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ETHELRED, CNUT AND EDWARD THE CONFESSOR

With these kings we really exit the “dark ages” and enter the medieval world of Shakespeare’s history plays.

1.    Ethelred 978-1016

“Unready” = “no counsel”, “bad counsel”

Notable for:

i.    Lack of success against the Danes – constant raiding until Swein (king 1013),   

       whose ambition was conquest.   Gainsborough Accord:-         OHP Gainsborough                                          

      Northumbria, Lindsey and 5 Boroughs (Stamford, Derby, Nottingham, Leicester 

      and Lincoln) accept Swein (later Cnut) as king.

1013-4   Flight to Normandy

1015      Revolt of Edmund Ironside against his father (briefly king): return of Cnut: 

     Wessex over- run: Edric Streona defected.

ii.    Treacherous associates – Edric Streona (“acquisitor)  ealdorman of Mercia, responsible for murders, blindings, appropriation of estates 

BUT gained support of Thorkell + fleet, in disgust at murder of Archbishop of 

        Canterbury Alfheah by his own men (Danes) in 1012 (Thorkell had ravaged and 

        plundered much of southern and midland England 1009-12).   His support ended

        1015, when he switched support to Edric Streona.

iii.   Payment of Danegeld (991 after Battle of Maldon – on advice of Archbishop 

       Sigeric) BUT not first time Danes had been bought off (distinguish from 

       heregeld – tax to pay army and fleet).   Large amount paid in Ethelred’s reign,

       raised by any means, often in the form of gold or silver.

iv.   Cruel and unwise policies – confiscation of property: arranged or connived at the

        murder (1002) of Danes resident in England, and of the ealdorman of 

       Northumbria (1006).

What can be said in his favour?

i.     Could be effective militarily (campaigns in Strathclyde, Man, Cumbria to cut off    

        Dublin base for attacks) – Danes made no progress until Thorkell and the 

       Jomsvikings (1009): had larger navy than Alfred: maintained and added to burhs
       (Cadbury, with mint) BUT did not often lead armies into the field himself (was

       this because of doubts over the succession – had two families?)

ii.    Payment of Danegeld wisest course if Danes only raiding (even if English won 

        battle, Danes could come back).    But England a rich country and could afford it.

        NB: Kipling – “if once you have paid him the Danegeld,

                                 you never get rid of the Dane”.
       and “Battle of Maldon”                                            Anglo-Saxon World pp. 12-13

iii.  Maintained currency of good weight and fineness.

iv.   Regulated trade (Treaty with Olaf Tryggvason 991)

v.    Marriage to Emma of Normandy (1002) in order to improve relations with 

        Normandy (used as base for Danish raids – a Norse colony 90 years previously)

vi.   Organised administrative structure; law codes: County Hidage (tax assessment on 

        basis of hides – contras Tribal Hidage – tribute).             OHP County Hidage

Why has he had such a bad press?

i.     A long reign – plenty of time to make mistakes  

ii.     Unlucky – Danes particularly strong at that time.

iii.   Murder of brother Edward (“the Martyr”) overshadowed his reign (by his protagonists – but only 9/10 at the time).   Laws 1008             Anglo-Saxon Prose p.10

iv.   “Spin doctors” of Abingdon Chronicle: bitterness at betrayal of Wessex successes – need to find a scapegoat? but written as true annals (later). 

2.    Cnut 1016-35

Son of Swein of Denmark –campaigned with him – came to throne soon after the defeat of Edmund Ironside at Assandun (Ashdon?)   Sources scanty compared with Ethelred or Edward.

Notable for:

i.    Scandinavian conquest of England: Anglo-Scandinavian character of eastern England intensified – eorl replaced ealdorman: land grants to Danes – eg – Tovi. 

ii.   Scandinavian empire: spent much time in Denmark till 1028, when he overcame Norway, gained lordship in Sweden (but constant trouble).   England renowned for wealth (gelds, source of manpower) which guaranteed no attacks on England for decades.  Wrote letters from (1) Denmark in 1019 assuring England of its security: and (2) Rome in 1027, having secured reduction of tolls on English and Danish merchants abroad.

iii.  Marriages: (1) Aelfgifu of Northampton (“by Danish custom” – probably to gain support of her powerful family).   (2) Emma, widow of Ethelred – to legitimise his kingship and “buy off” Normans who might press claims of her sons Edward and Alfred (she renounced them).   Patroness of church (New Minster charter) BUT did Cnut commit bigamy? – in view of which:-

iv.   Support for church rather hypocritical?   Founded Bury St. Edmunds and St. Benet’s Holme; 1023 translated Alfheah to Canterbury: recognised cult of Edward the Martyr: 1027 pilgrimage to Rome: issued law codes in close consultation with church (drafted by Wulfstan? archbishop of York who had also advised Ethelred). 

BUT needed to strengthen church/state links and lay down firm rules of conduct (including adultery) in face of still-pagan Scandinavia (though Denmark “made Christian” by Cnut’s grandfather).

v.   Often brutal and ruthless: mutilated hostages, killed those who threatened him (Edric Streona).

Why did England fall apart after Cnut’s death?

i.   Loss of Norway and trouble in Denmark at end of reign (Aelfgifu disastrous as regent in Norway).

ii.  Delegation of power to 4 great eorls: Godwins (Wessex), Leofric (Mercia), Siward (Northumbria), Thorkell (East Anglia) left country divided.

iii. Disputed succession between Harold Harefoot (son of Aelfgifu) and Harthacnut (son of Emma).

3.   Edward the Confessor 1042-66

In direct English line of succession (son of Emma and Ethelred), (only other possible claimant Magnus of Norway).

1016 went into exile for 25 years – so strongly influenced by Normans and others (did he resent his mother’s marriage to Cnut?)   Recalled 1041 by Harthacnut.   BUT 1043 deprived Emma of estates and treasure (she retired to Winchester)

1045 married Godwin’s daughter Edith (no children – marriage never consummated?                                                                                                        vow of celibacy?  homosexual?                   

Notable for:-

i.   Piety – elegy on his death: biography:                                         Brooks pp. 62-3   Built new Westminster Abbey  BUT rather idle, loved hunting (upbringing) – piety a C12 myth, canonisation political.

ii.  Peace -1049 disbanded standing fleet’ probably lower geld.

Problems of succession:-

i.   Edgar the Atheling (son of Edward ‘s nephew, grandson of Edmund Ironside) – only 14 in 1066.   Resistance, based in London, after Hastings centred on him, supported by Earls Edwin and Morcar, and the 2 archbishops.

ii.  Harold Hardrada – uncle of King Magnus of Norway who had made a pact with Harthacnut that if either should die childless the other should inherit.   Invaded          1066 at Stamford Bridge (joined by Tostig).

iii. Harold Godwinson (possibly named by Edward on his deathbed) – Edward’s brother-in-law and most powerful noble.

iv.  William of Normandy (Edward’s cousin through Emma) – claimed to have been designated as heir by Edward 1051–2 on state visit by William (oath-swearing incident in Normandy?).

Where did Edward go wrong?

i.   By leaving the succession undecided.

ii.  By allowing Godwin family to dominate: 1051-2 rebellion and then return: by 1057 all earldoms except Mercia held by Godwins.

Sources:     Norman Chronicles: Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (contains pro- and anti-Godwin versions): Bayeux Tapestry

THE LAST ANGLO-SAXON KINGS – A CONFUSING TALE OF WARFARE, WEALTH AND WOMEN

DRAMATIS PERSONAE  (kings of England underlined)
Ethelred  - the Unready  (978-1016)   - an unsuccessful and much-maligned king
Emma  (c.989-1052) – a forceful woman, married in turn to Ethelred and Cnut (and also known as Aelfgifu)  

Edmund Ironside  (1016) – so-called because of his bravery, son of Ethelred and his first wife (Aelfgifu)

Edric Streona  (d.1017) – a repulsive and treacherous nobleman

Thorkell the Tall  ( d.1023) – ferocious warlord – a skilful and mercenary Dane

Alfheah  (d.1012) – Archbishop of Canterbury, murdered in a bone-throwing incident by drunken Danes

Edward “the Martyr” (975-8) – bad-tempered son of Edgar, murdered in mysterious circumstances
Cnut (Canute)   (1016-35) – unjustly accused of pride for taking his throne to the beach

Aelfgifu of Northampton  (d. after 1040) – first “wife” of Canute – a persistent lady   but a bit of a disaster when given responsibility for administering Norway (not be to confused with several other Aelfgifus)

Harold Harefoot  (1035-40) – son of Ethelred by Aelfgifu 

Harthacnut  (1040-2) – probably alcoholic son of Cnut and Emma 
Edward the Confessor   (1042-1066) – ineffective king and husband with a penchant for hunting (son of Ethelred and Emma)

Edith  (c.1025-75) –  a Godwin - Edward’s queen and keen needlewoman

Harold Godwinson – Harold I  (1066) – mistakenly believed to have died of eye trouble at Hastings

Edgar the Atheling   ( d. after 1066) – grandson of Edmund Ironside and a claimant to the English throne

Harold Hardrada    (1016-1066) – another claimant (Norwegian) to the English throne

William 1 – “the Conqueror” (1066-87) – yet ANOTHER claimant to the English throne – the lucky one.

