
The Norman Kings 
 
William and the Norman kings who followed him had as their principle objective the 
breaking of the power of the Anglo-Saxon earls and the importation of Norman 
feudalism. They had, however, to make one important modification to feudalism—the 
overlord would be the king rather than a duke. They followed the same model that had 
been developed in Normandy—the king owned the land under him either directly or 
indirectly. Land was enfeoffed, that is, granted as a "fief," to individual tenants who 
collected the revenues from this land. In exchange, the tenants-in-chief (called 
"barons") entered into certain obligations with the overlord—these included revenues 
and a certain amount of military forces. This system had a complicated set of 
"privileges": on the one hand, the tenants-in-chief enjoyed a certain autonomy in the 
administration of lands and its revenue—this included rights of inheritance, that is, a 
feudatory was granted to a family rather than to an individual. On the other hand, the 
monarch directly or indirectly owned the land so had a certain claim to the revenues, 
the land, its inheritability, and to the services and obligations of its tenants.  
 
   The challenge to the Norman kings was to convert this system into a working 
monarchy. In order to maintain centralized authority over the more or less 
independent tenants, William retained as monarch the right to collect taxes, coin 
money, and to oversee the administration of justice. But William did not have a 
wealth of professional administrators—since Anglo-Saxon England largely consisted 
of a series of independent earldoms, there were very few people capable of carrying 
out the centralized functions he needed. Power, then, slowly devolved to the barons he 
had created.  
 
   It fell to Henry I (1100-1135), William's successor, to create a professional class of 
administrators for the crown. The only real administrators that William had relied on 
were the individuals filling the Anglo-Saxon office of sheriff who served as the local 
representative of the king. Henry I, however, turned his court into an administrative 
bureaucracy by creating special offices. These court offices would each serve a 
limited and specialized set of functions so that the office-holders would themselve 
become efficient administrators in that one area. Most significantly, one of these 
specialized offices was the Exchequer, which oversaw the acquisition and dispersal 
of revenues for the crown. 


