The feudal system
Having conquered England, William was faced with a huge problem. He had beaten the Anglo-Saxons at Hastings with an army of about 2000 cavalry and 5000 foot soldiers. How would he be able to extend his power across the whole of the country and ensure his new kingdom remained peaceful and loyal? Initially, William only controlled a relatively small corner of the country roughly covering Kent and East Sussex. His new kingdom extended as far as the Wales and the borders of Scotland. Transport was dangerous and difficult, the only roads that existed were ones that dated back to the Romans and dirt tracks between towns and villagers made by farmers, tradesmen and pilgrims. For generations, people living on the eastern coast had been terrorised by attacks by marauding Viking raiders and there was no reason to think these would end simply because William was now the king. To add to his problems, William still was duke of Normandy and had extensive lands in northern France to administer. He needed help!

William’s solution was very simple but very clever. First of all, he decided to lend out land in return for help in running the country. He lent large areas of land to the most powerful members of Norman society the barons. In return for the loan, they swore an oath of loyalty to the king and promised to help him run the country and raise soldiers for an army whenever William needed military help. Secondly, William carefully shared out the land across the country, making sure no two barons who were friends or allies occupied land in the same region. That way groups of barons couldn’t get too powerful and form their own rival armies and rise up against the king. Land was at the centre of this system. The Latin word for land is ‘feudum’ and so it was called the feudal system by later historians.
Most of the people in rewarded with land were those barons who had helped him win the Battle of Hastings. He also very sensibly shared land with some of the defeated Anglo-Saxon leaders, known as earls. However, many of the Anglo-Saxons were unhappy with being occupied by the Normans and frequently rebelled against their new leaders. William and the barons put these rebellions down, often very savagely. He trusted fewer and fewer earls with land. By the time William died in 1087, out of 250 great landowners, only 6 were Anglo-Saxons. In addition to granting land with his military supporters, William also shared some of the land with senior members of the Church. In a religious age, it was a way of thanking God for the victory he granted him and proving his Christian credentials. These bishops and abbots used the land to raise money from rents and build magnificent cathedrals, churches and monasteries, many of which still adorn the landscape today.
( Your task
What problems did William face?

Who did he turn to for help?

Who did he reward and why?

( Extension task
How well the feudal system help William to control the country? Explain your answer with examples from your notes. Can you think of any potential problems?
