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There is no single point of entry into the history of the common law save begin-
ning, as Maitland says, in “a very remote age”.! Before 1066 there was King Cnut
(sometimes, Canute) (c 985-1035), who ruled in Denmark, Norway and Sweden,
and from about 1016, in England. He was succeeded by his sons Harefoot, then
Harthacnute, and in turn by Edward the Confessor (1042-1066). The Confessor was
the last of the Anglo-Saxon Kings, but this was perhaps more apparent than real:
he was half Norman (French) by birth, and “wholly Norman” by education.? In any
case and for the purposes of a sketch, he ruled over Anglo-Saxon lords (called
theigns); an England divided into Shires; and a system of courts generally effected
within them, including the administrative and judicial bodies known as Hundreds.?

In 1066 William the Bastard,* later Duke of Normandy, and after the Con-
queror, defeated Harold Godwinson at Hastings. Crowned on Christmas Day
at London, and as a conqueror would, he claimed all of England for himself,
rewarding those loyal to the conquest with grants of land and offices. Retaining
that which was useful from the old regime, in particular for the humble, he set
about reorganising the nation along Norman lines for the noble.” For the Anglo-
Saxon theigns this was at first an accommodation, but later, and probably on a
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