Domesday Book

It could be argued that William I’s greatest single achievement was the compilation of Domesday Book in 1086. It came to fruition following discussions with the Witan at Christmas the previous year with respect to how England was peopled and with what kind of men. The resultant two volumes – Great Domesday, which covered thirty four old English counties, and Little Domesday, which covered Essex, Norfolk and Suffolk, now bound up in five parts - is the Public Record Office’s best known item. There are imperfections given that it did not record all that was known in 1086 to the royal officials, nor is it a record of all that was then in existence:  Entries for Winchester, London and Hastings for example, were not included in Great Domesday.  The overall result nevertheless, was a detailed inquiry regarding the extent and value both of the royal demesne and the lands held by the tenants- in- chief. So thorough was the searching inquisition that it reminded natives at the time of the Last Judgement of Christ, hence its name.  
   It was, some believe, the threatened joint invasion from Denmark and Flanders in 1085 which precipitated the Domesday survey, as the Anglo-Saxon tax of Danegeld needed to be reassessed to pay for defence. However given that much of the information in the survey is not relevant to such a purpose this hypothesis does not have much contemporary support. It has also been argued that work on the survey continued into the reign of William Rufus who himself faced a rebellion in 1088. Even allowing for a great proliferation of study on the text in recent years there is still no consensus on the purpose of Domesday Book. 
  The Normans were certainly proficient administrators but Domesday Book could not have been compiled had it not been for Anglo-Saxon organization of shires and hundreds, and the custom of deciding on property concerns at meetings of the county court in the presence of royal officers. 

    Orderic Vitalis believed that it was following the rebellions of 1067-71 and not the battle of Hastings that William believed he had a right to dispossess English landholders. The resultant chaos needed rectifying with the Domesday survey initiated to bring about stability.  It demonstrates William’s immense drive and power and gives us a splendid insight into the England of the Conqueror.  Exact details of each estate were ascertained at three different stages – before, during and since the conquest – to discover who possessed what, and by what title other than force.  Through recording the titles to their lands and their ability to organise, Domesday Book entitled the Normans to rule both literally and symbolically and remains the most convincing record of the success of the Norman Conquest and a constant challenge to historians. 
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