
Brains in Gear

“The King stopped at nothing to hunt his enemies [in the north of 
England]. He cut down many people and destroyed homes and land. 
Nowhere else had he shown such cruelty. This made a real change. 
To his shame, William made no effort to control his fury, punishing 
the innocent with the guilty. He ordered that crops and herds, tools 
and food be burned to ashes. More than 100,000 people perished of 
starvation.

I have often praised William in this book, but I can say nothing good 
about this brutal slaughter. God will punish him.”

An account by the monk and historian Orderic Vitalis in his work 
Historia Ecclesiastica. Written between 1110-1142 it chronicles the 
history of the British Isles. It is widely considered by modern 
historians to be a reliable source. 

1. What does this source say William did?

2. What does the author think about this?

3. Why would William choose to do this?
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By the end of this lesson you will:

- Describe the Northern Rebellions

- Explain how they affected William.

- Make a judgment about how William was able to beat 
them.
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Genocide
1. What does this word mean?

2. Can you think of any examples?

3. Is it ever justifiable?



What was the Harrying of the North?

• Following the Northern Rebellions of 1069, William decided that the only way he was 
going to control the north of England was through brutal force.

• He ordered his men to go on a campaign of extreme violence to completely subdue 
the rebellious northerners. 

• In the winter of 1069-70 William and his soldiers used scorched earth tactics to lay 
waste to the northern shires.

• First, William sent his men along the River Aire with orders to burn every village they 
found and slaughter the inhabitants. 

• After these massacres his men burned crops, killed farm animals, and salted the land 
so that nothing new would grow. This meant that any survivors of the violence would 
starve over the winter months. 





Why did he do it? 

• William had sworn revenge for the murder of his friend Robert Cumin after he was 
made Earl of Northumbria.

• The guerrilla tactics of the Anglo-Saxon rebels were difficult for William to deal with 
as they refused to meet him in open battle.

• He had not realised how culturally different the north of England was and how 
closely they identified with their Danish heritage. They were more hostile than the 
Anglo-Saxons in the south.

• The rebellions in the north were triggering rebellions in other areas of the country.

• The support for the Danish made an invasion by King Sweyn a realistic and incredibly 
dangerous possibility, he had to stamp it out. 



Immediate Impacts (1069-70) Long Term Impacts (1070-1087)

100,000 northerners died.

With their food sources 
destroyed, tens of 
thousands starved.

Some people turned to 
cannibalism.

With the villages burned, 
thousands froze in the icy 

winter.

Thousands of survivors 
fled the region as refugees, 

never to return.

Human corpses decayed 
on the roads, in the fields 

and the forests.

With their food sources 
destroyed, tens of 
thousands starved.

Some people sold 
themselves into slavery so 

that they could eat.

In the Domesday Book, written 
in 1085, 60% of Yorkshire was 

classed as “Wasteland”

Records in the Domesday Book 
show that by 1085 75% of the 

population died or never 
returned

By 1085 there were between 
80,000-150,000 fewer people 

in Yorkshire.

Some people turned to 
canibalism

The Danish never returned to 
the north – their support base 

there was destroyed.

William changed his tactics –
instead of trying to win over 
the A/S nobles, he replaced 

them with Normans.

Williams international 
reputation in Europe was badly 

damaged. The pope heavily 
criticized him.

William spent the rest of his life 
making donations to the church 

to make amends for what he 
had done.

There was never another 
Anglo-Saxon rebellion against 

William.

Edgar Aethling lost his base of 
support and finally submitted 

to William in 1075
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Was the Harrying of the North a genocide?

Medieval people had a different approach to violence, cruelty and death. To 
them it was common and life was cheap. However, even to these hardened 
people, the Harrying of the North was an unbelievable and shocking act of 
cruelty. 

Williams reputation was permanently damaged, writing at the time fellow 
Norman chroniclers considered the Harrying his cruellest act and called it a 
“stain on his soul”. William himself clearly felt regret at the violence he had 
wrought and devoted much of the rest of his life to the church. 

But do you think this act deserves to be considered alongside the Holocaust as 
one of the great and terrible genocides of history? 

Write a paragraph that explains why or why not the Harrying of the North 
could be called a “genocide”.






