Feudalism is a political system in which kings and powerful nobles granted land to other nobles in return for loyalty, military assistance, and services. 

William the Conqueror organized his English kingdom according to the feudal system which had already begun to develop in England before his arrival. The word “feudalism” comes from the French word feu, which the Normans used to refer to land held in return for duty or service to a lord. The basis of feudal society was the holding of land, and its main purpose was economic. The central idea was that all land was owned by the king but it was held by others, called “vassals”, in return for services and goods. The king gave large estates to his main nobles in return for a promise to serve him in war for up to forty days. The nobles also had to give him part of the produce of the land. The greater nobles gave part of their land to lesser nobles, knights, and other “freemen.” Some freemen paid for the land by doing military service, while other paid rent. The nobles kept “serfs” to work on their land. They were not free to leave the estate, and were often little better than slaves.

There were two basic principles to feudalism: every man had a lord, and every lord had land. The king was connected through this “chain” of people to the lowest man in the country. At each level a man had to promise loyalty and service to his lord. This promise was usually made with the lord sitting on his chair and his vassal kneeling before him. This was called “homage”, and has remained part of the coronation ceremony of British kings and queens until now. On the other hand, each lord had responsibilities to his vassals. He had to give them land and protection. 


If the king did not give the nobles land they would not fight for him. Between 1066 and the mid-fourteenth century there were only thirty years of complete peace. So, feudal duties were extremely important. The king had to make sure he had enough satisfied nobles who would be willing to fight for him. William gave out land all over England to his nobles. By 1086 he wanted to know exactly who owned which piece of land, and how much it was worth. He needed this information so that he could plan his economy, find out how much was produced and how much he could ask in tax. He therefore sent a team of people all through England to make a complete economic survey. His men asked all kinds of questions at each settlement: How much land was there? Who owned it? How much was it worth? How many families, ploughs, and sheep were there? And so on. This survey was the only one of its kind in Europe. Not surprisingly, it was most unpopular with the people, because they felt they could not escape from its findings. It so reminded them of the paintings of the Day of Judgement, or “doom”, on the walls of their churches that they called it the “Domesday” Book. The name stuck. The Domesday Book still exists, and gives us an extraordinary amount of information about England at this time. (Information taken from An Illustrated History of Britain, pp.23-25.)

War took up a great deal of a king’s time in the Middle Ages. Earls and barons were soldiers above all. Even bishops and abbots sometimes led their knights into battle. Knights were soldiers who fought on horseback. They were the main fighting force in every army. A knight’s main weapons were the lance (a long, thin spear) and the sword. At first, Norman knights lived in the great lords’ castles. But not long after 1066, the lords began to give away pieces of land to their knights. A knight paid rent for his land by doing guard duty at his lord’s castle, and serving with his lord in the army. 
Questions:

1. How did William the Conqueror divide up the land of England?

2. What did the vassals provide for the king? Why were these people so important to the king?

3. What was the purpose of the Domesday Book? What is recorded in this book?
