
WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR
William, the son of a duke and a peasant, 
spent his childhood in hiding, raised among 
the Norman peasantry. Lords owing fealty to 
him would have murdered him—if they had 
found him. He spent his early adult years 
fighting rebel lords for his birthright. As Duke 
of Normandy, he claimed the throne of England 
after the death of Edward the Confessor, King 
of England, who William said had promised 
to name him heir. When England refused 
him, he built a huge fleet, sailed across the 
channel, and killed Harold, the newly crowned 
English king, at the Battle of Hastings. One 
by one, English towns fell to William and his 
Norman army as they marched toward London. 
Cowering in fear, Londoners had no choice—
they opened the gates and made William the 
Conqueror their first Norman king.  
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On a late September morning in 1066, English peasants living near the 
southern coast turned from their tasks in fear. The deep blast of a Viking 
horn rumbled through every field and village. They knew the horn meant 
certain death to anyone caught by the invader, William, the Duke of 
Normandy. Many would choose death rather than serve the tyrant from 
across the channel who claimed the English throne as his own. 

Frantic peasants hid in the nearby woods and watched the huge 
invasion fleet sail into the still water of Pevensey Bay. William was 
watching too, from the deck of his ship, Mora. One by one, his small boats 
landed, unopposed. 

With no one to stop them, the invaders made themselves at home. 
First they took down the masts and sails of the ships and led their horses 
ashore. They used the masts and sails to build temporary forts.  Knights 
rode out on a short scouting mission. Cooks lit fires and assembled 
roasting spits. William and his staff sat at a crescent-shaped table, while 
seaman unloaded provisions, and armorers, masons, and smiths set up 
makeshift shops. 

From behind a hill, an English knight watched. Mounting his fastest 
horse, he rode toward London and King Harold. Soon, huge beacon fires 
were signaling the alarm throughout the southern villages—Normans 
were in England!
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William wasted no time moving his army east to Hastings. If he 
occupied that port, he could control the inland roads to London. Small 
parties of William’s knights terrorized the seaside. They burned villages 
to the ground—some were so devastated, the English never rebuilt 
them.1 

Meanwhile, news of the southern invasion reached Harold. He had 
just secured an overwhelming victory over the king of Norway at 
Stamford Bridge in Yorkshire, but there was no time to celebrate. 
Immediately, he and his royal forces, the housecarls, began a hard march 
south. He had to reach London before William! (Historians don’t know 
when Harold learned of William’s landing. According to the Norman poet 
Wace, Harold heard the news before leaving Yorkshire.)

Soon, Robert Fitz Wymarc, an English landowner who claimed to be 
related to William, showed up at the Norman camp. He warned William 
to go home. Harold had just slaughtered over twenty thousand 
Norwegians in northern England and was marching south with a huge 
army. Defiant and confident, William boasted that he had sixty thousand 
men, but could defeat Harold with only ten thousand (which is closer to 
what he really had). 

At that time, England had no professional army. Only the 
housecarls, the king’s household troops, were a consistent force. The king 
depended upon his lords to provide soldiers. While Harold marched south 
to London, forces in the south gathered and waited. Harold summoned 
the northern earls Edwin and Morcar to join his forces in London. 

The archers 
of England’s 
King Harold 
overwhelmed 
King Harold of 
Norway, killing 
him with an arrow 
at the Battle of 
Stamford Bridge. 
The English king 
would march from 
there to his destiny 
at Hastings.
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Men flowed into London from southern and eastern England. 
Edwin and Morcar never made it to London or the subsequent battle. 
Considering that their earldoms covered almost half of England, their 
absence was significant. 

In Hastings, a monk spoke on Harold’s behalf, asking William to 
return to Normandy. He acknowledged William’s claim to the throne. 
However, King Edward, before he died, named Harold, the Earl of 
Wessex, his heir. Harold was the rightful king of England regardless of 
what the old king might have promised William years ago. William 
challenged Harold to single combat, which Harold angrily refused. 

Two weeks after William landed, Harold marched his army south 
down the great road from London to Hastings. They stopped where the 
road left the forest and sloped downward. (At the time of the battle, the 
area had no name. Later it was named Senlac Hill.) Harold was still 
several miles from the Normans’ seaside camp.2 

That night, October 13, Harold camped and chose a good spot for 
battle. From the crest of the hill, he could see an advancing army. At the 
base of the hill, his men dug a deep ditch. His foot soldiers carried 
javelins and a two-handed battle-ax, which could split a head and kill a 
horse with a single blow. Men from the countryside carried farm tools. 
None of them wore armor. 

Later that night, the English camp rang with song as the men drank 
instead of resting. In the Norman camp, William’s half brother, Bishop 
Odo, led the men in prayer. 

By 9:00 a.m. on October 14, 1066, Harold could see the Normans 
approaching from his hilltop camp. His men formed a semicircular wall of 
overlapped shields nearly half a mile long, with the strongest of his troops 
in the middle. They covered the slope of the hill that the Normans would 
have to climb. At the summit, Harold stood under his standard, a golden 
banner with the outline of a fighting man. 

William’s men split into three groups. On the left were the men of 
Brittany, Anjou, Maine, and Poitou. On the right were the French. 
Normans took the center. William carried only a mace. Around his neck, 
he wore a few of the relics on which Harold had made an oath to William 
a few years earlier.3
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Close to William were Bishop Odo and his other half brother,  
Robert of Mortain. Also nearby flew the banner blessed by the pope.  
The Norman trumpets blared, and a single rider rode up the hill. 
Taillefer, a juggler and minstrel, had asked for the privilege to strike  
the first blow. He killed two Englishmen before others killed him, and 
the battle was on. 

Norman bowmen showered the English with arrows. The infantry 
rushed the wall of English shields, but it held. When the Normans 
retreated down the hill, the English chased them. In the confusion, a 
rumor spread that William was dead. He rode straight into the fleeing 
men, threw back his helmet, and shouted, “Here am I. I live, and by 
God’s favor will win. What are you running from? What madness is this?”4 
The men rallied, turned about, and slaughtered the English who had 
pursued them down the hill. 

William ordered another volley of arrows. This time, the men shot 
them in a high arch instead of straight at the wall of shields. The arrows 
found their targets on the other side of the shield wall, piercing faces, 
bodies, arms, and legs. As the shield bearers dropped, the cavalry charged 
the protective wall, hurling lances into the unshielded masses behind it. 

The English held their ground, but the assault took its toll. William 
wondered if they were tired and frustrated enough to break ranks again. 
Around 3:00 p.m., Normans trudged up the hill, taunted the shield 
bearers, then quickly retreated. The strategy worked. The English broke 
ranks and chased the Normans, leaving huge gaps in the shield wall. 

At the bottom of the hill, the retreating Normans turned on the 
English. The Norman cavalry then rode in behind the Saxons and 
encircled the brave ones who had pursued them down the hill.   
Surrounded by Normans, the English stood back to back, and the 
Normans cut them down. 

Up on the hill, the English tried to regroup behind the shrinking 
shield wall. Each time the Normans fired arrows into the air, the wall 
shrank. Late in the afternoon, a Norman arrow struck Harold in the head. 
Norman knights rushed in and finished off the English king. 

By the end of the day, the matter of English succession was settled. 
The English dead littered the field and among them lay Harold. William, 
the Duke of Normandy, would be William I, King of England.

Chapter oNE
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