HAROLD

1066. January.HAROLD had so well prepared matters before the
death of Edward, that he immediately stepped in to the vacant
throne; and his accession was attended with as little
opposition and disturbance, as if he had succeeded by the
most undoubted hereditary title. The citizens of London were
his zealous partizans: The bishops and clergy had adopted his
cause: And all the powerful nobility, connected with him by
alliance or friendship, willingly seconded his pretensions. The
title of Edgar Atheling, was scarcely mentioned: Much less, the
claim of the duke of Normandy: And Harold, assembling his
partizans, received the crown from their hands, without
waiting for the free deliberation of the states, or regularly
submitting the question to their determination.? If any were
averse to this measure, they were obliged to conceal their
sentiments; and the new prince, taking a general silence for
consent, and founding his title on the supposed suffrages of
the people, which appeared unanimous, was, on the day
immediately succeeding Edward’s death, crowned and
anointed King, by Aldred, archbishop of York. The whole nation
seemed joyfully to acquiesce in his elevation.

The first symptoms of danger, which the king discovered,
came from abroad, and from his own brother, Tosti, who had
submitted to a voluntary banishment in Flanders. Enraged at
the successful ambition of Harold, to which he himself had
fallen a victim, he filled the court of Baldwin with complaints of
the injustice, which he had suffered: He engaged the interest
of that family against his brother: He endeavoured to form
intrigues with some of the discontented nobles in England: He
sent his emissaries to Norway, in order to rouze to arms the
free-booters of that kingdom and to excite their hopes of
reaping advantage from the unsettled state of affairs on the
usurpation of the new king: And that he might render the
combination more formidable, he made a journey to
Normandy; in expectation that the duke, who had married
Matilda, another daughter of Baldwin, would, in revenge of his
own wrongs, as well as those of Tosti, second, by his counsels
and forces, the projected invasion of England.?

The duke of Normandy, when he first received intelligence of
Harold’s intrigues and accession, had been moved to the
highest pitch of indignation; but that he might give the better
colour to his pretensions, he sent an embassy to England,
upbraiding that prince with his breach of faith, and summoning
him to resign immediately possession of the kingdom. Harold
replied to the Norman ambassadors, that the oath, with which
he was reproached, had been extorted by the well-grounded
fear of violence, and could never, for that reason, be regarded
as obligatory: That he had had no commission, either from the
late king or the states of England, who alone could dispose of



the crown, to make any tender of the succession to the duke
of Normandy; and if he, a private person, had assumed so
much authority, and had even voluntarily sworn to support the
duke’s pretensions, the oath was unlawful, and it was his duty
to seize the first opportunity of breaking it: That he had
obtained the crown by the unanimous suffrages of the people;
and should prove himself totally unworthy of their favour, did
he not strenuously maintain those national liberties, with
whose protection they had entrusted him: And that the duke,
if he made any attempt by force of arms, should experience
the power of an united nation, conducted by a prince, who,
sensible of the obligations imposed on him by his royal dignity,
was determined, that the same moment should put a period to
his life and to his government.2

This answer was no other than William expected; and he had
previously fixed his resolution of making an attempt upon
England. Consulting only his courage, his resentment, and his
ambition, he overlooked all the difficulties, inseparable from an
attack on a great kingdom by such inferior force, and he saw
only the circumstances, which would facilitate his enterprize.
He considered, that England, ever since the accession of
Canute, had enjoyed profound tranquillity, during a period of
near fifty years; and it would require time for its soldiers,
enervated by long peace, to learn discipline, and its generals
experience. He knew, that it was entirely unprovided with
fortified towns, by which it could prolong the war; but must
venture its whole fortune in one decisive action against a
veteran enemy, who, being once master of the field, would be
in a condition to over-run the kingdom. He saw that Harold,
though he had given proofs of vigour and bravery, had newly
mounted a throne, which he had acquired by faction, from
which he had excluded a very ancient royal family, and which
was likely to totter under him by its own instability, much
more if shaken by any violent external impulse. And he hoped,
that the very circumstance of his crossing the sea, quitting his
own country, and leaving himself no hopes of retreat; as it
would astonish the enemy by the boldness of the enterprize,
would inspirit his soldiers by despair, and rouze them to
sustain the reputation of the Norman arms.

The Normans, as they had long been distinguished by valour
among all the European nations, had at this time attained to
the highest pitch of military glory. Besides acquiring by arms
such a noble territory in France, besides defending it against
continual attempts of the French monarch and all its
neighbours, besides exerting many acts of vigour under their
present sovereign; they had, about this very time, revived
their ancient fame, by the most hazardous exploits, and the
most wonderful successes, in the other extremity of Europe. A
few Norman adventurers in Italy had acquired such an
ascendant, not only over the Italians and Greeks, but the
Germans and Saracens, that they expelled those foreigners,



procured to themselves ample establishments, and laid the
foundation of the opulent kingdom of Naples and Sicily.© These
enterprizes of men, who were all of them vassals in
Normandy, many of them banished for faction and rebellion,
excited the ambition of the haughty William; who disdained,
after such examples of fortune and valour, to be deterred from
making an attack on a neighbouring country, where he could
be supported by the whole force of his principality.

The situation also of Europe inspired William with hopes, that,
besides his brave Normans, he might employ against England
the flower of the military force, which was dispersed in all the
neighbouring states. France, Germany, and the Low Countries,
by the progress of the feudal institutions, were divided and
subdivided into many principalities and baronies; and the
possessors, enjoying the civil jurisdiction within themselves, as
well as the right of arms, acted, in many respects, as
independant sovereigns, and maintained their properties and
privileges, less by the authority of laws, than by their own
force and valour. A military spirit had universally diffused itself
throughout Europe; and the several leaders, whose minds
were elevated by their princely situation, greedily embraced
the most hazardous enterprizes; and being accustomed to
nothing from their infancy but recitals of the success attending
wars and battles, they were prompted by a natural ambition to
imitate those adventures, which they heard so much
celebrated, and which were so much exaggerated by the
credulity of the age. United, however loosely, by their duty to
one superior lord, and by their connexions with the great body
of the community, to which they belonged, they desired to
spread their fame each beyond his own district; and in all
assemblies, whether instituted for civil deliberations, for
military expeditions, or merely for show and entertainment, to
outshine each other by the reputation of strength and
prowess. Hence their genius for chivalry; hence their
impatience of peace and tranquillity; and hence their readiness
to embark in any dangerous enterprize, how little soever
interested in its failure or success.

William, by his power, his courage, and his abilities, had long
maintained a pre-eminence among those haughty chieftains;
and every one who desired to signalize himself by his address
in military exercises, or his valour in action, had been
ambitious of acquiring a reputation in the court and in the
armies of Normandy. Entertained with that hospitality and
courtesy, which distinguished the age, they had formed
attachments with the prince, and greedily attended to the
prospects of the signal glory and elevation, which he promised
them in return for their concurrence in an expedition against
England. The more grandeur there appeared in the attempt,
the more it suited their romantic spirit: The fame of the
intended invasion was already diffused every where:
Multitudes crowded to tender to the duke their service, with



that of their vassals and retainers:¢ And William found less
difficulty in compleating his levies, than in chusing the most
veteran forces, and in rejecting the offers of those, who were
impatient to acquire fame under so renowned a leader.

Besides these advantages, which William owed to his personal
valour and good conduct; he was indebted to fortune for
procuring him some assistance, and also for removing many
obstacles, which it was natural for him to expect in an
undertaking, in which all his neighbours were so deeply
interested. Conan, count of Britanny, was his mortal enemy:
In order to throw a damp upon the duke’s enterprize, he chose
this conjuncture for reviving his claim to Normandy itself; and
he required, that, in case of William’s success against England,
the possession of that dutchy should devolve to him.€ But
Conan died suddenly after making this demand; and Hoel, his
successor, instead of adopting the malignity, or more properly
speaking, the prudence of his predecessor, zealously seconded
the duke’s views, and sent his eldest son, Alain Fergant, to
serve under him with a body of five thousand Bretons. The
counts of Anjou and of Flanders encouraged their subjects to
engage in the expedition; and even the court of France,
though it might justly fear the aggrandizement of so
dangerous a vassal, pursued not its interests on this occasion
with sufficient vigour and resolution. Philip I. the reigning
monarch, was a minor; and William, having communicated his
project to the council, having desired assistance, and offered
to do homage, in case of his success, for the crown of
England, was indeed openly ordered to lay aside all thoughts
of the enterprize; but the earl of Flanders, his father-in-law,
being at the head of the regency, favoured under-hand his
levies, and secretly encouraged the adventurous nobility to
inlist under the standard of the duke of Normandy.

The emperor, Henry 1IV. besides openly giving all his vassals
permission to embark in this expedition, which so much
engaged the attention of Europe, promised his protection to
the dutchy of Normandy during the absence of the prince, and
thereby enabled him to employ his whole force in the invasion
of England.f But the most important ally, whom William gained
by his negociations, was the pope, who had a mighty influence
over the ancient barons, no less devout in their religious
principles than valorous in their military enterprizes. The
Roman pontiff, after an insensible progress during several
ages of darkness and ignorance, began now to lift his head
openly above all the princes of Europe; to assume the office of
a mediator, or even an arbiter, in the quarrels of the greatest
monarchs; to interpose in all secular affairs; and to obtrude
his dictates as sovereign laws on his obsequious disciples. It
was a sufficient motive to Alexander II. the reigning pope, for
embracing William’s quarrel, that he alone had made an
appeal to his tribunal, and rendered him umpire of the dispute
between him and Harold; but there were other advantages,



which, that pontiff foresaw, must result from the conquest of
England by the Norman arms. That kingdom, though at first
converted by Romish missionaries, though it had afterwards
advanced some farther steps towards subjection to Rome,
maintained still a considerable independance in its
ecclesiastical administration; and forming a world within itself,
entirely separated from the rest of Europe, it had hitherto
proved inaccessible to those exorbitant claims, which
supported the grandeur of the papacy. Alexander, therefore,
hoped, that the French and Norman barons, if successful in
their enterprize, might import into that country a more
devoted reverence to the holy see, and bring the English
churches to a nearer conformity with those of the continent.
He declared immediately in favour of William’s claim;
pronounced Harold a perjured usurper; denounced
excommunication against him and his adherents; and the
more to encourage the duke of Normandy in his enterprize, he
sent him a consecrated banner, and a ring with one of St.
Peter’s hairs in it.¢ Thus were all the ambition and violence of
that invasion covered over safely with the broad mantle of
religion.

The greatest difficulty, which William had to encounter in his
preparations, arose from his own subjects in Normandy. The
states of the dutchy were assembled at Lislebonne; and
supplies being demanded for the intended enterprize, which
promised so much glory and advantage to their country, there
appeared a reluctance in many members, both to grant sums
so much beyond the common measure of taxes in that age,
and to set a precedent of performing their military service at a
distance from their own country. The duke, finding it
dangerous to solicit them in a body, conferred separately with
the richest individuals in the province; and beginning with
those on whose affections he most relied, he gradually
engaged all of them to advance the sums demanded. The
count of Longueville seconded him in this negociation; as did
the count of Mortaigne, Odo bishop of Baieux, and especially
William Fitz-Osborne, count of Bretedlil, and constable of the
dutchy. Every person, when he himself was once engaged,
endeavoured to bring over others; and at last the states
themselves, after stipulating that this concession should be no
precedent, voted, that they would assist their prince to the
utmost in his intended enterprize."

William had now assembled a fleet of 3000 vessels, great and
small,' and had selected an army of 60,000 men from among
those numerous supplies, which from every quarter solicited to
be received into his service. The camp bore a splendid, yet a
martial appearance, from the discipline of the men, the beauty
and vigour of the horses, the lustre of the arms, and the
accoutrements of both; but above all, from the high names of
nobility who engaged under the banners of the duke of
Normandy. The most celebrated were Eustace, count of



Boulogne, Aimeri de Thouars, Hugh d’Estaples, William
d’Evreux, Geoffrey de Rotrou, Roger de Beaumont, William de
Warenne, Roger de Montgomery, Hugh de Grantmesnil,
Charles Martel, and Geoffrey Giffard.X To these bold chieftains
William held up the spoils of England as the prize of their
valour; and pointing to the opposite shore, called to them,
that there was the field, on which they must erect trophies to
their name, and fix their establishments.

While he was making these mighty preparations, the duke,
that he might encrease the number of Harold’s enemies,
excited the inveterate rancour of Tosti, and encouraged him,
in concert with Harold Halfager, king of Norway, to infest the
coasts of England. Tosti, having collected about sixty vessels
in the ports of Flanders, put to sea; and after committing
some depredations on the south and east coasts, he sailed to
Northumberland, and was there joined by Halfager, who came
over with a great armament of three hundred sail. The
combined fleets entered the Humber, and disembarked the
troops, who began to extend their depredations on all sides;
when Morcar earl of Northumberland, and Edwin earl of
Mercia, the king’s brother-in-law, having hastily collected
some forces, ventured to give them battle. The action ended in
the defeat and flight of these two noblemen.

Harold, informed of this defeat, hastened with an army to the
protection of his people; and expressed the utmost ardour to
show himself worthy of the crown, which had been conferred
upon him. This prince, though he was not sensible of the full
extent of his danger, from the great combination against him,
had employed every art of popularity to acquire the affections
of the public; and he gave so many proofs of an equitable and
prudent administration, that the English found no reason to
repent the choice which they had made of a sovereign. They
flocked from all quarters to join his standard; and as soon as
he reached the enemy at Standford,september 25. he found
himself in a condition to give them battle. The action was
bloody; but the victory was decisive on the side of Harold, and
ended in the total rout of the Norvegians, together with the
death of Tosti and Halfager. Even the Norvegian fleet fell into
the hands of Harold; who had the generosity to give prince
Olave, the son of Halfager, his liberty, and allow him to depart
with twenty vessels. But he had scarcely time to rejoice for
this victory, when he received intelligence, that the duke of
Normandy was landed with a great army in the south of
England.

The Norman fleet and army had been assembled, early in the
summer, at the mouth of the small river Dive, and all the
troops had been instantly embarked; but the winds proved
long contrary, and detained them in that harbour. The
authority, however, of the duke, the good discipline



maintained among the seamen and soldiers, and the great
care in supplying them with provisions, had prevented any
disorder; when at last the wind became favourable, and
enabled them to sail along the coast, till they reached St.
Valori. There were, however, several vessels lost in this short
passage; and as the wind again proved contrary, the army
began to imagine, that heaven had declared against them, and
that, notwithstanding the pope’s benediction, they were
destined to certain destruction. These bold warriors, who
despised real dangers, were very subject to the dread of
imaginary ones; and many of them began to mutiny, some of
them even to desert their colours; when the duke, in order to
support their drooping hopes, ordered a procession to be
made with the reliques of St. Valori,! and prayers to be said for
more favourable weather. The wind instantly changed; and as
this incident happened on the eve of the feast of St. Michael,
the tutelar saint of Normandy, the soldiers, fancying they saw
the hand of heaven in all these concurring circumstances, set
out with the greatest alacrity: They met with no opposition on
their passage: A great fleet, which Harold had assembled, and
which had cruized all summer off the Isle of Wight, had been
dismissed, on his receiving false intelligence, that William,
discouraged by contrary winds and other accidents, had laid
aside his preparations. The Norman armament, proceeding in
great order, arrived, without any material loss, at Pevensey in
Sussex; and the army quietly disembarked. The duke himself,
as he leaped on shore, happened to stumble and fall; but had
the presence of mind, it is said, to turn the omen to his
advantage, by calling aloud, that he had taken possession of
the country. And a soldier, running to a neighbouring cottage,
plucked some thatch, which, as if giving him seizine of the
kingdom, he presented to his general. The joy and alacrity of
William and his whole army was so great, that they were
nowise discouraged, even when they heard of Harold’s great
victory over the Norvegians: They seemed rather to wait with
impatience the arrival of the enemy.

The victory of Harold, though great and honourable, had
proved in the main prejudicial to his interest and may be
regarded as the immediate cause of his ruin. He lost many of
his bravest officers and soldiers in the action; and he
disgusted the rest, by refusing to distribute the Norvegian
spoils among them: A conduct which was little agreeable to his
usual generosity of temper; but which his desire of sparing the
people, in the war that impended over him from the duke of
Normandy, had probably occasioned. He hastened by quick
marches to reach this new invader; but though he was
reinforced at London and other places with fresh troops, he
found himself also weakened by the desertion of his old
soldiers, who from fatigue and discontent secretly withdrew
from their colours. His brother Gurth, a man of bravery and
conduct, began to entertain apprehensions of the event; and
remonstrated with the king, that it would be better policy to



prolong the war; at least, to spare his own person in the
action. He urged to him, that the desperate situation of the
duke of Normandy made it requisite for that prince to bring
matters to a speedy decision, and put his whole fortune on the
issue of a battle; but that the king of England, in his own
country, beloved by his subjects, provided with every supply,
had more certain and less dangerous means of ensuring to
himself the victory: That the Norman troops, elated on the one
hand with the highest hopes, and seeing, on the other, no
resource in case of a discomfiture, would fight to the last
extremity; and being the flower of all the warriors of the
continent, must be regarded as formidable to the English: That
if their first fire, which is always the most dangerous, were
allowed to languish for want of action; if they were harassed
with small skirmishes, straitened in provisions, and fatigued
with the bad weather and deep roads during the winter-
season, which was approaching, they must fall an easy and a
bloodless prey to their enemy: That if a general action were
delayed, the English, sensible of the imminent danger, to
which their properties, as well as liberties, were exposed from
those rapacious invaders, would hasten from all quarters to his
assistance, and would render his army invincible: That, at
least, if he thought it necessary to hazard a battle, he ought
not to expose his own person; but reserve, in case of
disastrous accidents, some resource to the liberty and
independance of the kingdom: And that having once been so
unfortunate, as to be constrained to swear, and that upon the
holy reliques, to support the pretensions of the duke of
Normandy, it were better that the command of the army
should be entrusted to another, who, not being bound by
those sacred ties, might give the soldiers more assured hopes
of a prosperous issue to the combat.

Harold was deaf to all these remonstrances: Elated with his
past prosperity, as well as stimulated by his native courage,
he resolved to give battle in person; and for that purpose, he
drew near to the Normans, who had removed their camp and
fleet to Hastings, where they fixed their quarters. He was so
confident of success, that he sent a message to the duke,
promising him a sum of money, if he would depart the
kingdom without effusion of blood: But his offer was rejected
with disdain; and William, not to be behind with his enemy in
vaunting, sent him a message by some monks, requiring him
either to resign the kingdom, or to hold it of him in fealty, or
to submit their cause to the arbitration of the pope, or to fight
him in single combat. Harold replied, that the God of battles
would soon be the arbiter of all their differences.™

The English and Normans now prepared themselves for this
important decision;11th October. but the aspect of things, on the
night before the battle, was very different in the two camps.
The English spent the time in riot, and jollity, and disorder;
the Normans in silence and in prayer, and in the other



functions of their religion." On the morning, the duke called
together the most considerable of his commanders, and made
them a speech suitable to the occasion. He represented to
them, that the event, which they and he had long wished for,
was approaching; the whole fortune of the war now depended
on their swords, and would be decided in a single action: That
never army had greater motives for exerting a vigorous
courage, whether they considered the prize which would
attend their victory, or the inevitable destruction which must
ensue upon their discomfiture: That if their martial and
veteran bands could once break those raw soldiers, who had
rashly dared to approach them, they conquered a kingdom at
one blow, and were justly entitled to all its possessions as the
reward of their prosperous valour: That, on the contrary, if
they remitted in the least their wonted prowess, an enraged
enemy hung upon their rear, the sea met them in their
retreat, and an ignominious death was the certain punishment
of their imprudent cowardice: That by collecting so numerous
and brave a host, he had ensured every human means of
conquest; and the commander of the enemy, by his criminal
conduct, had given him just cause to hope for the favour of
the Almighty, in whose hands alone lay the event of wars and
battles: And that a perjured usurper, anathematized by the
sovereign pontiff, and conscious of his own breach of faith,
would be struck with terror on their appearance, and would
prognosticate to himself that fate which his multiplied crimes
had so justly merited.® The duke next divided his army into
three lines: The first, led by Montgomery, consisted of archers
and light armed infantry. The second, commanded by Martel,
was composed of his bravest battalions, heavy armed, and
ranged in close order: His cavalry, at whose head he placed
himself, formed the third line; and were so disposed, that they
stretched beyond the infantry, and flanked each wing of the
army.? He ordered the signal of battle to be given; and the
whole army, moving at once, and singing the hymn or song of
Roland, the famous peer of Charlemagne,® advanced, in order
and with alacrity, towards the enemy.

Harold had seized the advantage of a rising ground, and
having likewise drawn some trenches to secure his flanks, he
resolved to stand upon the defensive, and to avoid all action
with the cavalry, in which he was inferior. The Kentish men
were placed in the van; a post which they had always claimed
as their due: The Londoners guarded the standard: And the
king himself, accompanied by his two valiant brothers, Gurth
and Leofwin, dismounting, placed himself at the head of his
infantry, and expressed his resolution to conquer or to perish
in the action. The first attack of the Normans was desperate,
but was received with equal valour by the English; and after a
furious combat, which remained long undecided, the former,
overcome by the difficulty of the ground, and hard pressed by
the enemy, began first to relax their vigour, then to retreat;
and confusion was spreading among the ranks; when William,



who found himself on the brink of destruction, hastened with a
select band, to the relief of his dismayed forces. His presence
restored the action; the English were obliged to retire with
loss; and the duke ordering his second line to advance,
renewed the attack with fresh forces and with redoubled
courage. Finding, that the enemy, aided by the advantage of
ground, and animated by the example of their prince, still
made a vigorous resistance, he tried a stratagem, which was
very delicate in its management, but which seemed adviseable
in his desperate situation, where, if he gained not a decisive
victory, he was totally undone: He commanded his troops to
make a hasty retreat, and to allure the enemy from their
ground by the appearance of flight. The artifice succeeded
against those unexperienced soldiers, who, heated by the
action and sanguine in their hopes, precipitately followed the
Normans into the plain. William gave orders, that at once the
infantry should face about upon their pursuers, and the
cavalry make an assault upon their wings, and both of them
pursue the advantage, which the surprize and terror of the
enemy must give them in that critical and decisive moment.
The English were repulsed with great slaughter, and driven
back to the hill; where, being rallied by the bravery of Harold,
they were able, notwithstanding their loss, to maintain the
post and continue the combat. The duke tried the same
stratagem a second time with the same success; but even
after this double advantage, he still found a great body of the
English, who, maintaining themselves in firm array, seemed
determined to dispute the victory to the last extremity. He
ordered his heavy-armed infantry to make an assault upon
them; while his archers, placed behind, should gall the enemy,
who were exposed by the situation of the ground, and who
were intent in defending themselves against the swords and
spears of the assailants. By this disposition he at last
prevailed: Harold was slain by an arrow, while he was
combating with great bravery at the head of his men: His two
brothers shared the same fate: And the English, discouraged
by the fall of those princes, gave ground on all sides, and were
pursued with great slaughter by the victorious Normans. A few
troops however of the vanquished had still the courage to turn
upon their pursuers; and attacking them in deep and miry
ground, obtained some revenge for the slaughter and
dishonour of the day. But the appearance of the duke obliged
them to seek their safety by flight; and darkness saved them
from any farther pursuit by the enemy.

Thus was gained by William, duke of Normandy, the great and
decisive victory of Hastings, after a battle which was fought
from morning till sunset, and which seemed worthy, by the
heroic valour displayed by both armies and by both
commanders, to decide the fate of a mighty kingdom. William
had three horses kllled under him; and there fell near fifteen
thousand men on the side of the Normans: The loss was still
more considerable on that of the vanquished; besides the



death of the king and his two brothers. The dead body of
Harold was brought to William, and was generously restored
without ransom to his mother. The Norman army left not the
field of battle without giving thanks to heaven, in the most
solemn manner, for their victory: And the prince, having
refreshed his troops, prepared to push to the utmost his
advantage against the divided, dismayed, and discomfited
English.
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NOTE [D]] Almost all the ancient historians speak of this
massacre of the Danes as if it had been universal, and as if
every individual of that nation throughout England had been
put to death. But the Danes were almost the sole inhabitants
in the kingdoms of Northumberland and East Anglia, and were
very numerous in Mercia. This representation therefore of the
matter is absolutely impossible. Great resistance must have
been made, and violent wars ensued; which was not the case.
This account given by Wallingford, though he stands single,
must be admitted as the only true one. We are told, that the
name Lurdane, lord Dane, for an idle lazy fellow, who lives at
other people’s expence, came from the conduct of the Danes,
who were put to death. But the English princes had been
intirely masters for several generations; and only supported a
military corps of that nation. It seems probable, therefore,
that it was these Danes only that were put to death.

NOTE [E]] The ingenious author of the article cobwIn, in the
Biographia Britannica, has endeavoured to clear the memory
of that nobleman, upon the supposition, that all the English
annals had been falsified by the Norman historians after the
conquest. But that this supposition has not much foundation,
appears hence, that almost all these historians have given a
very good character of his son Harold, whom it was much
more the interest of the Norman cause to blacken.

NOTE [F]] The whole story of the transactions between
Edward, Harold, and the duke of Normandy, is told so
differently by the ancient writers, that there are few important
passages of the English history liable to so great uncertainty. I
have followed the account, which appeared to me the most
consistent and probable. It does not seem likely, that Edward
ever executed a will in the duke’s favour, much less that he
got it ratified by the states of the kingdom, as is affirmed by
some. The will would have been known to all, and would have
been produced by the Conqueror, to whom it gave so
plausible, and really so just a title; but the doubtful and
ambiguous manner in which he seems always to have



mentioned it, proves, that he could only plead the known
intentions of that monarch in his favour, which he was
desirous to call a will. There is indeed a charter of the
Conqueror preserved by Dr. Hickes, vol. i. where he calls
himself rex hereditarius, meaning heir by will; but a prince,
possessed of so much power, and attended with so much
success, may employ what pretence he pleases: It is sufficient
to refute his pretences to observe, that there is a great
difference and variation among historians, with regard to a
point, which, had it been real, must have been agreed upon by
all of them.

Again, some historians, particularly Malmsbury and Matthew of
Westminster, affirm that Harold had no intention of going over
to Normandy, but that taking the air in a pleasure-boat on the
coast, he was driven over by stress of weather to the
territories of Guy count of Ponthieu: But besides that this story
is not probable in itself, and is contradicted by most of the
ancient historians, it is contradicted by a very curious and
authentic monument lately discovered. It is a tapestry,
preserved in the ducal palace of Rolien, and supposed to have
been wrought by orders of Matilda, wife to the emperor: At
least it is of very great antiquity. Harold is there represented
as taking his departure from king Edward in execution of some
commission, and mounting his vessel with a great train. The
design of redeeming his brother and nephew, who were
hostages is the most likely cause that can be assigned; and is
accordingly mentioned by Eadmer, Hoveden, Brompton, and
Simeon of Durham. For a farther account of this piece of
tapestry, see Histoire de I’Academie de Litterature, tom. ix.
page 535.



