over to him. He was rewarded by William with cash and land. Harold remained in Normandy for some time, was treated with honour by the duke, campaigned with him in Brittany
  (where, with great heroism, he rescued two of Williams soldiers from the quicksands), and left again for England after swearing an oath on the bones of the saints that he would support
  Williams claim to the English throne after Edwards death. This, at least, is the version of the Norman chroniclers and of the Bayeux Tapestry.


  Many explanations have been offered as to why Harold happened to be crossing the Channel at this particular moment. The Norman version (William of Poitiers) was that he was sent by King Edward
  to confirm his promise of the throne to the duke and did so voluntarily. An English version (Eadmer) is that he went on his own initiative to try to retrieve his brother and nephew who had been
  handed over to the duke as hostages. According to Eadmer, he went against the advice of the king, who warned him not to trust William. In the event he retrieved his nephew Hakon (of whom nothing is
  known and whose very existence is slightly suspect) but not his brother Wulfnoth, who remained in Williams custody. Yet another version is that he had gone sailing for
  diversion with no intention of going to Normandy, and had been caught and blown ashore by a storm. According to Henry of Huntingdon, he was on his way to Flanders, not Normandy; this plausible idea
  is not corroborated elsewhere. There is no possibility now of discovering the truth. One can only make a guess at the likelihoods. There is very little probability in the idea that he was sent by
  Edward to convey a promise and swear an oath that would have been repugnant to him. After the king, he was the most powerful man in the kingdom; if Edward had asked him to do such a thing, he would
  have had little difficulty in refusing or procrastinating. One modern apologist for William has offered the rather desperate explanation that he knew that if he refused to go, Edward would have
  sent his brother Tostig in his place.xv A message or an oath from Tostig, who had no support in England, would have been of little use to William; and
  moreover, if Harold were prepared to break his own oath on holy relics in his pursuit of the crown, he would surely have had few scruples about ignoring his brothers. It would, in fact, have
  been very much better from Harolds point of view that Tostig should have gone and sworn oaths. If Harold proposed to sail into Normandy with the intention of demanding Edwards
  hostages back, he was more naive and trusting than history shows him to have been; Williams ambitions must have been common knowledge by this time, and Harold is described in the Vita
  dwardi as having made use of his foreign travels to acquire a detailed knowledge of European politics, with the comment that he had such an exhaustive knowledge of European princes that
  he could not be deceived by any of their proposals.xvi The idea that he was blown off course during a sailing trip is at least believable.


  It is here, for the first time, that some help may be derived from the Bayeux Tapestry, for it begins at this point in the story. The first panel or frame shows King Edward
  sitting in his chair of state, holding his sceptre and apparently conversing affably with two men standing beside him. The taller and more impressive of these is not named but is assumed to be
  Harold, since in the next panel Harold is shown setting off for Bosham with his men. Harolds conversation with the king seems to be amicable. This is the image that has been interpreted as
  Edward instructing Harold to travel to Normandy to confirm his promise to William. But there is absolutely nothing in the picture or the text to confirm this. There is, in fact, no text over the
  picture, which would as well fit any of the other explanations for his voyage; Harold might be asking permission to go on a fishing or hunting trip or to Flanders or proposing to go to redeem the
  hostages, though in that case the expression on the kings face would perhaps be more concerned or anxious. If the mission were as important as the designation of the kings successor,
  it would surely have been glossed; it would, after all, have been the foundation of the whole Norman claim.


  The next few panels follow the standard version of the story: Harold arrives at Bosham, where there was a family manor, prays at the church there, eats and drinks with his companions, boards the
  ship and, with the sails full of wind, comes into the territory of Count Guy. Here he is arrested by Guys men and taken to Beaurain. There is no explicit mention of a storm,
  though the wind in the sails might be interpreted that wayxvii. The narrative then shows his transfer to the hands of William, his campaign with
  William in Brittany (including his rescue of two of Williams men from the quicksands) and finally the most important scene, the swearing of an oath to William. According to William of
  Poitiers, who alone gives a detailed account, this oath consisted of undertakings to support Williams claim to the throne, to act for him in England until the
  kings death, to fortify Dover and other places that William would specify for the dukes use and garrison them with Norman knights whom Harold would maintain, to marry the dukes
  daughter and to send his sister into Normandy to marry a Norman. Immediately after this, he is shown returning home to England, where he has another interview with the king  but a very
  different king this time. He is drawn and haggard, the finger extended towards Harold no longer indicating merely conversation but rather admonition or accusation. Harold for his part is apologetic
  and contrite, his head bowed, his hands extended in an exculpatory gesture. It is impossible to misread this scene: the king has heard something that worries and distresses him greatly, Harold is
  apologizing and excusing himself. If Harold had gone in the first place to confirm promises and make vows on the kings behalf, why should he be apologizing? We have seen him do this. The
  only obvious answer is that he did not go to do this, but he has, for whatever reason, sworn a vow and in so doing has landed himself in bad trouble with his king. It is interesting that, having
  portrayed the situation so graphically, the designer has not attempted to explain it; the legend overhead simply says he [i.e. Harold] came to King Edward. It is here, more than
  anywhere else, that the Tapestry is most ambiguous.


  The only explanation that makes sense of everything is that offered by the monk Eadmer. According to him, Harold wanted to go to redeem the family hostages in Normandy and asked permission from
  the king to do so. The king apparently gave this reluctantly, but warned him that he would only bring misfortune on the whole kingdom and discredit upon himself, for I know that the Duke is
  not so simple as to be at all inclined to give them up to you unless he foresees that in doing so he will secure some great advantage to himself.xviii


  The duke was not simple and he did indeed gain great advantage for himself. Without the oath sworn and broken by Harold, it is highly improbable that the Vatican could have been persuaded to
  turn an unprovoked attack on a neighbouring independent and peaceful kingdom into a holy war against a perjurer (if indeed it did, as we shall see in due course). And without papal backing,
  Williams success would have been much less likely.


  It is extremely improbable that Harold would willingly and freely have sworn to the conditions recorded by William of Poitiers; as has been noted by previous historians, at least two of them
  would have amounted to treason against the present king. On the other hand, he was in a desperately precarious situation. As Eadmer points out, he was in danger whichever way he turned. He cannot
  have been unaware that his recent host, Guy of Ponthieu, had been captured by William after the battle of Mortemer and had been held incarcerated in Normandy for two years until he freed himself by
  swearing allegiance to the duke and accepting him as his overlord; nor that after Williams recent unprovoked conquest of Maine, the rival claimants, Count Walter and his wife (also possible
  claimants to the throne of England and with a much stronger claim than Williams), had died by poison in his custody. However courteously entertained at the Norman court so far, he was in
  fact a prisoner, and if he refused to swear, his conditions were likely to become less comfortable. And as the effective deputy king of England, his prolonged absence would be disastrous. If he
  took the oath, he probably did so relying on the generally accepted belief that a forced oath was not regarded as binding. He might also have remembered Alfreds law (the very first in his code) that, If a man is wrongfully constrained to promise either to betray his lord or to aid an unlawful undertaking, then it is better to be false to the promise
  than to fulfil it. No wonder that on his return the king is reported by Eadmer as saying reproachfully, Did I not tell you that I knew William and that your going might bring untold
  calamity upon this kingdom?xix Such an explanation makes perfect sense of the expression on the kings face in the Tapestry and of
  Harolds abject stance.


  In considering this, one may also bear in mind the close connection that both the Tapestry and Eadmer had with Canterbury (Eadmer certainly and the Tapestry probably), and the possibility of
  some now unknown connection between the two accounts and also, of course, the fact that Eadmer was writing with the benefit of hindsight. If no hostages were ever given to William by Edward (we
  only have William of Poitiers word that they were), and Wulfnoth was imprisoned by William on a different or later occasion, then Eadmers version would fall to the ground. But there
  may be reasons for giving some credence to Eadmers account. It has been suggested by Harolds biographer, Ian W. Walker, that Bishop thelric of Sussex, who was consulted by
  Eadmer over his life of St Dunstan, may well have been the thelric of Christ Church, Canterbury, whose election as archbishop was rejected by King Edward in 1050 in favour of Robert of
  Jumiges. If so, he was a relation of the Godwin family; and if so, this connection would have allowed Eadmer access to a relative of Harolds when he wrote his account of the events
  of 1064, giving his version some authority.xx At the very least it implies the existence in Canterbury, and possibly further afield, of a reasonably
  plausible account of events that might reconcile Eadmers history with the Tapestry.


  Whichever version comes nearest the truth, William appears to have equipped himself in advance with, according to Goebbels, the best ingredient for propaganda  the
  big lie consistently told: that the kingdom had been promised to him by King Edward (possibly not altogether a lie but certainly not proved and in any case not a valid promise), and that Harold had
  freely and voluntarily sworn on the bones of the saints to uphold his claim to it. William was to use his advantage skilfully.
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