The Gesta Willelmi of William of

P@;@eg e time, Edward, king of the English, who had alrcady appointed
William as his heir, and who beld him in the saine affection as a brother of son, gave
more serious evidencs of his inentions than before, He decided to anticipate the
implacable decree of death, whose approaching bour this man, who aspited to heaven
by the saintliness of his life, now felt, In order to confirm his promise by an oath,
Edward sent to William Harold, the most prominent of his subjects in wealth, honour
and power, and whose brother and nephesw had already been given as hostages to
ensure this succession, This was a measure of the utmost wisdom becanse its Authen-
ticity and authority would restrain the dissensions ameng the whole English nation,
if — as mipht be expected from the vagaries and perfidy of their behaviour — they had
tried to rebel against i,

Harold, as he was on his voyage to carry out 1his mission, and had already escaped
the dangers of the crossing, landed in Ponthieu, where he fell into the hands of count
Cuy, He and hic anendanis were eaptured and theown into prison, o misadventure
which a man of his standing would willingly have exchanged for shipwreck. For the
lare of gain has led ceriain nations in Gaul into an accursed practice, barbarous and
waally foreign to Christian justice. They set ambushes for rich or powerful men,
throw them into prison, and submit them to ouirages and tortures, Overcome with
misformnes, and almast on the verpe of death, ey are only released on the payment
of & huge [sum of money].

Dhuke William, informed of the fate of the man who had been s2nt (0 him, hastily
desputched an embassy and snaiched him from prison by prayers and threats, and
went to meet him with dus honous. Guy behaved well: withoot being persuaded o
do 50 by the Jure of pain or the constraint of force, ke led him in person to the castle
of Eu, and presented to the duke a man whom he could freely have torared, killed or
sold. As a suitable reward, William gave him vast and rich lands, and added large
sums of money a5 well. As for Harold, William brought him ino Rouen, the capital
of his principality, with ll honour; here his varied hospitality and attention restored
and mzde joyful the men who had suffered such hardship on the way. William
doubtless congratulared himself on having a guestof such distinetion, an ambassadaor
from his relation and dear friend: he hoped that e would be a faithful mediator
between himself and the English, for whom he was stoond only to the king,

At gathering ar Bonoeville, Harold 1ok an oath of faithfulness to him sceording
in the sacred fite of the Christians, And, as highly respected men of the utmost
sincericy have telated, who were witnesses to the event, in the last item in the oath
that was drawm up, he pronounced, clearly and of his own free will, these words: that
he would be the agent [vicarius] of duke William at the court of king Bdward for as
long a5 the king lived; that he would try with all his authority and power, to ensure
for him the possession of the kingdom of England on Bdward’s death; and that
meanwhilz, he woald hand over the castle of Dover, fortified under his direction and
his own expense, to o gamrison of the duke's knights; that he woald deliver, at the
same time, 1n various places in the kingdom, other castles to be fortified in the duke’s
orders; and that he would also provide abundantly for the provisloning of the garri-
cons. The duke, having received Harold a3 a vassal, and before he had 1aken this oath,
conferred on him, at his request, all the lands he held, with full powers, For it was
feared that Edward, who was already ill, would not live much lonpger. Afier this,
because he knew that Harold was bold and eager for new glory, he provided him and
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his company with weapons, armour and the finest horses, and took them with him to
fight in Brittany. He treated him as 2 guest and ambassador, but now made him almos
one of his companions, in order o strenpthen the ties between them by duing him
hinour, For Brittany had treacheronsly be gun an armed rebellion ogainst Mormandy.

The prime mover of this ausdacinus enterprise was Conan, son of Alan, When he
tame of age, he proved w be ferocious in the extreme: onee free of the guardianship
he bad long endured, he seized Eudo, his uncle on his father's side, loaded him with
chuins, threw him into prison, and began to exercise power over the provinee which
his Bather had left him, with extreme violence, Then, renewing his father's rebellion,
he wanted to be the enemy, not the vassal, of Normandy, William, who was his
overlord by ancient right (just as e was lord of the Normans), placed a castle called
5t James on the frontier with Brittany, for fear that famished raiders would come and
ravage the defenceless churches and the people of the most ;femote area of his lands.
For Churles [the Simple], king of France, had bought the peace and friendship of
Riollo, the first duke of the Normans, and aneestor of the future dukes, by giving him
his deughter Gisela in marriage and Briany in perpetuzl servitude, The Franks,
umitkrde o resist with their swonds the Danish axes any longer, had obtiined this treaty
with prayers, as the pages of their annals bear witmess. For this reason, the counts of
Brittany could never entirely shake off the yoke of Norman domination, although
they tried several times to do so with all their might. Alan and Conan, more closely
related to the rulers of Normandy, were all the more prood and armogant in opposing
themn. The boldness of Conan was such that he did not hesitate to announce the date
on which he was going to attack the Norman frontier. This man, by temperament
vinlent and at an impetuous age, was greatly helped by the fidelity of a widely-dis-
persed region which had more warrioes in it than one would have belirved.

For in these pans, one single warrior be gets fifty, having en or more shared wives,
in the barbarian fashion: it is a custom derived from the ancient Moors, ignorant of
divine law and chasie morals. This mulinde devote themselves principally to arms
and hersemanship, and hardly sy farming or morals. They live chicfly on milk,
very little on bread. Fat pastures nourish their flocks in vast spaces where the harvest
is almost unknown, When they are not at war, they live by rapine and brigandry, or
civil strife, or exercise themselves in these ways. They po into battle with eager huste,
and in the struggle they sirike out furjously. They are used to repulzing their enemy,
and enly yield with difficulty. Victory and glory won in combat are greeted with great
rejaicing and pride; they like to despoil these whom they have killed, regarding it as
an honour and & pleasure.

Without 1aking the l=ast nofica of these terrible customs, duke William, remem-
bering the day on which Conan had announced his attack, set out in person to meet
him om enemy territory. The latter, fearing the imminence of 3 thunderbolt, fled
beadlong, abandaoning the siege of Dol, a castle in his own lands. This castle, opposed
% the rebellion, remadned faithful 1o the just canse. Itz defender, Rivallon, iried to
rtzin Conan, recalling him ironically, bepring him 1o wait for another two days,
saying that this would be long enough to arrange his ransom. Conan, errified and
miserable, heeded his fear instcad, and fled even further off. The fearsome com-
mander who pursued him woold have chased the fugitive, I he had not realized the
obvious danger of leading a large army scross deserted, starved and unknown cour-
iry. If anything remained of the previows year's produce, in this deprived land, (heir
mhabitants had hiddzn it in a safe place, along with their flocks. Therefore, fearing
Eatthe gonds of the Church might be sacrilegiously pillaged, if the army came across
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them, he led them back, exhausted by the lack of provisions; he alse assumed that
Conan would soon beg for his erime to be pardoned, and submit 1o his mercy. Bt
hardly liad he crossed the frontier of Brittany when he lzarnt that Geoffrey of Anjou,
with a large force, had joined Canan and that the two of them were preparing to Bive
hattlz the next day. He showed himeelf all the more eager to engage In combat,
because he deemed it more glorious to defeat two enemies, both redoubtable i
themzelves. in ene combat, From such a victory he would derive many advantiges.

Howeves, Rivallon, on whose territory the army had encamped, did not cease 10
complain, He would prefer to have been delivered from his enemy without the
damage caused by so doing rulning his whole fief. If the duke sattled down to await
the enemy In such an unfenile and exhausted place, it would be totally roined. It miade
no difference 1o the peasants whether they were ruined by the deeds of the Moeman
army or by those of the Bretons; they would still lose the fruits of the year's labours.
The expulsion of Conan had so far brought Rivallon fame, rather than the main of his
aoods. The duke replied that he must congider whether a hasty departure would be
misinterpreted, and promised to pay in gold compensation for any damage. From
ihen on, he forbade his soldiers 10 take grain or animals. They obeyed this order 50
sirictly that one grain of corn would have repaid all the harm done. The dukes waited
in vain for battle; the enemy continued o fleée even further off,

When he retumed to his quarters, the duke, baving detained his very dear guest
Harold for some time, s2at him home loaded with presents, worthy of the rank of the
two of them, both of him on wlose behalf he had been sent and of him whose honour
ke had thus increased. In addition, one of the two hostages, his nephew returned with
him, freed as o mark of tespect 10 his person, Thus, Harold, we address these brief
reproaches to you, What inspired you to dare, after thess good deeds. to despoil
William of his inheritance and to fight against him, you who by a sacrosenct oath of
ward and hand, had recognised as master of both yourself and your natdonT What you
should have Tepressed, you wickedly eocouraged. The favourable brecze which
swelled your black-hearted =ails on the retom voyage was impious, the calm sea
which bare you was impious in allowing itself to carry you to the other share, O most
charmeful of men. The harbour which received you was ill-starred, you whoe were
oing 10 drag your couniry into the most disastrous shipwreck.

Suddenly news came that England had lost its king, Edward, and Harold had been
crowned in his place. This foolish Englishman did not await o public election, but on
the day of mouming when the good king was buried and the whaole nation lamented,
he hroke Wis oath and seized the throne by scclamation, thanks to the support of some
iniquitous partisans, He received an unholy consecration at the hands of Stigand, who
had been deprived of the office of priest by the just zeal of a papal anathema. Duke
William, having consalted his men, decided to avenge this offence and regaln his
inheritance by force of arms, despite many who used clever aTgUmEnts to dissuade
him from such an arducus enterprise, as being well beyond the power of the Norman
forces, In those days Normandy had ameng s councillors besides bishops and
abbots, outstanding laymen, the light and omament of the gathering, whose reputa-
tign they much enhanced: Rober, count of Mertain, Robert, coant of Ex, brother of
the bishop of Lisieuwx, Hugh; Richard, count of Evrews, son of archbishop Robert
Roger de Beaumont; Roger de Monigomerys William Fitz Osberm; Hugh, viscount
[af Avranches]. Thanks to their wisdom and efforts, the land remained unharmed,
With them 1o book after it, the Roman republic would not have needed two hundred
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senators, if it hud retained its ancient power until today, In the discussiong, however,
we know that they all yielded 1o the wisdom of the prince, as if he had known in
advance, by divine ingpiration, what needed to be done and what needed o be
avoided. To those who act piously, God has given wisdom, writes 2 man wha is
leamed in divine matters,

With admirable prudence, William ardered the provision of ships, arms, men and
supplies, and all ather things necessary for wars almost all Normandy was devied
to the task, and it would take too lung to describe the preparations in detail. Equally,
iz made armangements for the government and security of Mormandy in hiz absence,
Numerous soldiers from owiside the duchy arrived to offer their help, partly moti-
vaited by the famed generosity of the duke, but ol fully confident in the justice of his
cause.

He forbade all farms of pillage, and fed at his own expense 50,000 soldiers while
contrary winds detained them for 2 month at the mouth of the river Dives, His
moderation and prudence lay in the fact it he paid most of the expenses of his
soldiers and guests, and would net allow anyone 10 take anything whatsoever, The
inhehitanis of the countryside eround grazed their heeds of cows or sheep in safety,
bath in the fields and on the open pasture. The com awailed the reaper’s seythe
untouched, witheul being rampled by the soldiers ar cutdewn by foragers. However
weik or defenceless, uny man could pass through countryside, singing as he rode,
watching, but not fearing, the squadrons of soldiers.

Atthis time the see of St Peter st Rome was occopied by pope Alexandes, the maost
worthy of all t rule over the universal church. Whoever consulted him received a
just and salutary answer. He had been bishop of Lecca, and had no ambition for a
higher rank., but the urgent council of several persons whuse authority was respected
by the Romans, supported by the agreement of a large assembly, had raised him to
big present standing as primaie, to preside over, a5 their head and master, all the
bisksops throughout the world, He deserved this election by his sanctity and the purity
of his teaching. In lates vears his virtues shone from east to west: just as the sun, by
the laws of nature, follows an unchanging cowrse, &6 he followed the truth throughout
his life, condemning iniquity wherever he could, without compromise,

Having sought the approval of the pope and informed him of the enterprise be was
undertaking, the duke received theough his favour a standard, which was a sign of
the pratection of 51 Peter, a3 a result of which he was able to march more confidenily
and safely against his adversary. He had recently formed a friendly alliance with
Berry, son of the emperor Henry and grandsan of Conrad; under the terms of this,
Gemany would lend him military assistance against any soemy, should he request
it The Danish king, Svend, had swom = pact with him after varioos negotiations; but
he showesd himeelf to be the faithful ally of the duke's enemies, a3 you will see later
wiven you read of the disasners that befell him,

Harold, meanwhile, prepared to give batte by ssa or land, drawing up a huge army
on the shore, and sending out spies in secret, One of these was captured, and as he
tried o disguise the reason for his presence using the story he bud been briefed 1o ell,
the duke showed his magnanimity in these words: "“What need has Harold 1o bagy the
devation and lab<ur, for gold and silver, of men like you who come to spy onus? Our
geiTmination, our preparations — are there any more cermin indications he would
like, oiher than my actual presence? Take this message to him from me: he can Jjve
fox the rest of his days in peace, if within a year from now, be has not sesn me in the
place which b regards a5 his most s=cure refuge,"
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Stunned by such a resh promise, many of the Norman megnates did not hide their
mistrust. Inspired by cowardice, they exagperated in discussions ihe strength of
Harold's army and the weakness of their own. Aecording to them, Harold had dis-
tributed latge surms and thus won over leaders and powerful kings; he had a numerous
flest and seamen expert in nawtical matters, who had often endured the dungers of
the sea and nival batles; his kingdom, both for numbers of soldiees and financial
Tesources, wWas much superior i the dukes’s domaing, Who could therefore hope that
within the allotted ime, the space of a year, the ships could be built and rowers could
be found? Who did not fear that this expedition would not reduce a prosperous
country to the most miserable state? Who dare to say that even the forces of 2 Roman
emperor could bring such 4 difficalt enterprise o a successful conclusion?

But the duke rallizd the waverers with the following spesch: “We know Harald's
wisdom, and fear it, but nonetheless it makes s hopeful, He spends his money in
viin: he dissipates his gold without making his posifion any stronger. He is naot
stout-bearted enough o promise the least partof my lands. As far e, [shall promise
and distribute a5 I chooss both my own lands and those which are aid to be his. For
there 18 no doubt that whoever 15 bold enough to dispose of his enemy's possessions
a5 though they were his own will overcome his enemy. The problem of shipping will
not prevent ws, becauss we shall soon have enough vessels, Let them leam what, if
tortune favours us, we chall eoon demonstrate: that it is the valour rather than the
number of soldiers which wins battles, Besides, he will be fighting to keep his
lll-gonen gains: we simply lay claim o what we have been given and have acquired
by good deeds. It is this fondamental certainty on our side, which, putting aside svery
danger, will assure us rigmph, honour and lory.”

For this wise and faithful man knew that almiphty God, who desires no evil, would
ned Jet a just cause fail, particulardy when he considered that he did not aim so moch
to increase his personal power and glory as to reform Christian practices in this Jand.

Now the whole fleet, so carefully prepared, set szil from the mouth of the Dives
and neighbouring poris, where it had waited so long for a south wind in arder (o cross,
and was carried by the west wind towards the anchorzge of Saint Valéry. There ton,
through prayers, offerings and vows the prince enmasted himeelf to the assistance of
Heaven; he had not been dissuaded by contrary winds, terrble shipwmecks or the
cowandly desertion of several of those who bad given their wond. Dealing with his
problems by wise behaviour, he buried those whe had drowned, hiding the fact as far
us possible and burying them secredly. Increasing his supplies cach day, he warded
off famine. By a variety of encouragements, he regained those who had been over-
come with fear, and put heart int the waverers. He fought using holy prayers, and
wentas far us bringing the body of St Valéry, & confessor most ecceptable o Qod, out
of the cathedral in order to ensure that the contrary wind became a favourable ane.
All the warriors who were departing with him took part in this demonstration of
humility,

Al last the long-awaited breszs arose: they gave thanks to heaven with voice and
hand, and all shouted wgesher o encourage each odher. They left shose 2% quietly ac
possible and set out very eagerly on this voyage whose outcome remained nncertain,
Their haste was such that while someone called a man at arms, someons else his
companion, most of them, heedless of their subordinates, Companions or even vital
eqquipment, were only fearful of being left on shore, and hastened on board. The duke,
bowever, urged any laggands whom he saw to embark as quickly as possible.

Because he feared that they might make a landfall before dawn on the shore
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towards which they were sailing, and might be at risk in 2 dangerous or unknown
anchorage, he made a erier unnounce that ence they were cn the open sea, they should
wait For & while, and all the ships should anchor around his, until g fime was lit at his
masthead and they heasd a umpet call as signal to resume their VOyime.

Ancient Greeoe has passed down the story of the vengeance of Agamemmon of
the howuse of Atreus who set out 10 redeem his brother's marital hononor with a
thousand ships: we bear witness, that William went to reclaim bis royal crown with
2 greater number. Men tell how Xerxes linked the famous 1owns of Sestos and
Abydes, separated by the sea, with a bridpe of ships. We for our part proclaim how
~and it is true - William reunited under the single governance of his power the whaole
extent of Noman and English land, William, whom noe-one has yet surpassed, has
aurned his countey with magnificent trophies and made it illustrious with the great-
est triumphs: we think thet he is te equal of Xerxes, who was conguensd by a sironger
encmy, and deprived of his fleer, and inceed that he surpasses him in caurage,

The ships set sail again afier their noctumal halt: the one which the duke wag in
was 50 Swilt that it left the otliers far behind i, as if it wished 10 respond by itz speed
ta the man who urged it on to victory with all his zeal, In e MOming, & fower,
crdered b see from the top of the mast if any ships were coming after them, declared
that he could see nothing on the horizon but sea and sky. They anchored at once, and
to prevent his companions from becoming fearful and dismayed, the inwepld duke
had 2 plentiful and cheerful meal, as if he was in his own hall, served with spiced
wine, assefing that the other ships woold not be leng in arriving, poided by God to
whose keeping he had entrusted them. Virgil, the prince of poets, whose SOnEs in
praige of the Trojan Aeneas, ancestar and glory of carly Rome, would mat have
thought the self-control which William showed at this fease umworthy of his pen.
When the witch was asked again what he eould ses, he shouted that he conld s=e four
ships; atthe third question, he declared that thers were 50 many thit it secmed like a
farest rigged with sails. At that point the duke's hope changed 1o joy: how he praised
divine mercy from the bottom of his hearl, we leave tw the imaginatiomn,

Bome by a favourable breeze to Pevensey, he disembarked with case and withoat
having to fight his way aghore, Harald, indeed, had withdrawn to Yorkshire to fight
his owen brother Tostig and the king of Norway, Harold. Tvwas hardly astoaizhing that
his brother, driven by wrongs done to him and wishing 10 recover his confiscated
lands, should inveke forsign aid against him; Haralds sister. ton, mosally quite
unlike him, wsed vows and advice 10 oppase him, becauss be was & man soiled by
luxury, a cruel homicide, provd of his wealth and plunder, an enemy of justice and
poodness. This woman, as wise as any man, who recogniged poodness and chershed
il in her way of 1ife, [nenced that the man swhom her Bushand Edward had chosen by
adopting him a5 his son should rule over the English: William the wise, just and
strang.

War between duke Witliam and Harold of England. The rejoicing Normans, once
they bad landed, occopled Pevenszy, where they buile their first camp, and built
annther at Hastings, providing a refuge for themselves and o shelter for their boats,
Marius and Pampey the preat, both distinguished by their intellipence and energy,
deserved their triumphs, one for bringing Juguriha 10 Rome in chains, the other for
forcing Mithridates to drink poison: buteven they, when they led an entire army into
Encmy territory, were afraid wexpose themselves to danger by taking one legion and
keaving the main body of their troops. 1t was their custom, like the penerals of today,
b0 send gut scouts, rather than to go themselves, more anxiows about their own safety
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than wishing to leave such duties to their army. But William, taking no more than
twenty-five knights, boldly explored the lie of the land and its inhabitants, He came
back on foot beciuse the paths wers so difficult, and laughed &t having to do so; and
— {he reader may laugh at this—he eamad yet more praise by carmying ua his shioulders
not only his own hauberk, but also tat of one of his companions, famous for his
strenpth and courage, William Fitz Osbern,

A fich inhabitant of these pasts, Norman by birth, Robert, son of the lady Wimare,
sent & Fessage to his lord and relutive the duke at Hastings, in the following words:
‘King Hareld, having fought his own brother and the kng of Moraay, who was
reparded as the most valiant warrior under heaven, has killed both of them in one
hattle, destroying their powerful ammies, Encouraged by this success, he is retuming
1o meet you by forced marches, at the head of a very numerous and strong army:
against him, your men will be no more uge, in my opinion, than as many vile curs.
You are repwied to be a elever man; unti] now you have managed your affaies in peace
and wir with wisdom, Mow you should act with caution, and bewars of hurling
yourself into a danger from which you cannot escape. I sudvise you to remain behind
your fortifications and to refrain from giving bartle for the ime being.” But the dulkz
replied to the messenger: “Take my thanks 10 ¥our master for his advice, in which he
counsels prudence, thouph it would have been better put in less insulting words, Tell
hien that 1 will not hide behind ditches and palisades, but will engage Hareld's army
a8 soon as possihle: T would not despair of crushing him and his men, with Giod's
help, because my woops are 50 bold, even if T had only ten thousand warriers ingtead
of the sixty thousand Ihave browght”

Ohne day, when the duke was inspecting the geasd who profecied the ships, a monk
emnt ag an ambassador by Harold, was announced 1o him as he came from the ships.
He wetit at onee to find him, and cunningly said; “There is no-one closer to William,
oount of the Normans, than T, his seneschal, You will have no way of speaking 1o him
except through me: 21l me what message you Iring. He will be glad to learn of it
through me, becauss ng-one is deares 1o him than me, Afterwards you can come and
talk to him a8 you wish."Once he had leamt the purpose of the embassy through wht
the monk tokd him, the duke at once made aranpements that he should be received
&5 a puest and treated with every respect, Meanwhile, he and his men debated how
to reply to the message.

The next day, seated amidst his magnates, he had the monk gummaoned, and said:
1 amn William, by prace of God prince of the Normans, What you told me yesterdiy,
pleass repeat in the presence of these men,” The messenger said: *This is the message
that King Harold sends (o you. You have invaded his lands, whether from self-
cnnfidence or boldness, he does not know, He remembers that King Edward at first
resalved 1o make you beir 1o the kingdom of England and that he himself gave you
his plecpe in Normandy. Bqually, be knows that this kingdom belongs to him by
right, because the same king, his lord, gave it to him on his deathbed. Now, since ihe
tiene when Saint Avgustine care to this land, the common cusiom of the nution is
that o donstion made by & dying man is held as valid, He thenefore asks you and your
men b Jeave the land which is his by right. Otherwise he will break the oath of
friendship and the articles which be cenfirmed to you in Normandy, und the respon-
sibility will be entirely yours.”

When ha heand Harold's message, the duke asked the monk if the latter would take
his own ambassador safely ta Harold, He promised 1o look after the messenger's
safety just as he would his own, At once, the duke instructed a menk from Fécamp
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W carry 4 message promptly o Harold. ‘Tt is neither beldness nor injustice, but
mature reflection and the quest fur justice which have led me 10 cross to this land, of
which King Edward, my lord and relative, made me the hweir, as Harold himsalf
admits, because of the high honours and numerous benefices which [ and my anees-
105 have conferred on lim and his brother, as well a3 their tmien, and because, of ull
e men of his race, he believed me to be the most worthy and copable of supporting
him in his lifetime, and of governing the kingdom after his death, He would nat have
done this without the agreement of his magnates, by the advice of archbishop Sti-
gand, earl Godwin, sarl Leofric, and car] Siward: all of them subscribed under oath
that they would receive me as lord afier the death of Edward and would never daring
his lifetime attempt to seize the kingdom by plotting againstme, He pave ag hostages
Godwin's son and grandson. Finally, he sent Harold himself o Mormandy, so that,
he-and I both being present, he wauld swear what his fatherand the other men already
named had sworn in my absance. Buy, on his voyape towards me, he was in danger
of being taken prisoner and I rescued him by srenpth snd wisdom. Harold made
himsell my vassul by doing homage, and gave me surety in writing for my claim for
the kingdom of England. Tam ready 1o plead my case ina court wherever he pleases,
either by English law ar by Norman law. If, according to the verdict of law, either
Narmans or English decide that the kingdom belongs 10 him legitimately, let him
POssess it im peace. But if they decide that it should be restored 19 me, let him hand
Fover to me. However, if he rejects the proposal, 1 de not think that it is just to make
my mien fight his men and die as a result, because they have no part in our quarrel. |
am ready bo wager my head againsi his [in single combat] that T have a better right 1o
| the English kinpdom then him,
- Such were the words of the duke: we have chosen Lo sel them before cveryone's
eyes, rather than our own version, becouse we want to ensure for him etemal Tame,
Itis & good illustration of his wisdom, justics, piety and boldness. The force of his
- agument, when considered (and Cicero, the best of the Roman oratars, could Aot
- hive weakened i) demolishes the arguments of Harobd, [n short, he was ready to
- thide by whatever judgment customary law decreed. He refused to condemn his
- encmics the English to die because of his personal quarrel. His wish was 1 decide
~ the matter in single combat, at the risk of bis own head.
. Assoon as the monk gave this message to Harold, who was approaching, he went
- pake with astonishment and remained silent for a long dme, 25 if struck dumb. The
- messenger asked for an answer, not once bot several tmes; at first he replisd: *We
will cantinue our advance and then *We will march oo to victory,' The messenger
insisted on another reply, saving: *The duke does not want the armies o be destroyed,
butwighes [or a single combat. For thls intrepid and good man preferred to renoance
&just claim rather than cause the death of many men, He was sure that Harold's head
would fall, becaose he was less brave and had an unjust ciause. Finelly Harold, radsing
M5 &yes 1o beaven, exclaimed: ‘Let the Lord decide today between William and
iyself according to justice!” Blinded by his desire to rule, forgetful in his haste of
mjustice of hic cause, he chose, to his own ruin, his conscience as just judge.
A the meanwhile, trusted soldiers, sent out as scouts on the duke’s orders, an-
pounced the imminent arrival of the enemy, because the king in his fury had hastensd
B3 man particularly because he had learne of the devastation around ithe Nooman
eamp. He intended to surprise them and to crush them in a nocumal or surprise
ifack. And in case they twok to flight he had armed a fleet of seven hundred boats to
imoush them on the sea. The duke hastily ordered ail those wivo were in the camp o
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arm themselves, for many of his companions had gone foraging that day. He himself
atiended the mystery of the Mags with the greatest devotion, and wok communicn
of the body and blaod of our Lord, strenpthening both body and soul. He humbly
placed around his neck the relics whose protection Hareld had focfeited when he
broke the oath which he had sworn on them. Two bishops were with him, Odo of
Bayeux and Geoffrey of Coutances; with them were & number of clerzy and some
monks. They pathered and preparcd 10 fight the enemy with prayers. The duke put
an his hauberk reversed o the lefi: anyvone else would have been terrified, but the
duke laughed this off a3 pure chance insiead of taking it as a sinister happening,

The speech with which herallied the courage and capermess of his troops, although
brief due to the circumstances, was doubiless a fine cne, although it has not come
down to us in all its splendour, He rerinded the Normans that under his commid
they had always been victorious in many and great dangers. He reminded everyone
af their country, their noble deeds and their great name. ‘Now you must prove with
your hands the stuff of which you are made, the spirit that inspires you. Now it 1% no
longer a matter of living and ruling but of escaping with your lives from imminent
danger. If you fight manfully, victory, honour, and riches will be yours otherwise
you will be slain of a3 captives, you will serve the whims of a mast cruel enemy, and
will be remembered for ever with shame, There is no way of escape: on the one hand,
an army and an unknown and hostile countryside bar the way, on the other, a navy
and the sea. Men should nat be frightened by numbers. On many cccasions the
English, defeated by the swords of their enemics, have perished; maost of the tirme,
they have been conguered and have had 10 surrender w0 the enemy. They have neves
distinguished themselves by greatdeeds of arms, Men inexperienced in battle can be
easily overcoms by the courage and skill of o few. Above all, divine help will not be
lacking for a justcanse., If such a band are dasing, and do not yield, victory will soom
be theirs 1o celebrate.’

He advanced with his troops in the following highly advantageous order, behind
the banner which the pope had sent him. In the vangueard he placed infantry armed
with bows and crossbows; behind them were 110 infantry, but more seady and
armed with hauberks: in the rear, the cavalry squadrons, in the midst of which he teok
his place with the elite. From this pogition he could command the whole army by
voiee and gesture, If an author from antiquity had described Harold's army, he would
hawve said that as it passed rivers dried up, the forests became Open country. For from
every part of the country large numbers of English had gathered. Some were mowed
by affection for Harold, all by love of their country, which they wished to defend from
strangers, even (ough the cawss was unjust. Considerable help had been sent from
ihe land of the Danes, 10 whom they were related, But, frightened of attacking
William, whom they (eared more than the king of Norway, on equal terms, they
camped on higher ground, 2 hill close to the forest throupgh which they had come,
They immediately dismounted and went on foot, drawn up one close 1o the other. The
duke and his men, in no wiy frightened by the difficalty of the place, hegan slowly
to climb the stecp slope.

The terrible sound of the trumpers announced on both sides the beginning of the
batthe. The Normans boldly and swiftly launched the atack, Tust as when speakers
plead & casge of theft before a judpe. the plaintiff opens the proceedings. 30 (e
Norman infantry advanced closer, provoking the English, and causing wounds and
death with their missiles. The latter resisted bravely, each according to their means,
They threw javeling and all soris of danis, the most letlal of axes and stones fixed to



Willicun of Paitiers, ‘Gesta Willelmi® 13

pieces of wood. Under this deadly hail you might have thought that our men weould
be crushed, The mounted warriors came to the rescue, and those who had been in the
rear found themselves in front. Disdaining o Fight from a distance, they rode into
baitle wsing their swords, The pgreat war-cries, kere Norman, there barbarian, were
drowned by the noise of battle and the groans of the dying. Sn for 3 Hime both sides
fought fiercely. The English were greatly helped by the higher position which they
beld, they did not have o march to the attack, but remained tghtly erouped. Their
numbers and the strength of their army, as well as their weapons of attack, which
penetrated without difficulty shields and other pieces of armour were also to their
alvantage. 5o they resisted vigorously or repulsed those who dased to attack them at
closz guarters with swords, They even wounded those who threw spears at them from
adistance. 5o, frightened by such feracity, the infunty and Breton mounted srarriors
both reereated, with all the auxiliary troops who formed the left wing, Almast the
wholz of the duke’s army vielded — in saying this, no shame {5 intended for the
uncanguered Normin race. The armies of Rome in her majesty, even when they
contained foyil contingents and howsver aceustomed they were to victory on land
or 52d, sometimes reteated when they learne that their leader had been slain, or
believed that he had been. The Wormans believed that their duke and lord had beep
killedd, Their retreat was nat a slamelul flight, bot a sorrowful withdrawal.

The prince, sezing the greaier part of the enemy camp setting out in purswic of his
men, hurled himself in front of she fugitives, and stopped them by siking therm or
enenicing them with his lance, Then, hoving uncovered his head and taken off his
helmet, he shouted: *Look atme! Tam alive, and will ke the vietor, with God’s help!
¥hat madness indoces you 1o flee? What avenoe of retreat i open to you? Those
whom you could have slaughtered like sheep have driven you back and are killing
youl You are deserting victory and inextinguishable glory w loss yourselves in flight
and eternal shame! By fleeing, none of you will escape death, With these wards, they
repzined courage. At their head he hurled himself forward and with the Llightning of
his sword he devistated the enemy nation which had rebelled apainse him, their
lawful king, and degerved 1o be slauphtered.

Strengthene in their resolve, they attacked with increased vigowr the enemy army
which, despite having sustained very great lozses, did not seem any less in number.
The English confidently resisted with all theis suength, striving ahove all 16 prevent
B breach in their line opening urder the assault, Their extraordinarily tight formation
meant that these who were killed hardly bad room to fall, Bven w0, some breaches
opened urder the sword-blows of the most doughty fighters, They wers made by (e
men of Maine, the French, Brelons, men from Aquitaine, but above all by the Mor-
mans, with enequalled coueage., A certain young Norman, Roberr, son of Roger of
Beaumont, nephew and heir of Hugh, count of Meulan, through his mother Adeline,
was fighting that day for the first time; he carried oot an exploit which deserves
everlasting praise. At the head of the banalion atthe right wing which he commanded,
he atiacked and brought down the enemy with great Boldness, We cannot, nor do we
imend to, narmate everyone s exploits as they merit, The most fertile writer, I he had
been eyewitness of this war, would have grear difficulty in describing cach zmall
detail, and we wish to hasten w finish the praise of Count William in ocder to
celebrate the glary of King William.

Seeing that it would be impossible for them to overcome, without great loss to
themselves, such a numerous enemy which offered a cruel resistance, the Normans
and their allies rned their backs, pretending to fake flight. They remembered how,
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a little marlier, Tight had led 10 the success they desired. Amongg the basbarians, who
hoped that they were victorious, there was the preatest rejicing, They urged each
otber on with cries of tumph while they abused our men and threatzned o hurl
thereelves 25 ane man on them, As before, several thowsands were bold encugh 1o
rush forwird, s if on wings, to pursue those who they took 10 be fleeing, when the
Mormans swddenly turned their horses' heads, stopped ther in their tracks, crashed
them completely and massacred them down o the Jast man,

Having twice used this trick with the same success, they attacked with the preatest
vigour the rest of the army, which still inspired fear, and which was very difficult to
surround, Then an unusual kind of combint ensured, one side attacking in bursts and
in a variety of movements, the ather ooted in the ground, putting up with the assault.
The English weakened, and, as if they admirted their wronpdoing by defeat itself,
they now undereck their punishment, The Mormmans shot arrows, woundzd and
transfixed men: the dead as they fell, moved mare than the living, Even the lightly
waunded could not escape, but perished under the dense heap of their companions.
So formne concarred in William's riumph by hastening it

There tonk part in this barls Eustace, count of Boulogne; William, son of Richand,
count of Evreux; Geoffrey, son of Raotrow, count of Moragne; William Firz Osbern;
Admery, vlscount of Thowirs, Walter Giffard, Hugh of Montfort, Ralph of Tosny,
Hugh of Grandmesnil, Willizm of Warenne, and a great number of others, outstanid-
ing for leir eminence as soldices and fame, whose names shou Il be writhen in history
books among those of the bravest warriors, As for William, their lader, be surpassed
them in both courame and wisdom, and should rightly be placed above some of the
Greek and Roman leaders so highly praised in the records. and weatzd as the equal
of others. His leadership in the batile was noble, preventing men from flesing.
inspiring cowrage in others, sharing danger, more often urdering his men to follow
him than o advance. From this it 35 clear that his courape opened the way for his
qaldiers and encouraped their holdness, A not inconsiderable past of the enemy amny
lost heart menely at the sight of this astonishing and frightening hessemen, befure
they had susiained any injury, Three horses were killed undar him. Three times he
intrepidly leapt 1o the ground and hastened to avenge the death of his warhorse, This
ghows his quickness, his stwength of mird and body, The fury of his sword pieroed
shields, helmets und auberks; he stuck down several soldiers with his shield alane.
His soldiers were astonished 10 see him fight on foot: many, already wounded, found
new courame from his example. Seme indeed, weak from Loss of blood, leaned on
their shiclds and fough manfully; others, unable to do more, encouraged {heir fel-
lowes 1o Tollow the duke fearlessly by shows and pestures, lest they shoald let victory
=lip through their hands, He helped and rescued many of his men

William would have been no mone afraid to meet Harold, whom the posts com-
pared 1o Hector or Turmus, in single combat, than Achilles or Aeneas, the ancient
edversaries of the two heroes. Tydeus, attacked by fifty men, used a rock to defend
himself: William, his egqual, scarcely less well-hoen, did not fear o meeta thousand
single-handed, The author of the Thehaid or Aeneid, who, after the fashion of pocts,
make great deeds even greater in their books, would have found the real eaploits of
this man a better subject for verss, and nearer ta the truth, And if they bad risen to the
freatness of the iopic, they had made him the subject of their songs, the beauty of
their style would have eamed him a place among the gods. But our fecble prase,
which only proposes in humble fashion for the benefit of rulers, to nelate his picty
worshipping the tue God —whe 2lene is great, etemal 10 the end of time and beyond,



William of Poitiers, 'Gesea Willelmi' 15

mustcome shortly to the end of the tue story of this bartle, which he won justly and
bravely.

At the cloge of the duy, the English realized that they could no longer resist the
Normans. They knew that they had been reduced in number by the death of many of
their troops. The king himself, his brothers, and the leading men of the kingdom had
been killed: those who remained were at the end of the struggle; and there was no
hope of relief, They saw that the Mormana were handly weakenad at all by the death
of those who had been killed, and, a= if they drew on new strength by fiphting, they
threatened them more fiercely than at the beginning, The duke in his fury spared
na-one who opposed him, as i his valowr ag a soldier woold only be satisfied by
victory. So they fled, and left the feld as quickly as they could, some seizing horses,
others on foot, some by road, others across country, Some, covered in blood, strug-
gled to flee, or were too weak to do so0. The desine to escape alive pave strength to
some. hany died in the depths of the foresis: their pursuers found corpees all alonp
the roads. The Normans, although they did not know 1the countryside, pursoed them
cagerly, slaughtering the flecing rebels, setting the seal on their victory. Amidst the
dead, the horses' hooves wrampled all those who lay in their path.

However, those wha fled regained confidence when they found a deep valley and
numerous ditches. For this race, descendants of the ancient Saxons, the most fero-
cious of men, were always ready o cross swords, They would not have retreated
except in face of an invincible force. They had juse defeated with euze the king of
Norway, at the head of a nomerous, battle-hardened army. Avthe head of his victori-
ous standards, the duke, seeing troops suddenly gathesed and believing them to be
rewly arrived reinforcements, did not tum aside or halt; more fearsome, armed with
the bun of his spear than those who brandished long javeling, he restained by his
manly voice count Bustace, who had terned back wihh fifty mounted soldiers and was
gelting ready to sound the retreat, The latter whispered in the duke's ear the advice
hsat e should twrn back, predicling instant death if he continued, While he said this,
Eustace was struck between the shoulders by a blow whose sound and force showed
themselves by blood flowing from his nose and mouth: half dead, he only escaped
with the help of hiz companions. The duke, disdaining fear and failure, attacked and
overcame his adversares, In this conflict some of the most famowns Norman warriors
fell, because the difficulty of the lie of the land meant that they could not show their
usuzl courage.

Having thus achieved his victory, the duke returned to the battlefield, found a
scene of carnage which e could only look at with pity, even though the victims were
wicked men and it is glorious and prasseworthy to kll a tyrant. The ground was
eovered with corpaes for a vast distance, stained with blood: they were the flower of
the nobality and yvouth of the English, Beside the king, two of his brathers were found:
he himself, stripped of all marks of his rank, was recognised not by his face, hor by
certain signs; he was carried to the duke’s camp, where the duke entrusted William
Malet with the duty of burying him, but refused to hand over his body 1o his mother,
who offered to pay its weight in gold, He was awane that it would not have been fitting
to accept gold inexchange: and he also thought that it would oot have been fitting to
allow a man to be buried in accordance with his mother's wishes who by excessive
greed had been responsible for the deaths of many who would never be properly
buried. They said in jest thae he should be mads guardian of the shore and sea which,
in hiz anger, he had parlier occupied.
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