
The Northern Rebellions – 1069 

 

In 1069 a series of bloody rebellions shook Norman control in the north of England. These 

were incredibly dangerous for William as the rebels had huge support in the local area, 

support from Edgar Aethling, who was backed by the Scottish King Malcolm III, and support 

from King Sweyn of Demark who saw an opportunity to gain power and plunder in England. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What caused the rebellions in the north in 1069? 

- 17 year old Edgar Aethling hoped to become King and was supported by a large 

number of Anglo-Saxons 

- Anglo-Saxons were still angry about the way they were being treated by the Norman 

lords before the Revolt of Edwin and Morcar 

- The North was the area of the Danelaw, which had always seen itself as more 

independent than the rest of England. Its Danish culture and history also gave it a 

strong connection to King Sweyn of Denmark.  

- The violent and careless actions of Robert Cumin, a Norman and one of William’s 

friends and supporters who had been made Earl of Northumbria 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

What happened? The events in 1069 

1. The first rebellion occurred in January 1069. The newly promoted Norman Earl of 

Northumbria, Robert Cumin, headed north with Norman troops. Knowing the north 

had been an area of rebellion he was very aggressive, burning and attacking towns 

and villages as he travelled north. 

 

2. Cumin arrived in Durham, a town in Northumbria. The local bishop warned him that 

the Northumbrians were angry and that he should stop the violence, but Cumin 

allowed his men to continue. 

 

3. Soon after this Robert Cumin and his men were hit surprise in the streets of Durham, 

a large group of furious Northumbrians violently slaughtered the Norman soldiers. 

 

4. Robert Cumin hid in the bishop’s house, but rebels set fire to it and killed him when 

he was forced out by the flames. 

 



5. Shortly after this act of rebellion in Durham, a second took place in York. In February 

1069 the local Norman governor was killed along with many of his Norman soldiers. 

This time Edgar Aethling and his men came down from Scotland and joined the rebels 

in attacking the Normans. The remaining Norman army held out in York until William 

could arrive.  

 

6. After hearing the news, William headed north with his army. His capable soldiers 

quickly defeated the rebels and destroyed the city of York. He then built two castles 

in York and made his tough, loyal follower William FitzOsbern castellan (governor of 

the castle). Edgar Aethling once again escaped back to Scotland. 

 

7. The third rebellion occurred several months later, in September 1069. This one was 

the most dangerous for William as it had the support of King Sweyn of Denmark and 

his powerful army, who must have sensed the weakness of William’s control over 

England.  

 

8. The Danish army sailed to England, where it met Edgar Aethling, who had once again 

travelled down from Scotland. This was a very well supported army in the local area, 

as the Danish had lots of social and cultural connections to the Danelaw area.  

 

9. The Anglo-Danish army attacked York on 21st September 1069. The Normans decided 

to meet the rebel army in battle outside of York where they were slaughtered. 3000 

Normans were killed and both castles were destroyed.  

 

10. Once again, William headed north with his army. The Danish abandoned their Anglo-

Saxon allies and sailed with their plunder to Lincolnshire, a swampy marshland that 

was difficult for William to attack. The Anglo-Saxon rebels scattered into the local 

area. 

 

11. William attempted to hunt down the Anglo-Saxons, but he struggled to pin them 

down. Whenever he arrived in a rebel hotspot they escaped and began causing 

trouble somewhere else. Eventually he decided to deal with this by laying waste to 

the entire English north in a shockingly brutal campaign of genocide called the 

“Harrying of the North” 

 

12. William was able to solve his Danish problem by gathering together a huge amount 

of money and paying the Danes to leave. They returned to Demark with ships full of 

gold and plunder.   


