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            Preface

         

         As a medieval historian by training – my PhD was in thirteenth-century state finance and fiscal history – I’ve always been drawn to this period, primarily writing about the financial institutions that were created to support the continental ambitions of Henry II and his family. However, my professional career has taken me down some unusual and interesting paths, including various TV projects researching stories about celebrity ancestors. These have demonstrated the fundamental importance of families throughout history. Nowhere do these two worlds collide with the same dramatic impact as in the late twelfth and early thirteenth century.

         This book, though, would never have happened without the help of some special people. First, a thank you to Dan Jones, who kindly invited me to the launch party of his brilliant book The Hollow Crown in 2014 where I met his editor Walter Donohue, to whom the second vote of thanks must go – for showing faith in my pitch for a new take on this period, and persuading his colleagues at Faber to agree that this was a story worth re-telling. As always, my agent Heather Holden Brown and her team turned the idea into a reality. Yet, the deepest debt of gratitude is reserved till last – for my family of restless children, Elizabeth, Charlotte, Chloe, Alice and Matilda (who at three years old is already displaying some of the haughty confidence displayed by her namesake the Empress), and, above all, my wife Lydia – an inspiration, always.

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         
            There was an eagle painted, and four young ones of the eagle perched upon it, one on each wing, and a third upon its back tearing at the parent with talons and beaks, the fourth, no smaller than the others, sitting upon its neck and awaiting the moment to peck out its parent’s eyes. When some of the King’s close friends asked him the meaning of the picture, he said, ‘The four young ones of the eagle are my four sons, who will not cease persecuting me even unto death. And the youngest, whom I now embrace with such tender affection, will someday afflict me more grievously and more perilously than all the others.’

            GERALD OF WALES

         

         Thus wrote the twelfth-century chronicler Gerald of Wales, and his ominous choice of words proved to be tragically prophetic. On 4 July 1189, King Henry II of England, Duke of Normandy, Duke of Aquitaine, Count of Anjou, Lord of Ireland, and possibly the most powerful man in western Europe, was forced to make a humiliating peace settlement with his eldest surviving son, Richard, who had rebelled against him with the support of Henry’s arch-rival, King Philip Augustus of France. Even as he exchanged the kiss of peace on a hot, dusty summer’s day, Henry whispered into his son’s ear, ‘God grant I die not before I have worthily revenged myself on you!’ In his heyday this would have been no idle threat – indeed, the cause of the dispute was Richard’s real fear that he was about to be disinherited. However, Henry was old, ill and wounded, suffering the effects of blood poisoning brought about by an injured heel, and wearily retired to nearby Chinon castle demanding to know who else formed part of the revolt against his rule. A messenger rode to the castle the next morning, with the news that Henry’s youngest and favourite son, John, had joined the rebels. Henry’s resolve was shattered; in despair he turned his face to the wall muttering: ‘Now let everything go as it will; I care no longer for myself or anything else in the world.’ He quickly lapsed into delirium and died the following day in the castle chapel, his last words reputed to be: ‘Shame, shame on a conquered king.’

         The internecine family struggle between Henry II and his children, played out on a stage that stretched from the foothills of the Pyrenees to the Scottish borders, remains a compelling, tragic drama in its own right – a cross between Game of Thrones and The Sopranos, with plot twists that would stretch credulity had they been scripted for television. The sixty-two years between Henry’s accession in 1154 and the death of John in 1216 included the murder of the archbishop of Canterbury; holy war in the Middle East; the capture and ransom of a king; the loss of a vast swathe of continental possessions, a disaster on the scale of the American War of Independence; and England’s subsequent descent into open revolt, civil war and invasion by French forces. Legend stated that the house of Anjou was descended from the devil, and at times it is hard to describe the behaviour of Henry’s family as anything other than diabolical as father fought sons, brother betrayed brother, spouses plotted against one another, and a nephew was murdered by his uncle’s bare hands. These were violent and ruthless people, even by the standards of an era not known for its gentleness. Yet it would also be a mistake to paint a picture of Henry II and his family in such crude, simplistic terms, as they possessed a broad spectrum of characteristics that made them highly formidable and, after all these years, still intriguing to a modern audience. They embodied a fierce intelligence and military prowess coupled with an administrative flair that often bordered on genius, as the restless kings raced around their territories to dispense justice, collect revenue and ensure their authority was not challenged – regularly displaying a warmth, humour and even kindness that shone through in their frequent interactions with European peers, leading magnates, and the members of the lesser ranks of society who appeared before their itinerant court.

         Equally, it would be wrong to dismiss events from eight centuries ago as an irrelevant if bloody footnote in history textbooks, spanning the period between the Norman Conquest and Magna Carta, as part of an abridged national curriculum: a slice of history when England emerged from the rule of French aristocrats more interested in ‘foreign affairs’ to develop its own cultural identity, as Victorian historians such as Macaulay and Stubbs would have us believe. In fact, if we are to understand some of the conventions that shape modern British society, we need to revisit the social, constitutional and legal developments that the Angevin kings introduced in England. These arose partly out of necessity whilst they were away ruling their vast continental territories, but also were possible because the foundations for centralised government were already in place, thanks to the unification of England under Alfred and his successors in the tenth century. Unlike most other territories under Henry II’s control – or indeed most other European ‘states’ of the time – England had developed central administrative practices based on a cascading national, regional and local infrastructure rather than a network of semi-independent lordships that relied on castles to secure autonomous power. The collapse into anarchy and private warfare under King Stephen (1135–54), with a rash of unauthorised castles springing up as royal authority vanished, demonstrated a nightmarish alternative version of England more akin to continental practice that Henry was determined to avoid.

         The twelfth century saw the birth of many of England’s governmental institutions such as the exchequer, the rise of powerful officers of state like the lord chancellor, the emergence of a judicial system dominated by the crown, and the strict enforcement of a ‘class’ system based on concepts of overlordship and service, all soon to be counterbalanced by the articulation in Magna Carta that no man was above the rule of law – the cornerstone of natural justice still in force on the British Parliament’s statute book today. These innovations are a legacy of Henry II and his sons – whether their actions were deliberate or inadvertent. Nevertheless, in one sense Macaulay and Stubbs had a point, as it would be a mistake to think of the story of the restless kings solely in terms of English history. Henry II and his children were culturally European first and foremost, as their dynastic name suggests: if their possession of England gave them their royal dignity and elevated them to the top table of European power brokers, their hearts and minds belonged to their family lands on the continent, centred on Anjou in the mid west of France.

         However, the most strategically important territory was Normandy. This was due to the creation in 1066 of a new geopolitical entity that became known as the regnum Norman-Anglorum, according to the Hyde chronicler who coined the phrase to describe the cross-Channel possessions of Henry I. Although the Anglo-Norman realm had been divided after William the Conqueror’s death in 1087 between his two eldest sons, Robert Curthose of Normandy and William II of England, it was reunited by their younger sibling Henry I, courtesy of his victory over Robert at the battle of Tinchebrai in 1106. We owe the introduction of the English exchequer to this date as well – an expedient means of accounting for revenue from royal lands but which expanded its remit to become one of the two major administrative units of central government alongside the chancery, which itinerated with the king along with his household and the main organ of royal finance, the chamber. The exchequer had an older counterpart in Normandy, but many English administrative practices were exported in the other direction. The intertwined machinery of government is but one example of the close ties across the Channel that developed from the Conquest to Henry II’s accession and beyond, with many of the leading families holding land on both sides to create a powerful group of magnates whom we would today describe as ‘European’ rather than English or French.

         Whereas there was a recognised Anglo-Norman realm by the twelfth century, there was no agreed contemporary term to describe the assemblage of lands that Henry II and his heirs governed. Historians following Kate Norgate’s work in 1887 have often called the vast swathe of territory an ‘Angevin empire’, but it was nothing of the sort. Henry’s contemporaries recognised two ‘empires’, the Byzantine Empire to the east – a direct successor to the lost Roman world – and the more recently created Holy Roman Empire to the west, ruled by an emperor crowned by the pope. The title was created in 800 for Charlemagne, who forged the Carolingian empire through conquest and brought together territories across modern France, the Low Countries, Germany, Switzerland and Italy. A portion split away to become the kingdom of West Frankia, which in turn evolved into France, and its kings claimed overlordship for lands that included Normandy, Anjou and Aquitaine. This made Henry and his sons the vassals of another monarch (albeit traditionally independent ones), forced to do homage and agree to terms of service if they wanted to hold on to their lands.

         On a practical level, there was no central administrative capital akin to Rome from where Angevin government was coordinated, although Rouen was perhaps the closest to a ‘seat of power’ that existed. The only thing that territories as far apart as Ireland and Gascony had in common was that they shared the same nominal ruler. Given the extent of these vast lands, Henry II adopted a peripatetic approach to government that his sons also embraced – the restless kings of the title. Vast distances would be covered in days so that they could deal with the demands of variant judicial systems, customs, cultures, languages and even currencies. The Latin word imperium was often used in the context of Henry II’s possessions, but usually with the inferred meaning of ‘power’ or ‘rule’ rather than ‘imperial’ control of an empire. In fact, it is likely that the true meaning of imperium when used by contemporary writers was perhaps closer to the original Roman meaning of supreme executive power in the state, covering both judicial and military authority.

         It is particularly important to compare the Roman imperial model to the way vast tracts of land were accumulated in the hands of one family in later centuries, and then passed on to successors. The tradition in the old Roman Empire was to keep all territories intact, moving from hereditary rule to the rule of the most powerful; it was the central infrastructure based in Rome that allowed the system to endure for centuries. In simplistic terms, Roman emperors were curators of a venerable institution which was expected to outlast them, and this was the system adopted in the Byzantine Empire that continued throughout the middle ages. In contrast, the Carolingian ‘empire’ of the ninth century was divided and sub-divided between male children in line with earlier Frankish traditions – creating fragmentation and fractious relationships between siblings and their successors that translated into regional enmity as new states started to form. This was the tradition that Henry II adopted when planning how he would provide for his sons, rather than the Roman or contemporary Byzantine system. Yet even these Frankish models of succession were in a state of flux, with a growing preference for hereditary monarchy – often with the heir crowned in his father’s lifetime – alongside an elective tradition that was a legacy of the tribes that first moved out of Germania into Gaul. The right to ‘elect’ a king – and therefore depose him – became a crucial issue concerning both Henry II and John.

         Instead of thinking in terms of a territorial ‘empire’, it is much more appropriate to consider Henry’s lands as a huge family business, with component parts assigned to each son to govern, but with autonomy varying dramatically according to the local tradition of each area, and the competency of the man to whom it was delegated. For example, Henry II’s eldest son, Henry ‘the young king’, became the only heir to the English throne to be formally crowned during the life of his father, but was never allowed near the machinery of government – a complete contrast to his brother Richard, who assumed total control of the duchy of Aquitaine and made a success of imposing ducal rule on traditionally independent magnates; or Geoffrey, whose betrothal as a seven-year-old child to Constance of Brittany was a diplomatic device to facilitate the annexation of Brittany into the family firm.

         John ‘Lackland’ – Henry II’s youngest son – was eventually assigned the lordship of Ireland, a territory with no previous family ties only recently acquired through a papacy-blessed invasion, situated on the very edge of the Angevin world. The visit of the patriarch of Jerusalem in 1185 had raised John’s hopes that he might be offered that kingdom instead, as it was then held by another branch of the Angevin family in the shape of the leprous Baldwin IV. Henry II rejected the idea and instead sent John to Ireland – despite John begging on bended knee for permission to head east. John’s ambition was sadly not matched by his ability, and the Irish expedition ended in ignominy, as he managed to unite the local chieftains against him, as well as earn the distrust of the Anglo-Norman settlers. The perception that John was ill-equipped to rule was shared by his brother Richard. John’s resentment at this view turned into direct opposition of his older sibling with disastrous consequences.

         As we will see, Henry’s daughters were also used to cement alliances and extend family influence across Europe: Matilda married Henry the Lion, duke of Bavaria; Joan married first King William II of Sicily, and then Count Raymond VI of Toulouse; and Eleanor wed Alfonso VIII of Castile, carrying with her the dowry of the duchy of Gascony itself.

         When John claimed sole inheritance after Richard’s death in 1199, the continental possessions of the Angevin dynasty were at their greatest extent, covering an area equivalent to roughly two-thirds of modern France. Within five years, Philip Augustus had unceremoniously evicted him from the vast majority of these lordships, ending the Anglo-Norman realm that had lasted for a century and a half, as well as severing ties with his patrimonial lands of Anjou. John died in 1216 at the height of an apocalyptic thunderstorm whilst holed up at Newark Castle, embroiled in an increasingly desperate civil war that had been triggered by his failure to recapture his lost possessions two years before, perhaps rather fittingly as the result of a military engagement at which he was not even present.

         The battle of Bouvines in 1214 is one of the most important actions in the entangled and often fraught relationship between England and France, and possibly as significant as Waterloo in the wider context of European history. Yet few will have heard of the battle fought in the dusty heat on land just outside the small village of Bouvines on the modern French–Belgian border on 27 July 1214, when a grand alliance of continental powers with common cause against Philip Augustus, assembled by John and largely funded by English silver, was decisively defeated by a much smaller French force. John was ineffectively conducting operations in his remaining territories to the south, but on hearing the news and realising his strategy to divide French forces lay in tatters, he slunk back to England. Awaiting him was a rebellious group of barons, many of whom had refused to serve in the campaign on the grounds that overseas affairs were none of their business. Thus began the road to Runnymede, Magna Carta and ultimately King John’s demise.

         More importantly, the severance of England’s connection with the Angevin possessions has had fundamental effects on its relationship with the continent over the ensuing eight centuries. The origins of the Hundred Years War can be traced directly to the realignment of European politics after John’s expulsion from Normandy, with the emergence of national identities for England and France leading first to economic, maritime and political tension and then, in 1337, open warfare that endured for generations. The English conquest and resettlement of Normandy during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries led to the union of the thrones of France and England in 1422 with the succession of the infant Henry VI. Yet suspicion of continental politics remained, typified by Jack Cade’s rebellion in 1450 after the English had been driven from Normandy once more: many of the insurgents claimed that the government’s attention was misdirected on affairs abroad rather than towards pressing domestic issues. Despite better relations with France at the start of the sixteenth century, Henry VIII’s decision to break with Rome and establish an independent Church of England shattered the union of Catholic nations, but more importantly reaffirmed a national sense of ‘them and us’ when the threat of French invasion loomed large in the 1540s. Mary I’s marriage to Philip II of Spain and closer alignment to Catholic Europe was deeply unpopular.

         With the loss of Calais in 1558, England once again adopted a more isolationist stance and the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 was the starting point of a continuous narrative that positioned England (and, after 1707, Great Britain) as a proud island nation making its own way in the world, but which has always been prepared to ride to the rescue of its continental allies during times of crisis – the Napoleonic Wars that culminated in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815; the despatch of the British Expeditionary Force on the outbreak of the Great War in 1914; and the Allied invasion of Normandy in 1944 to liberate France from German occupation. Most recently, on 23 June 2016, Britain voted to leave the European Union, with a slim majority of the population deciding to turn their backs on mainland politics amid a modern version of the arguments first put forward by the rebellious barons in 1214 – ‘It’s none of our business.’

         Henry II and his family have also left an equally deep mark on England’s relationship with its neighbours within the British Isles. The kings of Scotland had traditionally held various English territories, such as Northumbria or the earldom of Huntingdon, as vassals of the kings of England – similar to the arrangement that saw Henry II hold his continental lands from the king of France. However, William the Lion of Scotland joined Henry the Young King in a family uprising against Henry II in 1173; he was sharply brought to account for backing the losing side when captured in 1174 and dragged before Henry II in Normandy. The result was a harsh settlement enshrined in the treaty of Falaise, the terms of which specified that William ‘has become the liegeman of the lord king Henry’. The Scottish clergy were included in the settlement, and key castles in Scotland including Berwick, Edinburgh and Stirling were handed to Henry – to be garrisoned at the expense of the Scots. In short, it was an assertion of English primacy over Scotland.

         Although Richard I allowed William to purchase his release from the terms of the treaty shortly after his accession, a recently uncovered fourteenth-century text of another important Anglo-Scottish document, the 1209 treaty of Norham (which was the result of John’s campaign against William) indicates that Angevin interest in Scotland was not dormant. The text of the treaty suggests that William promised that his son Alexander would do homage to John not just for the lands that he held in England, but also for Scotland itself – a reference to the terms of supremacy imposed by Henry II at Falaise. The treaty of Norham was subsequently revoked by a specific clause in Magna Carta, but the sentiment that Scotland was a vassal state of England underpinned much of the ideology behind the Scottish wars of Edward I’s reign and beyond. The debate still remains alive today with growing pressure for Scottish independence, and secession from Great Britain and the United Kingdom.

         The situation in Wales was more volatile and complicated, with an English assertion of supremacy over the native Welsh princes established as far back as Anglo-Saxon times, when England first formed as a united territory in the tenth century and was able to offer some protection to its western neighbours against Viking attack. At the time of the Norman Conquest ‘the situation of Wales … was not one of independence, nor yet was it one of complete dependence; rather it was a case of uneasy involvement.’ At Henry II’s accession, this statement should be qualified by replacing uneasy with enforced, given the establishment of frontier ‘Marcher Lords’ such as the earl of Chester or William Marshal and ultimately the Mortimers – families who looked both to protect England from incursions made by the various Welsh princes who were fighting their internal political battles, and to extend their own power bases in the name of the crown. Henry was embroiled in several invasions to enforce English overlordship on Owain of Gwynedd and Rhys of Deheubarth in the first decade of his reign, although it was an uneasy peace that was further destabilised by the royal acquisition of the lordships of Gower and Glamorgan in 1183–4. John was troubled by the emergence of Llewellyn ap Iorwerth, who had designs on a united Wales under his rule and was to earn the title of Llewellyn the Great. Although John inflicted a punishing defeat on Llewellyn in 1211, dreams of Welsh independence continued to flourish throughout the thirteenth century until broken by Edward I’s conquering army, and crushed under the weight of the stone castles that were subsequently built as a permanent, physical reminder of England’s control over the conquered land.

         Unlike Scotland and Wales, Ireland had been beyond the orbit of the Anglo-Norman realm, but was not able to escape the attention of the Angevin kings of England for long. It is possible that Henry II first cast his eyes westwards as early as 1155, when the archbishop of Canterbury obtained a papal bull from the English Pope Adrian IV, granting permission for an invasion to bring the Irish church under the jurisdiction of Rome. The fragmented nature of Ireland, with various native kings ruling over a people who represented a mix of Celtic and Norse tradition and culture, meant that Henry was unwilling or unable to devote the necessary resources to mount a campaign to assert his nominal overlordship. When adventurers such as Richard de Clare – known as ‘Strongbow’ – headed west to seek their fortune, establishing a group of Anglo-Norman colonists akin to the Marcher Lords in Wales but with more autonomy from the English crown, Henry finally decided to act and invaded in 1171. Within four years, Henry’s dominance was acknowledged by most of the native kings, and although he was forced to confirm the conquests of Strongbow, he established other planter families, and retained royal control over Dublin, Waterford and Wexford with similar governmental machinery to England. Although John’s campaign in 1185 was a failure, his next incursion on Irish soil in 1210 not only re-established English lordship, but crushed both native and planter independence alike and can be seen as the real starting point for English dominance over Irish politics for the next seven centuries.

         Remarkable as it may seem, we can even gain a far greater understanding of current tensions between Christian West and Muslim Middle East if we look more closely at the history of the Crusades, where once again we see the Angevin influence at work. Henry II’s grandfather, Count Fulk of Anjou, became king of Jerusalem in 1131 jointly with his wife Melisende after the death of her father, Baldwin II. The kingdom of Jerusalem was the principal crusader state established after Pope Urban II called for the conquest of the Holy Land in 1095. As a result, a string of fortified states was established along the eastern Mediterranean, collectively known as Outremer, roughly located where modern Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine and Israel now stand. The collision of East and West, Christianity and Islam, reached its bloody climax during this period when the Third Crusade was launched to recapture Jerusalem, which had fallen to Saladin in 1187. First Henry II and then Richard I took the cross as a Christian duty, but also to defend their kinsmen in the east. The Third Crusade was where Richard earned his reputation as a fearsome warrior and leader of the Christian army against Saladin’s Muslim forces, as well as the conqueror of Cyprus; but it forms part of a much longer continuum of conflict between East and West that starts with the Roman conquest of the Holy Land and, sadly, remains with us today. It is also highly relevant to the fragmentation of the Byzantine Empire into various component parts that eventually formed the states of eastern Europe and Turkey, and why Istanbul is important as the gateway between East and West.

         To fully understand the tensions across Europe, north Africa and the Middle East, and how the papacy claimed supreme power over the West, requires a detailed chronology of the collapse of the Roman Empire from the third century onwards that largely lies outside the scope of this story, though key elements that had a direct bearing on the political structure of France during the medieval period will be briefly covered in Chapter 1. However, Roman influence was still relevant and identifiable across Europe on a more prosaic, everyday level – even in an area like England, where imperial forces disappeared quite early and Germanic settlers were able to establish their own traditions. To borrow from Monty Python’s Life of Brian, the Romans provided a transport infrastructure in the form of strategically connective roads radiating from London to principal provincial settlements; an accounting language (if you’ve ever wondered where pounds, shillings and pence came from and why they were referred to as L s d, they derive from the Latin words librae, solidi and denarii – even the word money comes from the Roman goddess, Juno Moneta); the official language of government – Latin – even though, after the Norman Conquest, French was commonly spoken and increasingly used as a form of written communication at court and in the higher echelons of society; a legal system in the form of Roman law (in which Latin was also deployed to record the business of courts, and continued in many until 1732); an ecclesiastical infrastructure and liturgical tradition based in Rome following Constantine’s support of Christianity in the fourth century, with its spiritual head of state the pope. Even the months of the year were Roman. Mind, body and soul were therefore still largely in thrall to a system of government that had not existed in a practical sense for over seven centuries, but still left its mark on everyday life. Land transactions were written in Latin; local administration took place in manorial courts where business was recorded in Latin; Church services and ceremonies were conducted in Latin; and, from the late eleventh century, money was demanded by the pope, based in Rome, from all parishes to defray crusading costs in defence of the Holy Land.

         It is therefore perhaps more relevant than ever before to revisit this period of history, given that the current debates about the future of federal Europe, Britain and the Middle East all have their origins here. However, before moving on to the story of the restless kings, it is worth saying a few words about the sources that enable us to tell their tale. There are very few personal archives of the Angevin kings, although some sense of their correspondence with key officials can be gleaned amidst the sources for their administrative machinery in England, mainly the surviving enrolled chancery documents after 1199 and various writs, charters and instructions in the hands of recipients.

         Although there is not much in the way of family correspondence, we are fortunate that the actions of the great and good were recorded by various commentators such as the aforementioned Gerald of Wales, who were mainly associated with monastic institutions with a long heritage of keeping chronicles of events – often with rather acerbic notes and moral judgements about the principal players. Many enjoyed privileged positions within the royal household and personally knew Henry II and his sons: for example, Gerald served as a royal chaplain from 1184 and was therefore a close confidant of Henry II and his family, perfectly positioned to provide a commentary – or at least, to record as much as he dared to. Walter Map knew Henry II from accession to death, and provides a vivid account not only of events, but also of the personality and characteristics of the king. A common theme to the collective writing of the chroniclers was a fascination with the past, and particularly with the story of England and the British Isles, drawing upon the earlier tradition of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of Britain. Although men – and it was usually male authors who committed their histories to parchment – such as William of Newburgh, Gervase of Canterbury, Ralph of Diceto, Roger of Howden, Ralph of Coggeshall, Roger Wendover and even the great thirteenth-century writer Matthew Paris were largely dismissive of the veracity of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s work, they still borrowed elements of his ancient narratives and began their accounts with the Romans. Even more pertinent was the emergence of an Anglo-centric focus to their writing quite at odds to the dynastic continental affairs of the king. These are two themes that will recur again and again – the continued legacy of the Roman Empire, and the tension between England’s governance and the personal interests of the monarch abroad.

         However, we are not restricted to Anglo-Norman sources of information; a relic from a lost age, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle still provided a voice for those whose ancestors had dwelt in England prior to the Norman invasion and had a different, more anti-establishment, perspective on events. We even have access to contemporary biographies of leading figures such as William Marshal, a legendary character whose career spans the entire period and beyond, as well as written summaries of various reigns such as Gesta Regis Henricus Secundi and Gesta Stephani, which reveals the sorrowful tale of Henry’s predecessor. These are nothing like the objective and often dispassionately critical biographies produced today but are still useful for corroborating events and gaining an understanding of the nature of the people in question. Equally, there are chronicles for the Capetian perspective written by men such as Suger, Rigord, William le Breton and Jean de Joinville – all largely biased against Henry II and his sons – plus accounts from other territories in the Angevin dominions and beyond such as Anjou, Poitou and Touraine as well as parts of the Holy Roman Empire, the papal states and, of course, correspondence from the papal curia itself. As a final reminder that this was a global story, we have rich primary source material for European activity in the Middle East, written not just from a Christian perspective by French chroniclers Ambroise, Jacques de Vitry and the chronicle of William of Tyre, but also from some of the Muslim opponents of Richard I such as Baha ad-Din, Ibn al-Athir and Imad ad-Din. The restless kings wandered far and wide, and their deeds and reputations have consequently left a mark throughout the world.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            The rise of the Angevins

         

         
            The head, which should have worn a crown of gold, was suddenly dashed against the rocks; instead of wearing embroidered robes, he floated naked in the waves; and instead of ascending a lofty throne, he found his grave in the bellies of fishes at the bottom of the sea.

            HENRY OF HUNTINGDON, 1120

         

         The course of European history would have been very different but for two shipwrecks. In 1064 Harold Godwinson, one of the most powerful magnates in the court of Edward the Confessor, set out from the port of Bosham, Sussex, for reasons unknown and was blown off course. Eventually he landed at Ponthieu, where he was captured by Guy I, count of Ponthieu, and held at the count’s castle at Beaurain. It was not long before news reached William, duke of Normandy, who was preparing his troops for a campaign against his neighbour and rival, Conan, duke of Brittany. William marched to Beaurain and ensured that Harold was released into his own custody – with such a large force at his doorstep, Guy was given very little choice in the matter – and thereafter Harold accompanied William on campaign as his ‘guest’. During this period of enforced hospitality, in which Harold performed feats of valour and was knighted by William, it is alleged that Harold swore the infamous oath of allegiance to the duke of Normandy, promising to secure for him the English throne on the death of Edward the Confessor. The chronicler Orderic Vitalis later claimed that Harold had been betrothed to William’s daughter Adeliza; if the story is true then this might have been the occasion of the betrothal, further binding Harold in obligation to the duke of Normandy. Whatever happened in 1064 – and we only have the Norman side of the story, vividly captured in the Bayeux tapestry – William used this as moral, even divine, justification for his subsequent invasion in 1066. Thus England was wrested away from its increasingly Scandinavian orbit and brought directly into the febrile atmosphere of French politics, creating an Anglo-Norman realm with a shared cross-Channel aristocracy, government and administrative institutions.

         The second shipwreck caused instant shockwaves to reverberate around Europe, and should be ranked alongside the loss of the Titanic as one of the worst maritime disasters in British history. On 25 November 1120, King Henry I left Barfleur to return to England with his family and chief courtiers. He was offered passage on the White Ship by its captain, Thomas FitzStephen, but the king had already made arrangements to take another vessel. FitzStephen had enjoyed a close link to the crown – his father Stephen FitzAirad had skippered the Mora, the ship that was gifted to William of Normandy by his wife Matilda of Flanders when he sailed to conquer England in 1066. Consequently, Henry wished to ensure that FitzStephen benefited from royal patronage and entrusted the passage of his son and only male heir, William Adelin (German for young prince), and other members of the royal household to the White Ship. As Henry set sail, FitzStephen and his crew reportedly enjoyed the hospitality proffered by William and his entourage, who had brought several barrels of wine with them and enthusiastically set about emptying them. Consequently, not only were many of the passengers drunk by the time the ship was ready to leave, so were a large proportion of the sailors – FitzStephen included, according to some accounts. There were over 300 people crammed on board alongside William and his associates, including Henry’s illegitimate son Richard of Lincoln and illegitimate daughter Matilda FitzRoy.

         Egged on by the rowdy passengers, the crew were encouraged to make haste and overtake the king’s vessel, even though it had already departed – certainly, the White Ship was newly outfitted and was reputed to be very fast, so the dare was not beyond the realm of possibility. Such was the mood of bravado on board that, it was later claimed, a couple of priests who had come to bless their voyage were ridiculed – an act that many chroniclers blamed for what happened next. With the light failing and over-confidence amongst the drunken sailors leading to carelessness, the ship struck a submerged rock and capsized. William managed to scramble free in a small boat, but on hearing the cries of his half-sister as she struggled in the water, turned back and tried to rescue her; a mass of people, fighting for their lives, swarmed into the boat, which sank under their weight, taking the heir to the throne with them to their deaths. The significance was not lost on shocked chroniclers such as Henry of Huntingdon, quoted at the start of this chapter.

         Another commentator, Orderic Vitalis, claimed there were only two survivors who managed to escape the sinking ship and cling to the rock – Berthed, a butcher from Rouen who had probably been on board to ensure that he was paid for the victuals that he had provided; and Geoffrey de l’Aigle, who died before he could be rescued. According to Vitalis’s account, Thomas FitzStephen also survived the capsizing ship but, on learning that William had perished, chose to drown rather than face the wrath of the king. Many of those who had intended to travel, perhaps alarmed by the inebriation of the crew and behaviour of some of the passengers, had already made other arrangements and consequently not boarded the White Ship; others were the beneficiaries of circumstances beyond their control, rather literally in the case of the king’s nephew Stephen of Blois, who had suffered an attack of diarrhoea and wisely chose not to embark until he was more comfortable. Thus Henry’s only son and male heir was lost in a terrible accident at sea, albeit one that could have easily been prevented. The succession was thrown into crisis, with the barons reluctant to embrace the thought that Henry would be followed by his haughty daughter Matilda; instead they chose to support the rather opportunistic claims of the aforementioned Stephen, with dire consequences.

         
            *

         

         To fully understand quite why the loss of the White Ship was such a momentous event, we need to pause and reflect on the state of Europe at the time. This requires us to take a whistle-stop history lesson from the fall of the Roman Empire via the rise of the Carolingians, because the Europe that emerged out of the chaos of Rome’s decline was very different to the one we would recognise today, with no nation states enjoying fixed borders in the modern sense – France, Germany, Italy or Spain simply did not exist. Instead, twelfth-century geopolitical entities familiar to Henry II and his contemporaries were the direct legacy of centuries of population migration. We also need to view Europe within the wider orbit of the Roman world, since at the height of its territorial extent in the second century ad, it governed provinces from the British Isles in the extreme north-west, across modern France, the Benelux Countries and parts of Germany into Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania; south into Italy, Greece and the Balkans; across north Africa including the coastal regions of Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya and Egypt; through the Middle East into Jordan, Israel, Palestine and Syria and extending through Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq to the Arabian Gulf; from the shores of the Caspian sea, covering Armenia, Azerbaijan and Turkey along the Black sea towards Ukraine. Of key importance to our story are the provinces of Britannia, Gaul and Aquitania as they evolved over the centuries to form England, Anjou, Normandy and Aquitaine for Henry II, and the demesne lands of the Capetian kings known as the Île de France.

         Several key dates are worth bearing in mind. The Roman Empire split into two halves in 395, a western portion under the control of Rome, and an eastern part governed from Constantinople, formerly Byzantium but renamed after Emperor Constantine I. Today we call the eastern half the Byzantine Empire, although contemporaries did not refer to it as such; indeed to its inhabitants, it was the legitimate Roman Empire, even though in territorial terms it stretched from modern Bulgaria, the Balkans and Greece into Turkey, the Middle East and North Africa as far as Libya and came nowhere near Rome. Incidentally, it was Constantine who had promoted Christianity as the empire’s state religion, ordering the construction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem; and it was in his name that an imperial decree was forged in the eighth century, purportedly assigning authority over Rome and the western half of the empire to the pope – with political implications that were of vital importance to the medieval period.

         By 476, the western Roman empire had been largely overrun by migrating tribes from Germania Magna such as the Lombards, Burgundians, Goths, Vandals and Huns, and in that year the last recognised emperor, Romulus Augustus, was deposed. The most important of the tribes were the Franks, who initially settled in northern Gaul and established small kingdoms at Tournai, Le Mans, Cambrai and Cologne. These were united in the late fifth and early sixth century by Childeric I and his son Clovis I, who established nominal lordship over the old Roman province of Aquitaine (including Gascony and the Basque region), took control of large parts of Germania Magna, and established Paris as the seat of their regime. Their successors – known as the Merovingians – extended their sphere of influence throughout Gaul to form a powerful kingdom of the Franks, absorbing Burgundy in 534 and conquering Provence, as well as extending their borders towards Lombardy in north Italy.

         A new empire was beginning to form; but crucially the power of the Merovingian kings was usurped by their deputies, the ‘mayors of the palace’, who were originally appointed to govern the royal household but increasingly held the reins of power themselves, leaving the kings as figurehead rulers known as rois fainéants or ‘do-nothing’ kings – not entirely dissimilar to the ceremonial role of the British monarchy today. By the middle of the eighth century, the mayoralty had become a venal office with the title ‘duke and prince of the Franks’; one of them, Charles Martel, won great fame as the saviour of Christendom when he defeated a powerful Muslim army at the battle of Tours, near Poitiers, in 732. By this date, much of the former Roman empire in the Middle East and North Africa had been lost to the advancing Muslim caliphates that had formed after the death of the prophet Mohammed. They had gone on to establish complete dominion over modern Spain and then extended their rule across the Pyrenees into Aquitaine, Gascony and Provence. Charles’s victory halted this advance, and re-established control over these three formerly independent states.

         Charles Martel’s successors are known as the Carolingians; they were the real architects of the political structure of medieval Europe and inventors of many of the governmental structures and military techniques with which Henry II was familiar. For a start, they were ruthless: Charles’s son Pepin the Short connived with Pope Zachary in 751 to overthrow the Merovingians and claim the crown himself, asking the immortal question: ‘Who should be king, he who has the title, or he who has the power?’ In return, Pepin provided military assistance and protected the papacy from the Lombards in north Italy, ‘donating’ key lands and cities that laid the foundations for the temporal Papal States – the source of the church’s power base outside Rome for much of the medieval period. Thus was forged a fundamental relationship between church and state, which reached its height under Pepin’s son Charles the Great, or Charlemagne, one of the key figures in the history of the Western world. As well as extending Frankish rule throughout modern France, large portions of Germany (including Saxony to the north and Bavaria) and Lombardy, on Christmas Day 800 he was anointed Imperator Augustus by Pope Leo III at St Peter’s basilica in Rome. However, this was not a direct revival of the Roman emperors of old, even if Charlemagne had reassembled a large proportion of their western territories; he was to be a Holy Roman Emperor, reinforcing the message that the church was now the leader of the Christian world, providing legal validity to the most powerful secular state in the West. The extension of this concept throughout the medieval period was the source of many disputes between kings and popes, not least in England when first William II then Henry I were challenged over their right to ecclesiastical appointment, leading to the greatest argument of all between Henry II and Thomas Becket.

         The Carolingians are important to our story for several reasons, since the way in which Charlemagne and his heirs administered their vast lands created a style of government that continued in modified form for several centuries, with a direct influence on the way Henry II managed his own accumulated territories. First, given the distances involved, Charlemagne raced with his court from location to location to ensure his authority was imposed in person, rather than establishing a central administrative power base that would serve as the equivalent of ancient Rome. This was exactly the same ‘government on the go’ approach that served Henry II well during his successful early career, juggling his roles as king of England, duke of Normandy, de facto duke of Aquitaine and count of Anjou. Key officials for an itinerant household emerged in the ninth century – chamberlain, marshal and seneschal for example – as well as the chancellor, who controlled the chancery or writing-office from where grants or writs were issued. Again, these roles evolved into the mainstays of medieval government and were adopted by Henry II to build a centralised bureaucratic system in England that endures today.

         Yet Charlemagne’s peripatetic court still required a system of regional government, and therefore several hundred comtes or counts were recognised, each of whom presided over a county with semi-devolved administrative and legal powers. Although appointed by the king, many of these positions became hereditary, with a certain amount of local autonomy that increased over time – in places such as Anjou, Brittany, Maine, Touraine, Poitou, Toulouse, Blois, Flanders, Boulogne and Holland, to name but a few that are relevant to our main story. The relationship between Charlemagne and his leading counts was further defined in terms of contractual service, usually linked to a specific requirement to supply troops for the royal army. Furthermore, a greater proportion of the army were mobile cavalry troops, necessary for travelling long distances and conducting a specialised form of warfare; thus an emerging concept of knighthood can be traced to this period as well. Together, all the component parts were in place for the social system described as ‘feudalism’, based on the way land was held from an overlord in return for military (or other specified) service, upheld by sworn oaths of allegiance in the name of a Christian god. A variant of this system was imported to England by William the Conqueror and harnessed by Henry II and his sons to control their aristocrats – ultimately leading to a more precisely defined version of the relationship, negotiated between King John and his leading barons in the fields of Runnymede in June 1215.

         Yet despite his imperial title, and in line with Frankish tradition, Charlemagne never intended for his ‘empire’ to remain intact; and his lands splintered amongst his descendants into three main blocs. East Frankia became the heart of the Holy Roman Empire, straddling modern Germany, Austria and Switzerland, and absorbing lands from a second territory, central Frankia, which quickly separated into semi-independent territories such as Lorraine, Burgundy and Lombardy as well as today’s Benelux countries. The kings of the West Franks – hereafter referred to as the kings of France – retained lordship over the counties that would coalesce into modern France, but were seen as the junior branch of the family. They were particularly plagued by Viking incursions from the mid ninth century onwards; the raiders used the rivers Loire and Seine to raid deep inland – tactics that Henry II and his sons would also adopt during their conflicts with the king of France. As a result, West Frankia also began to splinter, with some areas such as Brittany and Aquitaine enjoying virtual autonomy, and powerful counts emerging in Blois, Flanders, Anjou, Provence and Toulouse to challenge royal authority. The situation was complicated still further in 911 when the Viking leader Rollo was granted lands by King Charles the Simple, which would become the duchy of Normandy. The last of the Carolingians, Louis V, died in 987 and the throne was then offered to the count of Paris, Hugh Capet, founding a royal dynasty centred on his lands in the Île de France that was to endure into the twelfth century and beyond. To secure the succession within his family, Hugh ensured that his son Robert was crowned as co-king almost as soon as he had been elected in 987, and the tradition continued when Robert’s son Henry I was similarly crowned in 1027 during his father’s lifetime – a model adopted by Henry II in England on 14 June 1170 for the only time in the country’s history.

         In contrast to the increasingly fragmented nature of West Frankia, England underwent a reverse transformation, moving towards a single state in the tenth century; this unified the seven main kingdoms that had emerged after the several waves of migration that followed the withdrawal of imperial forces from the province of Britannia in the early fifth century. In particular, the north-German Saxons and the Angles and Jutes from the Jutland peninsula and Frisian coast usurped the native Britons and created the ‘heptarchy’ of kingdoms – Northumbria to the north; Mercia in the Midlands; and East Anglia, Kent, Essex, Sussex and Wessex in the south. By the ninth century, Wessex had eclipsed Mercia as the dominant state; and although large parts of England were conquered and settled by Viking invaders in the late ninth and early tenth century, King Alfred and his successors gradually reclaimed the land, at the same time rolling out a single legal code, a central bureaucratic process, and the extension of Christianity as the sole religion of the country. Yet the dynasty that Alfred had founded was brushed aside in the next phase of Scandinavian invasions at the start of the eleventh century. Æthelred II, nicknamed Unræd because of the poor quality of advice he received (rather than his supposed lack of readiness), was swept from power and exiled in Normandy, only to return in 1014.

         Crucially to our story, Æthelred seems to have instigated a tradition of issuing a ‘coronation charter’ that set out some of the key plans for his rule, based on the threefold coronation oath to uphold peace in the church; to forbid robbery and unrighteousness to all; and to provide justice and mercy in all judgments. When he regained the throne in 1014, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle notes that he made a pact with his people, reaffirming his commitment to good government, promising he would ‘govern better than he did before’. It is here that the seeds of Magna Carta were sown, to bear fruit two centuries later. Henry I adopted a similar tactic to secure the throne in 1100, issuing a coronation charter that was to be revived in 1213 during the growing protests against his great-grandson John. The concept that the king reigned as a result of an agreement with his people to uphold certain standards and govern according to the rule of law runs through the entire story of Henry II and his sons.

         Æthelred II is also significant because in 1002 he married Emma of Normandy, niece of Hugh Capet and daughter of Duke Richard I of Normandy – thus entwining the politics of England with both France and the duchy. Æthelred II died in 1016 and England was conquered by Cnut, one of the ‘great’ kings of his age. He eventually united the thrones of England, Denmark, Norway and parts of Sweden, and enjoyed a high profile in the Holy Roman Empire as well; it was not inconceivable that a powerful maritime Anglo-Scandinavian empire might have formed. In an act of pragmatism, he married the widowed Emma to help legitimise his invasion with the leading native families. In return, she seized the opportunity to became deeply involved in English politics, interfering with the succession several times after Cnut’s death eventually to ensure that her son, Edward the Confessor, claimed the throne in 1042 as the last Anglo-Saxon king – or perhaps, given Emma’s origins, the first Anglo-Norman one. Given his years of exile in Normandy, it is unsurprising that Edward brought a few trusted household adherents from the Norman court; however, not for the last time the appearance of ‘foreigners’ as the king’s principal advisors caused resentment with native families, in this case primarily Earl Godwin and his sons who would extend their power across the country in the 1060s. Despite the simmering political tension, Edward’s reign was considered a golden age for the rule of law, the inspiration for the Leges Edwardi Confessoris or Laws of Edward the Confessor that was penned in the twelfth century. It became an important reference work when the baronial rebels were framing their charter to remedy the ills of John’s regime, in particular the controversial interpretation that an unjust monarch who had lost the support of his people might be deposed.

         
            *

         

         Thus Harold’s shipwreck in 1064 took place against the backdrop of an emerging cross-Channel relationship between the courts of England and Normandy, originally forged by Emma. Normandy itself had been thrown into turmoil with the death of Emma’s nephew, Duke Robert, in 1035. After the succession of his eight-year-old bastard son William, it took a quarter of a century before ducal control was fully re-asserted after years of civil war between the leading baronial families. By 1064 William clearly felt strong enough domestically to make a play for England when Edward died, and his subsequent invasion was of fundamental importance for several reasons. First, he united England and Normandy to create a cross-Channel realm, with leading families from Normandy the principal beneficiaries of the distribution of seized estates from the Godwin family and other Anglo-Saxon earls who fell at Hastings. From this point onwards, the Anglo-Norman families generally preferred both territories to remain in the same pair of hands and, when push came to shove, supported the cause of the claimant who looked most likely to maintain this status quo. William I had adopted the Frankish model and divided his lands between his sons when he died, with his eldest, Robert Curthose, inheriting Normandy and England passing to second son William Rufus. Yet it was the youngest son, Henry, who reunited them after Rufus’s death in a hunting accident in the New Forest in 1100, defeating Robert at the battle of Tinchebrai on 28 September 1106. This was one of the most important battles in English history, as it brought both territories under a single ruler once more and cemented Henry’s position as a dominant power in the region. In particular, it created great tension with the king of France, Louis VI, who contested control of the important Franco-Norman Vexin border region, and Fulk V, count of Anjou, whose family had long disputed overlordship of Maine with Normandy.

         William also imposed a new social hierarchy upon England, a ‘feudal’ system of landholding in which property was held from an overlord in units known as a feodum or fee in return for military service; the management of each fee was via a socio-economic unit known as a manor. The king retained the terrae regis (literally lands of the king), royal demesne lands in each county from which he would derive sufficient income for his own needs, and distributed the remainder to his supporters. These were the tenants-in-chief, holding land directly from the crown on specific and clearly defined terms. The relationship was governed by conditions or rights that the king retained, such as the levy of a ‘relief’ or inheritance fine from the heir of a deceased tenant-in-chief if they wished to retain possession of the family’s lands. Should the heir be under the age of twenty-one, the king would hold the lands in wardship and enjoy the profits until the heir reached the correct age, or sell the right to manage the lands to a third party. The king also exerted certain controls over marriage amongst the ruling elite. Royal regulations over land and family became highly sensitive issues, reflected in Henry I’s issue of a detailed coronation charter specifically promising to avoid further royal abuse in these areas. Conversely, John’s ruthless exploitation of the financial aspects of these relationships was a principal cause of protest against his regime from 1212 onwards, and the rebels returned to the text of Henry I’s coronation charter as the benchmark for good government when drawing up Magna Carta. It is no coincidence that clauses restricting the feudal ‘rights’ of the crown are near the top of the document.

         Finally, William and his sons expanded the royal forests in England to the great dismay of anyone who lived within their bounds. This is perhaps one of the hardest areas of medieval life for a modern observer to understand, but was another major cause of complaint against the later Angevin kings. Indeed, such was the importance of this issue that Magna Carta established an inquiry, which resulted in a separate Charter of the Forest in 1217. The main problem was that regulation of the forest was a royal prerogative, and therefore a separate judicial system operated entirely at the whim of the crown; penalties were harsher and royal officials were often perceived to mete out justice on an arbitrary basis. Once again, Henry I referred to the forest in his coronation charter, but seems to have done little to address the complaints of those caught by the forest laws. Whilst the reign of Henry II was of fundamental importance for an overhaul of the legal system, ensuring it was more equitable through uniform processes with access via royal courts, the forest law was exempt from these reforms. It therefore became the lightning rod for royal malpractice that reached its nadir under John.

         
            *

         

         If the consequences of Harold’s shipwreck in 1064 shaped the structure of English society throughout the medieval period, and created a new geopolitical structure, the consequences of the second shipwreck were even more spectacular, leading directly to the rise of the house of Anjou as the dominant power in western Europe. By 1120, Henry I had united England and Normandy under a common administrative system that permitted him to govern effectively, even when he was not present; his reforms of the judicial system and royal household earned him the nickname of ‘Beauclerk’ or ‘good clerk’. Troublesome vassals had been largely put in their place, and the introduction of a new system of managing royal finance via the exchequer vastly enhanced the authority of the crown and its officials. He had even managed to quell the attempts of his near neighbours and feudal overlord to unseat him in Normandy, with his son William Adelin recognised by France’s King Louis VI as duke of Normandy and acknowledged as the rightful heir to the English throne – ‘rex et dux designatus’.

         The White Ship disaster was a catastrophe around which western European politics would revolve for a generation: a moment of recklessness that unpicked two decades of work, opening up a succession crisis with the death of Henry’s only male heir. As William of Malmesbury explained: ‘Many regions looked forward to the governance of this boy … It was said that now might it be expected that England’s hopes, like the tree cut down, would, through this young man, again blossom and produce fruit, and thus put an end to her woes; but God saw otherwise.’ Nobody dared to inform Henry about the disaster when he returned to England. Yet according to Orderic Vitalis: ‘The magnates wept bitterly in private and mourned inconsolably for their beloved kinfolk and friends, but in the king’s presence they struggled to contain their tears.’ It was impossible to hide the news forever, and on learning about the loss of his son, ‘Immediately Henry fell to the ground, overcome with anguish.’ Given the magnitude of the personal tragedy and its political consequences, it is perhaps no surprise that it was said that Henry never smiled again.

         The death of William Adelin in the White Ship had created a huge dilemma for Henry I – who should succeed him as king of England and duke of Normandy? The remainder of his reign was spent dealing with growing uncertainty, which threatened to undermine all that he had achieved and weaken royal and ducal authority, as well as stoke the flames of international intrigue. In the hope of producing another male heir, he married for a second time on 24 January 1121 – his first wife had died two years previously. Henry’s new bride was Adeliza of Louvain, the daughter of Geoffrey, count of Louvain and duke of Lower Lotharingia; he was a close ally of Henry’s son-in-law, Emperor Henry V, who had married Henry’s daughter Matilda in 1114. Adeliza was young and beautiful, the ‘fair maiden of Brabant’; however, she bore her husband no children. An heir had to be found amongst the existing contenders.

         The person who benefitted most from the loss of the White Ship was William Clito, the son of Robert Curthose. He had been spared his father’s fate of perpetual imprisonment after Tinchebrai thanks largely to Henry’s intervention:

         
            The king looked at the child, who was trembling with fright, and comforted him with kind promises, for he had suffered too many disasters at a tender age. Then, for fear that it might be held against him if the boy came to any harm while in his hands, he decided not to keep him under his own tutelage, but instead entrusted his upbringing to Helias of Saint-Saens.

         

         Troublesome nephews were to be a feature of the Angevin family. In 1202, John was placed in a similar position after his rival Arthur of Brittany fell into his hands, and chose a different path. He brutally murdered his nephew, with terrible consequences.

         It seems that Henry also had second thoughts about his initial leniency and tried to seize William Clito in 1110. In the nick of time, the young boy was smuggled to safety as the king approached, and thereafter became a thorn in Henry’s side. He found refuge and support at the court of Louis VI, who advocated Clito’s claims to be Henry’s heir as son of the deposed former duke, and grandson of William I.

         Equally, a diplomatic accord between Normandy and Anjou after years of war had only been achieved via the betrothal of Count Fulk V’s daughter Matilda to William Adelin. With the heir to Normandy dead, Fulk returned from a visit to Jerusalem in 1121 and demanded that his daughter be sent back to his court, and that all lands that had been handed over as part of her dowry, including key fortifications that probably included the strategic stronghold of Alençon, should pass back to Angevin control. Henry refused; Fulk’s envoys were sent away empty-handed from the king’s court at Dunstable in 1123, and unsurprisingly the temporary accord collapsed. In an inflammatory move, Fulk married his second daughter, Sibylla, to William Clito later that year and handed them Maine as her marriage portion, until such time that Clito could recover Normandy as his own. Thus Clito had the support of Henry’s two greatest rivals, plus possession of a territory that gave him a title in his own right. However, Clito’s hold on Maine did not last long, as Henry I successfully appealed to the pope to have the marriage annulled on grounds of consanguinity. Tension in the region was thus ratcheted up to the highest level, and it was not long before conflict broke out – mainly instigated by some of the younger members of the Norman baronage, who rebelled in 1124. Henry ruthlessly suppressed it and meted out particularly harsh punishments as a deterrent: Luke de la Barre, for example, preferred to dash his brains against a wall rather than be blinded. However, it ensured that, for the remainder of his reign, Henry faced no serious internal opposition within the duchy.

         Nevertheless, the issue of Henry’s succession had become such a distraction to normal political life that it was discussed at a special court held at Windsor at Christmas 1126, when the various options were considered by the assembled magnates and barons. English chronicler Henry of Huntingdon stated an opinion that Clito was Henry’s sole and rightful heir and this view appears to have been shared by many others, including Louis VI who seems to have genuinely believed from his vantage point in Paris that Henry might finally accept Clito’s claims. However, Henry dashed their hopes and obtained a promise from his barons that they would accept his daughter Matilda as his heir. They were also required to recognise that her legitimate son would succeed her, an indication that not everyone was convinced that she was the best choice. Solemn oaths were taken from the leading members of the Anglo-Norman baronage at a ceremony conducted on 1 January 1127 by Bishop Roger of Salisbury. The consequences were immediate and dramatic.

         Louis VI promptly arranged for a marriage between his wife’s half-sister, Jeanne de Montferrat, and Clito within weeks of Henry’s decision. This time there was no possibility of an appeal to the pope on the grounds that they were too closely related – and, in a gesture every bit as provocative as Fulk V’s gift of Maine to Sibylla and Clito, Louis endowed the new couple with the lordship of the French Vexin, part of the disputed border with Normandy. Furthermore, Charles I, count of Flanders, was assassinated on 2 March 1127, leaving no heir; as the county’s overlord, Louis intervened in Flemish politics and ensured Clito was installed as Charles’s successor, radically changing the balance of politics in the region and leaving Henry ‘much distressed’. In retaliation, Henry immediately began stirring up trouble in Flanders amongst the other factions who had not supported Clito’s candidacy, in particular Thierry of Alsace. Whilst attacking Thierry’s castle at Aalst, Clito received a mortal wound, and died around 28 July 1128; he was only twenty-five years old.

         With Clito’s death, the vexed question of the succession suddenly appeared much simpler and the way for Matilda was smoothed. At face value, she brought vast political experience and enjoyed the additional benefit of royal descent from both parents. Having been sent to Germany as a young girl aged only eight, accompanied by a huge dowry of 10,000 marks, Matilda had matured into the consort of one of the most powerful men in the Western world. She had received an education in German, not just in terms of language but also the stricter etiquette of the imperial court, in contrast to the more bawdy ways of English or Norman court life. Her husband, Henry V, did not enjoy a peaceful reign and struggled to deal with the political implications of the ongoing Investiture Contest – a bitter dispute with the pope over the right to appoint bishops. He also faced various uprisings and rebellions in the east Frankish lands, which meant he spent a large proportion of his time travelling between Italy and Germany.

         Matilda involved herself in the mechanics of her husband’s administration, sponsoring royal grants and accompanying Henry when he travelled to Italy in 1116 in an attempt to settle the dispute with the papacy. Indeed, she continued to act as his regent for the imperial lands in north Italy when he left to go on campaign in Germany in 1118, joining him the following year and almost certainly attending the Council of Worms in 1122 when the Investiture Contest was resolved in favour of the papacy. Yet, when Henry V died on 23 May 1125 in Utrecht, his title of king of the Romans did not pass to his nephew Frederick, who had been placed in Matilda’s care, but instead went to his erstwhile rival Lothair. This was a major blow to Matilda’s hopes of remaining in Germany; but whatever her aspirations might have been for a prolonged role in imperial politics, she played an even more important part in her father’s succession plans. She agreed to return to Normandy and joined him there in 1126, before heading to England for the Windsor court at which she was proclaimed Henry’s designated heir.

         Despite the support of her father, Matilda struggled to win over the Anglo-Norman barons. One factor was her personality; her time in Germany at the imperial court seems to have endowed her with a haughty attitude, so she expected respect by virtue of her status rather than having earned it through any involvement in English or Norman politics. Although there were many precedents for women assisting with the government of the realm, the concept of queenship in its own right was unfamiliar in the twelfth century and treated with suspicion amongst the male warrior classes, who still expected their leaders to set an example on the battlefield – a continued legacy of the Carolingian era. Matilda’s imperious manner, bordering on ‘insufferable arrogance’, seems to have particularly alienated the key figure of Roger of Salisbury – not a sensible move, given that he was in control of the English administration and therefore someone a new monarch might wish to rely upon to ensure a smooth succession. It was perhaps an ironic gesture on Henry’s part that saw Roger handed control of the oath-swearing ceremony in January 1127, when the assembled barons paid homage to Matilda as Henry’s heir.

         Matilda suffered another disadvantage that was not entirely of her own making. Still relatively young – she was widowed at twenty-three – Matilda was one of the most prized heiresses in Europe, and was reputed to have received several offers of marriage from German princes who still considered her to be an influential figure in imperial politics. However, her father had other ideas. To counter the growing threat of Clito, and in yet another effort to prevent Anjou from siding against him, Henry brokered a marriage alliance between his daughter and Geoffrey le Bel, Fulk V’s son and heir, shortly after 26 August 1127. The couple were married on 17 June 1128 at Le Mans cathedral, after Geoffrey had first been knighted by his soon to be father-in-law in a lavish ceremony, followed by a week of feasts and tournaments. Despite the diplomatic show of friendship between the king and count, this was not a popular union for many of those who had been invited to the celebrations, and the king ‘in that thunderous voice which none could resist rather compelled than invited men to take the oath’ in support of the marriage.

         Leaving aside the outright enmity many of the Norman barons felt towards Anjou, Matilda herself was unenthusiastic about the match; by now twenty-five, she was married to a boy of fourteen who was the heir to a mere county – quite a contrast to her first husband who had been proclaimed Holy Roman Emperor by the pope in addition to his title king of the Romans, which made him a direct successor to Charlemagne. Nevertheless, it is important that we do not forget that political status in the West was now tied to the fortunes of other branches of leading families in the East. Many counts in Outremer had gained royal titles and territories far exceeding those they had left behind, albeit held precariously in the face of a dangerous enemy who constantly sought to eject the Christian presence from the Levant. In 1129 Fulk V set aside his role as count of Anjou, passing the title to Geoffrey, so that he could leave western Europe to marry Melisende, daughter of King Baldwin II of Jerusalem, and become co-ruler when his father-in-law died in 1131 – thus adding a royal title to match that of Henry I’s in England, and ensuring that the status of the house of Anjou in that region eclipsed Norman influence in other parts of the Mediterranean. Fulk’s children by Melisende and their descendants would rule Jerusalem for generations.

         Geoffrey was said to have been handsome, red-headed, jovial, and a great warrior, in the words of John of Marmoutier; many contemporaries agreed that he was charming and good company on the surface, but that his cheerful disposition was merely a mask that hid a cold and calculating character. He derived his nickname – ‘Plantagenet’ – from a yellow sprig of broom blossom that he wore in his hat, locally known as the planta genet. Perhaps because he sensed a superficiality about his new son-in-law, Henry seems to have made no plans to unite Normandy, England and Anjou under Geoffrey by right of his wife (in jure uxoris), a common practice to ensure a strong male figure governed a territory where only a female heiress survived. Geoffrey seems to have spent little or no time at Henry’s court so that he could familiarise himself with the leading barons, the implication being that he should stick to governing Anjou. Orderic Vitalis interpreted Geoffrey’s role as Matilda’s ‘stipendiary commander in his wife’s behalf’, providing her with the military might to ensure she inherited Henry’s territories, as well as fathering male heirs. This may well have been the real intention behind Henry’s strategy – unite the disparate lands under a grandson who had an equally legitimate claim in all territories, or if there was more than one heir then to divide the lands according to custom, despite the problems that this had clearly caused between Henry and his brothers.

         Matilda remained an unpalatable choice for many of the cross-Channel baronage, despite their public expressions of support; but where else might an heir be found? Henry might not have produced any more legitimate children, but he was perfectly capable of siring a brood of bastards – at least twenty that he formally recognised. His illegitimate daughters were used to tie members of the Norman and English aristocracy to the crown via marriage, as well as to establish dynastic ties to some of the neighbouring courts such as Brittany or Scotland. However, he also had a number of illegitimate sons, for whom the crown was not an impossible goal after 1120 given their pedigree; their grandfather, after all, started out as William the Bastard before he gained a more respectable title by conquering England. Henry’s most prominent son in political terms was Robert, created earl of Gloucester in 1121 or 1122, after the White Ship sank. He had lands on both sides of the Channel, mainly thanks to his marriage to Mabel FitzHamon. However, times had changed since William’s day when there had been few other viable candidates available in Normandy; and, where possible, a legitimate child was preferred in any case. Consequently, Robert’s position in 1135 was to act as a key military ally of his half-sister rather than a potential rival.

         However, there was one other alternative. Henry’s sister, Adela, had been married to Stephen Henry, count of Blois, and produced several children. If a grandson of the Conqueror such as Clito was considered eligible for the throne, so too might Adela’s offspring, who held the same pedigree, albeit through the ‘weaker’ female line. Henry seems to have encouraged the rise of the house of Blois, inviting his nephews to court and promoting their careers. Theobald had become count of Blois after the death of his father in the Holy Land in 1102, under the regency of Adela; but Henry supported the careers of Theobald’s brothers, Stephen and Henry. The youngest son, Henry, was made bishop of Winchester in 1129, which naturally took him out of the running for the throne. However, Stephen enjoyed a meteoric rise as his uncle bestowed lavish land grants in England such as the honours of Eye and Lancaster, making him one of the three wealthiest men in the realm alongside Robert, earl of Gloucester, and Roger of Salisbury. The generosity was repeated across the Channel, as Stephen was created count of Mortain in western Normandy and entrusted with the strategically important castle at Alençon. Furthermore, in 1125 Henry arranged for Stephen to be married to Matilda, daughter of Count Eustace III of Boulogne and his wife Mary of Scotland, the sister of Henry’s late wife Matilda – thus ensuring any children produced from the union would claim descent from the Anglo-Saxon royal family.

         However, the marriage was negotiated before the death of Emperor Henry V, so it is likely that any plans Henry might have had for Stephen were superseded by the return of the Empress Matilda and shaped by the course of discussions at Windsor in 1126. Indeed, Robert of Gloucester and Stephen of Blois had playfully contested the right to be the first to swear allegiance to Matilda as Henry’s heir in January 1127, suggesting that at that point they both recognised that any chance of the throne had disappeared.

         On 5 March 1133, Henry’s succession strategy seemed to have paid off when Geoffrey and Matilda’s first son was born at Le Mans, the capital of Maine; he was named Henry in honour of his grandfather. The place of his birth was highly symbolic, given that the county of Maine lay at the heart of a long dispute between the ruling families of Anjou and Normandy; the young boy therefore represented the hope that enmity could be set aside, and peaceful co-existence brought to the troubled region. Another male heir – Geoffrey – was born on 1 June 1134, and a third son, William, would appear after Henry’s death in 1136. Henry FitzEmpress, as the oldest boy became known, represented a more palatable future option than a formidable woman, powerful bastard or charming outsider; Henry I spent some time at Rouen celebrating the birth, and the barons were forced once more to swear an oath recognising Matilda as his heir. However, Matilda nearly died after giving birth to William, bringing the precarious nature of the succession into sharp relief once more – the inheritance of an infant heir was always fraught with risk, not least the attendant dangers of a disputed regency.

         The one thing Henry needed was time to allow his grandsons to grow up; however, this was about to run out. Henry’s relationship with Matilda and Geoffrey started to deteriorate as the king refused to hand over the border castles to his son-in-law that had been promised as part of Matilda’s dowry. Instead of heading back to England in the autumn of 1135 as planned, Henry was forced to stay in Normandy to shore up the duchy’s defences in response to the growing military tension with Anjou. Whilst out hunting at Lyon-la-Forêt in late November, Henry suddenly fell ill and died during the night of 1 December. Despite his best efforts to secure a settled succession, the old king had not expected the opportunism of his family, and opposition of his barons, to confound his last wishes for a smooth succession – with disastrous consequences for England and Normandy.

         
            *

         

         News of Henry’s death spread fast, sending shockwaves around his lands and throughout the immediate neighbourhood. Uncertainty about what would happen next seems to have fuelled an outpouring of violence in the duchy. The fastest to react was Adela’s son Stephen, who was at Boulogne when Henry died and immediately set sail for England. His first destination was London, where the citizens elected him as their king, according to their ancient customs; the promise of further grants of liberties certainly helped with the process. Although the London election held no formal status, it served as a strong indication of support when he moved to the heart of the royal administration in Winchester. Stephen was able to take control of the treasury with the compliance of the justiciar and de facto controller of the royal administration, Roger of Salisbury – very similar to the way Henry I had seized power after the death of William Rufus in 1100. Behind the coup lay the hand of Stephen’s brother, Bishop Henry of Winchester, who used his influence to secure the royal castle and persuade Roger to support Stephen.

         The troubling issue of the oaths taken by the barons to Matilda, not just in 1127 but twice thereafter, was the biggest stumbling block to Stephen’s daring attempt to take the crown. With the support of Henry of Winchester, Stephen’s next step had been to ask the archbishop of Canterbury, William de Corbeil, to anoint him as king in return for the grant of extensive liberties to the church; but the archbishop refused, citing the oaths of allegiance. Luckily, the timely arrival in England of Hugh Bigod, who had been part of the late king’s household, tipped the balance in Stephen’s favour. It was claimed by Stephen’s supporters that he carried with him the news that Henry had released the barons from their oaths of allegiance to Matilda on his deathbed. Despite no other corroborating account – though, in fairness, no one was ever produced who could deny the story either – the archbishop of Canterbury was sufficiently reassured to anoint Stephen as king on 22 December 1135, and, as papal legate, secure the support of Pope Innocent II. Once again, the influence and ecclesiastical networks of the bishop of Winchester worked to his brother’s advantage.

         The speed of events and sheer audacity of Stephen’s coup had left his rivals standing. In Normandy, the barons had gathered at Le Neuberg to discuss offering the ducal title to Stephen’s older brother, Theobald count of Blois, who not only was William I’s eldest grandson but also had practical administrative experience. Theobald joined the barons, along with Robert of Gloucester, at Lisieux on 21 December to conclude the negotiations only for news to reach them that Stephen was to be crowned king of England the following day. Although an offer was indeed made to Theobald and accepted by him, support quickly ebbed away at the prospect of another rupture in the cross-Channel realm similar to that in 1087 or 1100. Theobald returned to Blois and, somewhat grudgingly, supported his brother’s coronation and installation as duke of Normandy – the disappointment eased by the financial compensation of 2,000 marks a year he received from Stephen in 1137.

         The new king also had to deal with challenges to his authority from the north of his realm, in particular King David of Scotland, who was Matilda’s uncle and had land interests to protect. He marched into England in December, taking control of several castles such as Carlisle, Norham and Newcastle; Stephen went in force to meet him in early 1136, agreeing a treaty at Durham in February which confirmed David’s possession of Cumbria and his son Henry’s title as earl of Huntingdon. Although the agreement did not hold, in the short term it served to add further weight to Stephen’s kingship so that by the time he held his first Easter court in March 1136, he had secured widespread support from the leading English and Norman nobles and clergy. Indeed, by the end of April 1136, even Matilda’s half-brother Robert of Gloucester had recognised the political situation and gave homage to Stephen as king.

         Mimicking the steps taken by his uncle in 1100, Stephen further shored up his position by issuing a coronation charter protecting the good laws of Henry I, and Edward the Confessor. First and foremost, he recognised the importance of the church in securing the throne, specifying in a lengthy clause – doubtless drafted by his brother Henry – how he would outlaw simony (the sale of church posts), confirm the jurisdiction of the bishops over ecclesiastical affairs, preserve clerical liberties and set the extent of the church’s possessions to the day that William I died. With the church firmly behind him and a platform thus established for good government, Stephen’s accession was smoother than that of many of his predecessors.

         
            *

         

         At this point, the chances of the infant Henry FitzEmpress fulfilling his grandfather’s wish and succeeding to Normandy and England looked bleak, especially given that Stephen and his wife had a son, Eustace, born in 1130; most of the cross-Channel barons clearly preferred the house of Blois to the house of Anjou, and Geoffrey’s decision to oppose his father-in-law in the autumn of 1135 looked increasingly naïve. At the time of Henry I’s death, Matilda and Geoffrey were in Anjou. As soon as the news reached them, they marched into southern Normandy and seized castles around Argentan, intending or perhaps even expecting thereafter to progress to Rouen so that they could claim Matilda’s birthright. However, the opposition of the barons to Matilda on personal grounds, coupled with outright hostility towards her husband as an enemy of Normandy, made it impossible for her to make any further headway. As befitted a military campaign that had ground to a halt, pillaging and looting ensued, which further enraged the Normans. Frustrated, and possibly feeling the effects of her third pregnancy, Matilda withdrew to Anjou.

         Despite the events in England in 1136 that saw Stephen’s coronation and consolidation accepted by most, Matilda challenged Stephen’s right to become king in an appeal to the pope on two key grounds. Firstly, she claimed to be the stronger candidate in terms of primogeniture, a growing concept tied into England’s feudal system that the closest blood relationship should automatically inherit. Secondly, the sacred oaths should have bound the English and Norman barons to her cause, making perjurers of Stephen and all those who supported him. It was this latter issue that caused so much consternation, and produced a range of reasons why the oaths made to Henry should be abandoned. The importance of oath-taking as a means of enforcing and underpinning feudal relationships in society from top to bottom cannot be overestimated. Oaths were sacred promises made in the sight of God, according to Christian doctrine, and therefore oath-breakers could not be trusted. Not only did they lose their honour, they risked excommunication and eternal damnation.

         For the new king to start his reign mired in controversy over the legitimacy of his title – not least because he had jostled with Robert of Gloucester at the 1127 oath-taking ceremony to be the first in line to swear allegiance to his cousin – immediately undermined his authority, and created an aura of doubt about his suitability to be king that proved hard to dispel throughout his reign. Indeed Stephen’s questionable legitimacy was a theme that recurred time and time again as his authority unravelled, and this was exacerbated by various mistakes that meant leading barons – both lay and clergy – did not fully trust him. For example, in 1136 the archbishop of Canterbury died and Stephen’s brother, Henry of Winchester, fully expected to be elected as the king’s candidate. However, Stephen kept the see vacant for two years – a direct contravention of his coronation oath – and then engineered the election of Theobald of Bec, having first ensured that Henry was elsewhere and thus could not intervene. Not surprisingly, Stephen lost the support of his brother at a crucial period when Normandy was under renewed threat.

         Stephen’s bright start as king was therefore blighted as a result of his actions. Consequently, people could not help but make comparisons between the style of Stephen’s kingship and that of Henry I. The old king would not have stooped to such a low trick as the one used by Stephen in 1139 to break the power of Roger of Salisbury, the mastermind behind the exchequer. He and members of his family were suddenly arrested at court on trumped-up charges whilst under royal protection, and had their property seized. Such an orchestrated political assassination served to illustrate that Stephen was an altogether different character to his uncle. Although he was seen as chivalrous, brave and daring, Stephen was also perceived as weak or malleable – which he demonstrated early in his reign in the way that he treated the rebellious Baldwin de Redvers, who had failed to attend Stephen’s court at Easter 1136 to swear allegiance to the king. Having besieged Baldwin and his supporters at Exeter until the castle garrison eventually surrendered in February 1137, Stephen was persuaded by Robert, earl of Gloucester, to let everyone go free, being lenient to the extent that they were permitted to take their possessions with them; Henry would doubtless have mutilated or even executed the leaders to serve as a warning to anyone else who harboured similarly disloyal thoughts. According to Henry of Huntingdon, ‘[When the barons] saw that Stephen was a good humoured, kindly, and easygoing man who inflicted no punishment, then they committed all manner of horrible crimes.’

         Equally, Stephen’s approach to Normandy was in stark contrast to that of his uncle, who had quickly realised the strategic importance of maintaining a harmonious cross-Channel aristocracy if he wanted to safeguard the English throne. In many ways, Stephen’s seizure of England was the easy part, notwithstanding the problems he created for himself in the way he treated people. Normandy was actively under assault from Geoffrey and Matilda, and even during times of peace it remained a difficult place to govern, prone to external influences such as the king of France, as well as being troubled by traditionally independent internal lordships or disputed borders with its neighbours. The conquest of England had permitted William I to create a new administrative system virtually from scratch, which Henry I embellished with his reforms and populated with ‘new men’ whom he had raised from nothing, ensuring their steadfast loyalty. In contrast, the central Norman administration was much weaker, requiring the semi-permanent presence of the duke far more than England needed a resident king.

         In fairness, Stephen could not be everywhere at once. Whilst he was securing the English crown, Geoffrey of Anjou had taken the opportunity to invade Normandy again in early 1136, this time supported by William X, duke of Aquitaine – the first sign that the Norman–Angevin wars had started to escalate into a wider struggle for power across the region. From the lands in the Argentan that he had seized with Matilda in 1135, Geoffrey began to raid into other parts of the duchy. To add to the turmoil, internal revolts broke out in the south-east. Despite mounting problems in England, Stephen could not ignore the situation any longer and crossed over in force, landing near Cherbourg in March 1137. First he made peace with his brother Theobald, thus securing the support of Blois, and then met Louis VI in May to be invested as duke of Normandy, agreeing that it should be held as a fief of the French crown; doubtless the aging Louis was concerned about the prospect of a united Anjou and Normandy that would have created a major power bloc that was even more threatening than the Anglo-Norman realm.

         By this stage, Geoffrey had mounted another campaign, raided deeper into southern Normandy, and moved to within ten miles of Caen, which was held by Robert of Gloucester. Stephen gathered a large force at Lisieux, but whilst he was marching to suppress the rebellion and recapture the Argentan, a fight broke out between rival factions within his army, with the troops assembled by local Norman barons turning on the Flemish mercenaries led by William of Ypres who had been hired to swell the army’s ranks. With many killed on both sides, the Normans left in disgust, and Stephen was unable to persuade them to return – further evidence, if any was needed, that he was unable to assert regal or ducal authority when most needed – and consequently he had to abandon the campaign, securing a truce with Geoffrey at the cost of 2,000 marks a year. Most troubling of all, his credibility was undermined still further by Robert of Gloucester’s claims to have discovered a plot by William of Ypres to ambush him – and that Stephen knew about it. Instead of staying to sort out the duchy’s problems, rebuild trust and stamp his authority on the region, Stephen ‘appointed William de Roumare and Roger the vicomte with others as justiciars of Normandy, commanding them to accomplish what he himself had been unable to effect in person, namely to do justice to the inhabitants and procure peace for the defenceless people’. In other words, he ducked the issue and left others to fight for Normandy on his behalf.

         This was another major mistake. Not only had Geoffrey made his intentions clear – the full conquest of Normandy in the name of his wife – but also Robert of Gloucester remained a brooding presence in the duchy, still outwardly loyal to Stephen but acting as a potential lightning rod for any further discontent. Instead of keeping a close eye on his rival, Stephen returned to England in November 1137. It proved to be a costly error; in June 1138 Robert announced his defiance or ‘diffidatio’ to Stephen, a term used to indicate that he had formally renounced fealty to his overlord. Thus Caen and Bayeux fell into the hands of the Angevins, and Robert’s vassals in England revolted against the king as the bonds of allegiance started to unravel. England slid towards civil war and anarchy, whilst Geoffrey of Anjou stepped up his invasion of Normandy. On 20 January 1144, the ducal capital Rouen fell and in April, the new King Louis VII of France invested Geoffrey as duke of Normandy. Half of Henry I’s intended succession plan had thus been delivered, albeit a decade late and at huge cost to the stability of England and Normandy; it was now time for his grandson to enter the fray.

         
            *

         

         From an early age, Henry FitzEmpress was affected by his parents’ struggles to win England and Normandy, as well as the fact that they spent little time together – this was, after all, a marriage brokered out of diplomatic necessity that no one, including the couple, really warmed to. For the first few years of his life, Henry was looked after in his mother’s household, mainly in Anjou, although he would have been present during her attempts to win over the Norman barons in the mid-1130s once the succession crisis broke, given that the young boy provided a more palatable alternative to Matilda and Geoffrey’s rule. From around 1137 he undertook a formal education that included classical training, with knowledge of reading and writing in Latin; and was based primarily in his father’s court of Anjou. Then in 1142 or 1143 – after the final conquest of Normandy had begun in earnest, and Matilda had established a firm base in the south-west of England – Henry was invited to join his mother; this somewhat risky decision seems to have been at the insistence of Geoffrey of Anjou, although Matilda appears to have been equally keen to have her son with her. Either way, Henry was placed into the care of Robert of Gloucester, whose court was also frequented by scholars and learned men, despite the war. We know that ‘master Matthew’ tutored him in ‘letters and manners’; other prominent men included Adelard of Bath, who was probably connected with the early exchequer and corresponded with similar men of letters and learning in Spain. Adelard was therefore able to receive translations of Arabic works on science and lost texts from antiquity; and it was to the young Henry that Adelard dedicated his treatise On the Astrolabe, written around this time.

         Henry returned to Anjou around 1144 when the conquest of Normandy was virtually complete. During the period after Normandy had been captured, Henry started to learn the art of government at first hand, benefitting from closer proximity to his father as Geoffrey consolidated his hold on the Norman administration, watching and learning about the key figures at court in preparation for his own future career as its leader. Indeed, it is possible to discern and assign several later character traits from influences in Henry’s early upbringing, such as a love of intellectual discourse learned from his tutors; military skill (as well as red hair) from his father; and, according to Walter Map, ‘all those traits which rendered him unpleasant’ from his mother, including some of the expedient talents in the art of prolonging negotiations to derive a more favourable settlement. ‘An untamed hawk, when raw flesh is often offered to it, and then withdrawn or hidden from it, becometh more greedy, and is more ready to obey than remain.’

         Yet he also had a reckless side (possibly a characteristic inherited from his grandfather) that surfaced in 1147 when, at the age of fourteen, he decided to intervene in the war in England. Henry abandoned his studies, hired mercenaries on the promise of future payment from campaign spoils and, accompanied by his small household, sailed for England to take up his mother’s cause, rushing to the aid of magnates he had never met, but hoped one day to govern. It is likely (but not certain) that he landed at Wareham, and attempted to assail Cricklade and Purton in Wiltshire albeit without any success. However, he was unable to pay his troops and appealed to Matilda, and Robert of Gloucester, for money. Both refused, as they were not in favour of his escapade. In perhaps one of the more remarkable incidents in a war that defied logic, Henry then ‘sent envoys in secret to the king as to a kinsman’ asking for cash; even more unfathomably, Stephen agreed.

         If it was a calculated gamble, it appeared to have paid off. Henry was back in Normandy by 29 May 1147; four months later, on 31 October, Matilda’s military commander, Robert of Gloucester, died and she abandoned England in early 1148. From that point onwards, the empress devoted her time to Norman affairs, settling in Rouen at the priory of Notre Dame du Pré where she had special quarters made for her. With his work in Normandy completed, Geoffrey largely returned to internal politics in Anjou, where he had been forced to suppress unrest against his own rule from 1145 stirred up by his younger brother Elias. Thereafter, if Henry wanted to claim his entire inheritance, he would have to fight for it himself. In 1149 he returned to England, this time making an alliance with his relative King David of Scotland – who knighted Henry at Carlisle on 22 May, thus formally ushering him into the ranks of military commanders – and Stephen’s enemy Ranulf of Chester. However, Henry lacked the necessary resources to strike a decisive blow against the king, and once more withdrew to Normandy in early 1150.

         Even if Henry’s campaign had no discernible impact in England, his authority and leadership had impressed his parents; Geoffrey declared his son to be ‘of age’ and, with the support of Matilda (in whose name he governed), handed control of Normandy to him. As nominal overlord, King Louis VII was unimpressed, doubtless irritated by the fact that the decision was made without his knowledge, and alarmed by the prospect of a unified Norman–Angevin power bloc. Instead of recognising Henry as duke, Louis formally proposed that Stephen’s son Eustace should be considered the lawful ruler of Normandy, and Eustace did not hesitate in joining forces with the king of France to wage war against the duchy. Henry faced the first serious challenge to his authority; whilst Louis and Eustace captured Arques and Séez, the Norman border defences largely held; and Bernard of Clairvaux, one of the most respected ecclesiastical scholars of the era, brokered peace negotiations between Henry and Louis around 24 August 1151, which Henry’s father, Geoffrey, strongly advised him to accept. By the end of the month, Louis had invested Henry as duke of Normandy in Paris, with Henry making concessions to his new liege lord in return, ceding any claims on the Norman Vexin (which Louis had possessed since 1144 as part of his recognition of Geoffrey’s conquest of the duchy).

         Henry appears to have spent some time with his father during 1150, learning more about the politics of Anjou first hand when he accompanied Geoffrey on a prolonged siege of a rebellious baron’s castle; they apparently passed the time outside the castle walls reading the classical work by the Roman author Vegetius on strategy and tactics. However, Henry was not able to draw upon his father’s advice for long; on 7 September 1151 Geoffrey was stricken with fever and died suddenly at Château-du-Loir, aged only thirty-nine. Henry was proclaimed count of Anjou, Maine and Touraine, unifying these territories with Normandy under one ruler for the first time. However, Henry’s inheritance of Anjou was not without terms and conditions; as he lay dying, it was alleged that Geoffrey insisted that his body remain unburied until Henry swore an oath that he would hand Anjou to his younger brother Geoffrey once – if – he ever took possession of England. There are doubts as to the veracity of this story, but Henry certainly spent the remainder of the year ensuring his position in Anjou was secure, thus further postponing any plans to invade across the Channel, for fear Geoffrey might move against him. However, the rivalry between the brothers intensified in the spring of 1152 when both made a play for the same woman; it did not help that she was the recently divorced queen of Louis VII and one of the wealthiest, most beautiful and formidable women in Europe. Her name was Eleanor of Aquitaine.

         
            *

         

         The duchy of Aquitaine had grown into one of the richest and largest regions under the nominal control of the king of France, occupying nearly one-third of the extent of the modern country but sufficiently far from Paris for the duke to be semi-autonomous – indeed, many of its lords also displayed a similarly independent attitude towards their duke, with Poitou and Gascony often pulling in opposite directions. Given its proximity to Spain, with the heady infusion of Arab influences alongside Christian tradition, the ducal court was a more liberal environment than some of its northern counterparts – which was reflected in the personality of the ruling dynasty.

         Born around 1122, Eleanor was the eldest daughter of Duke William X and his wife Aenor of Châtellerault. This was a complicated situation, as Aenor was the daughter of William IX’s lover, Dangerose, by her husband Aimery. Indeed the family never lost the whiff of scandal that accompanied William IX’s ducal reign. He earned a reputation as a lyric poet or troubadour, boasting in verse of his various sexual conquests, and as a territorial troublemaker after he pressed the claims of his wife Philippa to neighbouring Toulouse, creating problems that would manifest themselves in Henry II’s time. As the oldest daughter of William X, and from 1130 the heir presumptive after her brother William died aged only four, Eleanor had enjoyed the benefits of a varied education at her father’s court. She learned an eclectic mix of traditional skills required to run a household, including needlework, sewing, spinning and weaving; intellectual scholarship in music and literature, reading and writing Latin, arithmetic, history and the sciences; and the courtly skills of riding, hunting, singing and playing the harp. Indeed, it was said that she was a keen player of games similar to draughts, backgammon and chess that had been introduced from the Arab world.

         On 9 April 1137 William X died, having fallen ill whilst on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela to visit the shrine of St James. As he lay dying, William requested that Eleanor be placed under the guardianship of his liege lord, Louis VI of France. Although seriously ill with dysentery himself, the king duly obliged; however, he ensured that his seventeen-year-old son Louis was betrothed to her first, thus extending the influence of the monarchy to a traditionally distant part of the realm. They were married on 25 July 1137 and Louis took up the titles of duke of Aquitaine, duke of Gascony and count of Poitou by right of his wife – although they were to be kept independent from the French crown, and not absorbed into the royal demesne lands. Within a few days of the marriage Louis VI was dead, and the couple were crowned King Louis VII and Queen Eleanor on 25 December 1137.

         By all accounts, Eleanor was beautiful and highly intelligent, but also very independently minded. Eleanor was used to a more relaxed and, frankly, flirtatious atmosphere at court in the south of France, but it was not just her dress and behaviour that provoked dismay amongst the more conservative courtiers in Paris – her family contributed to a growing sense of disapproval. Her sister Alix accompanied the new queen to court, and sparked outrage in 1142 when her dalliance with the married Raoul I of Vermandois, seneschal of France, led him to repudiate his wife, Eleanor of Blois. In a move supported by Louis VII, Raoul completed Eleanor of Blois’s humiliation when he wed Alix. The diplomatic fallout was huge, given that Eleanor was the sister of Count Theobald IV of Blois, who reacted furiously and demanded that the new marriage was annulled. Louis was already embroiled in a dispute with Pope Innocent II, who seized the opportunity to excommunicate the king for failing to act in defence of Eleanor of Blois. Louis responded by marching an army into Champagne, of which Theobald was also count, and was personally involved in the assault of the town of Vitry-le-François – an atrocity in which at least a thousand people were burned to death when the church in which they were seeking refuge went up in flames. Even against the backdrop of the chaos engulfing England and the war raging in Normandy, it was a barbarous act; in the aftermath Louis bowed to the papacy’s wishes, withdrew his troops from Champagne in 1144, and the following year agreed to go on crusade to the Holy Land by way of penance.

         Such a vow was necessary because the county of Edessa, one of the four main crusader states in the Middle East, had fallen to Muslim Turkish forces led by Imad ad-Din Zengi in 1144, whose encroachment in the region was helped by the death of King Fulk of Jerusalem (Henry FitzEmpress’s grandfather) from a hunting accident. According to William of Tyre, Fulk fell from his horse and was crushed by the saddle, causing such trauma to his head that ‘his brains gushed forth from both ears and nostrils’. With Christian influence in the area in severe peril of being extinguished, Bernard of Clairvaux was charged by Pope Eugene III to drum up financial and military support for the crusade, and concentrated much of his early efforts in France. Both Louis and his wife took the cross, with Eleanor leading a military contingent from Aquitaine in her own right as their duchess.

         Despite Bernard’s strenuous efforts, the campaign was not a success on many levels, particularly for Louis and Eleanor. Whilst drawing fulsome praise when they reached the court of the Byzantine emperor, Manuel I Comnenus, at Constantinople in 1147, the residual tension between the crusader states and the claims of the emperor in the region meant that logistical support through Byzantine-held lands in Asia Minor on the route to the Levant was half-hearted at best. The worst disaster came when Louis’s army was massacred in January 1148 by a Turkish ambush near the summit of Mount Cadmos, whilst crossing the Phrygian mountains in modern Turkey; Eleanor’s general was widely blamed and Louis VII was lucky to escape with his life.

         The remnants of the army limped on to Antioch, which was ruled by Eleanor’s uncle Raymond. He requested help from Louis in his struggles against the Turks based at Aleppo, but the king refused, wishing instead to press on towards Jerusalem so that he could fulfil his crusading vows. Eleanor’s impassioned pleas to her husband fell on deaf ears, and when she refused to accompany him on the next leg of their journey, Louis threatened to invoke medieval French marriage tradition and force her against her will. Her retort was to question the validity of their marriage on grounds of consanguinity, whereupon Louis arrested her in the middle of the night and carried her off to Jerusalem. At the heart of Louis’s behaviour lay a suspicion and jealousy about Eleanor’s overly familiar relationship with her uncle, of which rumours of ‘excessive affection’ began to surface from this point and dogged her for the rest of her life. The remainder of the crusade was a failure, and they headed home in separate vessels, such was the bitter nature of their disagreement. Despite an attempt at reconciliation (to which Eleanor reluctantly agreed) and the subsequent birth of a second daughter, Alice, the marriage continued to struggle. On 11 March 1152 the parties met at the château de Beaugency on the banks of the Loire to discuss a divorce, accompanied by prominent members of the clergy. Ten days later, with the permission of Pope Eugene III, an annulment was granted on the grounds of fourth degree consanguinity and Louis removed any remaining royal troops from Aquitaine.

         For Louis, the risk of losing possession of the duchy was outweighed by the pressing need to produce a male heir, and thus secure the inheritance of the throne within his family. However, he could not have imagined how rapidly events would move after his divorce. On her way back to Poitiers, attempts were made to kidnap Eleanor by Theobald V of Blois and Geoffrey, Henry FitzEmpress’s younger brother.

         On arriving at Poitiers, Eleanor sent envoys to Henry asking him to come at once and marry her, which he duly did; the couple were hastily wed on 18 May 1152 ‘without the pomp and ceremony which befitted their rank’, according to chroniclers who tut-tutted at the unseemly haste. Roger of Torigny was left uncertain whether the marriage took place ‘either suddenly or by premeditated design’, suggesting some earlier discussions between Eleanor and Henry had occurred. It is likely that they had met the previous August when Henry was in Paris to be invested as duke of Normandy. Henry, dashing and handsome, had certainly made an impression at the French court, even if he was eleven years younger than Eleanor. Later writers elaborated upon the stories that had emerged from the Middle East, and depicted her as sexually voracious; not only had she ‘cast her lascivious eyes’ on the new duke of Normandy, but,

         
            … having contrived a questionable divorce, she married Henry despite rumours circulating to the effect that she had already shared Louis’s bed with Geoffrey, Henry’s father. This, one supposes, is why their progeny, sullied as their origins were, finally came to naught.
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