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PREFACE


Tell anybody you’re writing a biography of Henry III and chances are they have heard of Henry VIII, the king with all the wives. Henry IV, V and VI enjoy less, but some, familiarity thanks to title works by Shakespeare, who also rendered Henry VII, the first of the Tudors, for the stage. Going all the way back to the beginning, Henry I was the king of the bastards, fathering at least twenty of them, and his equally licentious grandson Henry II was the father of Richard the Lionheart and King John, whom he cursed as bastards on his deathbed. But the third Henry always draws a blank.


‘Henry who?’


That’s what a guard at Westminster Palace asked after I explained, at his urging, what I was doing lingering around the grounds one sunny morning. I told him I was trying to imagine what all this must have looked like during the reign of this particular Henry, adding offhandedly that he was the greatest king of medieval England. He smugly drew back and directed the attention of this obviously ill-informed North American towards the statue of Richard the Lionheart just off in the distance.


‘There’s our greatest king,’ he declared.


The message was clear. I could take my Henry whoever wherever and leave history to the statues.


It was a fitting send-off given all the debate and anxiety then going on in Britain about invasive foreigners, which happened to be the same issue that dominated Henry’s reign eight centuries earlier. An ambitious and visionary king, he was determined to keep his increasingly insular country inside Europe. He welcomed people and ideas from the Continent and was keen to replace the greed and dull projection of power of his predecessors with a more humane and open-hearted monarchy. The pageantry of English royalty today is his creation, as is the centrepiece of national heritage, Westminster Abbey.


Parliament next door is also his contribution. It was under his rule that it became a legislative body and sat elected representatives for the first time. If Henry is remembered at all, it’s because of that institution, although for reasons he might not appreciate. The barons and clergy, fed up with all the foreigners, the spending and the king’s cooperation with the papacy, the Brussels of its day, conspired to rein him in. In the civil war that followed, he was defeated and subjected to the first ever parliamentary state. Henry became a captive of his own government and his reputation never recovered.


It should not have been that way. His uncle Richard the Lionheart endured a far more humiliating captivity and yet there he sits atop a horse outside Parliament with his sword raised up high. Other warrior kings like Edward III and Henry V are similarly glorified because they won great victories and stamped the authority of England wherever they went. They commanded fear and respect as a great king should.


Henry was never cut out to be a warrior. He wasn’t even cut out to be a king if we judge him by their manly pursuits. Instead of hunting and killing, he liked to build and decorate. Instead of making war, he fed the poor. As he had no mistresses, he had no bastards. He loved his children dearly, and his devotion to his wife Eleanor of Provence allowed queenship to flourish in England. Hearing all that, our guard might say he sounds like one swell fellow, but lacks the qualities most people expect in a great king. It’s all about him chopping heads and the women he beds, you understand.


These men ruled in a harsh age, and nearly all of them came to sorry ends. Henry III, again, was the exception. He died in his exquisitely painted chamber after the longest reign of any English monarch until the modern age, one that gave his people peace and prosperity for nearly fifty years. He had his faults and miscues to be sure, all of them described to devastating effect by his contemporaries, who vented their xenophobic rage on the man they held responsible for England’s wealth going into the hands of scroungers from abroad. Modern historians have been less withering, but still unimpressed with his legacy, at least in comparison to the men he shared the stage with: the saintly Louis IX of France, the charismatic Frederick II of the Holy Roman Empire and Henry’s own brilliant adversary Simon de Montfort. They too, by the way, came to sorry ends.


I was inclined to see Henry in this manner when I set out to write a biography of Montfort. Indeed, the introduction to this volume has been construed to convey this image of him. The circumstances that brought him to the throne certainly point in that direction. Young boy at the time, nation at war with itself, regency dominated by powerful men like William Marshal, forced to govern under the restrictions of Magna Carta. Excuses for failure can be easily made with a political education of this sort, but it speaks little of Montfort’s own greatness if the king was truly so weak and misguided for decade after decade. In undertaking this biography, I went in search of a worthier opponent. By the time I finished, eighteen months later, I had found much more than that. Henry III was not just a dynamic and capable king, even a great one all things considered, but also a colourful and complicated personality.


He was, for example, witty, eloquent, and well informed, had a phenomenal memory and mischievous sense of humour, but he could also be temperamental, devious and prone to making hasty judgements. While he had a mystical side that drew him, not surprisingly, to the number three, he wasn’t as superstitious as some supposedly steelier kings. Some of the chances he took appear positively reckless, but also understandable given what he hoped to achieve, and more or less had to in order to revive the Plantagenet dynasty. He took pride in being the first king since the Norman Conquest to be born and raised in England, but he never longed to see more of it, or the rest of Britain and Ireland for that matter, the way he did for France. Although abandoned by his mother and manipulated by the ministers of his minority, piety and charity led him to forgive them and everybody else who betrayed his trust. The insecurity and loneliness of his youth made him needy and emotionally driven, something most men in his position would try to conceal, but not Henry. With him, everything was out there, in his speeches, letters, and documents. It might just as well be, for deep down he knew everything was part of a plan that would turn out well in the end. It’s little wonder then that as that very end approached, he embarked on his boldest quest yet, to set the creation of the universe in stone. And date it for good measure.


It’s the biographer’s good fortune that Henry’s reign coincided with another big bang, this one in official record-keeping. This makes it possible to vet the history documented by the chroniclers and so arrive at a reasonably sober portrait of the man and his times. That has been done, admirably and painstakingly, by too many scholars to name them all here, but I would like to mention David Carpenter, Stephen Church, David D’Avray, Margaret Howell, John Maddicott, Marc Morris and Robert Stacey. Deserving my special thanks for both their scholarship and encouragement are Michael Clanchy and Huw Ridgeway. Finally there is the personal support always indispensable for a project of this sort and for that I have my wife Eva, children Dagmar and Michal, and sister-in-law Jana Veyres to thank, as well as friends, artists and teachers Martin Davis II, Russell and Rosana De Montfort, Milan Hrabec, Barb Kurr Joyce, Donna Logan, Mercedes Maria Mackovjak, and in memoriam John Pridgeon.
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England, Wales and Scotland during Henry’s reign, 1216–72.
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Europe around 1260.
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London in the thirteenth century.
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Westminster Palace in the thirteenth century.







INTRODUCTION


Theatre Royal


If history were judged in the eye of the beholder, then this Parliament would be remembered as the most impressive gathering of state ever held in England. Not so much because of the great men of the realm assembled on that occasion, or even because of the business they had come to discuss. Rather it was the venue itself, the new Chapter House of Westminster Abbey.


It had been lovingly designed by the monarch himself, Henry III, the first king since his Norman ancestors conquered the land nearly two centuries earlier to show any appreciation for architecture and craftsmanship. So certain was he of the beauty of the Chapter House that he had it inscribed with words to the effect that, as the rose is the flower of flowers, this was the house of houses.1


He chose it as the setting for Parliament in the spring of 1257 because he needed all the help he could get to win funding for his latest, grandest and most outrageous project yet. Three years earlier he had agreed to fund a papal war in Sicily in return for making his son Edmund the king of that island. The cost was immense: the pope already claiming arrears well over three times Henry’s annual income. Unless he got his barons and clergy to sign on, the project was doomed, and Henry, a most pious man, faced excommunication.


The king knew it was going to be a hard sell. Parliament had not approved a tax for him in almost twenty years. That’s because he spent that money without consulting them. He never consulted them anyway, they complained, but as far as he was concerned, they had only themselves to thank for that. They had rebelled against him three times on account of the bad advice he was getting from his councillors. Each time Henry felt humiliated and betrayed, by both his barons and the councillors.


He was determined from that point on to rule as he saw fit, and just so there would be no more misunderstandings, he vacated the offices of chancellor and justiciar, the one meant to keep the use of his seal in check, the other his justice. More ominously, he created a court of his own making, dominated by his relatives from abroad. They backed his personal rule and were lavishly rewarded as a result.


The problem with this style of kingship is that Henry was no leader of men. Although he had been king for as long as any of them could remember, they knew he had ascended the throne as a boy and not some great warrior like his uncle Richard the Lionheart. He removed any doubt about that after his two military expeditions in France ended in failure, all because of his inability to rise to the occasion. On the other hand, they were grateful he was nothing like his father John, who could do nasty things to people who opposed him – and to those who didn’t, for that matter.


If the barons had to describe their king today, the word ‘simple’ came to mind. It described that frankness of speech, innocence of character and whimsical ambition they had so often witnessed throughout his reign – qualities that were endearing in children, maybe in ordinary adults, but the last thing they expected or wanted in a king. And now, the earls, lords, bishops and abbots who gathered in the Chapter House were about to see another brazen display of that simplicity.


They knew all about the Sicilian business. Besides knowing that it was financially and logistically impossible, they were still angry at the king for allowing himself to be duped into this scheme by one of the alien factions at court. Had he consulted them on this and other matters of state, they could all be admiring the Chapter House together now instead of wearily wondering what new antics were in store for them.


Parliament in that day met only occasionally and then for a few weeks at most. As the one that spring was coming to an end, Henry could sense that the beauty of the interior, replete with statues of the Archangel Gabriel and Virgin Mary, was having no effect on the mood of the assembly. They were as obstinate as ever. It was time to bring out his showstopper. It was a boy dressed in the costume of an exotic land. Sicily, it turned out. ‘My faithful subjects,’ he declared. ‘I present to you my son Edmund, upon whom the Lord has bestowed kingly dignity. How evidently worthy he is of your favour, and how tyrannical and inhuman it would be of you to deny him it.’2


Just when they thought they had seen it all. Only their king could have concocted such a silly demonstration in the hope of getting his way. In the end, the clergy, fearing the pope’s wrath, agreed to give him some money, but the barons, beholden only to the king, still refused. The only thing his shabby theatre accomplished was to increase their contempt for his authority and the way he did business. The next time Parliament met, in a year’s time, they staged a bit of their own theatre when they marched up to him in full armour. The king was startled and asked if he was their prisoner.3 Not exactly, but they had come to put their foot down. There would be no more capricious rule, hare-brained schemes or aliens calling the shots. They demanded reform and, just like those earlier rebellions, the king gave in. It had always been his way. Humbly offer concessions, then claw them back and go on ruling as before. This time, however, he had a real fight on his hands, one that would take almost a decade to resolve and leave the country devastated. Yet he emerged the victor because they had underestimated him again. Experience should have told them that the word that best described Henry wasn’t ‘simple’, but ‘survivor’.




PART I


THE PLENITUDE OF POWER




1


RECLAIMING A SCARRED KINGDOM, 1199–1219


It was a civil war that brought Henry III to the throne in 1216. His father King John had died suddenly while trying to turn back a coalition of disaffected barons and their French supporters. At issue was John’s repudiation of Magna Carta, but the origins of the conflict went back further to the absent reign of his brother Richard I. The Lionheart, as he was called, had put the kingdom under sustained pressure to finance his crusade and subsequent ransom. He went on warring abroad after his release, requiring even more money from his English subjects. He might have justified it as self-defence, because King Philip II of France was determined to drive him out of the Continental lordships he had inherited from his parents, Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine. Richard was laying siege to yet another castle when he was felled by a crossbowman in 1199.


Leaving behind no legitimate children, Richard named John as his successor, but Philip threw his support behind Arthur, the son of John’s deceased older brother Geoffrey. John had managed to secure the loyalty of his French provinces, and everything might have turned out well had he not met Isabella, the beautiful heiress of Angoulême. He was married at the time, to another Isabella, but she was older and they had no children, and because they were distant cousins, he had no trouble getting an annulment from her and making the new Isabella his wife.


It wasn’t just for her youth and allure that John wanted her. Angoulême was in Poitou, smack between his other major provinces of Normandy and Gascony, and being the lord of that land in right of his wife would give him a firmer grip on whatever trouble the French might give him. It came quickly enough, because Isabella had been betrothed to Hugh (IX) Lusignan, another lord of Poitou. John not only dispossessed him of his intended, but intended to dispossess him of his land as well.2 Hugh appealed to Philip, who ordered John to appear before him to explain his conduct.


As the price for allowing John to ascend the throne in the first place, Philip had demanded and got £14,000, a deal that invited scorn back in England when it was remembered how Richard used military and diplomatic skill to keep Philip at bay.3 By paying up, John recognised Philip as his overlord and was therefore bound to obey his summons. When he didn’t appear, Philip declared all his fiefs in France forfeit and gave them to Arthur. John was going to have to fight for them after all.


Everyone knew that he was no warrior like his brother, but he fooled them in a lightning strike that bagged the rebellious nobles of Poitou and his nephew Arthur. This victory put him in an extremely good position to cut a new, more favourable deal, but John’s myriad flaws included an almost perverse arrogance and vindictiveness. He starved to death twenty-two of his captives at the castle of Corfe in Dorset and had Arthur disappear, probably murdered.4 Horrified by his cruelty, John’s vassals in Normandy deserted him and he was forced to abandon the province in the face of a French invasion. By 1204, only Gascony and Poitou remained of his Continental possessions.


The loss of Normandy deprived John of a valuable source of income, making it hard for him to amass the fortune he would need to get it back and live large as was his custom. Inflation caused by poor harvests compounded the problem, but he got an unexpected windfall when the Archbishop of Canterbury died in 1205. The monks tried to choose one of their own as his replacement, but the king forced them to back his man. This caused the pope to step in with his own candidate, the learned Stephen Langton, but John was incensed that he would get no say in the appointment and refused to allow Langton even to enter England.


The pope was the equally contentious Innocent III, and in 1208, right around the time he was launching the Albigensian Crusade in the south of France, he placed England under interdict, meaning that Christian rites like mass and burial could not be performed, a very damning prospect in that pious age. John was content to call his bluff even after the pope upped the ante by excommunicating him. All the Church’s revenue in England went to his treasury during the standoff, as much as £100,000.6


In 1212, John was ready to invade France, but had to change plans unexpectedly when Wales revolted. He raged even more than usual, because in 1205 he had married his natural daughter Joan to Llywelyn, the self-proclaimed prince of the northern part of that land, to secure his allegiance. Before John could teach him a lesson, Joan informed her father of a baronial conspiracy to murder him. It was centred in the north of the country close to Scotland, which he had punished two years earlier when there were hints of an alliance with France. At that time John forced the Scots to pay him £7,000 and deliver up two princesses for his safekeeping. Holding hostages for compliance was a serious business with him, and in his fury against Wales, he had several of their children maimed and executed.


John moved north to break up the conspiracy and assess his standing with the barons. He knew they had every reason to want to get rid of him. His boundless energy enabled him to stay on the move and harass them to no end. He held their lands and titles for ransom and taxed them pitilessly to pay for his failures abroad. Some of his actions make amusing anecdotes, like his demand that one mistress pay him 200 chickens as the price for letting her spend one night with her husband.7 Others clearly do not, the most notorious being how he locked up and starved to death the wife and son of a nobleman after she made an off-hand remark implicating John in Arthur’s murder.8


Some of these abuses he inherited from Richard, who had made no secret that he viewed England only as a cash cow. One chronicler noted how ‘everything was for sale, counties, sheriffdoms, castles and manors’.9 Both brothers sold the king’s justice, and the fees they set for inheritances and wardships were arbitrary and excessive. Not all the money was expected to be paid. The whole point was to keep the barons in debt to the crown and therefore in their place.


The way John saw it, they had it coming. They had refused to sail with him when he first aimed to retrieve Normandy in 1206, rightly, he suspected, because some of his leading men held lands on the Continent and were worried that Philip would confiscate them if they supported John’s efforts.10 In an increasingly paranoid state, John began inviting foreigners into his administration, not just because he could trust them, but knew they had no qualms about doing dirty work in a strange land.


The plot against his life was reinforced by a hermit’s prediction that he would die soon.11 Sufficiently worried, John promised some reforms as a way of thwarting dissent and getting the barons to sail with him to France, but his invasion was further delayed when a papal nuncio named Pandulf arrived to inform him that Philip was going to invade him, with Innocent’s blessing no less. The king cracked under all these pressures and accepted not only the pope’s authority over Church appointees, but over his kingdom as well. He declared that England and Ireland were henceforth fiefs of Rome, owing £700 a year in tribute.12


Since John now came under papal protection, Pandulf ordered the French to stand down. Philip was not of a mind to comply after spending £60,000 on preparations, but his ally the Count of Flanders was, so Philip attacked him instead. John came to the count’s aid with a battalion led by his half-brother William Longespee, the Earl of Salisbury.13 When Longespee chanced upon the entire French fleet unprotected at harbour in Damme in May 1213, he put it to the torch.


Emboldened by this turn of events, John launched his invasion and landed at La Rochelle in early 1214. With a war chest of £130,000, he planned to split the French by striking from the south while a consortium of allies moved in from the north.14 He was initially successful in winning over Hugh Lusignan and other local barons, but they deserted him as an army under Philip’s son Louis approached. Philip himself routed the northern allies at the battle of Bouvines on 27 July 1214, definitively settling any chance of Normandy returning to England.


John lamented that since becoming a vassal of Rome, nothing had gone right for him. His barons would say that about his entire reign, but they never had one leader to unite them in opposition. That changed with the arrival of the new Archbishop of Canterbury. Stephen Langton saw right through the supposedly humbled king and his new friendship with the papacy. John was not only weaselling out of making full restitution to the Church, but was planning to continue his repressive ways. Chronicler Roger of Wendover reports that at an assembly of prelates and barons held at St Paul’s Cathedral on 25 August 1213, Langton took a few of them aside to show them what appeared to be an ancient charter.15


It was the coronation oath of John’s great-grandfather Henry I. When in 1100 this youngest son of William the Conqueror moved to secure the crown, he promised to stop the oppressions of his brother William II, who had just been killed in a suspicious hunting accident. That first Henry promised to respect the rights of the barons and clergy and implored them to do the same to their own subjects. In his embellished account, Wendover has Langton suggest that the barons might want to use this document as the basis for getting John to mend his tyrannical ways.


Nothing would have come of it had John returned from the Continent sufficiently chastened by his defeat. Instead he tried to impose another tax, and that was it. Just after Christmas of 1214, a group of barons approached the king in ‘gay military array’ to demand that he confirm the liberties contained in the oath of his forebear. When John was later informed of the specifics, Wendover has him asking, ‘Why did they not ask for my kingdom as well?’ The only oath he was interested in was that of the barons’ loyalty to him. As negotiations faltered, his opponents assembled an army and won the backing of the mayor of London. John realised he would have to sue for peace. He met them at Runnymede, a meadow close to the Thames, and hammered out the details of a new charter of liberties.16


Magna Carta, as it became known, started off as twelve general concessions of the king to the rule of law, even those laws derived from custom.17 The final document had sixty-three articles meant to anticipate and resolve future disputes between the crown and subjects. Some of the clauses are so fundamental for protecting the rights of individuals that they remain on the books today, like number 40: ‘To no one will we sell, to no one will we deny or delay right or justice.’ To make sure the king observed this and the other articles, a security clause was added at the end empowering twenty-five barons to use force if necessary to ensure his compliance.18


John was disgusted by what had indeed turned out to be the barons asking for his kingdom, but he sealed the charter on 15 June 1215 as a way of buying time. His patron Innocent III was as big an autocrat as he was and would surely agree that this was no way to treat a king. Reforms were underway when the pope issued a bull annulling the charter. He was within his rights from a legal standpoint, inasmuch as England was now his fief, but he made it clear to the barons that what bothered him was the way they had gone about it. Using coercion against one’s lord was never a good thing.19 By September, the barons realised that John’s rule was beyond remedy. They raised an army, installed their own administrators, and looked around for someone else to be their king.


They settled on Philip’s 29-year-old heir Louis, who justified his claim to the throne through his wife Blanche of Castile, the daughter of John’s older sister. Louis was pious and austere, nothing like the foppish and clownish John, but what really worked in his favour was the men and money available to him in France. John knew better than most that nobody puts an invasion force together just like that and aimed to destroy the barons before Louis was ready. Leaving them to cower in London, he ravaged their lands in unspeakable fashion, terrorising their people who, after all, were his subjects as well.


In May 1216, Louis landed with 1,200 knights, and it was John’s turn now to run scared.20 He was deserted on all sides, including by his half-brother William Longespee, who had only recently done much of the ravaging for him. Louis marched into London in triumph and made great gains in the east, but couldn’t take Dover. While he hammered away there, John sped north to reinforce his base of operations. Perhaps his greatest defeat of the war occurred when the baggage train carrying his treasure and jewels near the coast was washed away by the fast-rising tide. Losing his crown was no longer a metaphor or even a threat but the real thing. By then he was sick with dysentery and could go no further after reaching Newark.21 He wrote to the pope that he was dying and begged him to secure the succession for his family. He died in the early hours of 19 October 1216 as a storm lashed overhead.


Henry’s coronation; expelling the French; the minority regency


If the civil war was all about John, his removal from the scene did nothing to end it. As far as Louis was concerned, the throne was his, and the sooner they all got on with it the better. The rebel barons would have jettisoned him then and there if they could have. Besides not being a very pleasant person to work with, Louis had let it be known that he considered anyone who rebelled against their king to be traitors, and he was ready to give their lands to his French supporters.22 But they couldn’t just go back to the English side, either. They had their honour to think of, and many of them had personal quarrels with the loyalist barons. All they could do was sit and wait for events to play out.


The loyalists themselves wasted no time. John had named his eldest son Henry as heir, and it was urgent to crown him as soon as possible. Normally this was done at Westminster Abbey by the hand of the Archbishop of Canterbury, but Louis held London and Stephen Langton was being held in Rome. He had gone there to explain why he had not excommunicated the rebel barons as ordered by Pope Innocent and found himself forbidden to return to England until peace had been established. The pope had sent a legate named Guala Bicchieri to France to stop the invasion, and when Louis sailed in spite of his efforts, Guala followed him across the Channel, determined to punish him and the rebels for their disobedience. Dressed in red robes atop a white horse, this Italian cardinal turned the ouster of the French prince into a crusade.23


Guala was named as one of John’s thirteen executors and his authority was supreme, but he lacked the prestige of the other major executor, William Marshal, the Earl of Pembroke. Marshal was another baron who had been treated shabbily by John, but played it safe by allowing his son William II to do the rebelling for the family. He was universally lauded as the greatest knight with, by his own reckoning, some 500 victories in tournaments.24 There was no question that he should lead the regency council to govern the realm in the interim. But he was an old man now, tired of all the strife of recent years, and whatever energy he had left to restore order in the country would depend in part on his impression of young Henry.


The boy was at Devizes Castle, where John had put him for his safety after the war broke out. When Isabella learned of her husband’s death, she left her residence at Exeter to bring Henry to the executors at Gloucester. Devizes was 45 miles to the south, so Marshal and his men rode out to meet them halfway, on a plain near Malmesbury.


Henry had only just turned 9 years old. He was by all accounts a fine-looking lad, and his first words to Marshal, spoken from the horse he rode on together with his retainer Ralf of Saint-Samson, indicated that he understood the gravity of the situation.


‘Welcome, sir. I commit myself to God and to you. May God give you grace to guard over us well.’


Even if he had been trained to say that by his mother, the old man was clearly moved.


‘Sire, on my soul I will do everything to serve you in good faith as long as I have the strength.’25


At that point it all became too much for the boy and he burst into tears. Far from being taken aback, Marshal and the other hardened men in his train began to shed tears themselves. On solemn occasions John had always been apt to clown around and say something embarrassing. No one could ever tell if he was serious or not. It was one of the many ways he kept them on edge throughout his reign. Now that he was dead, they could all let their emotions out. It was little wonder that so many barons, both loyalists and rebels, left on crusade after hostilities ceased. They needed a holiday.


Then of course there was the reason why they were there in the first place. The party made for Gloucester with all due haste. The first order of business was knighting the young prince. Since Marshal was the most eminent knight in the land, it was obvious he should have the honour. The next morning, on 28 October 1216, the ‘pretty little knight’ as Henry was called was led to the abbey church to recite the coronation oath after Jocelin of Wells, the Bishop of Bath. In his high voice he proclaimed that he would maintain peace and honour, reverence for God and the Church, do justice to his people, observe good laws and customs, and abolish all the bad and evil ones.26


He then took a fateful step, one over which he had no control, and did homage to the Church and pope for England and Ireland, swearing so long as he held them that he would pay the £700 in tribute promised by his father. After that he was anointed and crowned with the best prop they had available, an ornamental chaplet for a woman’s hair supplied by his mother. Peter des Roches, the Bishop of Winchester, performed this part of the ceremony with the bishops of Worcester and Exeter.27


The ceremony was missed by the only major baron who could match Marshal in terms of wealth and power. He was 46-year-old Ranulf de Blondeville, the Earl of Chester, and there was some concern that he might be angered that they had gone ahead with the coronation without him. On the contrary, when he arrived the next day, he approved all that had been done. Moreover, like the others, he was insistent that Marshal head the regency council to rule in the boy’s name, but the Earl of Pembroke again balked. ‘The child has no money and I am an old man,’ he complained.


His squire John of Earley appealed to something higher than mere money and age. No matter what course Marshal took or what the outcome, his reputation would only be enhanced: ‘All men will say that never did a man win such honour upon earth. Is it not worth winning?’ Guala then threw in a remission of his sins, which finally roused Marshal to action. He declared that he would carry the young king on his shoulders from country to country, begging for bread if that’s what it took. That said, he had a war to win and asked that Henry be placed in the charge of somebody else so he didn’t have to drag him all over the country.28


Henry’s mother Isabella wasn’t even considered for the role of guardian. John had never allowed her any active role due to his controlling nature and the fact that she was just a child herself when he absconded with her. It was reported that she was 12 when she came to England, the legal age of consent for girls in that era, but she could have been as young as 8. If she still needed to do some growing, it would explain the gap between her arrival in 1200 and Henry’s birth on 1 October 1207 in Winchester.29 On the other hand, Wendover insinuates that they were already sleeping together in 1203 when he castigates the king for not hauling himself out of bed with Isabella to thwart Philip’s designs on his territory.30 That would have made her a lithesome 15 to his stocky 36.


John was certainly lust-bound most of his life, fathering several illegitimate children with noblewomen as well as wenches. Not the least of the grievances against him had to do with his roving eye for the wives and daughters of his barons. Isabella wouldn’t have seen any of this first-hand. John kept her on the move from residence to residence, maintaining strict control of her household and income. What she did know, at least about his first wife, couldn’t have made her happy. He maintained that first Isabella with gifts and money and at one point had both women sharing Winchester Castle. It was only because of the impending birth of Henry that John moved his first wife to new accommodation.31


They had four more children after Henry: Richard in 1209, and three girls, Joan, Isabella and Eleanor, between 1210 and 1215. All grew up in separate households, presumably to keep any one guardian from having excessive influence over the royal brood. Richard was at Corfe Castle together with the high-born children of opponents whom John retained as hostages, including two sisters of Alexander II of Scotland. Of greater tragedy was Eleanor of Brittany, Arthur’s older sister, who had been captured together with her brother. Since she had the best claim of anyone to the throne of England, hers was a life to be spent under guarded if comfortable confinement.


In Marshal’s opinion, the logical guardian for Henry was the one he already had, Peter des Roches, who first took the boy into his household when he was 4. He came from Touraine, around modern-day Tours, and entered John’s service as a holdover from the military operations of Richard’s chamber.32 If John had a best friend, Peter was likely it. They liked to hunt, enjoyed bawdy humour and of all the exiles who followed the king to England, Peter received the greatest reward when John succeeded in getting him elected Bishop of Winchester in 1205.33 He didn’t let John down, either, standing by him during the interdict while other bishops fled. John made him justiciar, the chief judicial officer of the country, in 1213, and left him in charge the next year during his final campaign in Poitou. His alien background, arrogant demeanour and single-handed determination to do the king’s bidding made Peter unpopular with the barons, and his removal as justiciar in 1215 was seen as another concession made at Runnymede. Ever the soldier at heart, Peter liked to be in the thick of the action and would have preferred to work with Marshal and Guala to get rid of Louis, but he understood that his position at court was now wholly dependent on his proximity to the young king.


Henry safely off with the bishop, Marshal and Guala decided that their first weapon against Louis would be political. Since Magna Carta was at the heart of all the strife, they could only benefit by reissuing it in a form everybody liked. Loyalist barons had as much to gain from a charter of liberties as the rebels, but the restrictions on royal prerogative had to be removed if the new pope, Honorius III, was to go along with it.34 For starters, there could be no security clause implying that the king was not to be trusted. Also to be removed was the ban on levying scutage without the barons’ consent. John had been merciless with this tax, which was imposed upon every lay and clerical tenant-in-chief for the number of knights he was obliged to provide in times of war. If he owed sixty knights, but only thirty turned up, he was required to pay the king cash for the other half. At £2 per knight, he owed £60, an immense sum in an age where earning £10 a year was enviable among the people who actually did work. Since the barons taxed their tenants much the way the king taxed them, they could easily live without the consent clause.35


The first major council of Henry’s minority was convened in Bristol on 11 November. The barons and clerics in attendance took oaths of fealty and homage to him and approved the revised charter the next day. Since the young king didn’t yet have a seal, Marshal and Guala attached theirs to Magna Carta, and it was once again official.36 It was perhaps on this occasion that Henry met for the first time Hubert de Burgh, the castellan whose defence of Dover had been a major factor in halting Louis’s initial juggernaut. Hubert was also the justiciar and his endorsement of the revised charter, while not mandatory, was at least encouraging. This son of the Norfolk gentry, then not quite 50 years old, was the medieval version of a mixer, a man who always seemed to be wherever the action was. While the siege of Dover had forced him to forgo the coronation, he arranged a truce with Louis so that he wouldn’t miss this all-important council.


Since he couldn’t take Dover, Louis positioned his forces around London for a strike at the Midlands. Marshal let him take a string of castles, knowing Louis had no hope of ever taking the throne from a king who had the full backing of the Church and, equally important, had never done anyone any harm. Back in France, King Philip was of the same mind, and in February 1217 summoned his son homeward to discuss the situation. Just getting to the coast turned out to be a struggle as guerrilla bands in the woods cut off stragglers and Louis’s supplies. He finally crossed the Channel, only to hear his father tell him he had shot his bolt and would do well to make peace with the best conditions he could get. If he was determined to proceed, he would have to do it without any more help from him.37


Blanche of Castile dismissed this defeatist attitude and went about collecting reinforcements for her husband. Louis returned to England at the end of April and went back to besieging Dover. By then, several major rebels had defected, including Marshal’s son William II and the already once-flipped William Longespee. But surrender was out of the question for the main instigators of the rebellion. Robert Fitz-Walter had taken the lead in forcing John to Runnymede, declaring himself to be the ‘Marshal of the Army of God’, and his cousin Saer de Quincy, the Earl of Winchester, was said to be one of the main drafters of Magna Carta. Both men were among the twenty-five sureties for the charter, and their inability to force the king to comply with it led them to the sorry state they were in now, on the receiving end of contempt from both sides. They were as much outcasts in their own land as John’s alien mercenaries.38


Tired of all the petty sorties in and around London, they hit upon the idea of joining up forces in Lincoln to take the castle held there by the hereditary custodian Nicola de la Haye. Already in her sixties by this point, Lady Nicola had been withstanding sieges from the northern barons and their Scottish allies for two years.39 When Marshal heard the news, he knew this was the pitched battle he needed to wrap things up. He arrived with his forces on 20 May, but the besiegers took themselves behind the walls of the city instead of facing them in the open.


That would have left Marshal in the awkward position of besieging the besiegers. Fortunately, he had Peter des Roches, who could not resist putting on the chain mail again and left Henry in the care of Guala in Nottingham. He risked capture by reconnoitring Lincoln from within, where he discovered an unused gate. Marshal couldn’t be contained when informed of the news and raced towards it without his helmet on. The French and rebels were routed in what was a mostly bloodless street battle.40


Marshal was ecstatic that he had won such a complete victory and was said to have ridden immediately to Nottingham to brag about it, never minding his men plundering the city in the meantime. Nobody could begrudge him the victory, or using it to relive the glory of his tournament days. Indeed, seeing Isabella of Angoulême for the first time before Henry’s coronation might have stirred memories of how Isabella’s beautiful mother Alice de Courtenay had captivated him at a tournament nearly four decades earlier.41


The haul of prisoners included Fitz-Walter, Quincy and 300 knights, and 150 more came over to Henry before the summer was out. Louis agreed to peace talks, but the negotiations broke down when he refused to hand over the churchmen who had defied Rome and backed his cause, including Stephen Langton’s brother Simon. Guala wanted to make examples of them, but Louis held different standards of loyalty for barons and clergy. This refusal also bought him time while Blanche got her reinforcements together.42


On 24 August 1217, they left from Calais under the command of Alice’s brother, Robert de Courtenay. Guiding the flotilla of ten troopships and seventy support craft was Eustace the Monk, a notorious privateer who had served John well before switching sides and securing the Channel for Louis. The plan was to head straight for the Thames and London, but Marshal and Philip d’Aubigny, who was in charge of defending the coast, prepared to meet them at Sandwich. Marshal was so fired up by this time that he had to be prevented from going to sea to lead the assault himself. As the line of French ships passed their position on shore, Hubert de Burgh led out a squadron of eighteen ships that sailed by them as if fleeing to avoid battle. Once they got behind them, however, they turned to attack with the wind at their backs.


Two ships rode up alongside Eustace’s flagship and tossed pots of lime into the air to blind and choke the crew. A volley of arrows later, it was over. Courtenay and his knights were captured, but a search had to be conducted for Eustace. Found in a bilge hold, he was forced topside, where he offered to pay a ransom like the others, but he had offended too many people in his lifetime. The most he got was choosing where on the ship to have his head chopped off.


The other troopships got away safely to France because the English sailors saw easy pickings in the smaller supporting craft. They later set up a hospital with some of the booty seized from them, but spoiled any honour in it by tossing the crews overboard as ‘food for fishes’.43 This first great victory at sea for the Royal Navy was blighted by its use of chemical warfare and the slaughter of defenceless seamen, but it proved decisive. Louis would have to settle for being just the King of France.


Henry was at Windsor with his mother Isabella when peace negotiations began again. She was a party to the confirmation of the treaty concluded with Louis at Kingston on 18 September 1217. Nine days later Henry entered London as king for the first time. The rebels were given amnesty and their lands back, but the churchmen would have to take their chances with Guala, who sent them grovelling to Rome. Louis was allowed to leave unmolested, with £7,000 to cover his expenses and dignity.44


He took the money but reneged on his agreement to work on his father to return Normandy. Marshal came under criticism then and later on for not forcing him to surrender. Since he still held land in France from Philip, he was accused of offering generous terms as a way of staying on everyone’s good side. But the most important thing to him and the legate was to bring peace to the realm as quickly as possible. To show his good faith, Marshal placed his Norman lands as surety for the payment to Louis. That wasn’t good enough for John’s exiles, who had much to gain from the recovery of their homelands. They were disgusted by the lost opportunity, and Peter des Roches for one refused to pay any part of the tax needed to buy off the French.45


Problems of the minority; death of William Marshal


The previous civil war in England lasted far longer and was more destructive, but the victor in 1154 had been Henry II, a young man full of energy and determination, married to a formidable woman in Eleanor of Aquitaine. Their grandson Henry III was not even 10 years old when peace was established after this second civil war, and his regency council was headed by a man old enough to remember that first one. Both wars had been fought over the crown, but the second had had the redeeming feature of the charter of liberties being at stake. It was therefore imperative that, before any reconciliation and reconstruction could begin, everyone knew where they stood. At a meeting of the council held on 6 November 1217 at St Paul’s Cathedral, the charter was revised again, and a new charter was issued alongside it to regulate the forests. The charter of liberties thus became the Great Charter of the two, or Magna Carta in Latin.46


Henry spent Christmas 1217 in Northampton as the guest of Fawkes de Bréauté, a Norman who had served John so well that the king had married him to the widow of the Earl of Devon and gave him custody of several jurisdictions. Officially, Fawkes was given the honour of hosting the court because of the vital role he had played at Lincoln, but it was no secret that Henry was broke and couldn’t afford the festivities. Where John had as many as 100 household knights, Henry could only afford seven in a diminished entourage of thirty-nine, including two trumpeters and a nurse.47


As the sheriff of seven counties, Fawkes was charged with collecting the revenue due to the crown in those areas. Since the exchequer was closed during the fighting, he and the other sheriffs, who were typically magnates like him, spent the money as they saw fit, on ordinary expenses, for the war effort or to enhance their wealth and prestige. Peter des Roches for one wasn’t just the Bishop of Winchester, but also the sheriff for surrounding Hampshire county. In his nearly seven years in the post, he accounted for just £7 in royal revenue, a pound a year on average.48


When the exchequer reopened in November 1217, none of the sheriffs were in any rush to account for their incomes, or to give up control of the castles they held. They were equally cavalier about enforcing the king’s justice. In the counties controlled by Ranulf, the Earl of Chester, it was his name that ran on the writ, not Henry’s. The war had allowed him to add three adjacent sheriffdoms to his portfolio, none of which was accounted for with the exchequer, and he even issued his own local charter of liberties. The rebellion had made potentates out of him and the other magnates, and they rejected any notion that they were subordinate to the regents. The foreign ones were speaking for all of them when they declared that they had been put there by a king and only a king could remove them.49


Their smug attitude compounded the biggest problem facing the regency. After two years of pillage and plunder, restoring land and property to the rightful owners was a daunting task. Some of the claims even went back to John’s illegal seizures before the war. It was a slow, arduous process, involving the chancery issuing writs and the sheriffs convening juries to attest to the authenticity of the claims. In some cases, the sheriffs, all loyalists during the war, had axes to grind with former rebels and didn’t care what amnesty had been proclaimed. They would get their land back when the sheriff got around to it, if at all.


The regents also had to contend with Wales and Scotland, both of which had thrown in their lot with Louis. Alexander II had made very little gains in the north, so it was easy for him to go back to the status quo. Llywelyn had had more success but wanted to have Guala’s excommunication of him lifted. In the treaty concluded at Worcester in March 1218, he agreed to terms that made Henry the overlord of Wales, but otherwise allowed Llywelyn to exploit the post-war period to tighten his custody over disputed castles and areas.50


By the summer of that year the regency had been frustrated in repeated attempts to reassert royal authority over castles and sheriffdoms. Marshal knew a stand had to be made somewhere and chose Newark, where John had died. The castle belonged to the Bishop of Lincoln, but Robert de Gaugi, an alien captain installed there by John, refused to give it up despite repeated summonses. In July 1218 Marshal gathered a force that included former rebels, and, with Henry alongside him, laid siege to the place. The standoff ended peacefully, but it took eight days for Gaugi to walk out of the castle, and there were still dozens more strongholds to be reclaimed or else destroyed.51


This show of unity belied the regency’s weakness and its failure to get the barons to help relieve Henry’s poverty. Many of them were planning to go on crusade and were squirreling away their funds for that adventure, but the truth was that they didn’t pay up because they didn’t feel threatened by a king who was just a boy, and some of them said as much. Henry was 11 now and attending meetings of the council, but he was still growing and learning and mostly removed from the day-to-day business of governing. In November 1218, he was finally given a seal. It was cast from £3.5 worth of silver and showed the king as a grown man enthroned on one side, and on horseback on the reverse.52 The custody of the seal was given to the chancellor, Ralph Neville, a protégé of Roches who was also the Bishop of Chichester. The seal was first used to stipulate that none of the king’s charters conferred permanence until he came of age. This was the first real measure of his power, for it reminded everyone that some day he was going to take stock of all the decisions made while he was a boy. In simple terms, whatever he gave today might be taken away tomorrow.


That tomorrow was still a long way off, but a further improvement in the clout and solvency of the crown took place when a general eyre, or judicial circuit, was launched at the end of 1218. Itinerant judges were sent across the realm, hearing criminal and civil pleas and levying fines as part of dispensing justice. This generated nearly £1,000 in revenue, more than four times what the sheriffs brought to the exchequer at this time.53 Not everyone was pleased with the verdicts, the sheriffs least of all when they went against them, and some, like Fawkes, tried to ignore or obstruct them. Nevertheless, the reassertion of royal authority in the counties was a sure sign that a corner had been turned in the young king’s reign.


Less hopeful was the inevitable change in the regency. Guala was worn out by his labours and longed to return to Italy.54 His request was granted towards the end of 1218, but his replacement as legate was none other than Pandulf, the nuncio who had sparred with Stephen Langton in Rome and was probably behind his suspension. The archbishop had been reinstated and returned to England earlier that year, fuelling concerns that the two might resume their quarrel. Langton, however, found that his archdiocese needed all his attention and withdrew from direct involvement in the kingdom’s affairs for the time being.


Then, in April 1219, William Marshal resigned when it was clear he didn’t have long to live. He was moved by boat to his manor of Caversham upriver from Windsor, where a final conference was held with the king, Pandulf, Peter des Roches, Hubert de Burgh and assorted officials. Only a truncated baronage was present. Men like Ranulf of Chester and Robert Fitz-Walter, opponents in the recent war, were abroad together on crusade.


Marshal intended for the barons to choose his successor as Henry’s guardian, but Peter saw no need for it. In his view, Marshal had named him guardian at the outset so that he could focus on the war and settlement. The king was already in his custody and things should stay that way. His presumption not only aggravated the old warrior’s discomfort, but confirmed his belief that no country was ‘more divided by passion than England’. Whoever was named guardian, he declared, would only inflame jealousy in the others, so he decided to commit Henry to God, which was to say to Pandulf. Marshal’s last words to the young king implored him not to follow the example of ‘any evil ancestor’ lest his life be cut short.


‘Sire, I pray God that if ever I have done anything pleasing to him, he may give you grace to be a good man.’


‘Amen,’ replied the king.


Marshal died on 14 May 1219 and was buried at the New Temple Church just outside the London city walls. Stephen Langton eulogised him as the greatest knight of the era.55 He left behind a country on the mend after years of conflict and war, but Peter’s scene at his deathbed showed how fragile the situation still was. At first, the bishop worked in tandem with Pandulf and the justiciar, Hubert de Burgh, who was beginning his rise in the regency. Together they formed a triumvirate but, as Marshal had predicted, they began squabbling almost immediately.
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COMING OF AGE, 1220–1224


John died almost 150 years to the day after the battle of Hastings which had put William, Duke of Normandy on the throne of England. To consolidate his position, William had replaced the Anglo-Saxon nobility and prelates with his Norman and Continental supporters, giving about 250 people control of a land with just under 2 million inhabitants.1 That works out to roughly 0.01 per cent of the population holding 99.99 per cent of the wealth in their hands, a figure not vastly different from modern trends. William found much about the organisation of the country that he liked and so kept the institutions of shires, sheriffs and taxes in place. The difference now was the language of communication, as English was replaced by French in the courts and administration and by Latin, the first common language of Europe, in official paperwork.


The natives weren’t expected to learn French, just work hard and not murder their new masters. The safest way for the Normans to dig in was by introducing feudalism, which collectivised the people and land around manors scattered throughout the country. The king parcelled out the estates he didn’t keep for himself and his family to his tenants-in-chief, as the leading barons were called. In return, they owed him a number of knights for service based on their holdings. These knights were their tenants, middling lords or affluent freeholders who could afford the costs of knighthood (horse, armour, squire, trips abroad). Their service might involve a military campaign, manning a castle or running a special errand. Whatever the assignment, chances were that the knight grumbled when he received the summons. He had his own estates and tenants to look after and it was a hassle breaking out all that equipment. It was easier to send cash in lieu of service and, more often than not, the king was happier to receive it. He could outsource the assignment for a better price and pocket the difference.


By the thirteenth century, there were between five and six thousand knights in a country grown to something over three and a half million inhabitants, or nearly double the population when the Normans arrived. The vast majority, upwards of 90 per cent, were peasants. They toiled the fields and tended the flocks and basically did all the work that fed and clothed the nation. More than half of them were stuck in serfdom, meaning that they owed their lords some kind of menial service in addition to rent, like fetching his firewood and bringing in his harvests. Unlike free peasants, they were completely at the mercy of their lords. They had to ask his permission to leave the estate and face his justice when accused of an offence. The serf, however, was theoretically covered in times of poor harvests or upheaval, whereas the free peasant had to tough it out on his own.2


At the death of a tenant-in-chief, the king naturally had a say in what became of his dominions. If the lord was childless and his widow stood to inherit, he insisted that she remarry a man of his choosing, and if she didn’t like that idea, he made her pay to choose her own husband or remain single. The same rule applied if the lord left behind an heiress. The king had lots of family members or allies who were grateful to marry above their circumstances and he counted on reaping support from that gratitude.


William Marshal was an obvious example of this practice. He acquired his great estates in Wales, Ireland and England after Richard I gave him the hand of the heiress to those lands, when he was 43 and she 17. They had ten children together, five of them sons, and when William II inherited the earldom of Pembroke from his father, he had to pay the king a tax called a ‘relief’, which was fixed at £100 by Magna Carta. This cap was instigated in response to the way Richard and John had arbitrarily exploited reliefs and other feudal incidents to the hilt.


The king had to dole out patronage regularly to keep his barons loyal and happy. Since the wardship of minors was both lucrative and politically contentious, three of the first five clauses of Magna Carta were devoted to it. Whoever bought a wardahip got all the benefits of the estates until the minor came of age, and sometimes his marriage rights came in the package.3 It was all indicative of a very intricate system of rights and privileges ingrained in feudal society. Even lords with just a few manors got a say, and possibly a cut, in every property settlement that came under their control, mindful of course that their own overlords were watching.


The king himself being a minor had no precedent, but John had inadvertently simplified matters by submitting to the papacy. His action meant that Henry was automatically the ward of the pope and, by extension, his legates. The only point lacking clarity was at what age to end his minority. The pope and Continental custom preferred 14, the accepted age of puberty in boys, but in England 21 was the tradition. This difference of seven years was a big deal to people whose grants from the king would become permanent, or reversed entirely, when he came of age.4


The coming of age at 14 coincided with the accepted end of a pupil’s education. Nothing is known about Henry’s schooling, but he was likely taught the basic building blocks of medieval learning, including grammar, rhetoric, geometry, arithmetic and music.5 A Latin poet then in the service of the court dedicated a long verse grammar to him and his brother Richard, indicating that the boys acquired some mastery of that language.6 Like his forebears, Henry grew up speaking French, but what variety is hard to say. His mother and many of the aliens at John’s court, including Peter des Roches, were from south of the River Loire, where the French was similar to Occitan. The English nobility generally spoke an anglicized version of the northern French brought over by the Normans, but having grown up with wet nurses and servants from the local population, they were probably comfortable in English as well. What English Henry learned certainly came from members of his household, including his nursemaid Ellen Dun. His brother Richard is on record as being able to speak English, and the evidence suggests that Henry could at least make conversation in it.7 He washed and fed the poor with such frequency that it’s improbable that no words passed between him and his less fortunate subjects during those occasions.


One of John’s best knights, Philip d’Aubigny, was charged with teaching him to ride a horse, personal combat and the more assertive pursuits of being a king. Philip seems to have had limited success, for Henry never did grow up to be like his father and uncle, always in the saddle, constantly whipping up a storm in front of them. He showed no great love for falconry, hunting or other blood sports. His lifelong passion was the arts, encompassing design, painting, architecture, fashion and organising festivities. While John had enjoyed wenching and watching people squirm in his youth, Henry probably passed the time sketching new churches and clothes for his wardrobe.


Even his famous piety owed to the visual forms that went with it. He liked to gaze at the church, the altar, the priest holding the chalice, the paintings and statues that worked on his imagination. He became almost obsessed with mass, despairing if he had to miss one, and later had a small chapel built adjacent to his private quarters so he could watch the service through a slit in the wall without having to rise from bed. Not that Henry was overtly slothful. He was simply wedded to spectacle and comfort and didn’t see any reason why he couldn’t enjoy both at the same time.


His entire reign would be marked by a love of pageantry and the theatrical, perhaps in response to the spare, almost dreary atmosphere of his coronation, where even a comical element may have been present (‘Crown? Anybody got a crown?’). Sensing it had lacked proper dignity and authority, the pope instructed Pandulf to have the ceremony performed for a second time in Westminster Abbey under the guidance of the Archbishop of Canterbury. On 17 May 1220, all the regalia fitting for the occasion were brought out, and Henry, seen in one contemporary image in bright red and blue robes, was crowned King of England again. The ceremony was followed by a great feast in Westminster Hall, for which at least forty oxen and 4,000 chickens were roasted.8


The crown used for the second ceremony was said to be the same one worn by Edward the Confessor. The connection was important, because William the Conqueror claimed that Edward, a distant relative of his, had named him successor before he died in 1066. His propaganda promoted the notion that Harold, the Saxon king who followed Edward, was the real usurper, and William was only setting things right by killing him at Hastings. That was all well and good, but none of the kings who followed the Conqueror had any use for the Confessor, with his ghostly appearance, unwarlike ways and insistence on celibacy. One can almost imagine John doing mocking imitations of him at binge gatherings of his barons.


There was no chance of that happening with Henry. The Confessor would become his idol, the king he revered above all others. It would be years before he actually developed a cult around him, which some saw as a cynical excuse for Henry not being more like his fierce Norman ancestors. But if there was any English king susceptible to an epiphany, Henry was it, and he would have known that the king whose crown he received on his head had been buried on the day of the Epiphany (6 January) there in the abbey itself. And if he had an inkling that his mother Isabella would cause as much trouble in his life as the Confessor’s mother caused her own son, perhaps there was some link there as well.


Isabella was not present at her son’s second coronation. Despite being queen dowager, she had been shut out of the regency and denied any direct influence on Henry. It couldn’t have been because of her connection to John or her alien background. The country was dominated by people who owed their careers to John, and many of them were aliens. Rather, England was a land where women were at best politically marginalised, where civil war had raged in the previous century because the nobility didn’t want to accept Henry I’s daughter Matilda as his successor. The best she could do was claim the crown for her son Henry II, who later locked up his own queen Eleanor of Aquitaine, the most famous woman in Europe, for sixteen years until his death. Their son Richard treated his queen Berengaria shabbily, as John had done to Isabella. Nicola de la Haye, the castellan of Lincoln, was the only woman with any real authority, and she was now coming under pressure from William Longespee to vacate her place for him.9 Isabella knew that she would have to go back to her native Angoulême in order to play the major role she coveted.


Fortunately, John provided her a way out with his last bit of diplomacy in Poitou. During his abortive campaign there in 1214, he had Isabella bring their daughter Joan to him so that he could betroth her, then 4 years old, to Hugh Lusignan’s son. He did not mean to make up for swiping Isabella from Hugh, rather he wanted to secure the count’s loyalty against Philip.10 Hugh ended up abandoning him, but the marriage between Joan and his son was still on when John died. In the summer of 1218, Isabella left England, ostensibly to check up on her daughter, who, as was the custom of the time, was being raised by Hugh’s family. She found that the son, then in his thirties, was in no rush to marry a girl still years away from adolescence. The next year he succeeded his father as Hugh X and began bullying neighbouring lordships like Angoulême. Isabella was soon complaining that he was out to get her. It turned out to be literally the case, because when he finally did marry in the spring of 1220, the mother was the bride and not the daughter.11


It was certainly a surprise, but the union had all kinds of advantages going for it. First and foremost, it was a marriage of equals. They were about the same age, had grown up in the same region. She was a countess, he a count. As a couple, they were now a political force to be reckoned with, ironically what John was trying to prevent by eloping with Isabella twenty years before. As the stepfather of the King of England, Hugh would watch over and protect Henry’s interests in the area. That was how Isabella sold her marriage back in England, and the news was in fact welcomed. The council was just then in negotiations for a matrimonial alliance with Scotland, and Joan would make a nice bargaining counter. Five days after his coronation, Henry sent congratulations to the man he called ‘father’ and asked him to ensure the safe return of his sister.12


The only detail to work out was the property settlement. A widow was entitled to a dower, a share of her husband’s estate, and Isabella wanted her dower lands in England to go to Hugh as her dowry, which was also known as a marriage portion. Sign them over, she said, and she would send her daughter on the next ship. It sounded like extortion, and Hugh only confirmed it by his intention to keep the lands in Poitou given to Joan as her marriage portion. He wanted it all, and Isabella warned her son not to do anything to upset his new stepfather.13


Beyond the political implications, Isabella’s decision to stay abroad and start a new family basically made an orphan of Henry. Many noble children in that age grew up apart from their families, whether for marriage or education, but he was clearly a sensitive type, preferring to draw, we can assume, angels on wing instead of knights on horseback. Her abandonment must have left him bereft of the emotional support he craved, not to mention having a parent or older family member on hand to guide him into adulthood. Instead Henry would come of age surrounded by gruff and greedy men shuffling him from one agenda to the next.


That included hurrying him up north to York after the coronation for a meeting with Alexander II, the King of Scotland, whose sisters were still in English custody. The treaty made between Alexander’s father and John more than a decade earlier had called for Henry to marry the eldest of these sisters, Margaret, who was twice his age.14 With Joan now available, Henry’s councillors proposed instead that the two kings still become brothers-in-law, but by Alexander marrying Joan, and they would work on finding high-born husbands for his sisters. Of course, they didn’t actually have their hands on Joan, and Alexander was informed that he might have to settle for Henry’s next oldest sister, Isabella, who was brought north so he could have a look at her.


To facilitate Joan’s return, Henry invited Hugh to be his guest at an event even more lavish than his second coronation, the translation of St Thomas Becket’s remains to a new shrine at Canterbury Cathedral on 7 July 1220.15 It had been fifty years since Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, was murdered in the cathedral by men who understood that it was what Henry II wanted. The king was not only humiliated and debased in the ensuing uproar, but the Church was rubbing it in even now by scheduling the new internment of the martyr’s remains on the anniversary of Henry’s own burial. Luminaries from as far away as Hungary attended the ceremony, marking it as Henry III’s debut on the international stage. The grandeur and spectacle of the solemn procession, coming so soon after his second coronation, could only have endeared him more to the majesty of the Church, and reminded him never to mess with it.


Hugh didn’t come to the ceremony, but sent representatives who ruined the vibe by still insisting on the swap with Joan. Henry could have her as soon as Hugh got everything else. To facilitate their decision from his end, Hugh went on a rampage again against his neighbours in Poitou. The council had no choice but to give in to his demands, and three months later agreed to release Isabella’s dower in England without first securing Joan’s marriage portion.16 The only thing Henry had to offer Alexander with his bride was some debt relief and the custody of Fotheringhay Castle, about 37 miles east of Leicester. It was a lame deal all round, and not least because Henry wasn’t even in control of Fotheringhay.


Tensions in the regency; the Jews and foreigners;Henry asserts himself


Anyone with doubts about whether the Normans were in charge after 1066 needed only look off into the distance at the gloomy hulk of stone on the hill. Like feudalism, the English castle was a Norman invention, and they dotted the landscape with them, a projection of their power and organisation. At the beginning of Henry’s minority, a little over thirty royal castles formed the centre of administration in the shires. Following the second coronation, the barons swore to surrender any royal castles still in their hands or help force their surrender.17 A month on and nothing had happened, so a test case was required. All agreed there was no better candidate than William de Forz, the Count of Aumâle.


This son of a Poitevin father and Norman mother had become something of a public menace since peace was proclaimed, engaging in a banned tournament and refusing to hand over properties to their rightful owners. He was already on probation for the two royal castles he was holding. When the court left York, the council moved to prise them from his control. He was told to just walk away. This he did, with all the stores inside, and he was invited to spend Christmas with Henry at Oxford in 1220. Then, without warning, he left the festivities, went on a tear through the countryside and seized several castles. It took all the available law enforcement to suppress him and his men, who were once again forgiven on their promise to go on crusade. To some it seemed like a bad example to set, and it took Forz twenty years to fulfil his crusading vow, but he mostly settled down after that.18


One of the castles which Forz had seized was Fotheringhay, but that’s getting ahead of the story. Fotheringhay was not a royal castle, rather it had belonged to David, Earl of Huntingdon. He had fought together with William Marshal II for the rebels in the recent war, but when Marshal switched sides, he was given David’s castle. He was still in possession of it when David died in 1219 and was in no hurry to hand it over to David’s 12-year-old son, John the Scot, who like his father was a vassal of Alexander. Marshal saw little reason to fall in line with castle reclamation until the other potentates did as well.


Marshal’s wife had died several years earlier. He was just then considering several marriage prospects on the Continent, all of which the council was eager to thwart to ensure that his vast holdings remained free of foreign influence. Alexander’s sister Margaret also made a tempting bride because, as a princess, she would more or less ennoble his wealth and status. But he was too powerful a baron for his sympathies to be allowed to drift north, so the only way the council could avoid that union was by offering him a princess of their own, and they had one among Henry’s other two sisters. Since Isabella was on standby for Alexander until Joan returned, 5-year-old Eleanor was put forward.


With Margaret, Marshal could start cohabitating immediately, but he would have to wait almost a decade for Eleanor to grow up, and he was already in his thirties. Still, becoming the brother-in-law of the king had obvious advantages. There was also the matter of his irascible neighbour Llywelyn, who in the summer of 1220 had ravaged his lands and caused all kinds of destruction. Marshal needed help turning him back, and the council proposed to do just that as soon as he agreed not only to marry Eleanor, but hand over Fotheringhay and the two royal castles he was holding in the meantime.


He had to wonder if he was getting a lame deal the same as Alexander. Marshal would surrender the castles, but watch all his patience waiting for Eleanor come to naught when a more useful royal alliance presented itself to the court and she ended up overseas somewhere. The justiciar Hubert de Burgh gave him his word that the betrothal would take place, and if the other magnates didn’t relinquish their castles, then he could have his back. Marshal consented to the match, but still held on to Fotheringhay until finally, in September 1220, Henry ordered him to surrender it before it caused him ‘great damage and shame’.19 Marshal complied the next month, but the castle went into the hands of Ranulf, Earl of Chester, who had just returned from crusade and was holding it for the rightful owner, his nephew John the Scot. When Forz occupied it after Christmas, Ranulf got together with Marshal to oust him.20 It was an unlikely pairing between these two neighbours. Their earldoms edged up against Wales, and Marshal suspected there was a reason why only he got the worst of Llywelyn’s depredations. He had also resigned his two royal castles, but Ranulf was still holding on to his. On top of that, Ranulf was lukewarm to the proposal of Marshal’s marriage to the king’s sister.21


It was difficult enough trying to dislodge English barons from the castles, but the alien captains were absolutely resolute that they were staying put. In this atmosphere of mistrust and lack of cooperation, an idea was born to frame one of them. He was Peter de Maulay, one of John’s henchmen from the Continent who allegedly carried out the killing of Arthur. He was the current warden of the coastal stronghold of Corfe, where Arthur’s sister Eleanor of Brittany was in her third decade of internment. In May 1221 Maulay was accused of hatching a plan to put Eleanor on a boat to France so she could press her claim to the English throne. He found this out when he arrived in Winchester for a celebration and was clamped in irons after the feast.22


The arrest was most likely the work of Hubert de Burgh. Ironically, he too had once had Arthur in his custody, but refused to carry out John’s order to blind and castrate the boy.23 He concocted the conspiracy charge against Maulay as a way not only of clearing him out of the castle, but getting his friend Peter des Roches out of government as well. Roches had left the country after he and Hubert fell out over the direction of the regency, but Peter was not the kind of man to take defeat lightly. He said he was going on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, but he could just as easily be going somewhere else to await the arrival of Eleanor of Brittany from Corfe. So read the charges against Maulay.24


In addition to several royal castles, the council also recovered Joan, who had been put on a ship in La Rochelle some time after the agreement was reached with Hugh the previous October. It had been nearly three years since Henry had seen his sister and, judging by their later relationship, their reunion was heartfelt and affectionate. Duty called, however, so in June 1221 the court progressed north to York, where the 10-year-old girl was given in marriage to the 22-year-old King of Scotland.


There was nothing like a wedding to talk about other weddings, and one that was long overdue was apparently decided on this occasion. Alexander’s sister Margaret, now approaching 30, would finally get to marry, and the bridegroom was Hubert himself. He was certainly on a roll that season, though not to everyone’s liking. They pointed out that he had been married twice before, in each case with an eye towards his own advancement. Margaret may have been past her prime, but she was still a princess and the sister of a king. Hubert was a commoner, just like Marshal, only without his prestige. To be constrained to marry someone of inferior social rank was considered disparagement, and a clause had been inserted in Magna Carta to prevent this from happening. Magna Carta wasn’t our problem, the Scots might have replied, and whatever the obscurity of Hubert’s background, his power in England made him a man worth courting.25 Currently, his only rival in the regency was Pandulf, but that too was about to change.


One important person who had been missing from the excitement of late was Stephen Langton. After the translation of Thomas Becket, which put his diocese in debt for many years, he left for Rome on a variety of tasks, one of which was to ask the pope to remove Pandulf as legate. This was partly personal, given their history, but what he really wanted was no legate at all. As long as there was a legate in England, the Archbishop of Canterbury would always be subordinate to him. Langton got a sympathetic hearing and was back in July 1221. Rather than wait to be recalled, Pandulf turned in his resignation at the end of the month.26


No sooner was Hubert rid of him, however, than Peter des Roches reappeared, and he wasn’t alone. The first Dominican friars arrived in England that summer and were accompanied by Roches to Canterbury, almost as if he were their tour guide. Always ready to take on all comers, Roches immediately jumped into the fray surrounding Maulay, and got him cleared of all charges of treason at a meeting of the council. He couldn’t get him reinstated at Corfe, but he did win him the equivalent of damages. Maulay still owed the crown £6,000 for his accounts as the Sheriff of Somerset and £4,900 for the heiress given to him in marriage by John. He was now told to forget about it, the money would be written off as upkeep for the castle while it was under his watch.27


Hubert probably felt he could afford to be magnanimous. He knew that his rival was about to suffer another setback on 1 October 1221, when Henry turned 14 and his education came to an end. Without any immediate influence over the king, Peter was powerless to affect the course of the regency, which should not have been the case given that nobody had been more of a father figure to him.28 Henry might have forever remembered Peter as the parent he never really had, but the bishop was militant and methodical in everything he did, capable of great action and loyalty but of little personal affection. The bond that had developed between them was strictly businesslike.


Henry spent Christmas that year as Peter’s guest in Winchester, the city of his birth, but the atmosphere of the court was fraught with tension. Now it was Ranulf’s turn to fall out with Hubert, principally over the latter’s open alliance with his two major adversaries, Longespee and Marshal. Hubert’s overweening ambition, with his princess wife and determination to reclaim castles and sheriffdoms for the king, was a threat to potentates like Ranulf. Nor did it help that the justiciar was an upstart, a complete nobody who owed his rise to royal service, not to family lineage. He dared presumed to tell Ranulf and the rest of the ancestral nobility what to do. Langton intervened to avert a brawl from breaking out at court, if not a general disturbance throughout the land.29


The rift opened the floodgates of an issue that would dominate Henry’s reign. An undercurrent of anti-alien factionalism had seeped into English politics in the wake of Richard and John filling key positions in government with men who were born and raised on the Continent. The English baronage were generally jealous of the power and patronage accumulated by these aliens and tried to stir up local resentment against them. It didn’t help the aliens’ cause that they were an arrogant and intemperate lot who couldn’t resist adding personal invective to the quarrel, as when Fawkes de Bréauté declared that all Englishmen were traitors who only wished and desired war. He would have them know that he was prepared to give them all they could stomach on that front.30


Remarks like that were widely reported, so when Ranulf was seen to be taking a stance against the government, it could only mean that he was being led astray by these name-calling foreigners.31 The argument was largely superficial, since they all spoke French, worshipped Christ and were equally determined to exploit the English-speaking population for all they were worth. In the summer of 1222, the people of London got a harsh reminder of just how superficial the argument about foreigners was.


It started as a wrestling match between the young men of the city and those of the suburbs, which Westminster was at that time. One of those licked by the city boys was the Abbot of Westminster’s steward, who then called for a rematch the following week, with the offer of a prize ram for the winning team. The steward recruited a group of strong men to redeem his honour, but when the subsequent match proved to be a draw, he and his men suddenly produced weapons and beat and chased their opponents back inside the city walls. The infuriated Londoners returned in force, led by a hothead named Constantine, and ransacked Westminster.


Hubert was in the west of the country when the riot broke out and didn’t arrive until over a week later, but he instituted an immediate crackdown with an armed contingent under Fawkes. Constantine confessed his role as agitator, was even proud of it, so Hubert had Fawkes lead him and two accomplices away the next day to be hung. In vain, the condemned man offered £10,000 to spare his life, but Fawkes merely scoffed and ordered his men to start pulling on the ropes.


Afterwards Hubert and Fawkes, the native and the alien, rode through the city together, picking up those accused of taking part in the riot and having their hands or feet chopped off. The mayor and aldermen had tried to prevent the disturbance, but they were turned out of office. The city was fined, ordered to hand over hostages and informed that it would have to win back the king’s goodwill.32 Hubert would deservedly find London a most uncongenial place when his own day of reckoning came.


When Constantine bragged about stirring up the populace, he couldn’t imagine it would lead to his summary execution. He was no nobleman like William de Forz and therefore could not expect the same forgiveness for flouting the law, but due process was so commonplace as to be taken for granted. And yet it was still an era in which mutilation or death was meted out in special cases. Ordeal by fire and water had only been banned by the Church in 1215, at the Fourth Lateran Council organised by Innocent III, but didn’t disappear in England until trial by jury became the accepted form four years later.


In April 1222, the full work of the Lateran Council was published at a synod convened in Osney near Oxford by Stephen Langton. Rather than sweep away other superstitions, the decrees were more concerned with housekeeping within the Church and the right of the clergy to administer justice to their own. This had been at the heart of the quarrel that got Becket slain in his cathedral back in 1170. Priests who committed murder and other felonies were usually defrocked and tossed out. Henry II wanted them to face the civil authorities as well, but Becket considered that double jeopardy and risked exile and eventual death in defence of the principle. At the Osney synod, Langton upheld Becket’s position and allowed a priest charged with murder to be simply expelled, whereupon he reportedly continued his crimes. But the archbishop then went to the other extreme by having a deacon who converted to Judaism turned over to lay judges for burning at the stake. The contradiction here seemingly owes something to the influence of the newly arrived Dominican friars, whose founder, Dominic de Guzman, had been one of the spiritual guides in the mass burnings of heretics during the recent Albigensian Crusade.33 Langton, however, was committed to the Lateran Council’s intention of suppressing Jewish communities throughout the Christian world. The one in England had arisen after the Norman Conquest and numbered around 5,000 in the thirteenth century, settled almost entirely in towns.34 They were now under the threat of various decrees, one of which demanded they distinguish themselves by their outer dress, ostensibly to prevent cohabitation between the faiths.


This decree was first mandated in England in March 1218, while Langton was still abroad. Henceforth all Jews were ordered to wear the mark of two white tablets on their garments when in public. Guala may have been behind it, but the writ itself was sealed by William Marshal, suggesting that it was a ploy to raise money for the cash-strapped regency. Exemptions from wearing the tablets were offered at a price, which many Jews bought because they didn’t want to get beaten up or harassed on sight. The decree was seldom enforced, so after the synod, Langton took it upon himself to prohibit any interaction with the Jews of Canterbury, including the selling of food and other daily essentials to them. Under Hubert’s guidance, Henry countermanded the order, even hinting at something unpleasant in store for those who persisted in it.35


Langton didn’t see any inconsistency between letting priests get away with murder and denying basic human decency to some members of society. An Englishman educated at the University of Paris, where he later taught for many years, he was narrowly focused on the meaning of kingship and its relation to the Church. He believed that a king must rule within the law and proceed in accordance with good judgement, for once he stepped beyond those bounds he became a tyrant, oppressing his people and, no less important, interfering with churchmen like himself. John had been the worst example of that, but his son wouldn’t be, whether he inherited the same disposition or not, because Magna Carta would always be there to anticipate his every move.


At a council meeting held at Westminster at the beginning of 1223, the 15-year-old king was asked by Langton and several of the barons in attendance to confirm the rights contained in the charter of liberties. William Brewer, one of John’s faithful adherents, unexpectedly declared that since Magna Carta had been extracted by force, it was invalid and was therefore in no need of confirmation. Perhaps he was thinking that Henry, now that he had his own seal, might like to hammer out a version that took his own opinions into account. Langton was having none of it and snapped at Brewer that he was threatening the peace of the realm with such comments. Henry quickly stepped in, showing, as he would throughout his reign, that he was never at a loss for words.


‘We have sworn to observe all these liberties, and what we have sworn we are bound to abide by.’


The confrontation, however, got him thinking about the liberties of the kingdom that existed before his father’s reign. He had a writ sent out to each sheriff ordering them to assemble a committee of twelve knights or liegemen for each county to investigate this matter. Langton could not have been happy about Henry taking an initiative that might lead to a revision of the charter, and in April 1223, just before the sheriffs were to publish their findings, they were told to forget about it. If asked, they were only to say that the king had no desire to resurrect ‘any evil customs’.36


In fact, Langton preferred to have a charter of liberties with the king’s seal of approval. He wanted a strong king, believed there should be one, to keep the peace and protect the Church.37 It’s just that now wasn’t the time, not until Henry was the complete master of his realm. The government’s resumption of the royal demesne, which is to say the king’s estates, had been a success and brought in an extra £600 to the exchequer, but the ultimate power in the land, the castles, were still not reclaimed, six years after the end of the war.38 The only way to put an end to this state of affairs was to fully empower the king, otherwise he might some day want to quash a certain charter of liberties that seemingly protected everybody’s rights but his.


Pope Honorius III put it into motion with three letters. The first one he addressed to Hubert, Roches and Brewer, informing them that he was elated to hear that Henry was far more mature than his age suggested. He should therefore be given the free disposal of his kingdom, and the pope expected these three ministers to make sure that happened. The second letter went to Ralph Neville, the keeper of Henry’s seal, instructing him to ensure that the king’s letters went out only ‘at his will’. The baronage got the third one, encouraging them to support the king and reminding them that a failure to do so could earn them the sentence of excommunication. These letters were probably procured by Roches, not because he felt that Henry had come of age and wanted the pope to act on it, but because he saw no other way to emancipate him from Hubert.39


Final reclamation of castles; the siege of Bedford; loss of Poitou


Henry was still shy of his sixteenth birthday when the pope got involved in the final reclamation of his kingdom. Apart from the cartoonish figures drawn in medieval manuscripts, no portrait or drawing of him survives to tell us what he looked like on the verge of manhood or at any other point in his life.40 Judging by his tomb, he grew up to be about 5ft 7in (174 cm), which was an average height for men of that day. He is represented as having fair to sandy hair, with a smooth complexion and the general high colouring of his ancestors, nearly all of whom came from France. Henry was the first king after the Norman conquest to be born, raised and spend practically all his life in England, and yet were it not for his Saxon great-great-grandmother Matilda, his blood would be all French.


It was little wonder that a man who loved Christmas so much would become fond of handing out gifts, as he began to do around this time. It was a small but important part of the patronage the king had to dispense in order to keep his barons and their families happy. Nothing made their day more than receiving wine or deer from him, not merely as a sign that they were in his favour, but also just knowing that the lord king was thinking about them. Even his incarcerated cousin Eleanor of Brittany was not forgotten and received delicacies like raisins, almonds and figs from time to time. Henry would prove to be a man of great personal attachments, and nothing gave him more joy than making the day of those people who really were in his favour. This was the case with two nuns at a convent who received steady gifts from him. Once when he found out that a cartload of firewood he sent them had still not arrived, he ordered Brewer to see to it immediately or else he was going to send him the bill for it.41


His strongest political attachments just then were to Hubert de Burgh and Stephen Langton, two Englishmen who spearheaded the final drive against the potentates. Their biggest help came from William Marshal II, another Englishman on the face of it, but who in fact was born in Normandy. On the opposite side stood nearly all the alien captains, but they were led by another Englishman, Ranulf of Chester. Ranulf was friends with Llywelyn of Wales, Marshal’s biggest enemy and the only true foreigner of the lot, and these two sealed their alliance the year before when Llywelyn’s daughter Helen married Ranulf’s nephew and heir John the Scot.


Marshal started things off in the spring of 1223, when the truce with his Welsh neighbour expired. Fresh from Ireland with men and supplies, he quickly overran the castles of Cardigan and Carmarthen. By summer he had conquered most of south Wales, and Henry congratulated him by sending him ten deer from Windsor Forest. This was Hubert’s chance to put Llywelyn and Ranulf in their place, so he mustered an army under Marshal and Longespee at Worcester. Everything changed, however, when Philip of France died in July and the country’s military resources were suddenly directed south to bolster Henry’s demand that the new king return Normandy to him. A delegation under Langton was sent to Louis VIII to remind him of his promise to do so. Louis asked for time to think about it, which he only used to make sure of his hold over the duchy. When Pandulf next arrived to hear his answer, he was basically told to get lost before Louis resurrected his claim to the English throne.42


The outcome was more favourable in Wales. On 8 October 1223, a week after he turned 16, Henry received Llywelyn’s submission at Montgomery. Worried that they might be next, Ranulf and the other malcontents tried to tell the king that Hubert was out of control and should be dismissed, but the justiciar turned it into a plot and whisked Henry away to Gloucester for his own protection. Ranulf then played into his hands by seizing the Tower of London. That brought Hubert and Henry back to London with an armed battalion. The malcontents retreated to Waltham Forest, 8 miles to the northwest, where Langton found them when he and the other bishops went to organise a peace conference at the beginning of December.


Men like Ranulf, Fawkes and Maulay swore that their only problem was Hubert. Get rid of him and there would be peace in the land. Hubert took it personally and knew exactly who was behind it. Looking at Peter des Roches, he called him a traitor and blamed him for all the evils that beset the kingdom. The Bishop of Winchester, the warrior monk who loved a good scrap, returned ‘evil for evil’ by declaring that if it cost him everything he had, he would ruin Hubert some day. With that, he led Ranulf and the others out of the room ‘murmuring and complaining’.43


The archbishop managed to work out a six-week truce, but agreed with Hubert that Henry was going to need greater authority to prevent eruptions like these from happening again. On 10 December, the king was finally given full control over his seal as urged in the papal letters. Hubert and Langton, however, weren’t prepared to go further and give him the free disposal of his kingdom, and so no official proclamation was made that the king had come of age. Henry’s letters from now on would be attested by himself and not the regent but, as before, no grants were to be permanent for the time being.44


This latest move towards empowering Henry was behind the malcontents holding their own Christmas gathering in Northampton. This was Fawkes country, in the heart of the Midlands, as good a staging area as any to make a show of force. Henry, Langton and Hubert decided to show them by taking the Christmas court to Northampton as well. Like a bunch of scrooges, the malcontents packed up and moved 32 miles north to Leicester, also within Fawkes country, but they knew they had been checkmated. Henry’s guest list included ten earls, among them Ranulf’s brother-in-law William de Ferrers, the Earl of Derby. With a solid showing of the baronage behind him, Henry summoned Ranulf and the others to join him. They grudgingly appeared and must have gritted their teeth when invited to make the greatest gift in their power to the king and hand over his castles. The letter from Pope Honorius beseeching them to do so was produced, but even then Ranulf wanted confirmation that the pope hadn’t changed his mind in the meantime.45
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