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Kings And Queens
Since 1066

The Enduring Legacy of
Britain's Monarchs: From
1066 to the Present Day

The story of the British monarchy is a saga woven from
conquest, compromise, revolution, and resilience. For
nearly a thousand years, the line of Kings and Queens
since 1066 has shaped not only the British Isles but the
entire world. The Norman Conquest of 1066 did not
merely replace one king with another; it fundamentally
altered the language, law, and architecture of England,
setting the stage for a continuous lineage that has
survived plague, civil war, and global conflict. To
understand the modern United Kingdom, one must first
understand the men and women who have worn its
crown. This article will guide you through the key eras
and sovereigns that define the monarchy, exploring how
their reigns have left an indelible mark on the nation.



The Norman Conquest and
the Birth of a New Order

(1066-1154)

William the Conqueror and the Feudal
Revolution

When William, Duke of Normandy, defeated Harold
Godwinson at the Battle of Hastings, he initiated the
most significant change in English history. William the
Conqueror did not simply seize the throne; he
systematically dismantled the established Anglo-Saxon
aristocracy and imposed a feudal system that tied land
ownership directly to loyalty to the crown. The
Domesday Book, a comprehensive survey of all land
and proper ty  in  England,  was  his  greates t
administrative achievement. It allowed William and his
successors to tax effectively and govern a unified
kingdom. The Norman dynasty, though relatively short,
established the principle that the king was the supreme
landowner, a concept that would underpin royal
authority for centuries. William's descendants,
including his sons William Rufus and Henry I,
continued to consolidate this power, often clashing with
the Church and the barons.
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The Anarchy and the Path to Stability

The death of Henry I without a male heir plunged
England into a devastating civil war known as The
Anarchy. His daughter, Empress Matilda, fought her
cousin Stephen of Blois for the throne. This period of
chaos taught the nobility and the crown a brutal lesson
about the dangers of disputed succession. The eventual
compromise, which saw Stephen remain king but adopt
Matilda's son, Henry Plantagenet, as his heir, paved the
way for one of England's most formidable dynasties.
The experience of The Anarchy also strengthened the
position of the Church and the barons, who began to
see themselves as arbiters of good governance.

The Plantagenets: Ambition,
Law, and Conflict
(1154-1485)

Henry II and the Birth of Common Law

The first Plantagenet king, Henry II, inherited a
shattered kingdom and turned it into an empire
stretching from Scotland to the Pyrenees. His greatest
legacy was the establishment of the common law
system. By sending itinerant justices around the
country, Henry created a uniform legal framework that
applied to all free men, reducing the power of local



lords and increasing the authority of the crown. This
foundation of legal consistency is the bedrock upon
which modern British justice is built. However, his
reign was also marked by the infamous conflict with
Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, which
highlighted the ongoing tension between royal and
ecclesiastical power.

Magna Carta and the Seeds of Parliament

No discussion of the Kings and Queens since 1066 is
complete without examining the reign of King John.
His disastrous wars in France and heavy taxation led his
barons to rebel. In 1215, they forced him to seal Magna
Carta, a document that famously asserted that the king
was not above the law. While Magna Carta was a
practical solution to a specific political crisis, its
principles—due process, the right to a fair trial, and
limits on arbitrary power—have echoed through
history. It was the first step toward constitutional
monarchy. John's son, Henry III, and his grandson,
Edward I, continued to develop this framework.
Edward I, known as the "Hammer of the Scots," also
convened the Model Parliament in 1295, which
included representatives from the towns and the shires,
further broadening the basis of royal governance.

The Hundred Years' War and the Wars of
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the Roses

The later Plantagenet period was dominated by the
Hundred Years' War with France. Heroic figures like
Edward III and his son, the Black Prince, won stunning
victories such as Crécy and Poitiers. However, the cost
of the war was immense. Richard II, a cultured but
autocratic king, was deposed, leading to the rise of the
Lancastrian branch of the family. The ultimate failure
of the war, combined with a weak King Henry VI,
triggered the Wars of the Roses, a series of brutal civil
wars between the houses of Lancaster (Red Rose) and
York (White Rose). This conflict nearly destroyed the
Plantagenet line and demonstrated how dangerous a
weak or disputed monarchy could be for the entire
realm.

The Tudors: Reformation,
Renaissance, and Royal
Supremacy (1485-1603)

Henry VII and the Restoration of Order

When Henry Tudor defeated Richard III at Bosworth
Field, he ended the Wars of the Roses and founded the
Tudor dynasty. Henry VII was a shrewd, cautious ruler
who rebuilt the crown's finances and suppressed the
over-mighty nobility. He married Elizabeth of York,



uniting the warring houses, and created a stable,
prosperous kingdom. His careful diplomacy and
administrative reforms ensured a smooth succession for
his son, the famous Henry VIII.

Henry VIII and the English Reformation

Henry VIII is perhaps the most famous of all English
monarchs. His desire for a male heir led him to break
from the Catholic Church when the Pope refused to
annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. The Act of
Supremacy (1534) declared the king the Supreme Head
of the Church of England. This was a revolutionary act.
It placed the monarch at the center of both state and
church, vastly increasing royal power. The dissolution
of the monasteries redistributed immense wealth to the
crown and its supporters, creating a new class of gentry
loyal to the Tudor regime. Henry's reign, with its six
wives and dramatic religious shifts, established England
as a Protestant nation and set the stage for its future
role as a global power.

Elizabeth I and the Golden Age

The Tudor dynasty reached its zenith under Henry's
daughter, Elizabeth I. Her long reign (1558-1603) is
remembered as a Golden Age of English culture,
exploration, and naval power. Elizabeth, the "Virgin
Queen," expertly navigated religious divisions between
Catholics and Protestants, creating a moderate
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Protestant settlement that held the nation together. Her
defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 cemented
England's status as a major European power and
fostered a growing sense of national identity.
Elizabeth's reign also saw the flourishing of William
Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, and Edmund
Spenser. As the last Tudor monarch, she left a
powerful, unified, and confident kingdom to her Stuart
successor.

The Stuarts and the
Struggle for Sovereignty
(1603-1714)

James I and the Divine Right of Kings

James VI of Scotland inherited the English throne as
James I, uniting the two kingdoms under a single
monarch for the first time. However, James held firm
beliefs in the divine right of kings, the idea that the
monarch was answerable only to God. This clashed
with a Parliament that had grown used to a more
consultative style of rule under the Tudors. James also
alienated Puritans, leading to the famous King James
Bible, but also to growing religious tension. The seeds
of revolution were sown during his reign.



The Civil War and the Commonwealth

James's son, Charles I, was even more inflexible. His
attempts to rule without Parliament and impose
religious uniformity led directly to the English Civil
War (1642-1651). The conflict pitted the Royalists
(Cavaliers) against the Parliamentarians (Roundheads)
led by Oliver Cromwell. The result was the execution
of Charles I in 1649 and the abolition of the monarchy.
For eleven years,  England was a republic,  a
Commonwealth, and then a Protectorate under
Cromwell. This radical experiment demonstrated that
the country could function without a king, but it also
proved deeply unpopular. The military rule and Puritan
restrictions on daily life left a bitter taste.

The Restoration and the Glorious
Revolution

The monarchy was restored in 1660 with Charles II, a
popular and pragmatic king who avoided the mistakes
of his father. However, the old conflicts over religion
and royal power resurfaced under his Catholic brother,
James II. James's open promotion of Catholicism and
his attempts to bypass Parliament led to the Glorious
Revolution of 1688. Parliament invited William of
Orange, a Protestant, to take the throne jointly with his
wife Mary (James's daughter). James fled, and the Bill
of Rights (1689) established that the monarch could not
suspend laws, levy taxes without Parliament's consent,
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or maintain a standing army in peacetime. This was a
fundamental turning point. Henceforth, Britain would
be a constitutional monarchy, with Parliament holding
the real power.

The Hanoverians and the
Modern Monarchy
(1714-1901)

The First Two Georges and the Rise of
Cabinet Government

When Queen Anne died without an heir, the throne
passed to the Protestant House of Hanover. George I,
who spoke little English, and his son George II spent
little time in Britain and relied heavily on their
ministers. This weakness led to the development of
cabinet government and the office of Prime Minister,
with Sir Robert Walpole effectively becoming the first
to hold that title. The monarch's role was increasingly
ceremonial, while the day-to-day business of
government fell to Parliament.

Victoria and the Imperial Crown

Queen Victoria's reign (1837-1901) was the longest of
any monarch until Elizabeth II. She oversaw the
transformation of Britain into the world's leading
industrial and imperial power. While Victoria's political



power was limited, her symbolic importance was
immense. She became the "Grandmother of Europe"
through her children's marriages, and her strict moral
code defined the Victorian era. The monarchy, which
had been dangerously unpopular in the early 19th
century, was rehabilitated. Victoria's Golden and
Diamond Jubilees were massive public celebrations of
empire and national unity. She firmly established the
modern concept of the monarch as a figurehead, above
politics, who serves as a symbol of national stability
and continuity.

The Windsors: The Monarchy
in a Changing World (1917-
Present)

World Wars and the Transformation of
Empire

The House of Windsor was born in 1917, when George
V changed the family name from the German-sounding
Saxe-Coburg and Gotha due to anti-German sentiment
during World War I. His reign, and that of his son
George VI, were marked by the immense challenges of
two world wars. The monarchy became a crucial
symbol of national resistance and resilience. The Blitz,
the royal family's refusal to leave London, and George
VI's famous Christmas broadcasts during World War II
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endeared the crown to the British people like never
before. The post-war period saw the rapid dismantling
of the British Empire, and the monarchy had to
redefine its role in a world of decolonization and social
change.

Elizabeth II and the New Elizabethan Age

The reign of Queen Elizabeth II, which spanned 70
years from 1952 to 2022, was a period of profound
change. She witnessed the end of empire, the rise of the
Commonwealth, the turmoil of the Troubles in
Northern Ireland, and the digital revolution.
Throughout it all, she maintained a steadfast neutrality
and a sense of duty that commanded respect. Her reign
was marked by a gradual modernization of the
monarchy, from televising the coronation in 1953 to
embracing social media in later years. While the
institution faced occasional crises, such as the death of
Princess Diana, the Queen's personal popularity
remained exceptionally high. She epitomized the idea
of a modern constitutional monarch: a symbol of
continuity in a rapidly changing world.

Conclusion: The Crown in
the 21st Century

The line of Kings and Queens since 1066 tells a story
of constant evolution. From the absolute feudal rule of



William the Conqueror to the limited, ceremonial
sovereignty of Charles III, the monarchy has shown a
remarkable ability to adapt or be reformed. It has
survived the Anarchy, Magna Carta, the Wars of the
Roses, the execution of a king, the Glorious
Revolution, and the loss of an empire. Today, the
British monarchy is a unique institution, blending
ancient tradition with


