Essay

The Battle of Hastings- An Investigation of the factors that contributed to the Norman victory over the Anglo-Saxons.


The Battle of Hastings was one of the most pivotal battles in the histories of England and Europe. It arguably marked the end of the Viking Era and the beginning of the classic medieval period as most people would know it in England.[footnoteRef:1] It also saw the effective end of the Anglo-Saxons as a unified people. From this period on Anglo-Saxons were scattered into small groups across Europe.  [1:  Peter Marren, 1066: The Battles of York, Stamford Bridge & Hastings (Grub Street Publishers, 2004).] 


It is generally thought that the Normans won the Battle of Hastings because of several factors. These factors were both within the control of the Normans and beyond them. One key reason given is force composition. The Anglo-Saxon army at Hastings fought only afoot with a smattering of bowmen compared to the Norman Army which appears to have been around half infantry, a quarter archers and a quarter cavalry. 

This composition gave the Normans a huge advantage as they were able to engage the static infantry at the top of the hill from a distance as well as to harass them whilst their army rested. It also limited the potential mobility of the Anglo-Saxon army as they would have to choose positions that minimised the effects of arrow volleys. 


This essay will cover a variety of issues and contentions such as the issue of different sources needing evaluation for their authors agenda’s. Another issue covered is the debate on what actually happened in the battle as the specifics are lacking. It will also cover the events and descriptions of the battle including what it was like to fight in the battle. A look into what warfare was like in this era is also provided as is an analysis of the differences and similarities between the armies of the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans. Finally, this essay covers how we can account for the Norman victory and whether the Anglo-Saxons could have won this battle. 

The Normans won the Battle of Hastings because of a combination of several factors relating to timing, readiness and equipment. However, the most important of these on the day is that they displayed greater flexibility at the tactical level. This refers to their change to the tactic of feigned retreat mid-way through the battle. This was an unusual occurrence in this time period and is impressive that they possessed this level of coordination whilst in the middle of a battle. 


When writing about the Battle of Hastings we are faced with a variety of sources of both reliable and questionable accuracy. Bradbury writes that ‘the Battle of Hastings is well covered as medieval battles go, and we know more about it than other battles’[footnoteRef:2] this can be both a blessing and a curse as there are many sources that have a clear bias. The Bayeux Tapestry for example is clearly biased as it was produced in Normandy and was probably commissioned by William’s half-brother Odo. It is of unknown make, but it is suspected that it was made in Normandy and that uniquely it was most likely made by women giving us a look at the impact of women on history.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Jim Bradbury, The Battle of Hastings (The History Press, 2010).]  [3:  Marren.] 


The Battle of Hastings was the culmination of decades of interference in each other’s affairs by the Dukes of Normandy and the Kings of England that had started when Emma of Normandy wed firstly King Ethelred the Unready and latterly King Cnut the Great.[footnoteRef:4] She mothered King Edward the Confessor who’s death sparked this maelstrom of succession claims. Ethelred sought refuge at the Norman Court from Cnut’s father Swein of Denmark where his son Edward Aetheling, better known as Edward the Confessor, resided between 1016-1041,[footnoteRef:5] one could argue from this that Edward was more Norman than Anglo-Saxon. During his time their Duke Richard II of Normandy passed away and William, himself would be born during his stay.[footnoteRef:6] Duke Robert took over from Richard in 1026 with his son William born in either 1027 or 1028 before he went off on a pilgrimage in 1033 where he would die in Asia Minor two years later.[footnoteRef:7] This left William as the ruling Duke of Normandy at the tender age of seven or eight years old. The impact that this crushing responsibility on one so young can only be speculated upon but it must have had an enormous effect on the character and mindset of the young Duke.[footnoteRef:8] [4:  Matthew Bennett, Campaigns of the Norman Conquest (Routledge, 2014).]  [5:  Bennett.]  [6:  Bennett.]  [7:  Bennett.]  [8:  Bennett.] 


A factor in the creation of the circumstances that led to the Battle of Hastings was the confusing succession claims that were floating around. Bradbury writes that the succession was open ‘more as a political counter than from any great favour for one or the other’.[footnoteRef:9] This would make sense as Edward had no children and with how he seems to have been very indecisive in regard to his succession. He did call the son of Edmund Ironside back to court from Hungary, but he died soon after and he did have his nephew, Edgar raised at the Royal Court but he is not listed as a major landowner and appears to have been relatively unimportant by the end of Edward’s reign and was briefly named King after Harold Godwinson’s death but there was never a real attempt at keeping him on the throne.  [9:  Bradbury.] 


The topography of the battlefield may have been a factor in the success of William however contemporary sources give conflicting accounts of this. There is a story that originates from chroniclers that is known as the Malfosse Incident. In essence it refers to the crushing of the bodies of men from both side into a ditch during the course of the battle. Winkler describes this as a ‘quasi-legendary episode’ that involved ‘a catastrophic fall and a high death toll’. The importance of this tale peaked in the twelfth century when it appeared in two medieval sources. The Roman de Rou authored by Wace and the Chronicle of Battle Abbey that was written in Latin and was authored in England. The narrative focuses on the physical combatants and especially their experiences in the battle with emphasis placed on ‘first, the combatants’ innocence, ignorance and blindness, second, the replacement of agency with futility and accident, and third, their efforts to situate the reader in the past by recreating the sensory experience of the encounter’.

This incident is not that key to the actual battle itself but is worth a mention as it reveals a detailed look into how the battle was commemorated in the hearts and minds of the populations of both England and Normandy a century after the battle was fought. It also shows that the battle was commemorated by both sides showcasing the prominent position that the battle held in both sides history and in their identity, as intermixed as the later would become between the two as a result of this battle and the Conquest. 

The Anglo-Saxon Army utilised an organisational, mobilizational and equipment structure that was indelibly tied to the wars of the Viking Age over the previous centuries. Broadly, the army was made up of two groups: the Housecarls and the Fyrd.[footnoteRef:10] Both had different roles and were of different quality. The Housecarls were the Anglo-Saxon fighting elite. As paid professionals they were maintained in peace time and were equipped well. Hauberks of chainmail along with great Dane Axes were common armour and weapons. The Housecarls were also extremely loyal to Harold and most of them would fight to the death in this battle.  [10:  Bradbury.] 


The Norman Army was recruited from not just the Duchy of Normandy and the Kingdom of France but also had large contingents of Bretons from the Duchy of Brittany and Flemings from the County of Flanders. This army also had the alleged support of the Pope and flew a papal banner in this battle . 

The equipment utilised by both sides during this battle was fairly standardised and did not vary that much between the two. The dominant armour was chainmail worn in a hauberk that stretched down to the knees. Both sides used shield although the type differed with the Anglo-Saxons using circular shields whilst the Normans used Kite shields with both sides wielding swords and spears.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bradbury.] 


In terms of training, it is hard to measure although both armies would not have been a band of hopeless peasants that were more likely to kill themselves than the enemy. This is because the Fyrd of the Anglo-Saxons had spent centuries responding to Viking raids and had been called up fairly recently in the 1050’s so the average English soldier was experienced and well trained as were the Housecarls. Meanwhile the Normans lacked real battle experience as one force but they some of them would likely have had some battle experience. Also, it should be considered that William spent nine months preparing for this campaign, that’s nine months for men to train and to become a real fighting force. The Normans had campaigned in Brittany as recently as 1064 but it is unknown whether the forces that fought in that campaign took part in the Conquest or what proportion of them did. It should also be noted that this campaign does not appear to have been particularly bloody nor did any great battles occur.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bennett.] 


The nobles in the Norman force would likely have received training as part of their noble education plus any knights in the force would have received combat training growing up so at least William’s cavalry were well trained. However, it is unknown exactly how well trained this cavalry was at it likely did not drill regularly or in large numbers as this level of permanent organisation did not exist at this time.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Bradbury.] 


The leadership on the Anglo-Saxon side was very experienced and was fresh off the back of an impressive victory at the Battle of Stamford Bridge against Harold Hardrada and his Norwegians in what might have been the last true battle of the Viking Age in England. The House of Godwin that Harold belonged too had dominated the political landscape of Anglo Saxon England for decades. Godwin the founder of the House was the most powerful Earl in England and second only to the King in wealth. He wielded great influence and even managed to arrange the marriage of his daughter Edith to Edward.[footnoteRef:14] In 1051, relations between the Crown and the Godwin’s deteriorated to the point that Godwin and his sons rebelled against the King, leading to their exile.[footnoteRef:15] They returned in 1052 and forced Edward to restore the Earldom of Wessex to them.[footnoteRef:16] This rebellion gave both Harold and his brothers vital experience in war as well as the effects of losing a war. This would have stood then in good stead for the Battle of Hastings as they possessed experience of not just fighting a war but also fighting when you have a disadvantage as rebelling against the King pitched them against everyone else in England. Also, in 1063 Harold Godwinson and his younger brother Tostig lead a campaign against Gruffydd of Wales by land and sea.[footnoteRef:17] Harold commanded the fleet whilst Tostig commanded the army giving Harold crucial experience in commanding ships at sea.[footnoteRef:18] The experience that Harold would have gained in these campaigns would have helped him tremendously in his development as a leader as well as established a reputation as a competent and effective leader that may have had an impact on him being elected as king by the Witenagamot. [14:  Bennett.]  [15:  Bennett.]  [16:  Bennett.]  [17:  Bennett.]  [18:  Bennett.] 


The leadership on the Norman side was no less experienced than that of the English. In 1040 Duke Williams guardian was murdered leading a civil war in Normandy whilst William was only twelve or thirteen.[footnoteRef:19] In 1047 King Henry of France aided William in putting down rebels at the Battle of Val-ès-Dunes in western Normandy.[footnoteRef:20] William would have been around eighteen or nineteen and so his victory here would have given a young man a chance to learn about how to keep his territories in order. [19:  Bennett.]  [20:  Bennett.] 


It is also possible that he may have learned a great deal about how to lead men whilst on campaign. As commanding in battle is one thing but leading a successful campaign is quite another. He may also have learned the skills of diplomacy and rulership that may have allowed him to negotiate for more troops such as from the rest of France and from Brittany plus some from Flanders. 

In 1054 the French invaded the Duchy of Normandy along with Norman rebels under the command of King Henry but were defeated at the Battle of Mortimer. This battle is noteworthy as William did not fight in it. Instead, five men who would become key supporters of him did, Robert, Count of Eu, Hugh of Gournay, Walter Giffard, Roger of Mortimer and William de Warrene, commanded a portion of the Norman forces in this battle.[footnoteRef:21] Another Norman leader worth mentioning is William’s maternal half-brother Odo of Bayeux. He was the Bishop of Bayeux and although a clergyman he was most well-known as a warrior who fought at Hastings and would hold significant political power after his brother took the throne of England and would achieve great wealth until his downfall.  [21:  Bennett.] 


Harold and William were not unfamiliar with each other on the battlefield and this experience would have likely influenced their approach to the Battle of Hastings. An interesting and somewhat ironic occurrence relating to the two major commanders in this battle, Harold and William is that they had actually campaigned together relatively recently, relative to the Battle of Hastings that is. In 1064, Harold Godwinson somehow ended up in France and most especially Normandy. There are disagreements on how and why he was in Normandy. Early chroniclers’ post-conquest write that Edward the Confessor had sent Robert of Jumièges, Archbishop of Canterbury, to appoint William, his maternal relative as his heir and that Harold was sent to swear fealty. This story is unreliable, but William certainly seemed to believe that he was the heir to England.[footnoteRef:22] After landing a Ponthieu Harold was captured by Count Guy I of Ponthieu and kept as a hostage at the castle of Beaurain. Shortly after William arrived and ordered that Harold’s custody be turned over to him.[footnoteRef:23] They both then proceeded to campaign against Conan II, Duke of Brittany and defeated him shortly after.[footnoteRef:24] Harold is recorded as rescuing two of Williams soldiers from quicksand. Orderic Vitalis wrote that about Harold that he ‘was distinguished by his great size and strength of body, his polished manners, his firmness of mind and command of words, by a ready wit and a variety of excellent qualities. But what availed so many valuable gifts, when good faith, the foundation of all virtues, was wanting’.[footnoteRef:25] This would have put him in good stead to become King. The above quote, if taken to be true, shows that Harold not only made a good impression on the Normans but that he was of a heroic character and possessed a fine mind for both words and wit, both good qualities in a battle commander. He is also described as possessing many fine gifts hinting that he was a good man. Nevertheless, both men would likely have learned a great deal about each other during this campaign as one finds their true friends on the battlefield. It is unknown and we can only speculate about how much they both learned of each other and to what impact this had on the outcome of the Battle of Hastings and on the Conquest as a whole. A possible example is that Harold has been described as hot tempered and bold. At Stamford Bridge he surprised the forces of Hardrada with a quick march and a lightning assault that caught the Norsemen unawares. This tactic was also attempted at Hastings but unfortunately for Harold this tactic did not work as Norman scouts spotted the Anglo-Saxon army before it reached Hastings allowing William time to prepare.  [22:  Bennett.]  [23:  David Howarth, 1066: The Year of the Conquest (Penguin, 1981).]  [24:  Bennett.]  [25:  Orderic Vitalis (1853), Historia Ecclesiastica, Translated by Forrester, Thomas. Retrieved 4 January 2018.] 


One consideration that must be taken into account regarding the Norman army is that it had to cross the English Channel. Contemporary sources say William had 776 ships but to go from no ships to this figure in around nine months is highly unlikely and so it is almost certainly an exaggeration. However, if we look at the victory that Harold won against Harold Hardrada at Stamford Bridge then we discover a number of ships and soldiers that we can compare. Hardrada had around nine thousand to eleven thousand men with around three hundred transport ships. Now, we know that the Vikings did not employ cavalry in battle so they would not have needed to carry horses or the supplies for them. We also know that the Vikings under Hardrada had a much longer journey towards England than that of the Normans. 

If we work on the assumption that the higher figures are accurate, then William would have needed more. He could have had up to two thousand more men than Hardrada and with the addition of horses he would have needed even more. If we calculate those eleven thousand men divided equally amongst three hundred ships, then we roughly get thirty men per ship for Hardrada. This would fit in with the longships that the Vikings used and so does work out.

For William, the Bayeux Tapestry portrays his invasion fleet using longships similar to those of the Vikings. This is advantageous to us as it allows us to calculate the needed number of ships. At its largest William had twelve thousand men and up to two thousand horses to move so we can already say that he may have had more than three hundred ships. If we divide twelve thousand by three hundred, we are left with forty men per ship which is well within a longship carrying capacity. 

We must also take into account the horses. It is hard to calculate how many horses a single ship can carry but if we work from the assumption that a ship carried five horses each then we would have a total of four hundred ships carrying horses alone. This fits with the given figures but it is also possible that some ships may have made multiple voyages as William had around a month to prepare so his ships could have made multiple cross channel voyages in that time. 

We must also consider that some ships may have been bigger than others. We know that William’s flagship, the Mora could carry ten knights, their entourages and their equipment.[footnoteRef:26] We must also consider the amount of supplies that Williams army would have had to bring with it. We know that William had the time to build a wooden castle and that he had to raid for supplies so it would make sense that he did not have many supply ships.  [26:  Christopher Gravett, ‘Hastings 1066’ (Osprey Military Campaign Series, Osprey Publishing, London, 1992).] 


If he had time to build a wooden castle, then he likely had time to send ships back to Normandy. This would be logical as William could not have constructed over seven hundred ships in such as small amount of time would be almost impossible. Overall, I can conclude that William had somewhere in the region of three hundred and fifty to possibly up to four hundred and fifty ships as the above horse per ship ratio is just an example figure.

We are also aware that William’s maternal half-brother Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux funded some of the ships for the Conquest so this can explain some of the ships as the Bishopric of Bayeux was an extremely wealthy diocese. This would have relieved some of the financial burden from William and would have allowed him to field a larger number of ships than he would have been able to alone.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Gravett.] 


There is still great debate regarding the size of the two armies with estimates ranging from seven thousand to twelve thousand Normans; based off of earlier compositions this would at most be six thousand foot, three thousand horse[footnoteRef:28] and three thousand bowmen;[footnoteRef:29] and five thousand to thirteen thousand Anglo-Saxons. The Anglo-Saxon figures are especially hard to verify as Harold had the collective Fyrds from all over England that once casualties and deserters are taken into account it is almost an impossibility to calculate exactly how many Anglo-Saxons fought in this battle, but the above figures are likely around the right area.  [28:  Marren.]  [29:  Bennett.] 


In regard to the Anglo-Saxon army several key factors must be taken into account regarding its size. A key one is that Harold had already rallied an army in the south but had had to send them home just over a month before the battle as the time of the harvest arrived and the troops were needed in the fields.[footnoteRef:30] Another factor is that Harold had to rush up north to fight the Battle of Stamford Bridge against Harald Hardrada and then rush back south again to prepare for Hastings all in the space of around three weeks.  [30:  Bennett.] 


This would be a quick turnaround for a modern army let alone an Anglo-Saxon era army. It must also be considered that the potential casualties at Hastings could have included some of Harold’s lower ranking commanders and best warriors, men that he would have needed and that he would not have been easily able to replace quickly. 

This could also have left the Fyrd in the south scattered all over the southern regions of England gathering the harvest, returning home and trying to rally to fight.[footnoteRef:31] This mix of various forces all milling about trying to each do a different thing would have made rally the Fyrd located closer to the site of the battle a much greater challenge and severely limited the number of Fyrdmen that could have fought in the battle.  [31:  Bradbury.] 


Modern military thinking calls for the attacker; the Normans in this instance; to possess a force ratio of 3:1 against the defenders. The above figures do not support this ratio nor do they support the Normans necessarily having a numerical advantage and they may have even been outnumbered by the Anglo-Saxons although this was likely not by much as most sources agree that both armies were relatively even. 

However, the Norman army was a much more balanced army in terms of troop types as mentioned above. This balance gave William tactical options that were beyond the ability of Harold’s troops to conduct. His cavalry gave him much more manoeuvrability and would have been able to force Harold to keep his army off of flat ground where it was vulnerable to cavalry charges. His archers also allowed him to stand off from a distance and harass the Anglo-Saxons if he desired.

This essay set out to investigate the factors that affected the outcome of the Battle of Hastings most especially those that led to the Norman victory. It can be concluded that both sides had a variety of factors that effected in the lead up to the battle and that had an effect on its outcome. 

I can conclude that the strategic positioning of the various forces prior to the battle was the main reason that the Norman forces were victorious in the battle as they were able to rest and prepare for the battle while the Anglo-Saxon army had to rush up north, mobilise, fight a battle against an army of Vikings, achieve victory in this battle, secure their lands, receive news of Williams landing and then rush back south. 

The other numerous factors also effected the battle, and it can be concluded that the training, leadership, equipment, numbers and the topography of the battlefield all had an equally important effect on the outcome of the battle. The real question that shall never be answered about the Battle of Hastings is why the battle actually occurred and to what exactly occurred during the battle. 

This battle shall for forever hold a place of significance in the history of England and in the identity of not just the English but also the rest of the United Kingdom. One could argue that apart from the First and Second World Wars this battle and its subsequent war are the most important military actions in British history although this is beyond the scope of this essay. 
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