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Introduction to the 2009 Edition


Fashions amongst historians change over the decades, and popular opinions of King John have continued to change over time as well. When BBC History Magazine polled historians in 2006 for the worst ‘historical Britons’ in the last ten centuries, King John was selected as worst for the thirteenth century, alongside Jack the Ripper for the nineteenth and the Fascist Oswald Mosley for the twentieth. Historians’ attempts to give more balance to the traditional image of ‘Bad King John,’ by depicting him as a premature practitioner of ‘administrative kingship,’ have had little success. The only book treating King John since this one first appeared in 1994 is Frank McLynn’s popular work Richard and John: Kings at War (Da Capo Press: New York, 2007). It reconfirms the popular view that predates the nineteenth-century professionalisation of the study of history; as the book’s jacket states, ‘Richard was everything you’d hoped for, and his brother John was the toad you’d always expected.’


When turning to academic historians, one finds surprising little published on King John since the last decade of the twentieth century. Medievalists today often reject notions of the Middle Ages as the ‘birthplace’ or ‘childhood’ of modern European civilisation; instead, they stress its ‘otherness,’ an epoch alien to modern scientific and secular thought and hostile to modern relativist morals. Many of them have embraced ‘the new social history,’ that rates popular culture higher than traditional high culture and deprecates earlier professional historians’ preoccupation with critical analysis of official documents. Instead of studying such topics as King John, his barons or the growth of administrative agencies, a new generation of scholars searches for victims, both of the dominant elites’ past persecutions and of previous historians’ condescension or indifference. Their research often focuses on the poor, powerless, marginalised groups that escaped earlier scholars’ attention. Not surprisingly, a result of new attitudes in the historical profession is a loss of interest in ‘administrative kingship,’ and consequently fewer studies on rulers such as John, his father or his brother, the royal bureaucracy or constitutional issues.


One significant study, not representative of such an attitude, that nonetheless reaches below the highest levels of society during John’s reign is Stephen Church’s book The Household Knights of King John (Cambridge University Press, 1999). It examines the knights making up the king’s military household, a social group of the ‘middling sort;’ and he finds a remarkable picture of their disloyalty during the baronial rebellion: onesixth of them deserted John during the period between autumn 1214 and his death in October 1216. Church finds that local ties of lordship, kinship and friendship proved stronger than their ties to John, especially once the king lacked the strength to protect their own land-holdings from the rebels and from foreign invaders.


Most of the significant recent work on John can be found together in the published papers of a conference held at the University of East Anglia, King John: New Interpretations, edited by Stephen Church (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1999), none of which takes a positive tone toward John’s rule. John Gillingham, examining chronicles from the beginning of John’s reign, concludes that he was viewed as a bad king from the first. In his more recent entry on King John in the new Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004), he restates his rejection of twentieth-century attempts to portray John as at least a capable administrator. Gillingham stoutly maintains that the medieval standard for measuring a monarch’s success was leading armies to victory and that John’s miserable failures in the military sphere demand that today’s historians follow the thirteenth-century chronicles in branding him as a failed ruler. He alleges that surviving contemporary opinion shows that ‘everyone disliked John’. He points out that present-day assessments of John as England’s ruler are ‘increasingly returning to contemporary opinion’ found in chronicles and other narrative sources.


David Carpenter’s depiction of King John’s reign in his book The Struggle for Mastery: Britain 1066–1284 (Oxford University Press, 2003) affords a more balanced view. While Gillingham continues to maintain that John ‘was not facing insuperable odds in France’, Carpenter summarises recent studies showing that John’s financial situation was indeed inferior to that of Philip Augustus of France, and also that his resources were considerably less than those of his brother Richard the Lionheart. Carpenter makes use of papers by Nick Barratt, ‘The Revenue of King John’ in English Historical Review, 111 (1996), ‘The Revenues of John and Philip Augustus Revisited’ in King John: New Interpretations and ‘The English Revenue of Richard I’ in English Historical Review,116 (2001). Supporting evidence for John’s financial disadvantage compared to Richard’s is presented in Vincent D. Moss’ paper in King John: New Interpretations, ‘The Norman Exchequer Rolls of King John,’ in which he maintains that John could raise only about half the revenues from Normandy that his brother had raised, and that the Normans were suffering from a sort of ‘fiscal exhaustion.’ After John lost Normandy, Philip’s possession of its resources increased further his financial advantage over the English king. While John eventually amassed an enormous treasure to finance his attempted reconquest of his lost French lands in 1214, J. L. Bolton shows in his paper in King John: New Interpretations, ‘The English Economy in the Early Thirteenth Century,’ that the king’s withdrawal of so much coin from circulation dragged the English economy into recession, ending decades of inflation.


Since I first wrote this book, I have discovered some errors and omissions that need rectifying. I used freely throughout the book the terms ‘feudalism’ and ‘feudal,’ but recent studies lead historians today to avoid these words. They no longer accept the old familiar story of a series of catastrophes in the ninth and tenth centuries that brought about a ‘world without a state,’ with local strongmen controlling castles and usurping public authority from the late Carolingians. They challenge the traditional view that this resulted in ‘feudalism,’ a pattern of society and government that left public power in private hands with all people bound in ties of dependence to lords, replacing privately owned property with dependent land-holdings held in return for loyalty and services to their sworn lord. Recent research questions this picture of a ‘feudal’ society, showing that there was little uniformity in lordship, patterns of inheritance of property holdings or governance in early medieval Europe. The degree of central authority varied from region to region, with princes preserving differing degrees of old Roman or Carolingian traditions of public power. In Normandy, the dukes lost less power than did dukes or counts in other French provinces, retaining much of their position as public officials responsible for the general welfare. Nor did the general pattern of feudalism prevail in Anglo-Saxon England before the Normans landed there. The pre-Conquest kingdom, like Normandy, preserved Carolingian characteristics with direct ties of lordship between the monarch and free landholders and strong central control over local sheriffs. England’s monarchy was unique before the thirteenth century, exploiting both public authority and ‘feudal’ powers of lordship over the barons. The Anglo-Norman and Angevin kings exercised firmer control over their great men than their fellow monarchs, ruling in an authoritarian, if not absolutist, manner, even when absent from the kingdom.


A narrower mis-statement is the December 1167 date given for John’s birth; it now seems more likely that he was born a year earlier, in late December 1166. Andrew W. Lewis has shown this in his paper ‘The Birth and Childhood of King John: Some Revisions,’ in Eleanor of Aquitaine: Lord and Lady, edited by Bonnie Wheeler and John Carmi Parsons (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). I am no longer convinced that Henry II handed over Young John to his son Young Henry after the 1174 peace settlement with his rebellious older son, and it seems more likely that John was in his father’s own household before being sent off as a teenager to the household of the chief justiciar.


The married life of John and his second wife Isabelle of Angoulême received little attention in my book. Since 1994, two substantial articles on their marriage have appeared: William Chester Jordan, ‘Isabelle d’Angoulême, by the Grace of God, Queen,’ in Revue belge de philologie et histoire, 69 (1991) and Nicholas Vincent, ‘Isabella of Angoulême: John’s Jezebel’ in King John: New Interpretations. The two articles offer almost diametrically opposed portrayals of John and Isabelle’s relationship. Jordan takes an interest in the dynamics of the couple’s relationship, noting that most writers have depicted them as ‘a companionable couple’, engaging in conversations with ‘a kind of drawing-room character … verbally jousting before friends and intimates’. He explains away monastic chroniclers’ vicious accounts of the marriage that point to ‘a coldness and animosity between king and queen, tempered only by their insatiable lust for each other’. In contrast, Vincent rejects a picture of John and Isabelle’s marriage as harmonious, and he finds that it was ‘by no means so amicable or so tolerant’ as previously thought. Unlike Jordan, he finds that the king’s material provision for his queen was ‘modest, even downright mean’. Indeed, he points out that, throughout John’s reign, his expenditures on his first wife Isabelle of Gloucester and her household almost equalled his expenses for maintaining his second wife.


Magna Carta’s minor place in King John: New Interpretations indicates a lack of interest in that document in recent years, although some work on Stephen Langton and the intellectual origins of the Great Charter is worthy of note. Natalie Fryde, in her paper, ‘The Roots of Magna Carta: Opposition to the Plantagenets’ in Political Thought and the Realities of Power in the Middle Ages, edited by J. Canning and O.G. Oexle (Goettingen, 1998), and in her book Why Magna Carta? Angevin England Revisited (Munster, 2001), reasserts the case for Langton’s role as the inspiration for baronial demands for reforms to limit the king’s power. She finds that Magna Carta has ‘a long ideological prehistory’ beginning with Thomas Becket’s resistance to Henry II and leading to Langton’s leadership in the crisis that caused John to issue the Great Charter. She asserts the influence of John of Salisbury’s Policraticus on both the intellectuals surrounding Becket and the clerical opponents of King John. Her studies neglect the rebel barons’ ability to grasp on their own the contrast between legitimate monarchy and unlawful tyranny or the likely influence of radical clerics at St Paul’s Cathedral. Nor does she consider the availability of an early thirteenth-century revised version of the early twelfth-century Leges Edward Confessoris, a popular English legal treatise. Versions circulated in both Latin and in Anglo-Norman translations among King John’s clerical and baronial opponents, and it not only reinforced belief in the general principle of the king’s subjection to the law but also influenced some clauses of Magna Carta.


John Baldwin’s recent article ‘Master Stephen Langton, Future Archbishop of Canterbury: The Paris Schools and Magna Carta,’ in English Historical Review, 123 (2008), also treats the intellectual origins of the Charter. Like Fryde, he notes the importance of Becket, ‘the idol of the Parisian schools’. He points out that Peter the Chanter, Langton’s teacher, taught that written law should limit kings’ freedom of action. During Langton’s quarrel with John, he taught the English people that their fealty to the king was secondary to their ‘loyalty to the superior Lord, the eternal king who is king of kings and lord of lords’. Then, in 1213, as part of the archbishop’s absolution of King John, Langton obliged him to swear to abolish all evil laws and restore good ones, and also to judge all men by the just sentences of his court. Baldwin acknowledges Langton’s ignorance of English traditions of baronial rights of counsel or of the teaching of customary Anglo-Norman law that no lord ought to proceed against one of his men without the judgment of his court. He recognises Langton as ‘a facilitator, if not an innovator, who reinforced the baronial programme with his Parisian teaching’; and he concludes, ‘The principle of due process which Langton forged in his disputations … was indelibly incorporated int Magna Carta to become a lasting contribution to English law.’


In evaluating King John and the opposition that his arbitrary rule aroused, the hostility that all three Angevin monarchs aroused among their English subjects deserves a larger place in evaluation King John that I accorded to it previously. The fact that all were considered tyrants has considerable significance. The three kings’ propensity for sudden outbreaks of their wrath and their resort to intimidation and violence when collecting funds and compelling services not surprisingly aroused their subjects’ fear and revulsion. As a result, mutual respect and trust between the monarch and his great men was flimsy, and in John’s reign fear of the king predominated. Part of this was due to the fear provoked by the personalities of Henry II and Richard I as well as John, leaving them incapable of winning their English subjects’ love. Their subjects knew that a willingness to use force lay behind royal anger, and they accepted it as inevitable, comparable to God’s wrath.


Henry II’s fierce reaction to what he saw as Becket’s betrayal of their friendship is a prime example of his temper, and his rage against those whom he considered traitors was notorious. His complicity in Becket’s martyrdom deeply shocked all western Christendom, and it came to be the most important fact remembered from his reign among late twelfth and thirteenth-century churchmen. Thomas Becket was an international figure, known personally by the Pope, the cardinals, prelates and lesser clerics throughout Europe, and his martyrdom shattered Henry’s reputation, darkening contemporaries’ view of the entire Angevin line. In contrast to the pious Louis VII, Henry and his sons had no reserves of good will that they could draw on when making new demands on their subjects. Ralph Niger wrote that the French king ‘was most clement in his character, a father to clerics, a lover of peace, a zealot for justice, an example of kindness, guardian of the Church, consoler of the poor, supporter of the oppressed, drinker of wine’. Louis’s son Philip II sought, like his father, to present himself as a protector of ecclesiastical liberties and a model of good lordship.


All the Angevin kings’ anger could easily erupt into acts of outright cruelty, even though John’s misdeeds are most notorious. Not only John but also Henry II and Richard I ordered enemies imprisoned under such cruel conditions, so starved, poorly clothed and weighted down with irons, that they died. Richard managed to escape some of his subjects’ opprobrium because he was a valiant warrior and a crusader king. Because of his leadership on the Third Crusade and his success in avoiding a major conflict with the Church, he found greater favour with monastic chroniclers than his father or his brother. King John was viewed not only as lecherous, untrustworthy, cruel and vicious, without his two predecessors’ qualities of courtesy or chivalry, but also a coward on account of his defeats in war.


Furthermore, the Angevins’ subjects, whether English or French, had little interest in the preservation of Henry II’s creation, an Angevin ‘empire’ straddling the English Channel. As Bishop William Stubbs noted in the late nineteenth century, a lack of ‘sympathy with the people he ruled … robbed the character of Henry II of the title of greatness’. Henry and his sons failed to find a means of binding themselves and their diverse subject peoples together or in fostering any sense of unity among them. The fact remains that John’s father and brother left him a legacy of diverse lands and peoples that the most able and amiable of monarchs could not have satisfied, as well as a series of near insoluble economic, political and military problems.




CHAPTER ONE


King John in His Context: A Comparison with His Contemporaries


After so many scholars have sifted the same evidence, are any new approaches to King John possible? A comparative approach to John, placing him alongside his father Henry II, his brother Richard Lionheart, and his great rival Philip Augustus, should enable us to see him more clearly and in context. Two controversial British historians, H.G. Richardson and G.O. Sayles judge such contemporaries of John bad; they add, ‘And it was in association with all this badness that John grew to manhood and in turn became a bad man.’1 Bad or simply misunderstood, John was a loser, losing Normandy in 1204, losing his quarrel with the Pope, forced by his barons to grant them a charter of liberties, and at his death struggling not to lose his kingdom to an invading foreign prince.


King John failed at the greatest task he set for himself: regaining the continental lands that he had lost to his French rival. At the battle of Bouvines in 1214, a decade’s furious activity went down the drain. When he died about two years later, he was fighting a stalemated civil war against his English barons, whose discontent had been fanned by his efforts to extort wealth from England for the recovery of Normandy. In contrast, his brother Richard I had won glory crusading in the Holy Land and combatting Philip Augustus’s threat to the Angevin territories. Although Henry II died tragically fighting his faithless sons, he had largely achieved his aims of restoring his grandfather’s strong rule over England and protecting his continental empire from its Capetian overlords. John’s failure has led historians to paint him not as a tragic figure, but as a contemptible or hateful one.


A key to comparing John’s reputation with that of his father, his brother Richard or his enemy Philip is to set them in their context, seeing how their contemporaries perceived them. It is essential to be aware that the standards of writers in John’s own time were not those of later historians. The chroniclers who first fixed the portraits of these rulers had very different standards from twentieth-century academics; like later historians, they were subject to prejudices or preconceptions that could distort their perceptions. They were churchmen, following the lead of other clerics who had set standards for judging medieval kings, painting a conventional portrait of the ‘good’ king. Yet the barbarian tradition of the warrior king, victorious in battle against foreign foes and internal rebels, remained strong; and romance writers’ praise of prowess reinforced it. Chroniclers also praised monarchs who provided royal protection for the Church and its property, and who proved submissive to papal authority.


Chroniclers distinguished hardly at all between a king’s public role and his private morality, expecting him to be an exemplar of piety and virtue; ‘conventionally pious’ is the usual phrase. Monastic writers’ verdict on a ruler was ‘essentially a moral judgment upon an individual sinner’;2 and because Victorian scholars adopted this moralistic approach, it has continued to influence estimates of medieval monarchs. John, like his father and grandfather, earned chroniclers’ condemnation for adulterous affairs. In his case, however, his lust for his barons’ wives and daughters may have had consequences beyond morality, contributing to political difficulties with his great men. Because Richard Lionheart was a Christian knight, a crusader, tireless in attending religious services, and generous to the Church, his faults could be overlooked by contemporary writers. Yet monarchs such as William Rufus or John were condemned for leading grossly immoral lives, and they were likely to be accused of irreligion as well as sexual improprieties.


Most chroniclers stressed the king as defender of the oppressed, the poor, widows and orphans. Often this was expressed negatively as not oppressing his subjects, not taxing the Church too harshly, not being too greedy. Greed, a vice that chroniclers often found in monarchs, was significant because early medieval government was predatory, living off the land, much like the government of modern Haiti. Medieval monarchs and Haitian dictators are comparable in ruling rural societies with little commerce or industry, lacking means of producing wealth other than subsistence agriculture. Since the means of increasing the wealth of the royal family, the nobility and their retainers was squeezing some surplus from their subjects’ sparse resources, administrative agents functioned more for efficient raising of revenues from the populace than for performance of public services. The surest path to financial success, then, was to join the royal household or to secure some lesser post, sharing in the plunder; government was a gigantic shakedown. Conflict between the king and nobles often amounted to competition over means of shaking down the common people: that is, conflict over control of instruments for exploiting the countryside ranging from castles to law courts.


Because of this, administrative innovations to make royal government more efficient were unlikely to arouse the admiration among contemporaries that they do among historians today. Gerald of Wales expressed a common view when he compared the king to ‘a robber permanently on the prowl, always probing, always searching for the weak spot where there is something for him to steal’.3 Modern scholars’ admiration of kings such as John for attention to administration is anachronistic, applying standards of the twentieth century rather than the thirteenth. Few authorities today would deny that John applied himself to administrative work with energy and ability, although some may overpraise him simply because his activity is so well documented. His predecessors had ruled England as absentees, however; and his English subjects did not always appreciate his presence, regarding his close supervision as oppression. The best loved Angevin king was Richard Lionheart, allegedly the least concerned with administration, although recent studies find him a competent enough administrator in the area most vital for him, marshalling resources for war.


A growing influence on thinking by the feudal nobility about kingship in the twelfth century was chivalry, with its definition of the perfect knight’s quality of prowess, physical strength and courage. Monastic writers no longer monopolised judgment of a king’s qualities, as laymen writing verses in the vernacular joined in praising valiant warriors. Characteristics of importance to these poets, besides prowess, were loyalty, courtesy, and especially largess, gift-giving. Ever since the barbarian invasions, reciprocal gift-giving had strengthened bonds between lords and men.


Generosity is closely related to patronage, for young knights sought lands, wives and other favours from the king. With growth of royal government, however, office was providing the route to influence, power and wealth. Competition arose between professionally competent ‘new men’ and aristocrats, who assumed superior status alone entitled them to gifts from the king. Chroniclers and poets mirrored the conflict with their contempt for curiales, courtiers whom they claimed Henry II and his sons were choosing from lowborn, even servile-born servants. With John, an added accusation was that his intimates were not only lowborn but also aliens. Any successful king had to balance his barons’ expectations of reward with distribution of patronage to his servants, satisfying both without creating any over-mighty subjects.


By the later twelfth century, Henry II’s reforms had tipped the balance of power from the barons toward the king and royal government. The Angevin kings were becoming powerful enough to discipline their greatest tenants by disseizing them of their lands, and much medieval political thought supported such strong royal authority. Some notion of the ‘public power’ or the king’s obligation to rule for the common good was taking root with the revival of Roman law concepts of the respublica. We can see this positive view of the civil servant in the writings of Ralph Diceto and Roger of Howden in the last decades of the twelfth century, ‘a golden age of historiography in England’.4 These two chroniclers, though not ‘official’ historians, combatted the anti-government bias of most monastic writers. Neither was a monk: Ralph Diceto was a canon of St Paul’s Cathedral, Roger a clerk in the king’s service. Ralph wrote of Henry II, ‘The king sought to help those of his subjects who could least help themselves, having found that the sheriffs were using the public power in their own private interests.’5


Gerald of Wales’s character sketches of Henry II illustrate medieval writers’ confusion, mixing personal vices and virtues with public qualities. He first wrote favourably of Henry, but later failure to gain office at the Angevin court made him more critical. He chronicled Henry’s downfall, contrasting the tyrannical Angevins with the pious and law-abiding French monarchs. Gerald found Henry ‘strenuous in warfare’, ‘most diligent in guarding and maintaining peace’, and ‘very prudent in civil life’; but unlike historians today, he found little to praise in the king’s administration of justice, writing that Henry ‘judged that to be right or wrong, lawful or unlawful as it served his purpose’. Gerald condemned Henry for being ‘an open violator of the marriage bond’; and he faulted the king for lack of religious fervour, ‘devoting scarcely an hour to the divine mysteries of the sacred Host, and that very time … he passed more in taking counsel and in discussion than in his devotions’. He also condemned Henry for exploiting vacant churches’ wealth, ‘bestowing on the impious soldiery the moneys which should have been given to the priesthood’. Gerald’s summation of Henry’s character is that he had many good qualities, but his disobedience to God and Church denied him success or happiness.6


William of Newburgh, a Yorkshire cleric and chronicler, proved less prejudiced against Henry II than Gerald. Although he agreed that the king was ‘especially inclined to lust’, had exploited vacancies, and never repented sufficiently of his severity towards Thomas Becket, surprisingly, he found Henry to have been ‘the champion and defender of ecclesiastical interests and liberties, as became evident after his death’. The Newburgh chronicler, writing in the time of Richard I, recalled Henry’s reign fondly, finding it preferable to his son’s rule. He concluded, ‘Indeed the experience of present evils has revived the memory of [Henry’s] good deeds, and the man, who in his own time was hated by almost all men, is now declared to have been an excellent and profitable prince.’7 William of Newburgh, reacting against Richard I’s endless thirst for money, first to finance his crusade and then to raise his ransom, found Henry II less extortionate than his son. Roger of Howden held a similar view, asserting that once Richard was crowned, ‘He put up for sale everything he had – offices, lordships, earldoms, sheriffdoms, castles, towns, lands, the lot.’8


Gerald of Wales, like many modern scholars, found differences only in degree between the greed of Richard, his father, and his brother. He alleged that all three turned frequently to extraordinary levies when ordinary sources of revenues failed them. Contemporaries could not appreciate that by the beginning of the thirteenth century inflation, combined with larger and longer military campaigns, was rendering traditional sources of royal income inadequate. John had no choice but to search for every possible expedient for raising revenues, including the thirteenth of 1207, a measure that approached general taxation. His financial desperation drove him to measures that his subjects considered oppressive novelties, and because he involved himself personally in extorting money his subjects could not excuse him by blaming ‘evil counsellors’. No one who raises taxes is popular, as politicians today know too well.


Most writers much preferred Richard to Henry II. An example is Roger of Howden’s contrast of the two: ‘Those whom the father had disinherited, the son restored to their former rights; those whom the father had forced to flee, the son recalled; those whom the father had held in chains, the son permitted to go unfettered; those whom the father had burdened with various punishments in the cause of justice, the son released in the cause of pity.’9 Vernacular writers found Richard to be a perfect chivalric prince as well as a brilliant general. The Norman author of the verse Estoire de Ia Guerre Sainte called Richard ‘the finest knight / On earth, and the most skilled to fight’.10 The early thirteenth-century author of the Histoire de Guillaume le Maréchal proclaimed that Richard, ‘the courageous and the well-bred, the generous and the good giver, the enterprising and the conqueror’, would have made himself master of the whole world, both Saracen and Christian, had he lived.11 Richard of Devizes and Ralph of Coggeshall, two monastic chroniclers influenced by the poets, also treated the Lionheart as a romance hero.


Unfortunately for King John’s reputation, the golden age of medieval English historiography ended in his first years. No chronicler after the deaths of Diceto and Howden early in his reign took a positive view of royal government. After the twelfth century ended, we learn of Angevin administration chiefly from its critics. If those years mark the end of the great age of historiography in England, in France the early thirteenth century saw the creation of official royal histories. The abbey of Saint Denis became, in effect, ‘the official custodian and interpreter of royal history’.12


Philip Augustus’s successes contrast strongly with John’s losses. Philip expelled the Angevins from Normandy, expanded the royal domain, increased his revenues, and improved the central administration; and he found two historians – Rigord and his successor Guillaume le Breton – to glorify and sanctify his image, laying the groundwork for later Capetian royal ideology. Of Philip’s Angevin opponents, he is certainly more comparable to King John than to Richard I. Hardly heroic or a model of chivalry, he shared unattractive traits with John: lustful, authoritarian, cynical, suspicious and duplicitous. But Philip’s image as a model monarch, shaped by his historians, took hold. Robert Fawtier’s widely cited 1942 work on the Capetian monarchs describes him as ‘tirelessly active, a brave and daring war leader, a prudent and skilful diplomat, reorganising his kingdom internally after a fashion that influenced the character of the French monarchy for centuries’.13


Rigord and Guillaume le Breton saw Philip’s mission of enlarging and strengthening the French monarchy as justifying his evil deeds. Rigord’s Gesta Philippi Augusti, a narrative to 1206, was the first of a number of semi-official chronicles written by monks at Saint Denis for the French kings; it first depicts Philip as a protector of the Church, using the phrase ‘defence of the Church’ to justify royal policies. Later, however, Rigord had to recognise his patron’s faults, especially his scandalous repudiation of his Danish bride, his bigamous marriage, and his plundering of ecclesiastical property.


Rigord’s continuator, Guillaume le Breton, was one of Philip Augustus’s clerks who enjoyed the post of official royal historian, and the monks of Saint Denis later incorporated his work into their chronicles. In his Gesta Philippi and verse Philippide, he also portrayed the French king as a protector of the Church, even depicting the battle of Bouvines as in the Church’s defence, because the enemy leaders were excommunicates and allies of Albigensian heretics. Guillaume pictured Philip as a monarch who ruled his people peacefully and with paternal affection. According to him, the king and his people competed to see which loved the other more.


How does Philip II in fact compare with his Angevin enemies? Contemporaries found only Richard Lionheart a sufficiently generous king; the Capetian monarch earned condemnation for parsimony, and poets and other writers seeking largess at his court were likely to be disappointed. Two accounts of the Third Crusade, one in French verse and another in Latin prose, contrasted Richard’s magnanimity with Philip Augustus’s meanness. Even Gerald of Wales, harsh critic of the Angevin kings, found Richard I praiseworthy for his ‘immense gift-giving and almsgiving’.14 Two English monastic chroniclers, Richard of Devizes, a Winchester monk, and Ralph, abbot of Coggeshall, also contrasted Richard I’s generosity on crusade with Philip Augustus’s miserliness. Rigord excused the French king’s lack of patronage for poets and singers, claiming that he preferred giving to the truly needy poor.


Neither did Philip demonstrate the chivalric virtue of prowess; he looks decidedly unheroic beside Richard Lionheart. Indeed, his awareness that he could not compete with Richard for military glory may have caused his early departure from the Holy Land. The French king often appears paranoid, even fearing that Richard had hired fanatical Arab assassins to kill him. Philip won his victories more by diplomacy or scheming than by armed might. He proved a master at sowing dissension, as seen in his success in splitting Henry II from his sons and John from his crusading brother, earning him an unsavoury reputation as a plunderer of a crusader’s property.


Philip Augustus did not prove to be a particularly bold warrior in his conflict with Richard, 1194–99, or his campaign in Normandy against John, 1202–04. Philip’s victory in Normandy is sometimes attributed more to John’s shortcomings than to his own military skills. Recently, scholars have turned to France’s superior financial resources to account for Philip’s easy conquest of Normandy; whether he or John had greater revenues for conduct of the war is a much debated question. Chroniclers, seeking an explanation in personal morality, blamed John’s loss on his marriage to Isabelle of Angoulême. The battle of Bouvines in 1214 enabled Capetian partisans to skip over Philip’s earlier unimpressive military record to concentrate on this victory over John’s coalition, depicting him as a great warrior. Guillaume le Breton transformed Bouvines into a mythical struggle of good versus evil, a massive trial by combat, and also a national victory, fought for all ‘children of France’.15


Unlike John, Philip took care to cultivate good relations with the Church, although the conflict over his rejection of his Danish wife complicated matters. Philip Augustus won the French Church’s support with a promise of free elections in his new province of Normandy, contrasting with previous Angevin policy there. Only twice did he interfere in episcopal elections to install his own candidate, both times early in his reign. He yielded to the temptation to plunder ecclesiastical property during the interdict of 1200, however, confiscating property of bishops who enforced the ban on religious services. Later he renounced regalian rights over vacant bishoprics, but soon reverted to a policy of exploiting vacancies little different from the Angevins’ exercise of that privilege. The fruit of his cultivation of friendly relations with the Church was his depiction in French chronicles as its defender.


Philip could not escape entirely charges of greed, but lucky circumstances brought him great profit without burdening his subjects too heavily with taxes. In his first decade, two windfalls vastly increased his revenues: his savage spoliation of the Jews, 1180–82, yielded possibly 15,000 silver marks; and Richard I paid relief of 24,000 marks following his father’s death.16 The feudal incidents proved as lucrative to Philip Augustus as to the Angevin kings; sums paid to him as relief are as spectacular as any paid to the English kings. John himself had paid a 20,000-mark relief in 1200 as part of the settlement at Le Goulet. Although documentation is sparse, Philip apparently exploited as shamelessly as the Angevins his right to wardship of minors. The mother of the young count of Troyes offered 15,000 l. parisis and other concessions to have custody of her son. Such enormous sums could add a quarter to a third to a year’s royal revenues. Between 1190 and 1203, Philip succeeded in increasing his revenues by 50 per cent, giving him an ample war chest for his final push to oust John from Normandy. With such superior resources, he could afford to forego the frequent financial extortions that were earning John his subjects’ hatred.


Philip II’s policies toward his vassals parallel those of his Angevin rival. Like John, he sought new lands for himself and for his familiares by controlling the marriages of heiresses of his major vassals and by intervening in noble inheritances whenever uncertainty of succession afforded an excuse for royal acquisition. Also like John, Philip appeared distrustful, demanding guarantees of his magnates’ loyalty by giving charters of fealty and hostages. His tendency to deny great men any place in his councils, restricting his counsellors to a handful of new men, aroused complaints from otherwise admiring French chroniclers. One vernacular writer echoed complaints levelled at John, accusing Philip of relying upon common soldiers for advice. A contrast appears in the Angevins’ and Capetians’ rewards to their counsellors drawn from sons of lower-ranking knights. The Angevin monarchs’ patronage to such servants aroused resentment among their magnates. While under King John men of obscure origin acquired baronies or bishoprics, Philip Augustus proved much less generous. None of his knights broke into the baronage, and out of seventy-five bishops elected during his reign, only five were royal clerks.


King John, unfortunately, lacked official historians to put a good light on his failures. Instead, monastic authors, sitting in strongholds of local privilege, unsympathetic to royal government, suspicious of any change that threatened social stability, would write the history of his reign. The only contemporary author approaching John without blatant bias is the anonymous Barnwell annalist (or ‘Walter of Coventry’), writing c.1202–25. The best that he could say of John is that, ‘like Marius, he experienced the ups and downs of fortune’. He concluded that the king’s own men abandoned him because he was ‘a pillager of his own people’.17


The chroniclers most influential in creating John’s bad historical reputation are the two St Albans writers, Roger of Wendover and Matthew Paris. England is unique in having its greatest medieval histories, the St Albans chronicles, written with an anti-royalist bias. Roger of Wendover wrote in retrospect, viewing John’s reign in light of the struggles of Henry III’s minority. By the time that he began writing, a ‘myth’ of John’s wickedness apparently already had taken shape in clerical and monastic circles. He did not first draw this sinister portrait, but he added shading and colour. Wendover handed on a pro-baronial bias to Matthew Paris, who succeeded him as historian at St Albans in 1235. Matthew Paris, in his borrowings from Wendover, made no change in the basic picture of Bad King John, since he viewed Henry III’s conflict with his barons as a continuation of John’s earlier quarrel. He simply added darker shading to blacken the portrait further. V.H. Galbraith said, ‘Paris’ portrait is a creation of literature: as fictitious as Shakespeare’s Falstaff’ and he concluded, ‘Paris’ additions to Wendover for [John’s] reign are not merely worthless, but very misleading.'18


Not all John’s wickedness was imagined by idle monks. His need for money drove him to arbitrary rule; but his distasteful, even dangerous personality traits, among them a streak of pettiness or spitefulness, also impelled him towards tyranny. He thirsted for revenge and crowed at the humbling of his rivals. Especially damning was John’s spite against his great men for real or imagined slights; typical is his taunting of the highly respected William Marshal during 1205–08 when he was out of royal favour, seeking to harass him by harming his retainers. Members of the royal entourage could contrast the king’s petty conduct with the earl’s dignity.


We cannot doubt King John’s capacity for cruelty, which chroniclers described and often embellished. He was responsible for political murders on at least four occasions; the strangling or drowning of his nephew, Arthur of Brittany, possibly by his own hand; the deliberate death by starvation of the wife and son of his former friend, the Welsh marcher lord William de Braose; the hanging of twenty-eight hostages, sons of Welsh chieftains; and the hanging of the prophet Peter of Wakefield with his son. Several others died in his dungeons, whether at his command or simply due to harsh conditions; among them was a former exchequer official, Geoffrey of Norwich, who may or may not have been crushed under the weight of a leaden cope.


John’s cruelty must be put in context, however. In a brutal age, he did not stand alone among monarchs for acts of cruelty, or even murders. His brutality differed little from that of fellow rulers with much better reputations, and his crimes in no way compare with the carnage wreaked by twentieth-century dictators. Yet John went beyond the lax standards of his own age with his role in Arthur of Brittany’s death. The murder of one’s own nephew, even if he was a dangerous political rival, disgusted medieval aristocrats with their strong sense of family solidarity. John again moved beyond acceptable bounds of noble conduct in his pursuit of William de Braose, when he caused the deaths of his wife Matilda and their son through cruel conditions of imprisonment. Medieval monarchs who limited their cruelty to non-Christians were less likely to suffer condemnation by chroniclers. Richard Lionheart’s massacre of nearly 3,000 Muslim prisoners at Acre in 1191 aroused no complaints. Neither did Philip Augustus’s savage expulsion of the Jews from his domain in 1180–82, first stripping them of their property and then exiling them. The chronicler Rigord only complained of the king’s later decision to allow their return.


Chief among King John’s faults in contemporaries’ eyes were his failures on the battlefield. In contrast to his brother Richard Lionheart, he appeared as incompetent in warfare, failing to defend Normandy in 1202–04, failing in his effort to regain it in 1214, and dying during a stalemated war against rebel barons. Yet warfare was a central concern for John; he was at war or planning for war throughout his reign. His reputed lack of courage comes chiefly from comments by chroniclers, who had little interest in details of warfare. Contemporaries spoke of John in his youth as lacking the warrior’s vigour, ‘somewhat slack of spirit, and loving quiet’ or ‘more given to luxurious ease than to warlike exercise’.19 Particularly damaging was the epithet applied to John, ‘Softsword’ (Mollegladium),20 assumed today to derive from his loss of Normandy. In fact, the chronicler Gervase of Canterbury states that John’s detractors, hostile to the peace he had made with Philip Augustus, first applied it in 1200. Gervase himself thought the king had been wise in preferring peace to war. Most damning to John’s reputation was his failure to defend Normandy, depicted by Roger of Wendover as due to his lazing about in bed with his young bride.


Some modern historians have succeeded in looking beyond chroniclers’ anecdotes about John’s military incapacity. They recognise that victory in medieval warfare went not to the chivalric hero heedlessly pursuing glory, but to the cautious commander who plundered his enemy’s resources and besieged his castles, avoiding pitched battles. They find that John was no coward, and that he showed competence as a military planner, especially at strategy; his attempted relief of Château Gaillard, and on a grander scale the two-pronged 1214 campaign against Philip Augustus bear them out. Unlike many medieval generals, John showed himself skilled both as builder and besieger of castles; his success at Rochester Castle in November 1215 reveals his siegecraft. As one scholar has written, ‘John’s military skill has not seldom been severely underestimated by historians and much too much prominence has been given to his alleged title of “Softsword”.’21


Although John had potential for success, with intelligence, administrative ability, a flair for military strategy and for diplomatic intrigue, too many personality flaws limited him. One of John’s faults was a lack of proportion, a propensity for pushing things too far, so that an action that should have brought success ended in failure. As W.L. Warren phrased it, John ‘could not resist the temptation to kick a man when he was down’.22 For example, his marriage to Isabelle of Angoulême may have been a brilliant move on the chessboard of Poitevin politics, allying him with a family that controlled the roads between Poitiers and Bordeaux; but he lost any advantage through his contemptuous treatment of her fiancé, Hugh de Lusignan, refusing him any compensation. Another example, combining character faults, is John’s action following his victory at Mirebeau in 1202. His arrogance after the battle and his cruelty to his captives cost him any advantage won from his military achievement, provoking defections by important Loire valley vassals. Definitely pushing things too far was the murder of his chief captive, Arthur of Brittany, his own nephew and rival claimant to the Angevin inheritance.


Also illustrating John’s lack of proportion are his efforts at one moment to enhance the royal dignity, undone by his ‘indecent levity’ at another.23 He sported splendid trappings that his father and brother had neglected, celebrating feast days with crown-wearing and chanting of the Christus Vincit and keeping two trumpeters in his household. John loved fine clothing and jewelry; and he gave great attention to the royal gem collection, adding to it with gifts and purchases, perhaps betraying an aesthete’s sense usually associated with his son, Henry III.


If John sought at times to enhance his royal majesty with splendour, at other times he could undermine respect with a lack of dignity and a coarse and crude sense of humour. His savage tongue, which sometimes still speaks out when reading his writs, ‘could wound the more because it was informed by wit and observation’.24 John’s oscillating between gravity and crudity indicates a characteristic inconsistency. He can be compared to a twentieth-century US president, the Texan Lyndon B. Johnson, a cunning politician who grasped at a statesman’s dignity, but who clumsily undermined his quest for respect with crude conduct.


Clearly, John lacked the likeable qualities of his two predecessors that had enabled them to earn popularity in spite of arbitrary acts and financial extortions little different from his. Subjects of Henry II and Richard had frequently suffered from royal anger or ill-will. Those rulers could display on occasion, however, the chivalric courtesy that John lacked. The author of the Histoire de Guillaume le Maréchal despised King John and always sought to show him in as unfavourable a light as possible. Nonetheless, he appears correct in depicting John as a resentful and suspicious ruler, whose pride blinded him, who would not listen to reason, and who lost his barons’ affection even before the loss of Normandy. Chancery records document John’s secretive, suspicious nature, his conviction that conspiracies threatened him.


Since John could not win his barons’ affection, he sought to rule them through fear. In his view, the tie of homage and fealty was an insufficient guarantee of barons’ loyalty. He demanded charters of prospective fealty by which they surrendered any right to their land should they fall under suspicion or fail to perform services. In effect, they had to disclaim in advance any right to due process. John also demanded hostages as guarantees of faithful service, not an uncommon practice in his age, one that Stephen Langton sanctioned. Baronial fear and distrust of John, however, confronted them with a dilemma when he demanded their sons as hostages. Handing over hostages was difficult once rumours spread of Arthur of Brittany’s disappearance while in his uncle’s custody, and news of John’s hanging of twenty-eight sons of Welsh nobles in 1211 made it more difficult.


Despite John’s inability to win the trust or respect of some powerful subjects, he did succeed in recruiting capable and loyal servants. He retained some of his predecessor’s ablest administrators; his chancellor Hubert Walter and his justiciar Geoffrey fitz Peter remained at their posts until their deaths. Some of the most respected barons, such as William Marshal or Ranulf of Chester, remained loyal to the king despite occasional quarrels. John also recruited to his service capable new men, administrators such as Hubert de Burgh or Peter des Roches as well as mercenary captains, although their low or foreign origins alienated the English aristocracy. What was it that won John such loyalty? In William Marshal’s case, he owed all that he had to the Angevin monarchs. Perhaps for others, such as the earl of Chester, engrained loyalty to an anointed king and sworn lord took priority over any grievances. For Poitevin mercenaries and clerks of humble origin, promise of patronage must have outweighed the menace of John’s unpleasant personality.


John’s barons never coalesced into a monolithic block of opponents. Although an opposition party eventually took shape, a few barons were courtiers, seeking advantage from their proximity to the king, while others remained preoccupied with local affairs, little concerned with high politics. John’s suspicion of his barons prevented his seeking their advice as a corporate body, however, and turned him toward taking counsel with trusted intimates of his familia, or household. William Marshal’s biographer pictures the king preferring the counsel of his ‘bachelors’ or household knights over that of his barons. John’s reliance upon his household came at a time when many barons were voicing concepts of government per consilium that stressed their right to counsel and consent as spokesmen for the regnum as a whole.


Historians agree that one of John’s most serious failures was his inability to manage his magnates. Mutual mistrust characterised his relations with a number of them, and periodically he or one of his barons manifested untrustworthiness that simply fuelled the other’s suspicion. John’s mistrust made him turn to his mercenary captains for counsel, and that reliance increased their suspicions of the king. No king could afford to alienate his great men by passing over them in favour of alien or low-born newcomers when seeking counsel or distributing spoils of government. Even though Angevin policies of royal centralisation had weakened the baronage, it was still a formidable force, with armed men and castles, capable of exercising control over the countryside, with means to mount an armed rebellion. Any monarch needed to keep them contented if his realm was to remain peaceful. John’s failure to secure the devotion of more than a handful of magnates contributed heavily to his other failures. Defections of Angevin and Norman nobles in 1202–03 made impossible any effective resistance to Philp Augustus’s advance; English barons increasingly opposed John’s military plans for recovery of his continental lands, 1205–14; and Poitevin nobles’ unreliability in 1214 spoiled his plan for a giant pincer movement to trap the French.


Also capable of mounting fierce opposition, although not by material means, was the Church. Should these two act in concert against a monarch, they could present an almost irresistible force. Although Henry II and Richard I quarrelled with individual magnates and churchmen, their personalities made possible relatively rapid healing of wounds. King John, of course, quarrelled with both of these groups, first with the Church over the appointment of the archbishop of Canterbury. The baronage gave no support to their clerical cousins, 1205–13, enjoying a pause in royal financial demands due to John’s seizure of church property. Once barons resolved to resist the king with force in the months preceding Magna Carta, elements of the two coalesced, with English ecclesiastics’ emphasis on government per judicium providing theoretical underpinning for baronial opposition to John’s arbitrary acts.


In any comparison with his contemporaries, King John falls short. Certainly he experienced massive failures, seeing careful plans miscarry. Yet thirteenth-century poets and chroniclers exaggerated John’s moral flaws and underestimated his skills as a soldier, and later generations have likewise emphasised or ignored aspects of his personality or his political ability in accord with changing fashions in historiography. Although new perspectives, sharpened by study of administrative records, may present us with a clearer picture of John, his own context – the outlook of his own contemporaries – cannot be ignored when seeking an accurate view of him.




CHAPTER TWO


Young John in His Brothers’ Shadows



JOHN’S CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH



Today’s image of the family took form in the nineteenth century, when children were seen as happy little innocents, protected by a benevolent despot of a father and a nearly angelic mother. In the early twentieth century, Freudian psychology taught that a child’s earliest years shape his or her adult personality, making the modern world ‘obsessed by the physical, moral and sexual problems of childhood’.1 This has led to the growth of a subdivision of historical studies, psychohistory. Because too few scraps of information about King John’s childhood survive, no psycho-historical study of him is possible. Nonetheless, his suspicious and devious character invites speculation about early influences that shaped his adult personality.


A key to John’s character is the fact that he was the youngest child of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, the last of five sons and three daughters, nine years younger than his next brother, Geoffrey of Brittany (the eldest, William, had died in infancy). Eleanor gave birth to John at Oxford around Christmas 1166. Feudal custom decreed that the youngest son should inherit nothing, unless some expendable peripheral lands; yet John’s father was determined to secure lands for him, inspiring his elder brothers’ jealousy and suspicion. Especially resentful was his eldest brother, Young Henry, whom Henry II had crowned king in 1170 to ensure the succession; his royal title made him extremely conscious of his rights and privileges. This rivalry fuelled the three elder boys’ revolt in 1173–74, the greatest challenge to Henry II’s authority that he had to face. By the 1180s each brother was jostling the others in efforts to get as much of the Angevin lands for himself as he could, even at his brothers’ expense. Henry’s eldest son was engaged in another rebellion at the time of his death in 1183, and Richard was winning a war against his father when Henry died in 1189, just after learning that John had joined in the revolt.


John’s position as lastborn son with uncertain prospects for land or power must have contributed to a negative estimate of his own worth; such self-doubts would have pressed him to assert strongly his will once he secured his crown. Perhaps John’s childhood insecurity contributed to his adult personality, his jealousy, sensitivity to slights, thirst for revenge, and delight in humbling rivals. The glorious reputations of his father and his brother Richard added to whatever sense of inadequacy he might have had. The unexpectedness of his own succession may account for his love of banquets, jewellery, and fine clothing, his desire to surround himself with the splendid trappings of monarchy that his father and brother had ignored. Unlike his predecessors’ successions, his was contested by his nephew, Arthur of Brittany; hence he felt a need to enhance his royal dignity with such symbols of sacral monarchy as ceremonial crownwearings. John’s childhood and adolescent experiences certainly contributed to his suspicious personality, his distrustful nature, and to his assertive and authoritarian character once he ascended the throne.


Medieval royal families had little in common with today’s nuclear family. Indeed, twelfth-century Latin had no equivalent to the modern word ‘family’; cognati, consanguinei, or parentes had looser meanings including kinfolk outside the nuclear group. The Latin familia is a false cognate, better translated as ‘household’. Noble families did not centre on the nurturing and socialisation of children. Instead, aristocratic families sometime after AD 1000 took on a vertical appearance, what is termed in technical language an agnatic lineage or patrilineage, described by one scholar as ‘a kind of fellowship of males, stretching backwards and forwards over time’.2 Such a family pattern viewed the patrimony as an indivisible inheritance, succeeding by strict male primogeniture to eldest son. It fostered insecurity and competition within the family because the eldest son could not achieve full adult status or assume governing responsibilities as long as his father held lands and title, condemning the heir to remain a ‘youth’ for years past actual adolescence and tempting him to take up arms against his father.
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