Chapter 9 – Section 3

The Growth of European Kingdoms


Narrator: A thousand years ago, on this patch of land in England two great armies clashed. Over 15,000 soldiers from England and France fought a bloody struggle over one of the greatest prizes in Europe, the throne of England.

Edward the Confessor was on his deathbed with no son or heir to step into his shoes, the throne of England was quite literally up for grabs.

There was one Englishman who believed he was the obvious man for the job. Next to the king he was the most powerful man in the land. His name was Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex, but there was one man across the channel with other ideas, William Duke of Normandy. He was one of the most formidable leaders in Europe. He ruled Normandy with an iron fist but he was hungry for more land. Harold was assembling his army on this prominent ridge that stood slap across the Norman’s route to London. Harold’s plan was to wait on this ridge and allow his ranks to be swollen by reinforcements that were coming in all the time.
William’s battle plan was to put his archers in front. He hoped that their arrows would soften up the enemies shield wall so the infantry and the 2000 knights on horseback behind, could breakthrough. The Norman infantry began to advance up the hill. The Saxons at the top stood rooted to the ground behind their massive shield wall waiting for the impending clash. But the foot soldiers could not breakthrough. The first sign of weakness came here on the Moorish left suddenly the Bretons panicked, turned around and ran. They ran for their lives, foot soldiers and horsemen fleeing head-long downhill and slightly off to the left of the way they had come. For the Saxons, the temptation was too much. Some of the best disciplined troops on Harold’s right wing smelled victory, broke ranks and chased the Bretons down the hill.
Some believe that William used this lull to plan a new strategy. He had seen what had happened when this group of Bretons had panicked and rundown the hill. He had seen that the Saxons had been lured out of the shield wall and exposed a gap that he could exploit, so why not stage faked retreats to tempt even more Saxons to come running down the hill where they would be totally exposed in the open and at the mercy of his cavalry.

Over the next few hours a series of Norman attacks and retreats did take place. The Saxons ran out after them, caught out in the open away from the protection of the wall they were exposed and cut down by Norman infantry and horsemen. A hail of arrows caused chaos among the Saxon army.

What followed was one of the most famous moments in British history. Harold, the last of the Anglo-Saxon kings was shot in the eye by an arrow. The bodies that lay here mark the death of Saxon-England and somewhere amongst them laid the body of its last king. After his victory at Hastings, William pushed on to London, he was crowned King of England, two months later on Christmas Day 1066. This wasn’t just a change of ruler. It was to be the biggest political and cultural upheaval in Britain for the next thousand years.
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