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What can strategists and tacticians learn from a military blunder or disaster?
[bookmark: _GoBack]I will begin this essay somewhat unusually, as contrary to the question in mind, I will examine ‘won’ battles alongside those ‘lost’. The age-old saying of “we may have lost the battle, but we can still win the war” is all but subverted here. The first to be considered is a loss, and the second a win. This will then be followed by a success of my subject, King Harold, in order to put his final ‘’military blunder or disaster’’ into context. Some general and relevant information about his life, before these last three major battles, will be described briefly. Following this will be concise examinations of his battle at Fulford, and his penultimate battle at Stamford bridge. I will follow this with a more extensive description of his fateful last meeting with the future King of England, where he died, according to accounts shortly afterwards, reputedly shot through the eye by an arrow. Although many of these accounts are actually attributed to the Bayeaux Tapestry, having been stitched following the battle by French women on the side of the victors, and so may be a little biased.  I will also mention England a little, following the death of Harold, and into William’s reign, in order to demonstrate how little William was interested in the country he had ‘’conquered’’ and ruled over from across the channel.
King Harold was born in 1022, and was married, it would appear in the Danish manner to Edith the Fair, or Ealdgyth, or Edith Swan neck, for some 20 years. Although he had a number of children with her, he took a second wife called Alditha, who’s previous husband was Gruffydd of Wales in 1066, for political reasons. He came to the throne on the sixth of January 1066, following King Edward I death just after Christmas 1085. Edward was buried at Westminster Abbey, which he had restored by agreement with the Pope. The Abbey has since been traditionally used as the burial place for many of our Kings and Queens following Edward, who was the first to be buried there. 
Harold was to be the last Anglo-Saxon King and was also Edward I brother in Law. William is reported to have been promised the throne of England by Edward I, also known as Edward the confessor[footnoteRef:1]. He was King from 1042 to 1085, although was unfortunately not a well man, and Harold had been his adviser for some of this time. Harold was the son of Earl Godwine, who had enjoyed high office with King Cnut who ruled until 1035, when Cnut died. Earl Godwine had held Wessex for Queen Emma and her son Harold, and Mercia and Northumberland had been held for King Harold ‘Harefoot’[footnoteRef:2] prior to King Edward’s reign, thus the Godwine family had high connections and Harold exploited this whenever possible. Indeed, as Earl Harold, Earl Godwine’s son, had been sent to William in France several years before Edward’s death, to assure William of his succession to the English throne; Edward and William being second cousins. Walker says in Harold the last Anglo Saxon King that William had first visited Edward in 1051, at which point, Edward is likely to have promised the throne to William. However, William’s claim was also based on the fact that Harold had made final arrangements for him not long before Edward’s death, and when Harold took the throne, William was, understandably, not at all pleased. [1:  E. Mason, The House of Godwine The history of a dynasty, (University Press, Cambridge, 2004) p 159]  [2:  I. Walker, Harold The Last Anglo – Saxon King, (Stroud, The History Press, 2010) p 14] 

The Battle of Hastings in 1066, saw an end to the old Anglo-Saxon way of life. The last Viking raid at Stamford Bridge in Yorkshire, on the twenty fifth of September 1066, saw King Harold win. However, less than a month later, he was dead; killed by the Norman invader William, later known as William the Conqueror who would become William I.
And so to the Battle at Fulford. King Harold’s noblemen, Earl Edwin and Earl Morcar met their opposition; King Harald of Norway, and Harold’s own brother Tosti, with whom he had struck up an alliance, at Fulford on the 20th of September 1066. This was the beginning of the last three important battles during King Harold’s reign. Their journey to this battle began when King Harald (of Norway) and Tosti, set sail from Norway by way of the east coast of Scotland, and entered into England, sailing up the Humber in Lincolnshire. From there they followed the river Ouse in Yorkshire to Riccall, which is near to Fulford being just outside of York. The Northern Earls had been given just enough time to gather sufficient numbers of men to face the Norwegians. At Fulford both armies finally met and fought, with both sides sustaining heavy losses. Although the English fought well, The Norwegians were ultimately victorious and marched into York without resistance[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  I. Walker, Harold The Last Anglo – Saxon King, (Stroud, The History Press, 2010) pp177 to 183] 

[image: ]
Figure 1Account of Harald and Tostigs attack from the chronicles[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/royal/ 21/12/18] 

Harold had been summoned to fight with them a few days before the Battle at Fulford, but did not arrive in Tadcaster until the 24th of September. He had confidently charged Edwin and Morcar with defending the north whilst he and his brothers Gyrth and Leofwine prepared to defend the south. He did so in the knowledge that an invasion attempt from William would occur at some time in the not too distant future. Harold brought with him a force likely made up of men who had previously served King Edward, and men from Earl Gyrth’s household. There would also have been men summoned from the general population who had been nominated within their communities to serve the King. Harold found out that the Norwegians were at Stamford Bridge, and so, went straight there to battle with them[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  E. Mason, The House of Godwine The history of a dynasty, (University Press, Cambridge, 2004) p149] 

Interestingly, sometime between February and May, Halleys comet had been seen, which was deemed as a warning of war to come[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  F. Barlow, William I and the Norman Conquest, (London, English University Press, 1965) p 71] 

King Harold’s triumph at Stamford Bridge was his greatest victory, according to I. Walker in Harold The Last Anglo-Saxon King[footnoteRef:7]. However, this triumph was most likely what set in motion his loss at the Battle of Hastings. Accounts of the Battle at Stamford Bridge state that the armies of the Vikings (Norwegians) and Harold’s men, were probably similar in size. However, the Vikings were not prepared for battle, leaving behind their body armour on their ships. Harold had marched to the Norwegian camp fully prepared for battle, and though the fighting went on for most of the day with many fatalities, Harold was finally victorious when the Norwegian King Harald was slain. This broke the morale of the remaining men who attempted to run away. King Harold gained assurances from the would-be invaders that peace and friendship would continue between their countries thereafter. [7:  I. Walker, Harold The Last Anglo – Saxon King, (Stroud, The History Press, 2010) pp177 to 183] 

The distraction of the Battle of Stamford bridge was exactly what William needed to enable him to invade England. The plans had been made even before Harold took the throne, but were moved forward hastily after this battle to enable William to sail across the English channel, during the summer when sea conditions were more favourable. However, bad weather in early September meant he had to postpone this a short time further. News of William’s armies landing at Pevensey on the south coast in Kent on the 28th of September reached King Harold whilst he was still in Yorkshire. He left immediately and started his march south, as quickly as possible to meet him. He had lost many men and had not had the time to send out to his lords and Earls for more to join him. He stopped in London for a few days to give his men and horses time to recover, and for reinforcements to join him. He also wanted to be sure that his nobles were still loyal to him before continuing his march.
Harold sent a spokesman to William to try and get him to withdraw. There are also reports that each sent spies to each camp to estimate the size of the other’s armies. It is further reported by Mason in The House of Godwine, the history of a dynasty[footnoteRef:8], that ‘’it is unlikely that William had in his camp anyone competent to comment on likely English tactics’’ William ‘’was advised to remain in a defensive encampment and not to meet Harold in battle’’. [8: E. Mason, The House of Godwine The history of a dynasty, (University Press, Cambridge, 2004)  ] 

William of Malmesbury in Gesta Regum Anglorum, written after the fact, William being born in 1080 or thereabouts, says the night before the battle, the English spent the night drinking and the French spent the night in prayer.
On the morning of the battle on the 14th of October, Harold advanced his army in columns up to the ridge where the English would make their stand. [footnoteRef:9] There were two disadvantages; their only retreat was along a ridge which itself was very narrow. The English army formed a shield wall which gave them the chance to use their large battle axes. These axes were huge, and boys were trained from an early age to develop the powerful muscles needed to wield these. The army were on foot at this time, Mason attributes this to the state of the horses following the two recent battles Harold had fought. There was likely also to be a barricade of sharpened stakes to hold back the Norman cavalry.  [9:  E. Mason, The House of Godwine The history of a dynasty, (University Press, Cambridge, 2004) p 163] 

The Norman army is described in several accounts as consisting of three divisions. One says that the infantry was at the front with archers, some with crossbows, then three units of cavalry. The Bayeaux tapestry shows the archers without body armour, which would enable them to move more quickly. The battle was said to have lasted about eight hours. The first Norman attack by the cavalry was stopped at the shield wall, and by the use of the long handled axes of the English. On three occasions, Williams horse was killed from under him, which was dangerous for a heavily armoured knight. It is likely that the English army was ordered to close up due to the number of casualties, and although the shield wall was still there, Harold’s command was becoming increasingly difficult. As the Norman soldiers continued to break through the English ranks, Harold was fighting more and more for himself. The Normans retreat to regroup was not understood by the English soldiers, and so, when they broke the shield wall to run after them, they were very vulnerable. As they were wearing very little body armour they did not stand much chance. Harold remained behind his troops for most of the day, and Mason states in The House of Godwine that if Harold was still alive at sundown, then William’s position would have become dangerous. William would need to retreat with Harold’s army pursuing him, and Harold’s ships in the channel would blockade Hastings and could be starved into submission. As late afternoon approached, it seemed to be deadlock, with Harold expecting reinforcements. William threw everything he had into a last attack using his archers, infantry, and cavalry, and the English side seemed to weaken. As Harold and his brother’s armour would have been distinguished by its fine quality, the Norman fighters would be looking for them to attack and bring down the King to end the battle. The shield wall was finally breached, this may have been due to the English suddenly becoming aware of Harold being struck in the eye, and fatally wounded. It is generally agreed that he was killed by an arrow in his eye, but it would also have been feasible that he was cut down by a sword, the Bayeaux Tapestry is unclear on this subject. The battle seems to have come to a head at this point, although it was said afterwards that Harold had not taken advantage of the collapse of the Norman left wing and the rumour of William’s death. Surely a blunder which may have cost the throne.  However, the King now lay dead and the Normans were victorious.  
William was crowned King William I on Christmas day 1066 at Westminster Abbey, and reigned until his death in 1087. He left England after only two months in that first year, having given much wealth and lands to his Norman Barons and only returned at the end of the year through pressure from these Barons to look towards the Laws of the land and church. He stayed until 1071, when he proceeded to spend only half his time in England and the rest on the continent.
As we can see, Harold was always looking to become King based partly on his close proximity to the crown in service, and also with his family connections. His rule was short and tumultuous, as England at this time was seen as a prize to own based on its many resources, both agricultural, and rich treasures of gold and silver. This being despite the amounts they had paid to the Vikings over the previous centuries. Barlow in William I and the Norman conquest[footnoteRef:10] states that English books, metalwork, church furniture, and art was greatly prized in Europe at this time, although England was ‘a natural victim for her aggressive neighbours’.  [10:  F. Barlow,  William I and the Norman Conquest (Aylesbury, English Universities Press, 1965)  P56] 

I have shown the intrigue and plotting and politics which were all a part of the Royal or ruling classes at this time. These times were tumultuous, and much blood was spilled on English soil by both Englishmen and foreign invaders. Our Royal family of today has at its heart, the men and women I have written about who came from Norway, Germany and France. The accounts I have used, come from chronicles and writings, and the Bayeaux tapestry; which survive for our eyes to see today if we so desire. 
The Battle of Hastings was one of the biggest events in English history and had the most impact on our history which is still all around us.
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