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YEAR 7 AUTUMN TERM 2 — DEVELOPMENT OF CHURCH, STATE & SOCIETY 1066-1509  

BATTLE OF HASTINGS & THE NORMAN CONQUEST 

Harold Godwinson William of Normandy Harald Hardrada 

Anglo-Saxon Earl of Wessex, one of 

the most powerful men in England 

Harold’s sister was married to King 

Edward. Harold was a brave and re-

spected solder with a tough streak. 

The Witan, wanted Harold to be the 

next king. Edward promised the 

throne to William on his deathbed. 

Norman Duke of Normandy, France. 

William came from a fighting family. He 

was a brave solider. Edward’s cousin. 

Edward had lived in Normandy from 

1016-1042. Edward had supposedly 

promised that William should become 

King of England. Harold had promised 

to support William. 

Viking King of Norway Vikings had 

ruled Britain before Most feared warri-

or in Europe – Hardrada means ‘hard 

ruler’ and his nickname was ‘the Ruth-

less’. Harald was supported by Tostig, 

Harold Godwinson’s brother who want-

ed revenge.  

Edward the Confessor was king of England between 1042-1066.  Edward married but had no children. For a king to die without an heir was a disas-
ter. A strong ruler, preferably  with experience, good at fighting and leading armies and related to the king was required. Here are the candidates: 

5 Jan  Edward the Confessor died. The Witan elected Harold Godwinson to be the next king of 

England. 

6 Jan Harold was crowned as king of England, probably at Westminster Abbey. 

20 Sep Harald Hardrada and Tostig invaded, with more than 10,000 men in 200 long ships. Anglo-

Saxon Earls Edwin and Morcar were defeated at Battle of Fulford.  

25 Sep Harold Godwinson travelled north to fight Harald Hardrada. In four days he marched 180 

miles to surprise Hardrada and Tostig, east of York. Godwinson defeated Hardrada but his 

army was tired and badly reduced in size.  

27 Sep William Duke of Normandy set sail with almost 700 ships. His soldiers landed at Pevensey 

and made a small castle. The Normans pillaged and burned the surrounding area, in order to 

force Harold to come south.  Having heard of William's landing while at York, he raced his 

army down the old Roman road of Ermine Street  

12 Oct Harold arrives at London, to recruit more troops 

14 Oct Battle of Hastings—death of King Harold 
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Harold drew up his army in three wedges on Senlac Hill. He had little more than 5,000, against a Norman 

force of up to 15,000 infantry, archers and cavalry. Harold had to fight a defensive battle. He was forced to 

rely on the English shield-wall, behind which his men could stand and let the Norman attacks break them-

selves. The Normans were at the bottom of the hill. This was a problem because they would get tired from 

charging uphill.  

The Normans attacked first charging at Harold’s shield wall. The battle raged for hours. The Normans could 

not break the Saxons’ defensive shield-wall. Suddenly, a Norman knight tore off his helmet and cried “it is 

me, William” to prove he was not dead.  

Some Norman troops turned and ran from the Saxons, who followed them, believing the battle to be over. 

The Normans then turned and slaughtered the Saxons. The shield-wall had now begun to break up.   

The Normans were winning the battle and many Saxons were killed. According to the Bayeux Tapestry, a 

stray arrow struck Harold Godwinson in the eye and the Saxon king fell down dead. This is debateable. The 

Saxon army was without a leader. The last Saxon Housecarls were killed protecting the body of the King.  

The battle of Hastings ended in a Norman victory. William of Normandy, now William the Conqueror, was 

crowned king of England on Christmas Day , 1066 at Westminster Abbey.  

Preparations Leadership Luck 

William had well trained and professional 

soldiers. Large parts of Harold’s army was 

untrained and made up of farmers. Many of 

Harold’s men had left the army to collect the 

harvest in.  

Harold was not prepared for the battle. Wil-

liam's army was fresh and well rested. He 

had lots of supplies. Harold’s army was tired 

and reduced in size following the Battle of 

Stamford Bridge.  

William was very brave and 

led his men very well. William 

showed his face during the 

battle to keep his solders 

from running away.  

William used cavalry & archers 

to help to win the battle. 

The tactic of pretending to 

run away worked perfectly. 

The weather changed 

when William was try-

ing to cross the English 

Channel.  Harold had 

to fight the Vikings 

first, giving William the 

advantage.  

 At a key moment in 

the battle Harold was 

killed.  
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The Feudal System: After taking the throne in 1066, William had a few problems: He did not trust 

the English lords, who did not like him. He had to force the English to accept him as king. Many of 

the English were rebelling and fighting against William. He had to pay the French knights who 

helped him to win the throne.  

William crushed the rebellions and took the land away from the English lords and gave it to his 

supporters instead. William now had his supporters helping him to control the whole country. Wil-

liam also set up the Feudal System. This forces the English to give William their taxes and promises 

of loyalty, in return for protection and land to farm. William is at the top of the system, as he holds 

all the land and money, which he gives to the Barons. They promise William their money, soldiers 

and loyalty. They give the land to the knights in return for loyalty and military service. Finally the 

knights give the land to the peasants. The peasants farm the land and give food, money and ser-

vices to the knights.  

How did William control England? 

 
Harrying of the North: There were a number of rebel-

lions against the Normans which were crushed ruth-

lessly. A revolt in the north led to William’s men burn-

ing villages, slaughtering the inhabitants and also kill-

ing animals & destroying crops, leading to starvation. 

 Castles:  The Normans built castles as bases for 

offensive patrols into the surrounding area. Nor-

man castles were large, imposing buildings that 

were built to intimidate, bully and administrate 

the local area. They commanded the landscape 

in every direction. The location was incredibly 

important. They had to be high enough to see 

attackers coming, defend important routes such 

as the old Roman roads or river crossings, have 

easy access to resources such as wood, food 

and water, and also have natural advantages for 

defence. Castles were often located near a bend 

in the river or on the coast as the water could 

provide a natural moat. The first castles were 

wooden and called motte & bailey. Later, they 

were built out of stone, with higher walls & tow-

ers.   

 

The Domesday Book: was drawn up in 1086 to tell William how much property was owned by the people 

of England to allow him to tax them more heavily. 
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bailey Flat area  at the foot of the motte containing  store-

rooms, animals etc. 

housecarls Harold’s elite troops 

barons Nobles who fought for William at Hastings & were re-

warded with large areas of land to control for him 

knights Soldiers who were given land in the Feudal system 

Bayeux Tapes-

try 

Embroidery which tells the story of the Battle of Has-

tings (from the Norman perspective) 

motte Large man-made mound on which a tower was placed for 

defence 

cavalry Soldiers who fought on horseback Normans From Normandy in France, descendants of Vikings (North-

men) 

Domesday 

Book 

A record of all land and property, completed in 1086  peasants Ordinary people, who worked on the land and had to serve 

their feudal master, often a knight. 

feudalism Norman way of organising society so that everybody is 

loyal to the king 

rebellion An uprising against the ruler 

heir Next in line to the throne witan  A council of nobles which helped the king to rule in Anglo-

Saxon England 

Key Terms 

What do I need to know? 

1. Why was there a problem about who would be king in 1066? 

2. Who were the contenders & what were their strengths & weaknesses? 

3. What happened during 1066? 

4. Why did William win the Battle of Hastings? 

5. How did William keep control of England?  


