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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF
WILLIAM THE
CONQUEROR:
ARCHITECT OF
MEDIEVAL
ENGLAND

Few  figures  in  history
have reshaped a nation
as decisively as William
the  Conqueror.  From
his  contested  birth  in
t h e  D u c h y  o f
N o r m a n d y  t o  h i s
triumphant  victory  at
the Battle of Hastings,
William’s life is a saga
of  ambition,  brutality,
and  transformative
statecraft. His invasion
of England in 1066 did

not merely change the
king;  it  fundamentally
rewired  the  country’s
political,  social,  and
architectural  DNA.  To
understand  medieval
England,  and  indeed
the  modern  Brit ish
Isles,  one  must  first
understand  the  man
who  led  the  Norman
Conquest.  This  article
explores the journey of
William the Conqueror,
from a bastard duke to
the  crowned  king  of
England, examining his
military campaigns, his
iron-fisted rule, and the
monumental  changes
he  set  in  motion.
William’s  story  is  not
just a tale of conquest;
i t  i s  a  l e s s o n  i n

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 William The Conqueror 2022-10-07

resilience,  strategic
genius, and the brutal
realities of power in the
11th century. He was a
product  of  his  violent
time, yet he possessed
a vision for centralized
authority  that  was
decades  ahead  of  its
peers.  By  weaving
together the threads of
Norman  efficiency  and
Anglo-Saxon  tradition,
William the Conqueror
forged a new kingdom
from the ashes of the
old.

THE EARLY YEARS:
THE MAKING OF A
DUKE

A
Contentio
us

Beginning
William  was  born  in
1 0 2 7  o r  1 0 2 8  i n
Falaise, Normandy. He
was  the  illegitimate
son of Robert I, Duke of
N o r m a n d y ,  a n d
Herleva,  a  tanner’s
d a u g h t e r .  T h i s
i l l eg i t imacy—of ten
leading  to  him  being
der i s i ve l y  ca l l ed
“William  the  Bastard”
b y  h i s
contemporaries—shap
ed his early life. It was
a  stain  he  fought  to
overcome  his  entire
l ife,  driving  him  to
p r o v e  h i s  w o r t h
through sheer force of
w i l l  a n d  m i l i t a r y
prowess.  When Robert
I  died  in  1035  while
r e t u r n i n g  f r o m  a
pilgrimage,  William
inherited the Duchy of
Normandy  a t  j us t
seven  or  eight  years
old.
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The early years of his
reign  as  duke  were
precarious.  Norman
nobles ,  see ing  an
opportunity  in  a  child
r u l e r ,  f o u g h t  f o r
control.  Guardians
were  murdered,  and
the young duke faced
multiple  assassination
attempts.  I t  was  a
brutal  apprenticeship.
Yet,  William  survived,
learning the arts of war
and diplomacy from a
very young age. By his
late  teens,  he  was
a c t i v e l y  l e a d i n g
military  campaigns  to
r e a s s e r t  d u c a l
authority,  crushing
rebellions and securing
his borders.

Securing
Normand

y: The
Foundatio
n of
Power
By  1047,  w i th  the
crucial support of King
Henry  I  o f  France,
William won a decisive
victory at the Battle of
Val-ès-Dunes  against
rebel  Norman  barons.
This  v ictory  was  a
turning point. It did not
end the unrest,  but  it
established  William as
a  ser ious  mi l i tary
leader.  Over  the  next
t w o  d e c a d e s ,  h e
m e t i c u l o u s l y
consolidated his power.
He  fortified  castles,
imposed loyalty among
h i s  b a r o n s ,  a n d
reformed  the  Norman
church  through  the
appointment  of  strong
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abbots  like  Lanfranc.
This period of  internal
consol idat ion  was
crit ical.  I t  al lowed
William  to  create  the
most  efficient  military
machine  in  northern
Europe—a  force  that
would  la ter  prove
unstoppable across the
English Channel.
It was during this time
that William cultivated
a  reputation  for  both
ruthless  justice  and
calculating  generosity.
He  rewarded  loyalty
with  land  and  power,
b u t  h e  p u n i s h e d
betrayal with terrifying
finality.  This  dual
approach ensured that
the Norman aristocracy
was  both  loyal  and
terrified,  a  perfect
combination for a ruler
planning  a  high-risk
invasion.

THE TAPESTRY OF
CONQUEST: THE

INVASION OF
ENGLAND

The
Conteste
d Throne
and the
Oath of
1064
The  s tage  fo r  the
Norman Conquest was
set  years  before  the
f a m o u s  b a t t l e .
According  to  Norman
accounts, in 1064, the
Ang lo -Saxon  Ear l
Harold Godwinson (the
future  King  Harold  II)
was  shipwrecked  on
the  Norman  coast.
W i l l i a m  t o o k  h i m
captive and forced him
to swear a solemn oath
o n  h o l y  r e l i c s  t o
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support William’s claim
to  the  English  throne.
When  the  childless
K i n g  E d w a r d  t h e
Confessor  d ied  in
January  1066,  Harold
ignored  his  alleged
oath  and  seized  the
crown.  Th is  act  o f
perjury  gave  William
the perfect propaganda
tool.  He  framed  his
invasion not as a land
g r a b ,  b u t  a s  a
righteous war to punish
a  l iar  and  claim  his
legitimate inheritance.
This  narrative  was
c r u c i a l .  W i l l i a m
successfully  lobbied
the  Pope  to  grant  a
papal  banner  for  his
cause,  effectively
turning  his  invasion
into  a  holy  crusade.
T h i s  d i v i n e
endorsement attracted
knights  and  soldiers
from  across  Europe
who  were  eager  to
fight  for  spoils  and
salvation.

The
Crossing
and the
Battle of
Hastings
William  assembled  a
massive  fleet,
reportedly  over  700
ships,  and  a  multi-
nat ional  army.  He
landed  unopposed  at
Pevensey on the south
coast  of  England  on
September  28,  1066.
He immediately built a
wooden  cas t l e  a t
Hastings,  securing  his
beachhead. Meanwhile,
King  Harold  II  was  in
the  north  of  England,
having just defeated a
Norwegian  invasion  at
the Battle of Stamford
Bridge.  Marching  his
exhausted army south
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at  incredible  speed,
Harold rushed to meet
the Norman threat.
The two armies met on
October  14,  1066,  at
S e n l a c  H i l l ,  n e a r
Hastings.  The  battle
was a brutal, day-long
affair.  The  Anglo-
S a x o n s  f o r m e d  a
formidable  shield  wall
on the hilltop, repelling
wave  after  wave  of
Norman  infantry  and
c a v a l r y .  I t  w a s  a
testament  to  Harold’s
leadership  and  the
t o u g h n e s s  o f  h i s
housecarls.  Legend
holds  that  William’s
forces  feigned retreat,
luring the English from
t h e i r  d e f e n s i v e
p o s i t i o n s  b e f o r e
turning  on  them.  The
turning point came late
in  the  day  when  an
arrow reportedly struck
Harold  in  the  eye,
killing him. Leaderless,
the English army broke
and  fled.  The  Battle  of

Hastings was over, and
William the Conqueror
had won the field.

REIGN AND
REBELLION: THE
IRON KING

The
March to
London
and
Coronatio
n
Victory at Hastings did
not  mean  immediate
control  of  England.
W i l l i a m  m a r c h e d
t o w a r d  L o n d o n ,
d e l i b e r a t e l y
d e v a s t a t i n g  t h e
c o u n t r y s i d e  i n  a
s c o r c h e d - e a r t h
campaign  to  force



William The Conqueror 7

7

s u b m i s s i o n .  T h e
English nobility, seeing
t h e  i n e v i t a b l e ,
c a p i t u l a t e d .  O n
Christmas  Day  1066,
William  was  crowned
King  of  England  at
Westminster  Abbey.
The  coronation  was  a
chaotic  affair;  Norman
guards, hearing shouts
inside  the  church,
mistakenly  thought  a
r e b e l l i o n  w a s
underway  and  set  fire
to surrounding houses.
It was an ominous start
to  a  reign  that  would
be defined by violence.
William the Conqueror
spent  the  first  few
years  o f  h i s  re ign
ruthlessly  suppressing
rebellions. The north of
England,  in  particular,
w a s  a  h o t b e d  o f
res is tance.  In  the
winter  of  1069–70,
William responded with
the infamous “Harrying
of the North,” a brutal
c a m p a i g n  o f

systematic destruction.
Entire  villages  were
b u r n e d ,  c r o p s
d e s t r o y e d ,  a n d
livestock  slaughtered.
Famine  fo l l owed ,
d e c i m a t i n g  t h e
population. This act of
terror  broke  the  back
of northern resistance,
but it also left a scar on
the  English  landscape
a n d  m e m o r y  f o r
generations.

Feudalis
m and
the
Domesda
y Book
To  secure  his  rule,
William the Conqueror
implemented a radical
n e w  s y s t e m .  H e
confiscated  the  lands
of  the  Anglo-Saxon
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n o b i l i t y  a n d
redistributed  them  to
his  Norman  followers.
T h i s  w a s  t h e
foundation  of  English
feudalism.  The  king
owned all the land; he
granted  huge  estates
t o  h i s  b a r o n s  i n
exchange  for  their
military  service  and
loyalty.  These  barons,
in turn, granted smaller
parcels  to  knights.  At
the  bot tom  o f  the
pyramid  were  the
peasants,  many  of
whom were reduced to
serfdom.  This  system
created a hierarchy of
loyalty  directly  linking
the  peasant  to  the
knight to the baron to
the  king—a  military
and  social  structure
designed  for  control.
The  most  enduring
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e
achievement of William
the Conqueror was the
Domesday  Book .
Commissioned in 1085

and  comple ted  in
1086, it was a massive
survey  of  England’s
landho ld ings  and
resources.  It  recorded
who owned what, how
much it was worth, and
how many people lived
there.  The  book  was
incredibly  detailed,
designed  to  be  the
final  word  on  tax
liability and ownership
( h e n c e  t h e  n a m e
“Domesday,”  referring
to the Last Judgment).
I t  g a v e  W i l l i a m
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
knowledge and control
over his new kingdom
a n d  r e m a i n s  a n
invaluable  historical
document  today.

ARCHITECTURAL
AND CULTURAL
TRANSFORMATION

The
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Castle-
Building

Program
Perhaps  the  most
v i s i b l e  l e g a c y  o f
William the Conqueror
i s  the  cas t le .  The
Normans  were  master
castle-builders,  and
W i l l i a m  u s e d
arch i tec tu re  as  a
weapon of occupation.
H e  p e p p e r e d  t h e
l andscape  w i th  a
network of  motte-and-
bailey castles—quick to
build  and  effective  for
local  control.  Later,
these  were  replaced
with  massive  stone
keeps,  such  as  the
White  Tower  at  the
Tower  of  London.

Strategic
control: Castles
were placed at
key strategic

points: river
crossings, road
junctions, and
inside existing
towns.
Symbols of
power: The
sheer height and
mass of stone
keeps like
Colchester Castle
or the Tower of
London were
intended to awe
and intimidate
the local
population.
Bases of
operation: They
provided safe
havens for
Norman lords to
administer their
lands and launch
quick strikes
against any
rebellion.

These  s t ruc tu res
changed the very look
of  England,  shifting
f r o m  t h e  o p e n ,
communal halls of the
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Anglo-Saxons  to  the
fortified,  hierarchical
strongholds  of  the
Normans.

The
Transfor
mation of
the
Church
William the Conqueror
was  deeply  p ious,
albeit  in  a  ruthless,
medieval way. He saw
the  re fo rm  o f  the
English  Church  as  a
key part of his mission.
Under  his  direction,
L a n f r a n c ,  t h e
A r c h b i s h o p  o f
C a n t e r b u r y ,
reorganized the English
church  h ierarchy.
Saxon  bishops,  many
of whom were married
and  poorly  educated,

were  rep laced  by
ce l ibate ,  learned
Norman  clerics.  New
monas t i c  o rde rs ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e
C l u n i a c s ,  w e r e
introduced.  Grand
cathedrals were built in
the  new  Romanesque
style  (often  cal led
Norman  architecture)
at places like Durham,
Winchester, and Ely.
This  reform  brought
the  English  Church
firmly  under  royal
c o n t r o l  a n d  i n t o
a l i g n m e n t  w i t h
continental  European
practices. It also led to
a  cultural  flowering,  as
Norman  scr iptor ia
produced  magnificent
i l l u m i n a t e d
m a n u s c r i p t s  a n d
chronicles.

PERSONALITY AND
CHARACTER: THE
MAN BEHIND THE
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CROWN

What kind of man was
William the Conqueror?
He  was  driven  by  a
relentless ambition, yet
he was also pragmatic
and  calculating.  He
was famously  cruel  in
his military campaigns,
yet he was generous to
the church.  He was a
devoted husband to his
w i f e ,  M a t i l d a  o f
Flanders,  with  whom
he had a large family,
yet he was a stern and
demanding  father
whose  sons  would
e v e n t u a l l y  r e b e l
against  him.
Physically, descriptions
from the time suggest
he  was  of  average
height  but  powerfully
built,  with  a  strong
voice  and  a  fearsome
presence .  He  a te
spar ingly  and  was
known to  be  a  heavy
drinker  later  in  life,
which  contributed  to

his  obesity  in  his  final
years. He had a temper
that could be terrifying,
y e t  h e  w a s  a l s o
c a p a b l e  o f  g r e a t
patience and strategic
planning, as seen in his
long  wait  to  invade
Eng land .  He  was ,
above  all,  a  survivor.
The  bastard  boy  who
was  nearly  murdered
i n  h i s  o w n  c a s t l e
became  the  mos t
power fu l  r u l e r  i n
Western  Europe.

THE FINAL YEARS
AND THE
FRACTURING OF
AN EMPIRE

The King
in His
Castle
The end of William the
Conqueror’s  life  was
troubled.  In  1087,  he
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went to war with King
Philip I of France over a
b o r d e r  d i s p u t e .
Seemingly  in  good
health,  he  rode  his
horse  through  the
b u r n i n g  t o w n  o f
Mantes.  The heat  and
s t r e s s  m a y  h a v e
in jured  h im,  or  he
simply  fell  ill.  He was
taken to  the Priory  of
Saint  Gervais  near
Rouen. As he lay dying,
surrounded by his sons
and  advisors,  he  was
tormented  by  the
violence of his life. He
ordered the release of
pr isoners  and  the
distr ibut ion  of  h is
treasure  to  the  poor
and the church.
He died on September
9, 1087. His death was
f o l l o w e d  b y  a n
ignominious  scene.
When  his  body  was
b r o u g h t  t o  h i s
foundation at Caen for
burial, a fire broke out.
La te r ,  du r ing  the

funeral  mass,  a  local
knight  named  Ascelin
claimed  that  the  land
the church was built on
had  been  stolen  from
his  father .  After  a
hurried  payment,  the
bur ia l  proceeded.
Worst  of  all,  William’s
corpulent  body  could
not  fit  into  the  stone
sarcophagus.  When
servants tried to force
it,  the  corpse  burst.
The  stench  drove  the
mourners  from  the
church.

The
Division
of the
Realm
Perhaps  the  greatest
irony of his life is that
t h i s  m a s t e r  o f
consolidation could not
secure the unity of his
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own  rea lm.  On  h is
deathbed,  he  divided
his  empire.  His  eldest
son,  Robert  Curthose,
inherited the Duchy of
Normandy.  His  second
son,  William  Rufus,
received the Crown of
England.  His  youngest
son,  Henry,  received
on ly  money .  Th i s
division  set  the  stage
for decades of warfare
and rivalry between his
sons.
The  legacy  of  William
the Conqueror was one

of conquest, but it was
also  one  of  disunity.
The Norman kings who
followed spent much of
their  energy  trying  to
reunite  England  and
Normandy, a task that
w o u l d  l a s t  f o r  a
century.

CONCLUSION: THE
FATHER OF
NORMAN ENGLAND

William the Conqueror
stands as a colossus on
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f
English history. He was


