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Introduction 

Welcome to my self-learning project on humanity’s development. This is my 

attempt to identify and understand history’s most significant thinkers, movers and 

shakers in the fields of philosophy, religion, politics, science and discovery.  

There’s still room for more suggestions about who to include, especially from 

cultural traditions other than my own Western, Christian tradition. In fact I’d really 

welcome advice about who to add from other cultural traditions as I’m sure there 

are many very significant individuals I’ve not yet heard of. If you can think of 

someone who really ought to be included here please feel free to leave suggestions 

on my blog: www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com. However I’m happy to say that 

I already have a list of names to cover stretching back over four and a half 

thousand years. 

The plan is to be both light-hearted and irreverent whilst still keeping the basic 

facts accurate. Sometimes I’ll be serious and sometimes I’ll be silly. I’ll be taking 

a very brief look at everyone from Jesus to Darwin, from Alfred the Great to St. 

Thomas Aquinas and a whole host of other people too. 

This is going to be a journey of discovery like no other I’ve ever embarked upon. 

As usual I’ll be blogging as I go so do please feel free to comment, correct any 

errors I might make or suggest other people to be included. I find that social 

media responses (either via the blog, Twitter or Facebook) are a vitally important 

part of my self-education projects. Either way, whether you comment or not do 

feel free to subscribe and share my journey through history with me. It promises 

to be fascinating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. 

This is my attempt to learn – not to teach. 

I anticipate mistakes in these short biographies. 

Please feel free to correct me as I go. 

You can leave your comments at 

www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
file:///C:/Users/pc%20world/Desktop/2015%20projects/Civilisation%20blog%20series/www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com
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The Battle of Lechfeld   (955) 

As we know much of central Europe, which had had been united under 

Charlemagne into the Carolingian empire disintegrated due to infighting between 

his heirs after the great man’s death.  Duke Henry the Fowler of Saxony had gone 

some way toward rebuilding the old empire but his son, Otto I of Germany who 

succeeded him in 936 was to have a greater impact than Henry ever had. It was 

Otto who re-established the empire and secured its borders – especially the border 

with Hungary and the warlike Magyars who had 

harassed the realm for years by the time Otto 

came to power. 

Otto inherited a land that was in a near constant 

state of civil war as different warring factions 

struggled for control of successive parcels of land 

and power. Distracted thus the Germans were an 

easy target for the Magyars who mounted regular 

raids across the border, stealing, burning villages 

and murdering their undefended and helpless 

inhabitants as they went. 

During the raiding season of 954 the Magyars had 

reached as far the Rhine, leaving a trail of blood 

and devastation in their wake as they pressed on 

through the unstable German Empire. Expecting similarly easy pickings the 

following year they began raiding again in earnest in the Spring of 955. 

Unfortunately for them they invaded in a time of relative peace in Germany and 

Otto’s army, unhindered by local conflict was able to beat them back. 

The Hungarian Magyars, surprised by the opposition made camp by the Lech River 

and sent word to Otto that they wished to negotiate. This was a trick intended to 

delay Otto while the main Hungarian force attacked Augsburg, close to their 

encampment. Enough was enough for Otto who hastily assembled his forces and 

marched to confront the Hungarians on August 10th 955. Otto’s force was 

outnumbered by a Magyar force almost twice its size and it must have looked like 

an easy victory was looming for the Hungarians. 

Hostilities began that day with a raid across the Lech by the Magyar who inflicted 

heavy casualties on parts of Otto’s forces before being beaten back over the Lech 

to regroup. However it was the Germans who reorganised themselves first and so 

came Otto’s turn to attack. 

At the time armies usually fought on foot, possibly riding to the battlefield but 

then dismounting and securing their steeds at the rear before engaging the 

enemy. This would’ve been what the Magyar expected and indeed, had Otto done 

this it is likely that his force would have been routed by the larger Magyar force 

across the River. But that’s not what happened. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/29/charlemagne-742-814/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/09/08/otto-i-of-germany-holy-roman-emperor-912-973/
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In a break with tradition and established tactics, Otto ordered his men to mount 

their horses and move toward the Lech. With an understanding of mounted 

warfare that seems to predate his era he formed his men up and more or less kept 

them together as they moved toward the foe, first at a walk, then a trot, a canter 

and finally a gallop as the German force smashed over the dismounted Magyars 

like a wave before wheeling around to encircle and utterly destroy the lightly 

armoured and trapped invaders. The Hungarians suffered huge losses, not only at 

the Battlefield but also as they fled, pursued by their mounted enemy who easily 

ran them down and despatched them with an efficiency that rocked the 10th 

century world. 

The effect of Lechfeld wasn’t just an end to decades worth of raids across the 

Hungarian border. It wasn’t just the battle that finally gave Otto I the opportunity 

to reassemble most of the Holy Roman Empire of Charlemagne. It wasn’t even 

just the battle that demonstrated the importance of using mounted warriors, 

changing the face of medieval warfare for centuries (until 1415 when English 

longbowmen demonstrated the mounted knights’ vulnerability at Agincourt). The 

battle achieved all these things but, as we shall see in the next post it may well 

have done something else, something far more significant for European civilisation 

(and quite possibly for the development of worldwide civilisation too). Some have 

argued that without Lechfeld there would have been no European feudal system, 

no medieval ‘three estates’ (those who pray, those who fight and those who work), 

no aristocracy and consequently a completely different social structure from that 

we know today. 

That isn’t the only point of view though. It’s true that mounted warfare did make 

way for the culture of medieval knights and the three estates developed from 

there. But it’s not certain that some other form of ‘might makes right’ system of 

bullying an oppression would have developed with its own form of feudalism 

instead. 

My own feeling is that Lechfeld was significant in making way for the oppressive 

social structure that still prevails today. But we cannot say what else might have 

developed without it. I think that there would still have been brutal aristocrats and 

thieving, bullying capitalists with or without Lechfeld. They may have developed a 

little differently but they’d have developed none the less. 

The reason these exploitative, mercenary structures developed as they did may 

well owe far more to Lechfeld than most people realise. Why this is will be 

explained in ‘The Great stirrup controversy’ next. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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The Great stirrup controversy 

In writing about the Great stirrup controversy I must acknowledge that I’m being 

a little melodramatic. The argument was first put forward by Heinrich Brunner in 

the late 19th century when he suggested that the stirrup allowed effective mounted 

warfare (as used in the Battle of Lechfeld) and as such made way for the chivalric 

culture of knights in armour on heavy steeds. 

Brunner originally cited the Battle of Dyle (891) but this has been effectively 

discredited as the influential battle to change early medieval warfare. The decisive 

victory prompting the change seems much more likely to have been Otto I’s 

victory over Hungarian Magyars at Lechfeld in 955. So great was this victory and 

so unexpected that it influenced warfare almost immediately. 

This in turn allowed for the creation of a warrior class based upon horsemanship 

and armour. Since both horses and armour are expensive it follows that only the 

wealthy can afford to be a knight and soon the nobility became a closed, landed 

and generally wealthy, exploitative group whose wealth and position depended 

upon feudalism to survive. 

The creation of this group of warrior nobles and the oppression that sustained it 

created an aristocracy and a complex system of obligations and social ranks that 

itself led to many of the structures we take for granted in the modern world. For 

example, without the stirrup and the mounted knight there would have been no 

warrior class to fight the crusades. Without the Crusades there would have been 

no Knights’ Templar or Knights’ Hospitaller; without the Templars and Hospitallers 

there would have been no system of international money transfer for Pilgrims and 

crusaders to the Holy Lands; and without that system of money transfer there 

would have been no modern banking system. 

Personally I suspect that all this stuff would have developed anyway 

But the Great stirrup controversy does allow me to make one important point. A 

point that Brunner made extremely well when he noted that it is impossible truly 

to understand the medieval world without understanding its technology. 

As we continue to move through history we’ll increasingly come across inventions 

and innovations that literally changed the course of human history. Sometimes 

gradually, sometimes almost immediately our inventions drive our progress just 

as surely as our needs have driven those inventions themselves. From the wheel 

to the cart, the plough to the tractor and from the abacus to the personal 

computer, man’s development goes hand in hand with man’s inventiveness. 

This is where our journey through time begins to become more and more exciting. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 

 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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Alhazen (965-1040) 

The Islamic Golden Age, a time of great advances in fields as diverse as medicine, 

mathematics, astronomy, engineering, optics, physics and more lasted from 

around 750 – 1250 CE. This was the period when the mantle of discovery passed 

from the largely stultified, theocratic societies of the European dark ages to the 

new, vibrant and inquisitive societies of the Middle East and, of course Al Andalus 

(Muslim Spain). 

It was a period of great turmoil and conflict, within the Islamic Ummah as well as 

within Christendom but the Golden Age also fostered great learning and academic 

progress. Foremost among the great Islamic scholars of the time was al-Hasan 

Ibn al-Haytham (known in the West via his Latinized name, ‘Alhazen’ or 

‘Alhaytham’). 

Alhazen was born in Basra (part of modern Iraq) in July 965 CE although his reach 

in intellectual terms stretched far beyond the region of his birth. He was a 

polymath of the first order who contributed to fields as diverse as medicine, 

engineering, physics, optics, astronomy, philosophy, theology and mathematics. 

If anyone can be said to have embodied the intellectual sprit of the Golden Age it 

was Alhazen. 

Alhazen has many titles attached to his name, including the father of modern 

optics and ‘the first modern scientist’. He has an asteroid named after him, a crater 

on the moon and no less than two theoretical scientific problems that academics 

wrestled with right up until the end of the 20th century. He was the first to 

overturn Aristotle’s theory of vision (that the eye emits light that strikes objects 

in order for us to see) and correctly identified that light hits the eye from other 

sources. It is this understanding, along with the process by which he reached this 

conclusion that gained him the title ‘Father of modern scientific method’. 

Alhazen has even been accredited with founding the science of psychology (a little 

optimistically in my view) because he was the first to explain the optical illusion 

that makes the moon appear larger the lower down the sky it appears. The reason, 

as Alhazen identified was that visual cues such as buildings, trees, mountains etc 

give us the perception of scale that make us think the moon is bigger than it is. 

As the moon climbs higher in the sky these earthly cues are removed from the 

field of vision and so a more accurate assessment of lunar size is possible. 

Extrapolating from this Alhazen realised that perception is tied up with mental 

state and expectation, truly ground-breaking stuff for the period.  

It’s ironic that Alhazen only found time to write his massive 7 volume work in 

optics because of a particularly unfortunate period in his life. He was tasked by 

the Caliph of Egypt to find a way to Dam the Nile River, thus controlling its 

seasonal floods. Alhazen correctly identified what needed to be done (in fact it 

was done in the early 20th century) but the technology of the 11th century wasn’t 

adequate to the task. It was an impossible undertaking for Alhazen and his 

contemporaries. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/07/12/bayt-al-hikma-the-house-of-wisdom-baghdad-810/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/27/civilisation-68-al-andalus-muslim-spain-founded-711/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/02/11/civilisation20-the-amazing-aristotle/
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Since failure could well have resulted in death, Alhazen came up with an ingenious 

way to save his skin. He pretended to be insane. The ruse worked and his life was 

spared but he did end up being placed under house-arrest for ten years, during 

which he wrote tirelessly and conducted innumerable experiments on various 

subjects including optics. 

In order to identify the process of light transfer and the role of the eye in allowing 

vision Alhazen did the unthinkable – he experimented using his own version of the 

camera obscura (pin-hole camera). His painstaking methodology and insistence 

that progress is made by attempting to disprove ideas rather than to confirm them 

is the basis of modern scientific method and was, in truth, centuries ahead of his 

time. 

In the same set of experiments Alhazen was able to demonstrate that light travels 

in straight lines, that images hit the retina of the eye inverted and need to be 

arranged (in modern parlance ‘photo-shopped’) by the brain and discovered much 

that has been wrongly attributed to the 17th century scholar, Sir Isaac Newton. It 

seems that Sir Isaac was correct when he remarked that he stood on the shoulders 

of giants. This 10th & 11th century giant was certainly one of those upon whose 

shoulders he rested.  

Alhazen’s writings were cited by experts across both Christendom and the Islamic 

ummah for many generations after his death. His description of the movement of 

the planets inspired Kepler and disproved Ptolemy. He demonstrated that the laws 

of physics must apply to celestial bodies just as they do terrestrial objects. He 

developed the link between algebra and geometry and even established a new 

form of mathematics to accommodate his new understanding of physical objects.  

His work on Aristotle and the problems of reconciling the Greek philosopher with 

the Quran inspired Christian visionaries like Thomas Aquinas who wrestled with 

the same issues (and came up with strikingly similar solutions) centuries later. 

Within Islam itself, Alhazen tried (without great success) to reconcile Sunni and 

Shia perspectives and acted as jurist in matters of Islamic law, drawing in both 

the Quran (words of the prophet) and the Sunnah (customs of the prophet) to 

reach his judgements. His reputation in these matters seems to have been one of 

great understanding and measured justice, not unlike his approach to everything 

else in his long life (Alhazen died at the age of 74 or 75). 

In another post I wrote about falisifiability and the test of scientific reasoning. 

Alhazen’s exhortation to be ‘the enemy of all that you think you know’ and to test 

everything with empirical experimentation, even using controls just as a modern 

laboratory would, demonstrated a far-sighted and sophisticated approach to 

knowledge and learning, not matched in Europe for many centuries to come. 

 

 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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 Aethelred the Unready (968-1016) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Lots of people have nicknames. Some folk like them and some folk don’t. Usually 

that depends upon what the name implies about the person concerned. 

For example I’d imagine the Viking, Ivar Horsecock felt pretty good about his 

epithet. Aethelred the unraed may not have been quite so keen. Especially since 

it’s modern interpretation is so unlike the original meaning. 

As a schoolboy I remember hearing about Ethelred the unready, a king who 

apparently wasn’t prepared for anything from ascension to the throne to the 

succession following his demise. But that’s not what ‘unraed’ meant to the Anglo 

Saxons of Aelthelred’s day. 

It was the job of the King’s inner circle, the Witan to advise their ruler. The 

expectation was that the Witan would give good advice or ‘raed’ (wisdom) to their 

monarch. Aethelred’s Witan was less than perfect in coming up with the goods, 

their wisdom was lacking and their common sense seems not to have been 

particularly common. The Witan’s advice was typically poor and not at all what 

one might describe as ‘raed’. So Aethelred the ‘unraedy’ actually meant the ill-

advised. 

The son of King Edgar and Queen Aelfthryth, Aethelred was only around 13 years 

old when he took the throne. By rights his older half-brother Edward should have 

taken the crown (indeed he did, however briefly) but he was so obnoxious and 

unruly that he was quickly dispatched by assassins at Corfe Castle, effectively 

putting an end to any claim he may have had to the succession. Rumours of 

Edward’s illegitimacy quickly spread (casting into doubt the fidelity of Edgar’s 

previous wife) and the debate continues to this day. By contrast though, the myth 

of Edward the martyr also began to circulate and this seems to have created a 

range of early problems in maintaining the support of Saxon nobles for the young 

Aethelred.  

Legitimate or not, Edward was King at the time of his death and aristocrats tend 

not to favour regicide – it makes them even more vulnerable when even monarchs 

can be slain with impunity. The fact that Edward’s three-year reign was marked 

by turmoil, unrest and near anarchy doesn’t change the fact that the principle of 

regicide can have implications for the entire nobility. The fact that Edward’s killers 

belonged to Aethelred’s own household didn’t help to endear the new monarch to 

the nobles, or to the clergy. It seems clear though that whatever the 

circumstances Aethelred was more refined and better-suited to the position of 

King than his late brother had been. 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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Danish raiders were a particular problem for Aethelred who regularly had to pay 

them off with Danegeld (protection money) to protect his kingdom, at least at 

first. By 1002 the 34 years old Aethelred had grown weary of this near-constant 

extortion and decided to do something about it. He organised a force of fighting 

men and massacred Danish settlers wherever they were to be found. The result 

was an invasion by the Danish king, Sweyn the following year. Sweyn’s sister, 

Grunhilde seems to have been among those slaughtered by Aethelred’s men (see 

what I mean about bad advice?). After a decade of fierce fighting, Aethelred had 

to flee to Normandy in fear not only for his throne but for his life as well. He was 

to remain abroad until 1014 when Sweyn himself died and Aethelred could reclaim 

his throne. 

Aethelred reclaimed his throne by negotiating with the existing nobility and he had 

to make a number of concessions to sweeten the deal for his subjects. This is 

hugely significant historically because it was the first time that any English 

monarch had been required to negotiate with his subjects, even swearing loyalty 

to them in the same way that they would have been expected to swear it to him. 

It marks the beginnings of the journey toward our modern ‘constitutional 

monarchy’ where Royal authority is limited and nobody is above the law. 

In fact law was a major concern for Aethelred whose reign continued the work of 

Alfred the Great in codifying legal expectations and ironing out points of dispute 

between different classes of society. It was Aethelred who decreed the previously 

informal practice of trial by Jury and who instigated the system of twelve good 

thanes from every district playing the part of upholders of the law. This in turn led 

eventually to the Jury of 12 good men (or women) and true that prevails today 

not just in England but throughout much of the world. 

Aethelred may not have been outstanding or well known for his wisdom or even 

his sense of fair play but his reign was significant, even influencing the court of 

his enemy and successor, Cnut. 

Aethelred immediately launched a campaign against Sweyn’s son, Cnut who 

occupied large areas of the East Midlands. Ill-advised as ever Aethelred learned 

to regret this action as Cnut swept away attack after attack, marching South and 

West to take control of more and more of England as he went. Aethelred was not 

to see his countrymens’ final defeat in October 1016 as he died some 6 months 

earlier in April. Cnut finally vanquished Aethelred’s army, now led by his son 

Edmund Ironside at the Battle of Ashingdon. Following this defeat Cnut became 

King of all England except Wessex. That particular prize would have to wait until 

Edmund himself died the following month in November 1016. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Olaf Tryggvason   (968 – 1000) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Olaf Tryggvason’s father, Tryggve Olafsson (confusing, isn’t it?) was killed by his 

cousin Harald Greypelt while the young lad was still in the womb of his mother, 

Astrid. From the moment he was born young Olaf was at risk, not only from Harald 

but also from Harald’s nephews who happened to be related to Olaf and 

determined to ensure the young Olaf didn’t block their own routes to power. 

Aastrid smuggled Olaf into Sweden and then on to Russia where she hoped to gain 

the protection of Sigurd her brother. It’s worth bearing in mind that by now the 

‘Rus’, after whom the country of Russia took its name were of Viking origin and 

many, like Sigrid still retained strong ties with their homeland. 

Unfortunately Olaf and his mother never made it to Russia. They were set upon 

along the way and Olaf was sold into slavery by rival, Baltic Vikings. What 

happened next, if true has to be one of the most remarkable coincidences in 

history. 

Apparently Olaf, aged only three was sold to a kindly owner who treated him well 

for several years until, aged about 10, he happened to meet Sigurd who was 

collecting taxes. Sigurd apparently took the time to speak to Olaf who, remarkably 

enough still remembered his identity, the names of his parents, the place of his 

birth and the reason he’d set out to Russia in the first place. How’s that for 

serendipity? 

Olaf was taken to the Royal court where he learned to be a soldier, a commander 

and a statesman before striking out once more to pursue a career around the 

Baltic as a Viking pirate. By 991 however Olaf was plundering England. He even 

found his way into the Anglo Saxon chronicle so he must have been more than 

just a minor irritation for the locals. He is recorded as bringing with him over 90 

ships and fighting battles across the British Isles from the South East to the North 

West and even the Isle of Man. 

In about 994 Olaf converted to Christianity. The Saxon king, Aethelred the unread 

even acted as ‘sponsor’ to introduce him to the ways of the church. The reason 

for this sudden conversion is unclear. Contemporary accounts attribute the change 

of heart to the accuracy of a Christian soothsayer but this seems implausible, not 

least since soothsaying is both decidedly unchristian and notoriously inaccurate. 

Whatever the reason, Olaf turned to Jesus and in doing so changed the course of 

Norwegian history for ever. Or at least he would. 

As a Christian, Olaf was able to rely upon backing from various European sources 

as he campaigned to overthrow the Pagan, Norwegian King, Jarl Haakon. The 

campaign wasn’t quite so arduous as Olaf had anticipated. 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/12/22/aethelred-the-unready-968-1016/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/civilisation-35-jesus-of-nazareth/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                12 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 5) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

Haakon was deeply unpopular with his people, not least because of his 

intemperate manner and arrogant style of interaction. He was hated by most of 

his nobles and feared by almost all Norwegians. His habit of compelling young 

Norwegian noble women to be his mistresses against their will did little to endear 

him to their families, families whose support he would need if he was to defeat 

Olaf. 

Predictably that support was not forthcoming. Support for Haakon had only been 

nominal at best and even that quickly melted away as conflict drew more and 

more imminent. Eventually, Olaf landed in Norway and Jarl Haakon was murdered 

before battle could be joined. Olaf was proclaimed King of Norway in 996. He was 

around 28 years old. 

Olaf spent the next few years erecting churches, tearing down Pagan shrines and 

murdering all who refused to convert. He was very typical of Christians of his day, 

and indeed for centuries to come. Olaf tortured and slaughtered unbelievers, 

sometimes burning them to death or having them slashed and torn to pieces by 

wild animals. Apparently he was quite fond of throwing people over cliffs or 

generally mutilating them until they were persuaded to find Jesus, the Prince of 

Peace in whose name he committed these many atrocities, apparently because 

Jesus loves everyone! 

The impact of this forced national conversion was that Norway was brought into 

the European fold, changing the course of that country’s history for ever.  

In 1001 Olaf was ambushed by King Olaf of Sweden and Jarl, son of Haakon who, 

fearing Tryggvason’s expansionism and ruthless Christianity were determined to 

put an end t him and his influence. King Olaf did manage to escape by jumping 

into the sea but his fate was unlikely to be particularly happy. Nobody knows quite 

what happened next. Some believed that he went to the Holy Land to attone for 

misdeeds during his Pagan years. Others claimed he was rescued by a friendly 

longship and lived out his life in quiet retreat. Most simply assumed he’d drowned. 

Whatever the truth, he never wielded any power of influence again, neither in 

Norway or anywhere else. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Leif Eriksson (970 - ?) 

Eric the Red had three sons. One of them, Leif is the subject of today’s post. The 

subject of several Icelandic sagas, Eriksson led an eventful life. He was born on 

Greenland, the settlement founded by his exiled father, he was converted to 

Christianity by King Olaf of Norway and got lost en route back to Greenland which 

led him to discover America around half a millennium before Columbus. 

Known as ‘Leif the lucky’ by his contemporaries, Eriksson had been charged by 

Olaf with converting the Greenlanders so losing his way may well have been a real 

stroke of luck. Given the methods Olaf himself had to resort to in his own, 

Norwegian conversion campaign it’s easy to see why Eriksson might have had 

some reservations. He was no shrinking violet by any means but the prospect of 

slaughtering his pagan neighbours might not have appealed to Leif quite so much 

as it had to Olaf. 

Different sagas give different accounts but we do know that Leif Eriksson either: 

1. Lost his way; 

2. Was blown off course by strong winds; 

3. To look for America based upon the advice of an Icelandic seafarer. 

The upshot of this navigational incompetence/inclement weather/deliberate 

voyage of discovery (delete as appropriate) was that he and his men landed at a 

place they called ‘Vineland’ because of the abundance of grapes growing there. 

Many people consider Vineland to be modern Newfoundland and a 1963 expedition 

did indeed find evidence of a 12th century Viking settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows 

in Northern Newfoundland. Others hold that this is too far North for Eriksson’s 

camp and have suggested a more Southerly site at modern Labrador. 

Eriksson spent only one winter in Vineland before returning to Greenland where 

he set about following Olaf I’s instructions and converting the locals to Christianity. 

He never returned to America although his brother, Thorvald did. Thorvald never 

returned to his homeland, dying in one of many battles with local native Americans 

before the Vikings eventually gave up their attempts to settle on the continent 

having been successfully repulsed by the ferocity of the defending locals. 

Leif never did manage to convert his father, Eric but he did persuade his mother 

who founded Greenland’s first Christian church after her husband’s death. 

Leif himself became leader of the Greenland community where he appears to have 

lived peacefully until his death. The rest of his life remains largely unrecorded and 

little is known of his descendants. Leif and his father seem to have represented a 

bright but brief spark in the lineage that died with them, the rest of the blood line 

being lost to the mundane, unremarkable, uneventful history of the majority of 

humanity. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Lubna of Cordoba (late 10th century) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Lubna of Cordoba (AKA Labna or Labhana) is little remembered today. She was 

one of a veritable army of early Muslim women whose lives and achievements give 

the lie to the all too familiar Western narrative of Islam as oppressive to women. 

Lubna  lived during the reign of Abd Al-Rahman III who had established his domain 

in Al Andalus following the Abbasid overthrow of his Ummayad dynasty in 750 CE. 

Originally a slave girl according to some accounts, Lubna rose to become a 

renonwned poet, scribe and mathematician in the Sultan’s court. Others claim that 

she was actually the noble daughter of Caliph Al-Hakam II. I don’t profess to know 

the truth of these claims. What is clear is that Lubna was far from unusual in her 

time and culture. Women intellectuals were common in Islamic Al-Andalus, not 

least because of the example set by Mohammed’s second wife, Aisha who, with 

her husband’s blessing became one of Islam’s most respected scholars and 

teachers. 

She became the Caliph’s personal secretary and was also given the task of creating 

and managing the magnificent library of Cordoba, one of the period’s most 

extensive repositories of knowledge, with a stock of over 4,000 books. Lubna 

personally travelled far across the Middle East and North Africa to acquire the texts 

which eventually graced its shelves. 

Lubna was well versed in several languages and personally translated many of the 

works of classic intellectuals like Euclid, Aristotle and Archimedes. Not only did 

she translate these texts, she also added her own commentaries and explanations 

to aid understanding for students who visited the library to wrestle with the 

philosophies and principles therein. A skilled scientist and mathematician, Lubna 

is said to have devoted much of her time to the instruction of children whom she 

encouraged to learn by rote on her daily sojourns into the city. There is no way of 

knowing just how many lives Lubna touched with her love both of learning and of 

teaching. 

Lubna  was just one of many successful, respected and learned  women for whom 

Islam was far from oppressive. Whereas women in 10th century Christendom were 

generally denied education or any opportunity for advancement beyond the home 

or farm, Islamic states saw many women achieve greatness in all fields of life from 

science to religion, from engineering to military command. 

As an atheist I think there is much to criticise about Islam, as there is with all 

religious institutions but the more I read about Islam the less I am convinced that 

the oppression of women was ever intended to be part of this particular strand of 

the Abrahamic tradition. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Avicenna (980 - 1037 ) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

In today’s world science and theology are usually thought to be completely 

different area of study. One, science is based upon empirical evidence and 

painstaking observation of the real world whilst the other, religion is characterised 

by faith, the dogged determination to believe in doctrine despite a mind-boggling 

abundance of contradictory evidence. This was not the case in the tenth and 

eleventh centuries when no contradiction was apparent. Scientific understanding 

was still so limited that it was possible to attribute the things humankind couldn’t 

explain as the work of the divine. Effectively the gaps in scientific knowledge were 

filled with ‘God’ or the idea that ‘the Wizard did it’. So earthquakes and volcanoes 

were evidence of divine displeasure, good harvests represented heavenly reward 

and disability was punishment for misdeeds. 

So it was that Avicenna, like many of his contemporaries was both a scientist and 

a theologian. Theirs was a culture in which scientific endeavour was viewed as an 

attempt better to understand the works of God, every hypothesis an exercise in 

devotion, every experiment a step closer to the divine plan. 

With this worldview in mind Avicenna (aka ibn Sina) set about studying medicine 

and the physical world, always with an eye to Islam and the will of Allah to guide 

him. He studied theology and philosophy becoming known as a foremost thinker 

and practitioner whilst still in his teens. At the age of 17 he was appointed personal 

physician to his local ruler and along with that esteemed position he gained access 

to the palace library, a privilege he was sure not to squander. Avicenna read 

voraciously and digested all he could, expanding both the content and the context 

of his knowledge until his own writing demonstrated a breadth of understanding 

and insight that was the wonder of both the Islamic and the Christian and Jewish 

worlds. 

Avicenna’s work on philosophy and theosophy inspired many later writers 

including religious apologists such as St. Thomas Aquinas. His medicinal text, the 

Canon of Medicine was a standard textbook throughout Europe and the Islamic 

ummah for centuries to come. 

Ibn Sina was renowned for his studies in logic, divinity, metaphysics and morality. 

Like so many others of his age he struggled to make classical Greek and Roman 

philosophers fit with the principles of Abrahamic religions and like many others he 

failed in all but the most contrived and unconvincing terms. As a scientist and 

mathematician Avicenna was unsurpassed. As a philosopher intent upon making 

the world fit his religion he was distinctly mediocre. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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King Cnut (990 [ish] - 1035) 

Earlier in the series we met Sweyn, the Scandinavian ruler who was such a 

problem for Aethelred the unraed. It was Sweyn who invaded England to avenge 

the slaughter of Danes, including his own sister and it was Sweyn who exacted 

high taxes (known as Danegeld) from the English for the first five years of the 

new millenium. It was also Sweyn who brought his son, Cnut to English shores in 

1013 with the express intention of conquest, not mere extortion as before. 

Beginning with the Danelaw in the North, Sweyn went on to conquer the whole of 

England, leaving Aethelred no choice but to flee to Normandy. The next few years 

were a bit inconsistent for England. 

Sweyn died in 1014 and Aethelred returned soon after to reclaim his throne. The 

Viking army, led by Cnut was defeated and the Unraed regained power, only to be 

ousted once more by renewed invasion under Cnut in 1016. This was the famous 

Viking victory at the Battle of Ashingdon. The subsequent ‘Treaty of Olney’ 

apportioned the country between Aethelred’s successor, Edmund and Cnut, very 

much along the lines of Alfred the Great’s previous treaty with Guthrum, leaving 

the majority of England under Danish control. Edmund himself died a few weeks 

later in November 1016, leaving the whole of his remaining Kingdom to Cnut by 

default. The Saxon Royal line had finally been interrupted as Cnut became the 

very first Viking monarch of all England. 

The following year Cnut married Aethelred’s widow, Emma and by 1018 he was 

making headway in proclaiming himself King of Scotland, Norway and Denmark 

too. He had no designs upon Normandy which may have been a mistake given the 

maelstrom that was to come from that direction a few short decades later. Emma’s 

son, Edward the result of her marriage to Aethelred remained in Normandy. This 

was to have significant implications for English rule later in the eleventh century.  

Cnut’s rule over England, Scotland and most of Scandinavia meant that he was 

able to put an end to the incessant Viking raids that had blighted Britain since 

Lindisfarne in 793. A committed Christian he promoted the faith throughout his 

extended Kingdom, built churches, codified Christian principles into English law 

and even condemned the aggression of his Viking ancestors against Christian 

clergy and laymen alike. 

Most people have heard of Cnut’s arrogant attempt to command the waves by 

forbidding the tide to rise up the shoreline whilst he sat on his throne before it. 

What many people don’t know is the real reason for this display (which seemingly 

did happen). Apparently Cnut had grown weary of his sycophantic courtiers and 

when he overheard some of them claiming that he could control the waves he 

decided to demonstrate his folly. The intention it seems was to demonstrate his 

humility as well as inject some sort of rational perspective into the life of his court. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Humbert of Silva Candida (? - 1061) 

Humbert of Moyenmoutier was a medieval French cardinal with a reputation for 

having a massive intellect and an ego to match it. His faith in his own superiority 

and perpetual rightness made him a driving force in his time but it was a bit of a 

double-edged sword. It also made him wholly unsuitable for a number of tasks – 

not least those involving diplomacy. We’ll see just how disastrous Humbert’s ego 

could be later in the series when we cover the Great Eastern schism.  

Humbert’s best known epithet comes from the fact that he was made Cardinal 

bishop of Silva-Candida as a sort of consolation prize after the people of Sicily 

prevented him from taking up the post of Archbishop of Sicily in 1050. The fact 

that Humbert’s new position had personally been ordained by Pope Leo IX didn’t 

seem to cut any ice with the locals who were far from impressed by Humbert’s 

arrogance. 

Humbert was gifted by his parents to the Abbey of Moyenmouteir as an oblate in 

his early to mid-teens. This was a little late for an oblate. The usual practice was 

to commit children to monastic life much younger. We saw an example of this in 

our account of the life of Bede of Jarrow. As he grew Humbert became learned in 

the beliefs and customs of his order, excelling in monastic life until he was elected 

Abbot. It was around this time that he met and became friends with the Bishop of 

Toul, a bloke called Bruno who in 1048 became Pope Leo IX.  

Pope Leo elevated Humbert to the post of Papal secretary. It’s true that the two 

men were friends and so it would be easy to accuse Leo of nepotism but in fairness 

Humbert was eminently qualified for the job. Apart from his great knowledge and 

understanding of church life he was also a skilled theologian and, crucially for the 

time, was one of the few clerics in the Latin church who spoke Greek. This was to 

become crucial in the years leading up to 1054 and the Great Eastern Schism. It 

was also to be the church’s downfall as by default sensitive negotiations were 

effectively left to one of the most arrogant and obnoxious senior clerics in all of 

Western Christendom. However, the story of the schism is bigger than just 

Humbert so I’ll leave further comment on that particular illustration of clerical 

stupidity until we reach it later in the series. 

Following Pope Leo’s death shortly after the schism, Humbert served under Pope 

Stephen IX, another of his old friends. Stephen made him ‘Librarian of the Roman 

Curia’ (AKA keeper of the Papal library). During this time, in 1057 he wrote the 

influential ‘Three books against simoniacs’ (Libri tres adversus Simoniacos’), 

arguing against secular rulers’ interference in the election of church officials. This 

may seem like a trivial issue but the impact of this debate was often very 

significant as we shall see. 

After an eventful few years Humbert of Silva Candida shuffled off this mortal coil 

in 1061 but his impact upon Christendom, upon the politics of church and state 

and upon the ongoing strife within the dual Orthodoxies of the Greek and Latin 

churches continued for centuries to come. 
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Edward the confessor (1003 - 1066) 

Born in 1003, the son of Aethelred the Unraed and Emma of Normandy, Edward 

grew up in exile, his family throne having been usurped by the Viking, Cnut. 

Perhaps the experience of exile prompted him to develop his deep religious views, 

a kind of crutch that gave him a sense of stability, perhaps even belonging in spite 

of his foreign, alien status. Whatever the reason, Edward’s piety was renowned, 

earning him the nickname ‘The confessor’ and leading to the downfall of the Anglo-

Saxon state of England in 1066. 

Cnut deposed Aethelred in 1016 and ruled until 1035 at which point the throne 

passed to Cnut’s son, Harold Harefoot. Harefoot reigned for five years until his 

death in 1040 led to his brother Harthacnut assuming the English throne until 

1042. Upon his ascension Harthacnut invited Edward to return to England where 

the former exile lived as subject until the King’s death whilst drinking in 1042. 

Finally – the throne had returned to the house of Aethelred and Edward reclaimed 

his birthright. 

By all accounts Edward was an unusual king. He married Edith, the daughter of 

Godwin who bore him no children because of the King’s vow of celibacy. He 

reduced his mother, Emma to penury, reputedly as vengeance for his miserable 

childhood in her beloved Normandy. He was vindictive to others too – not just his 

mother.  

Emma’s father, Godwin of Wessex was a skilled administrator and a popular leader 

of men. He was powerful by birth and sophisticated in political machinations. It 

seems that Godwin was the real power behind the throne with Edward being little 

more than a puppet for the Wessex nobility for the first few years of his reign. Had 

this arrangement remained in place it’s likely that Edward’s reign would have been 

uneventful and relatively insignificant. However that was not to be. 

Malice caused Edward to seek vengeance upon the whole town of Dover after a 

disturbance there resulted in the deaths of several Normans. His preferred method 

was to instruct his father in law, Godwin to attack the town with soldiers and kill 

the inhabitants. Unfortunately for Edward (but fortunately for the people of Dover) 

Godwin refused and marched on the King instead. Edward can’t have been very 

popular if his own father in law was prepared to take him on. The result was exile 

for Godwin, not Edward and the pious, tyrannical monarch was free to vent his 

malicious spleen unchecked, relying increasingly upon Norman advisors in 

preference over the Witan and in direct break with Anglo-Saxon tradition. 

Emboldened by the unrest in England, Godwinson returned after a year of exile in 

1052. With him he brought an army commanded by his two sons, Harold and 

Tostig. Remember those names – they’re about to become very important. 

Unable to face Godwin in the field, Edward was forced to capitulate. He kept his 

throne but only on the condition that his Norman advisors were sent away and 

Godwin was reinstated, his lands returned to him and the hapless king continued 
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to abide by the will of his subjects, much as his father, Aethelred had been forced 

to do before him. 

It seems that Edward learned his lesson and he never again challenged the Witan 

or the nobility. On the contrary he bestowed honours upon Godwin and his sons 

after him, even allowing Harold Godwinson to command Edward’s army, 

effectively ensuring that any further attempt to oppose this powerful Wessex 

family would result in disaster and his own likely annihilation. Harold led Edward’s 

forces to victory over the Welsh and pacified Northumbria, securing the realm and 

averting disaster from its warlike neighbours. In grateful recognition of his military 

successes, Edward (still celibate and childless) named Harold Godwinson his heir 

from his deathbed in January 1066. The ramifications of this act of succession 

were to prove disastrous for England, its nobility and the entire Anglo-Saxon 

nation. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/civilisation-blog-series/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                20 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 5) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

Harald Hardrada (1015 - 1066) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

With two Harry’s, one Billy and one Edgar to choose from (yes – there was an 

Edgar as well) you’d be forgiven for thinking it a safe wager that the next King of 

England was going to be called Harry. Especially given that Bill was French and 

Edgar was Hungarian. One of the Harry’s was a Scandewegian too so really most 

people in England in 1066 seem to have thought that the single local, Saxon 

candidate, Harold Godwinson was the best bet. But not everyone did. 

Harald Hardrada had a very different view, as did Harold Godwinson’s brother, 

Tostig. We’ll get to him shortly. 

Harald ‘Hardrada’ Sigurdsson was King of Norway and Denmark, claiming royal 

legitimacy through his ancestor, Cnut. It was through this Royal line that he also 

laid claim to the throne of England. The epithet ‘Hardrada’ has variously been 

translated as ‘red-haired’ or ‘hard ruler’. I’m not sure about the hair colour but the 

hard ruler part would certainly be accurate.  

When he was just 15 years old Harald fled to Kiev following the battle of Sticklestas 

where his older brother, Olaf had been killed. He found safety in the court of King 

Yaroslav, a Russian ruler of Viking descent. 

A natural warrior Harald achieved great acclaim first in Kiev and then later as 

commander of the guard at Constantinople. Eventually he returned to Norway with 

a Russian wife and became King following King Magnus’ death in 1046. He ruled 

his Scandinavian Kingdoms with brutal force until Edward the confessor’s death in 

1066 when he decided to make good his claim to the throne of England as well. 

To aid him in his mission to take England he amassed a fleet of 300 longships 

containing some 8,000 Vikings and secured the aid of the recently exiled Tostig 

Godwinson, brother of Harold Godwinson and all-round malcontent. By the time 

Hardrada and Tostig made sail in the late summer of 1066 Tostig’s brother Harold 

was already occupying the much coveted throne and was in no mood to receive 

them graciously. 

Harald marched almost 200 miles North to meet them at Stamford Bridge near 

York. It was a gruelling test of stamina for the Saxons who maintained a pace of 

around 40 miles each day, despite the fact that many of them were carrying all 

their equipment with them as they marched. Not everyone had the luxury of a 

horse to ride and what carts there were, were insufficient for the total kit of the 

entire Saxon army. 

In spite of this remarkable feat of endurance, Harold’s army prevailed. Joining the 

Norse invaders in battle on September 25th 1066 the defending Saxons managed 

to slay 9 out of 10 Norsemen.  
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According to legend the bridge at Stamford formed a natural bottleneck, narrow 

enough to be defended by a single Norse warrior who reputedly held the entire 

Saxon army at bay, slaying several dozen until speared from below by an 

enterprising Saxon in a boat. The original wooden bridge has long-since been 

replaced with stone and isn’t available to verify or disprove the feasibility of this 

story. With the apparently giant Norseman out of the way, Harold’s Saxons rushed 

across the bridge and gave battle, bringing down both Harald and Tostig in the 

process. 

The survivors retreated back to Scandinavia in only 24 of the original 300 

longships. The bodies of the dead are still being discovered from time to time in 

mass graves around the area, so many were left for the locals to dispose of that 

they made no contemporary attempt to mark the many grave pits. 

Hardrada met his end in the battle of Stamford Bridge, as did Tostig. Theirs was 

the last Norse invasion of England with the Scandinavia-pointing orientation of the 

country changing to a more Westerly, Franco-centric orientation within a few short 

weeks of the Stamford-Bridge victory.  

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Harold Godwinson (1020 or 1022 - 1066) 

Harold Godwinson was, as his name suggests the son of Edward the confessor’s 

commander, Godwin, Earl of Wessex. He was one of four claimants for the English 

throne following Edward’s death in 1066. The other three were Harald Hardrada, 

Duke William of Normandy and Edgar the aethling. He briefly became Harold II of 

England (Cnut’s son, Harold Harefoot being the first Harold who reigned from 1035 

– 1040). 

Before becoming King, Harold had served as military commander, as had his 

father, Godwine in the service of Edward the Confessor. It was Harold who led the 

brutal invasion of Wales in 1063, butchering the locals and leaving areas of that 

country almost completely depopulated. He wasn’t the most compassionate of 

leaders, it seems. 

Harold’s father, Godwine died in 1053 leaving the Earldom of Wessex to his son. 

He was also now the oldest surviving male in the Queen’s family, his sister Edith 

being married to the celibate and therefore childless King Edward. This wasn’t a 

direct line of descent by any means but it was the next best thing, or so the Witan 

believed. He was named King of England on January 5th, only one day after his 

predecessor’s demise and was formally crowned on January 6th at Westminster 

Abbey. 

If this seems a little hurried it was with good reason. The Witan (Anglo Saxon 

council of nobles) was well aware of the other claimants to the throne and they 

made haste to enthrone their man before others could mount an invasion. The 

hope seems to have been that a swift coronation might just persuade the other 

claimants to give up. This was not to be. 

Aided by Harold’s own brother, Tostig, Harald Hardrada of Norway launched the 

first assault on Harold’s throne. He invaded the North of the country, taking York 

and its surrounding countryside until being routed by Harold’s Anglo-Saxons at 

the Battle of Stamford Bridge on September 25th 1066. We have already discussed 

the reasoning behind Hardrada’s claim to the English throne here. 

Far to the South Duke William of Normandy landed his invading force at Pevensey 

on September 28th. This was ironic since Harold had been awaiting his arrival with 

a massed army encamped at the coast for weeks prior to the news of Hardrada’s 

invasion and the forced march North to defeat the Norwegian. Now he had to order 

his men to march straight back down again to face the Normans. 

William’s claim was not based upon blood (although he was genuinely related to 

the late King Edward) but rather upon a promise. William claimed that Edward had 

named William his successor during his early years in Normandy. He went further, 

stating that Harold Godwinson had taken a sacred oath to support William’s claim 

three years earlier in 1063.  

While he waited for Harold to return William busied himself attacking the locals, 

reputedly hoping to draw them into battle where they could be destroyed easily 
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without enduring months or even years of skirmishes. The Duke wanted a quick, 

decisive victory and that was just what he would get. 

On October 14th 1066 Harold arranged his Army on the crest of Senlac Ridge, 

overlooking the Norman invaders who filled the flat land below. From this vantage 

point Harold had a good view of his enemy and the Saxon shield wall, located at 

the top of the hill would prove a great defensive line from which to bombard the 

Normans with arrows or spear their horses should they venture too close. 

It was a tried and tested method of seeing off enemies and the chances are it 

would work again. Except… 

It became clear that the Saxons would not yield easily while their shield wall 

remained in pace. So William hatched plan, inspired by events that had happened 

early in the battle. A small group of mounted Norman cavalry had broken ranks 

and attacked the shield wall on their own initiative. They were beaten back, 

predictably enough. What was less predictable was the reaction of the Saxons. As 

the Normans retreated in disarray a large group of Saxons abandoned their 

defensive line to chase them down and despatch them. In so doing they weakened 

the whole Saxon position and gave William an idea. 

At William’s signal the Normans feigned a full scale retreat, allowing the Saxons 

to believe that they were witnessing a rout. As anticipated, large parts of the 

Saxon army, undisciplined farmers that they were, broke ranks to pursue them, 

fatally weakening Harold’s defensive line and leaving themselves and him 

vulnerable to counter-attack. 

Once the Saxons were in sufficient disarray the Normans simply stopped running 

and started fighting back instead. The defenders were no match for William’s 

professional soldiers and what looked like a decisive Saxon victory quickly became 

a slaughter that changed the course of English history forever. 

Harold died later that day at Senlac Abbey, the victim of injuries he’d sustained 

during the conflict. The famous Bayeux tapestry seems to show him with an arrow 

to the eye before being dismembered by Norman troops but that’s not what 

happened. He may or may not have been shot in the eye but there was no 

dismemberment. He survived long enough to be taken from the field. 

Originally interred (at William’s command) on the beach at Pevensey without 

‘benefit of clergy’, Harold’s remains now rest at Waltham Abbey where, in a small 

scale imitation of his Saxon predecessor, Alfred the Great, he had founded not 

only an Abbey but also a place of learning and education for the people. After his 

death, in a futile attempt to regain control the Witan named the child, Edgar the 

atheling as his successor. This was not to be. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Edgar the Aetheling (1051 - 1126) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Of all the claimants to the English throne, Edgar seems to have had the best case. 

In the absence of a direct descendant (due to Edward the Confessor’s celibacy) he 

was most closely related to Edward and could even trace his Royal lineage back 

to Alfred the Great. Unfortunately though he was only a child at the time of 

Edward’s death and the Witan needed to choose someone strong enough to repel 

Vikings and Normans in battle. Godwinson was a proven military commander – 

Edgar was not. 

Born in Hungary, this child of the House of Wessex was the son of Edward the 

Exile, whose father, Edmund had lost the English throne to King Cnut in 1016 

(explaining his foreign birth). He was the last male member of his Royal line and 

was the clear successor to Edward in purely hereditary terms. Harold Godwinson 

knew this which presumably is why he made the boy ‘Earl of Oxford’ soon after 

his coronation as King Harold II. Think of it as a sweetener. 

Edgar had returned to England at age 6 when his father had been summoned back 

from exile by his half-brother, Edward. Unfortunately for Edgar his father died 

soon after leaving the boy fatherless and alone in a strange land. His mother, 

Agatha seems not to have been particularly helpful in helping Edgar resolve his 

grief. 

Unable to press his Royal claim without the support of the Witan, Edgar accepted 

the Oxford Earldom gracefully and settled down to serve Harold II until, in October 

of the same year Harold met his own demise at Pevensey and the Witan met once 

again to choose a leader. With no suitable Saxon left standing to usurp his 

position, Edgar was finally chosen to be King Edgar II on October 15th 1066. Harold 

had seen off the Viking Harald Hardrada but the Norman claimant, William of 

Normandy was still very much in the game and the boy King was no match for 

him, even with the support of the surviving Saxon nobles. 

So on December 10th 1066, just 8 weeks into his reign Edgar abdicated to make 

room for William. In return he got to keep Oxford – at least until 1068 when, 

having unsuccessfully tried to rebel against William and regain his throne he was 

stripped of all lands and titles. He sought refuge with King Malcolm III of Scotland 

before returning to England in 1069, aided by Northumbrian nobles in yet another 

attempt to oust William.  

Various short-lived triumphs and defeats (aided by King Sweyn of Denmark and 

his army of Danes) eventually resulted in William buying off the Danes and forcing 

Edgar to retreat back over the Scottish border in 1070. Unfortunately William 

pursued him, eventually taking over Scotland and Edgar fled to Flanders. He did 

eventually manage to secure an uneasy peace with William and returned to 

Scotland after a few years, appropriately humbled but no longer hunted. 
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Following William’s death in 1087 the ever optimistic Edgar tried to regain some 

status by involving himself in disputes between the late King’s sons, William and 

Robert. Once again displaying the judgement that had dogged him throughout his 

life he picked the wrong side, supported Robert and lost everything again in 1091. 

He returned once more to Scotland, reconciled himself with William II (the 

conqueror’s younger son) and flitted around between Scotland and Normandy for 

the next few years until… 

Following more political intrigue between Scotland and England, by 1097 Edgar 

found himself commanding an army invading the land that had granted him safety 

from the English monarch so many times before. He was victorious and ended up 

helping King Edgar of Scotland into power before joining the first crusade in 1098 

or 1099. Edgar seems to have made it all the way to Jerusalem by 1102 which, as 

we shall see, was no mean feat for any Frankish crusader of the time.  

If only he’d been such a warrior back in his teens the anglo-Saxon line might have 

retained the throne. An alliance between Harold Godwinson and the soldier and 

commander Edgar was to become might have sent both the Norwegians and the 

Normans packing. If only Edward had hung on a few more years. 

Edgar lived until around 1125 or 1126, continuing to involve himself in Royal 

politics and intrigues until the last. He seems not to have had any children to 

continue his line. If he did, they are lost to history. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/civilisation-blog-series/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                26 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 5) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

William of Normandy (1027 - 1087) 

William of Normandy, AKA William the bastard, AKA King William I of England was 

something of a mixed bag as historical figures go. He was greedy and ruthless but 

also a skilled administrator and commander. He came from ignoble beginnings, 

the son of a peasant woman whose name is even lost to us, he rose to become 

one of the medieval world’s most powerful rulers. A man of his time he was feared 

in life and humiliated in death. Go figure! 

William’s father, the Duke of Normandy had an illicit tryst, or possibly an affair 

with a peasant woman who gave birth to a bastard son in 1027 or 1028. When he 

is only 8 years old, William the bastard is orphaned when his father dies on a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Some reports state that the Duke died on crusade 

but this isn’t the case. The first crusade would not be called until 1095 so and the 

first crusaders, the crusading ‘populus’ embarked in 1096. So William’s father died 

far too early for that. 

While he was growing up he came to know the exiled Saxon prince, Edward (the 

confessor) who was forced to live in Normandy after his own father, King Aethelred 

had been defeated by King Cnut of Denmark. Edward and William were distant 

cousins and their friendship continued long after Edward’s exile. The confessor 

even named William as his successor years later in 1051. 

Before embarking on his fateful pilgrimage the old Duke had required all his nobles 

to swear an oath of fealty to his bastard son. This meant that by around 1035 

William had command of an adult nobility but, predictably enough different 

factions soon emerged and his new Duchy descended into civil war. It’s hard to 

overestimate the impact of this perpetual strife on the young man’s developing 

psyche. Times were brutal anyway but the constant threat to his life, coupled with 

the loss of allies and presumably his proximity to brutality seem to have shaped 

his view of life’s value until he became one of history’s most callous and ruthless 

oppressors. 

In his twenties he put down an attack by a neighbouring Duke, amputating enemy 

prisoners’ hands and feet to underline his victory. There was no Geneva 

convention in those days!  

In 1066 Edward the Confessor dies childless and William is confident of his 

succession until the Anglo Saxon Witan names Harold Godwinson as successor, 

apparently in deference to the late King’s own wishes as expressed shortly before 

his death. To add insult to injury Godwinson had fought alongside William in 

France only three years earlier and had promised to support William’s claim once 

the old King died. At least that’s how William told it. Godwinson always denied 

saying any such thing. 

With the support of other French Duchies, the state of Flanders (his wife, Matilda’s 

homeland) and even the Pope in Rome, William prepared for war. He had been 

betrayed by those he thought he could trust and there was no way this brutal, 

battle-hardened nobleman was going to take the slight lying down. With a massive 
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fleet of several hundred ships Duke William crosses the English Channel in 

September 1066 and lands on the South coast at Bexhill. 

King Harold II marches to meet him and battle is joined in October of that year, 

resulting in a spectacular victory for the Normans and the end of the Saxon 

dynasty. The Anglo-Saxon Witan does elect another monarch, Edgar the Aetheling 

but they have no power to back up their choice and Edgar soon abdicates in 

William’s favour, however grudgingly leaving William free to be crowned King of 

England on Christmas Day 1066. 

His reign begins in turbulent fashion. The people of the North of England resent 

Norman rule and, encouraged by Edgar and his brother in law, Malcolm, King of 

Scotland mount a series of rebellions. William’s response to this is savage and 

brutal, butchering some and starving many more until by 1069 an estimated 

100,000 Northerners are dead at William’s hands. A combination of military 

campaign, ‘scorched earth’ starvation and the destruction of dwellings leaves the 

region’s people quite unable to support themselves. Faced with the devastation of 

the region’s homes and its peoples’ livelihoods the rebellious North quickly submits 

to William’s rule.  

Guarding against further unrest, the Norman king embarks on a strategy of 

building castles from which armed Norman knights and soldiers could patrol the 

country, keeping the peace and quashing rebellions almost before they began. 

One of William’s best known achievements was The Domesday Book. This took 

several years to complete but by the time it was finished William had a written 

record of every person living in England, their possessions, their titles (should they 

have any), their livestock and he amount of land they held. It was the most 

comprehensive inventory of any European kingdom and it allowed William to tax 

his new subjects both accurately and brutally with a precision that had never been 

known in England before. Alongside the development of ‘domesday’ though he did 

something else. 

As his counters, surveyors and assessors went out through the land they also 

inquired about local justice and legal principles. They identified regional customs 

around property, inheritance, punishments for crime and methods of settling 

dispute. In short – they recorded regional law. And then they compared notes. 

William and his advisors used this intelligence to unify a single English law code 

which once established was enforced by the regimes newly appointed travelling 

judges. This formed the basis of a national legal system that still appears in 

principles of common law today. So you see, he wasn’t all bad. 

In 1087 a freak riding accident ruptures William’s abdomen and he dies in agony 

in the French church at Mantes. His corpse is looted and left naked on the floor, 

covered in its own filth. It’s an ignoble last chapter of King William’s life but 

arguably not an undeserved one.  

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Tostig Godwinson (1029 - 1066) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Tostig Godwinson arguably never really knew which side his bread was buttered! 

The younger brother of King Harold Godwinson (Harold II of England) his 

rebellious alliance with the Norwegian King, Harald Hardrada against his brother 

may well have been the single most important factor leading to the downfall of 

the entire Anglo-Saxon rule over England.  

The son of Earl Godwine of Wessex Tostig became Earl of Northumbria during the 

reign of Edward the Confessor. The third son of the most powerful house in Saxon 

England he was not without influence and his pious devotion to duty and the 

church earned him significant respect in his own right – at least at first. 

Tostig was invested Earl in 1055 and soon developed a reputation for generosity 

to the poor and firm administration. However his firmness soon morphed into 

brutality leading to rebellion as the oppressed Northumbrians rose up against what 

they saw as his cruelty and misrule.  

Tostig responded by becoming even more brutal until in 1065 King Edward 

removed him from his position. The son of the House of Godwine found himself 

landless and unloved. His wife Judith hailed originally from Flanders and so that is 

where the couple fled in the face of mounting enmity at home. 

Less than a year later Edward died and Tostig’s older brother, Harold Godwinson 

was named King in January 1066. But Harold wasn’t the only claimant for the 

throne of England. Tostig’s new neighbour, Duke William of Normandy also had 

designs on the English throne and ever the opportunist Tostig suggested an 

alliance against Harold, hoping to install William as King and gain lands for himself 

in the process. Unfortunately for Tostig, the Duke of Normandy had no need of 

such a treacherous ally and nothing came of the proposal. 

Not to be deterred, Tostig then made similair overtures to King Harald Hardrada 

of Norway. Hardrada also had a claim to the English throne by virtue of descent 

from King Cnut and he was much more receptive to Tostig’s scheme than William 

had been. 

So it was that Tostig and Hardrada launched their invasion in Northumbria in 

September 1066, forcing King Harold to march his army close to 300 miles to do 

battle at Stamford Bridge. In spite of their long march the Saxons defeated the 

Norwegians in short order. King Harald of Norway was killed in the fighting. Harold 

of England then tried to make terms with his wayward brother, offering to 

reinstate all his lands and titles if he would lay down his arms and ‘return to the 

Saxon fold’. In what may well have been one of history’s most spectacular errors 

of judgement Tostig refused this generous offer and fought on. The result was his 

death (according to legend at Harold’s own hand). 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2016/01/01/civilisation-harold-godwinson-1020-or-1022-1066/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/12/31/harald-hardrada-1015-1066/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/12/30/edward-the-confessor-1003-1066/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2016/01/02/civilisation-william-of-normandy-1027-1087/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/12/31/harald-hardrada-1015-1066/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/12/29/civilisation-king-cnut-990-ish-1035/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                29 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 5) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

The wider impact of this futile attempt on the English crown was to have 

ramifications for more than just Tostig and Hardrada. The forced march North, 

together with a hard fought victory had exhausted Harold’s army, most of whom 

were peasant farmers, unused to warfare on such a scale. Their stamina had 

proven heroic but even they had their limits. 

No sooner had victory in the North been secured when Duke William landed a fleet 

of 70 ships on the South coast. Harald and his Saxon army had no choice but to 

turn around and march straight back down to face them. The result was 

predictable and well known. The two armies faced each other in October 1066 at 

the Battle of Hastings, Harold himself was killed and the English crown fell to a 

French Duke, ending the Anglo-Saxon line for ever. 

It’s tempting to speculate just what the outcome might have been if Tostig had 

been loyal to his brother and Hardrada hadn’t taken him up on his offer of support. 

Would Harold have beaten Duke William? If so what would England look like today? 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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