The Viking Invasion


Towards the end of the eighth century new raiders were tempted by Britain’s wealth. These were the Vikings, a word which probably means “pirates”, and they came from Norway and Denmark. Like the Anglo-Saxons they only raided at first. They burnt churches and monasteries among the east, north and west coasts of Britain and Ireland. London was itself raided in 842. In 865 the Vikings invaded Britain once it was clear that the quarrelling Anglo-Saxon kingdoms could not keep them out. This time they came to conquer and to settle. The Vikings quickly accepted Christianity and did not disturb the local population. By 875 only King Alfred in the west of Wessex held out against the Vikings, who had already taken most of England. After some serious defeats Alfred won a decisive battle in 878, and eight years later he captured London. He was strong enough to make a treaty with the Vikings.


Viking rule was recognized in the east and north of England. It was called the Danelaw, the land where the law of the Danes ruled. In the rest of the country Alfred was recognized as king. During his struggle against the Danes, he had built walled settlements to keep them out. These were called burghs. They became prosperous market towns, and the word, now usually spelt borough, is one of the most common endings to place names, as well as the name of the unit of municipal or town administration today. 

Who should be king?


By 950 England seemed rich and peaceful again after the troubles of the Viking invasion. But soon afterwards the Danish Vikings started raiding westwards. The Saxon king, Ethelred, decided to pay the Vikings to stay away. It was the beginning of a regular tax system of the people which would provide the money for armies. When Ethelred died Cnut, the leader of the Danish Vikings, controlled much of England. He became king for the simple reason that the royal council, the Witan, and everyone else, feared disorder. Rule by a Danish king was far better than rule by no one at all. Cnut died in 1035, and his son died shortly after, in 1040. The Witan chose Edward, one of Saxon Ethelred’s sons, to be king.


Edward, known as “the Confessor”, was more interested in the Church than in kingship. By the time Edward died there was a church in almost every village. The pattern of the English village, with its manor house and church, dates from this time. Edward started a new church fit for a king at Westminster, just outside the city of London. Edwards spent almost all his life in Normandy, and his mother was a daughter of the duke of Normandy. As their name suggests, the Normans were people from the north. They were the children and grandchildren of Vikings who had captured, and settled in, northern France. They had soon become French in their language and Christian in the religion. But they were still well known for their fighting skills.


Edward only lived until 1066, when he died without an obvious heir. The question of who should follow him as king was one of the most important in English history. Edward had brought many Normans to his English court from France. These Normans were not liked by the more powerful Saxon nobles, particularly by the most powerful family of Wessex, the Godwinsons. It was a Godwinson, Harold, whom the Witan chose to be the next king of England. Harold had already shown his bravery and ability. He had no royal blood, but he seemed a good choice for the throne of England. 


Harold’s right to the English throne was challenged by the Duke William of Normandy. William had two claims to the English throne. His first claim was that King Edward had promised it to him. The second claim was that Harold, who had visited William in 1064 or 1065, had promised William that he, Harold, would not try to take the throne for himself. Harold did not deny this second claim, but said that he had been forced to make the promise, and that because it was made unwillingly he was not tied by it.


Harold was faced by two dangers, one in the south and one in the north. The Danish Vikings had not given up their claim to the English throne. In 1066 Harold had to march north into Yorkshire to defeat the Danes. No sooner had he defeated them than he learnt that William had landed in England with an army. His men were tired, but they had not time to rest. They marched south as fast as possible. 

Harold decided not to wait for the whole Saxon army, the fyrd, to gather because William’s army was small. He thought he could beat them with the men who had done so well against the Danes. However, the Norman soldiers were better armed, better organized, and mounted on horses. If he had waited, Harold might have won. But he was defeated and killed in battle near Hastings. William marched to London, which quickly gave in when he began to burn villages outside the city. He was crowned king of England in Edward’s new church of Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day, 1066. A new period had begun.
Questions:

1. Define the following terms: Danelaw, borough, Westminster, Alfred the Great, Normans, Edward
2. What was the Viking invasion like compared to the Roman invasion? Compared to the Anglo-Saxons?
3. Who was Cnut and why was he chosen by the Witan to become king?

4. Why did Harold have a claim to the throne? How was he defeated? 

5. Make a list of the rulers of England in chronological order with the dates found in this reading.

*Excerpt taken from An Illustrated History of Britain, Edinburgh: Pearson Education, 1989, pp. 15-17.
