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Anglo-Saxon Society: England before 1066 What do I need to know: 
• What England was like before 1066.. 
• The importance of the Godwin Family. 

So what was life like in Anglo-Saxon England? 
• Around two million inhabitants
• Life was hard 
• Life expectancy low
• Most people farmed the land
• At the top of Anglo – Saxon society were the aristocracy 

(people who had wealth and power), in the middle the 
peasant farmers and at the bottom the slaves

• Religion was an important feature of society
• King Edward the Confessor had ruled since 1042

Where did the Anglo-Saxons come from? 
• The Anglo-Saxons came from Denmark, Germany and the Netherlands. 
• These fearsome warriors rowed across the
• North Sea in wooden boats to England and forced the tribes in Britain to flee their 

homes.
• Within a few centuries, the land they had invaded was known as England, after the 

Angles. 

Who were the Anglo-Saxons? 
• Believe it or not, the Anglo-Saxons were warrior-farmers. They began to invade 

Britain while the Romans were still in control.
• They wanted control and land.
• The Anglo-Saxons were tall, fair-haired men, armed with swords and spears and 

round shields.
• Their other skills consisted of hunting, farming, textile (cloth) production and 

leather working.

For about 150 years the Britons fought the Anglo-Saxons, but by the year 600 the 
Britons had either been forced to flee to Wales or the West Country and had become 
slaves.

By the year 600 Britain had been divided into 7 main Ango-Saxon Kingdoms:

Northumbria, Mercia, Essex, East Anglia, Wessex, Kent and Sussex.

There were three groups of people who settled in Britain which together, are called 
the Anglo-Saxons.
These three groups are called: 
• Jutes
• Angles
• Saxons
The Angles and the Saxon tribes were the largest of the three attacking tribes and so 
we often know them as Anglo-Saxons.

This topic focusses on the arrival of the 
Normans but you need to know about 

Change and Continuity and so you need to 
know about Angl0-Saxon society before. 

http://primaryhomeworkhelp.co.uk/Romans.html


King Edward the Confessor’s Rule: 

 Ruled since 1042

 Before 1042, England had been ruled by Edward’s half brother, Harthacnut

 His reign had been stable and largely peaceful, there was a growing threat from Normandy and Norway / Denmark

 The earls were the most important aristocrats, the relationship with the king was based on loyalty

 King Edward was not a warrior king he relied on his earls being a powerful military force, especially Earl Godwin

 During his time he brought many of his Norman friends to England as advisors

 This angered the Anglo – Saxons and caused some disagreement with Earl Godwin

 King Edward was a respected law – maker and he was very religious

 King Edward was married to Edith of Wessex, Earl Godwin’s daughter

Anglo-Saxon Society: Edward the Confessor and the Godwin family What do I need to know:
• Who the Godwin’s are
• How successful Edward the Confessor rule was.  

Key Words:
• Earl 
• Exiled
• Housecarl
• Inherit 
• minting

Who were the Godwins and why 
were they important?

 The Godwins were a powerful ruling 
family in England

 Earl Godwin (1001 – 53) was born in 
Wessex 

 Anglo - Saxons

 Godwin and King Edward had a 
major dispute when Godwin refused 
to follow the king’s orders, Godwin 
was exiled by the King

 Godwin returned with his army BUT 
King Edward was unable to raise an 
army, Godwin was stronger

 The king reinstated Godwin, the 
earls, their lands and their power = 
the power of the Godwins increased

 Earl Godwin died 1053 and his son 
Harold Godwinson becomes Earl of 
Wessex

 By the mid 1060s the Godwins had 
control of most of England and 
advised the king

When Edward the Confessor died on the 5th January 1066 he had 
no children. As a result , it was unclear who was to become King. 
After Edward’s death there were many powerful men who put 
forward their claim to  the throne, four of whom presented the 
strongest claims. However, the claimants came from different 
countries and had differing levels of support. 


