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NORMAN CONQUEST  KEY QUESTIONS:

TEACHING WILL BE BASED ON THESE ENQUIRY QUESTIONS. EXPECTED KNOWLEDGE WILL 
ALLOW STUDENTS TO ANSWER IN DETAIL, PROVIDING SUPPORTING FACTUAL EVIDENCE AND 

UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF HISTORICAL EVENTS.

1. WHAT WAS ENGLAND LIKE IN THE 1060s?

2. WHO HAD THE KING FACTOR IN 1066?

3. WHY DID WILLIAM WIN THE BATTLE OF HASTINGS?

4. HOW DID THE NORMANS KEEP CONTROL?

5. ‘WICKED’ WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR?

6. WHAT WAS THE IMPACT OF THE NORMAN CONQUEST?

7.1 THE INVADERS & GCSE CRIME AND PUNISHMENT



Chronology

Using evidence

Interpretation

Cause & consequence

HISTORY SKILLS
Attainment is heavily dependent upon knowledge & understanding and teacher should always take 

this into account first when assessing students. 
The following skills are also integral the study of History & must also be assessed.

Significance

Change & continuity



7.1 WHAT WAS ENGLAND LIKE IN THE 1060s?
In order to discover how significant the Norman invasion was, it is important to investigate what kind of a place England was just before
it.

Wealth –

England had a population of 2 million. Most of these people 

worked on the land as farmers. England was rich in grain, cattle 

and sheep. Merchants traded food, leather and wool with other 

countries. England had many wealthy towns. Craftsmen made 

cloth, metal goods, pottery and luxury items.

Defences –

Unlike the Normans, the Saxons did not build castles. However, the 

Saxon kings did build burhs in many parts of England, especially in the 

south.

Burhs were fortified towns of earth. They were surrounded by high banks 

and had trained soldiers there ready to fight to keep people safe. 

The king –

England had become a single country at the end of the 900s. In 

the 1060s had strong control of the country from London. He also 

owned most of the land. The king made sure that all coins were 

produced in the royal mints. England was divided into shires and 

the authorities in each shire collected tax and controlled law and 

order.

The earls –

Powerful earls owned huge areas of land across England. They 

advised the king and helped him to keep the kingdom under 

control. By 1065, the leading earls came from just three families.   

Rivalry between them could make England weak, especially if 

they disagreed about who should be king.

Soldiers –

At times of war, the king and his earls could gather together an army of around 3000 

housecarls. These were highly trained soldiers who fought with spears,

swords and axes. Unlike the Normans, the Saxons did not have cavalry. They fought only on 

foot.

Religion –

England had been a Christian country for hundreds of years. In many 

places, people gathered around large stone crosses to worship. In 

some villages, the Saxons built small wooden churches. In London, 

King Edward had paid for Westminster Abbey to be built in stone, 

but it was rare for stone churches to be built in churches.



7.2 WHO HAD THE KING FACTOR IN 1066?

TIMELINE:

1066 was a pivotal year in British history because of the Norman Conquest. Why were there arguments about 
who should be next in line to the throne? Who were the contenders?

• 1003 Birth of Edward, son of King Athelred and Emma of
Normandy.

• 1016 Death of King Athelred, succeeded by Viking Cnut.

• 1017 Emma marries Cnut. Edward sent to live in Normandy.

• 1042 Edward become King of England. He marries the
daughter of powerful Saxon earl, Godwin.

• 1053 Earl Godwin dies, his hon Harold is now the most
powerful man in England, other than the king.

• 1051 Duke William of Normandy is supposed to have
visited Edward and been promised the throne of England.

• 1061 The Normans claim that Harold Godwinson had
promised to support William’s claim to the throne. He had
made an oath on the bones of a saint.

• 1066 Edward is old, sick and without an heir. There are
three major claimants to the throne.

Who were the claimants to the throne in 1066?

Harold Godwinson - Earl of Wessex

The most powerful Saxon in the country, Harold was an experienced warrior
and had helped to run the country for many years. He was not a blood
relative of Edward, but was his brother-in-law. Harold claimed that Edward
made him his heir just before his death. The Witan supported his claim.

Duke William of Normandy

William was related to Edward, although not very closely. He was an
experienced ruler and warrior. Edward had spent a lot of time in Normandy.
He claimed that both Edward and Harold had promised that he should be
the next king. He also had the support of the king of France and the Pope –
head of the Christian church.

Harald Hardrada 

Harald Hardrada was King of Norway – a Viking. He was also an experienced
king and a feared fighter. His claim was based on a promise made by King
Cnut that Harald’s father should succeed him as king. This never happened
as Cnut’s sons, including Edward, followed him instead. He had the support
of Harold’s brother, Tostig.

The criteria for a good choice of king would be: 

• A close relative of the current king
• An experienced leader and warrior
• Have the support of powerful people, including the church

The king factor



7.2 WHY DID WILLIAM WIN THE BATTLE OF HASTINGS?

TIMELINE: 

1066 was a year of three kings and two battles, one of them the most famous in British history. How and 
why did the events of 1066 take place

• 5 Jan Death of King Edward

• 6 Jan Harold Godwinson crowned King of England. 
William and Harald Hardrada begin to make preparations 
for an invasion.

• 8 Sep Harold disbands his army on the south coast of
England, releasing soldiers to gather the harvest

• 20 Sep Harald Hardrada’s army had landed on the north
east coast and defeated an English army at Fulford
Gate.

• 25 Sep King Harold’s army defeated Hardrada at
Stamford Bridge

• 28 Sep William’s fleet lands at Pevensey on the south
coast

• 13 Oct Harold’s forces camp at Senlac Hill near Hastings.

• 14 Oct Battle of Hastings. Harold killed

• 25 Dec William crowned king at Westminster Abbey

Why did the Normans win?

Normans:

William’s army had time to rest and prepare
for the battle.

The Normans used infantry, archers
and cavalry in battle

The Norman army pretended to
retreat to try to break the

Saxon shield-wall.

Rumour spread that William had been killed. He 
removed his helmet to show his troops that he 

was still alive.

Anglo-Saxons:

Harold’s army had lost many men at the Battle 
of Stamford Bridge. They then had little time to 

rest after marching south.

The Anglo-Saxons used horses to travel 
to battle but not fight in it.

Harold’s army formed a defensive shield-wall 
at the top of the hill. Fooled by the Normans 
pretend retreat, they gave up their position

Harold was killed in battle, according to the 
story by an arrow in the eye. His army gave up 

after that.

Tactics                                    Good fortune                            Military strength

Bayeux Tapestry tells the story of the invasion. It was produced in 1070 at the instructions
of Odo, William’s half-brother. This means it tells the Normans’ version of events.

The tapestry is really an embroidery and is 230 feet long, showing 50 different scenes.



7.2 HOW DID THE NORMANS KEEP CONTROL?
Even after William’s successful conquest of England, the Normans needed to use a range of techniques to keep the Anglo-Saxons
under their control.

The Normans built wooden forts all over the country very quickly. The  
original castles were called motte and bailey. A earthen mound (the 

motte) had a wooden keep constructed on top of it. The bailey was a flat area 
surrounded by a wooden fence and a ditch or moat. Animals and sleeping quarters 
for the soldiers were built here.

These castles provided security for the Normans and allowed them to control the 
surrounding areas and the Saxons who lived there. 

Over 5000 castles were built by the Normans, about 90 of which can still be seen 
today

William claimed that all of the land of England now belonged to him  by
the right of conquest. He used this to keep control of England by 

rewarding his followers and making all sections of society dependent upon him.

He divided up the land between the barons – leading Normans who had fought at 
Hastings and also some Saxon nobles who promised loyalty. In return they had to 
provide soldiers for the king if necessary. They then divided their land up among 
knights who administered areas as lords of the manor. They provided military 
service for the barons. The peasants or villeins relied on the knights for land and 
worked for them in return.

In 1086, William ordered a survey to be carried out of each village 

to determine who lived there, how much land they owned and how many animals 
they kept on that land.  

It gave William the opportunity to introduce a new system of taxation which would
enable him to increase the amount that he raised. This would help him to pay for 
more castles and soldiers to tighten his grip over the country.

The Domesday Book is still in existence to this day.

Despite these measures, there was a great deal of resistance and 
uprisings among the Anglo-Saxon population.

William decided to crush these Norman rebellions with force. This was known as the 
Harrying of the North. In the north-east of England, from 1069 to 1070, he ordered 
villages to be destroyed and people to be killed. Herds of animals and crops were 
burnt. Most people who survived starved to death; there were even stories of 
people turning to cannibalism. William did not care if they had rebelled or not. Not 
only was the population reduced by 75% but land was salted (poisoned) to prevent 
people growing crops in the future. 

Castles: Feudal System:

Domesday Book:
Harrying of the North:



7.2 WICKED WILLIAM?
Interpretations of William the Conqueror. William has been viewed in different ways, as shown below. It is important to understand why
there have been different interpretations of William.

Positive Interpretations Negative Interpretations

King William was greater and stronger than all the kings before him.

He was kind to the good monks who served God. During his reign, the 

great cathedral at Canterbury was built and so were many others. He              

was cruel to anyone who disobeyed him, putting lords and even his own brother 

in prison. He kept good order in the country. A man with a bag of gold could 

travel unharmed right through the country. No man dared to kill another.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Positive Interpretations

The king was a tough and greedy man.

He forced the poor to build castles.

He took many gold coins from his people.

And many more hundreds of pounds in silver.

He marked out huge forests for deer and made laws about hunting.

Anyone who killed a deer was to be blinded.

He loved the stags as dearly

As if he were their father.

The rich complained and the poor wept.

But he was too merciless to care if everyone hated him.

They had to obey him.

Or they lost their lives and their lands.

Their goods and the king’s friendship.

An English poem about William



7.2 WHAT WAS THE IMPACT OF THE NORMAN CONQUEST?
It is widely accepted that the Norman Conquest is one of the most significant events in British history and had many wide-ranging 
effects.

The Norman Conquest changed the face of England and Western Europe forever:

The Norman Conquest broke England's links with Denmark and        
Norway, and connected the country to Normandy and Europe.

William got rid of all the Saxon nobles and imposed the feudal system 
on England. The land was now owned by William and controlled by 
Norman barons.

The new Norman landowners built castles to defend themselves 
against the Saxons they had conquered. This gave them great 
power, and enabled some of them to rebel against William in the 
late 1070s. Disputes between king and barons would continue 
throughout the Medieval Period.

William reorganised the church in England. He brought men from 
France to be bishops and abbots. Great cathedrals and huge 
monasteries would be built. The church would have enormous power in 
Medieval England and would challenge the monarchy at times.

The status of women in the Anglo-Saxon period had been relatively 
high, with the opportunity for rights in land ownership, for instance. 
The Feudal system introduced by the Normans reversed these 
changes.

Norman-French and Anglo-Saxon words make up the English language 
we use today. For example, royal, law and pork come from Norman-
French words, but king, rules and pig come from Saxon ones..

30% of the land was designated as royal forest, which was reserved 
for William and other Norman nobles to hunt in. Villages were 
destroyed and savage punishments were put in place for 
trespassers. Other changes to justice system included trial by 
combat.

Some areas of the country saw their economy improve, with towns like 
London and Norwich growing. Towns also grew up around castles and 
churches, such as Bury St Edmunds.

In the 1800s,  historian EA Freeman saw Harold II as an English nationalist, fighting for our freedom. JH Round portrayed the English as corrupt and out-
of-date, and William as the king who brought modern, European ways to England. Generally, popular culture has supported the Saxons. Even recently, 
the Channel 4 docudrama Battle for Middle Earth portrayed the Conquest as the struggle of plucky English underdogs against the nasty Normans. 
However the BBC series The Normans stressed how the Normans were great builders, brilliant warriors and top administrators who changed the world. 
Historians like Marc Morris argue that the Norman Conquest was one of the most important events in British history.



barons Norman landowners who were loyal to William Motte & bailey Early type of castle built by the Normans

burhs Fortified Saxon settlements peasant People at the lowest level of society

cavalry Soldiers on horseback – used by Normans rebellion Uprising against unpopular ruler

Domesday Book Survey used to record land ownership Shield-wall Defensive battle tactic used by Saxons

earls Powerful land-owning Saxons Witan Saxon council which advised the king

Feudal system Hierarchical social system used by Normans Villein Another word for peasant

housecarls Well-trained soldiers used by the Saxons

NORMAN CONQUEST
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zsjnb9q/revision/1

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/history-ks3-ks4-1066/zm3m382

https://classroom.thenational.academy/lessons/did-the-norman-conquest-annihilate-one-kind-of-england-
6mtk6d

https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b00tfdsk/the-normans-2-
conquest


