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Introduction


Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine are two of the most recognisable figures of the European Middle Ages, and almost certainly the best-known couple. The lives of their sons, particularly the kings, Richard and John, have also been examined in detail many times, but the girls in the family have been rather overlooked. This is not because any of them led a dull, humdrum existence: far from it. All three sisters travelled widely, not least the youngest, Joanna, who led a particularly extraordinary life full of adventure and danger (and not a little controversy) that was more than a match for those of any of her brothers, including the famed Lionheart himself. He travelled to far-flung realms, went on crusade, met kings and popes and exerted a great deal of influence on the world around him … and so did she. It is, therefore, high time for us to explore the parallel and little-known tale of Joanna, the Lionessheart.1


This book is partly Joanna’s own personal story, which is a narrative of breathless, ceaseless action. However, it is also an account of the wider medieval world as she saw and experienced it, during a life in which she was variously a princess and pioneer, a captive and queen, a warrior and wife. She represented, and was often the very personification of, many of the crucial issues of the era, and this provides us with a wonderful opportunity to examine them in detail. Royal child marriage and its implications for those involved, the international Plantagenet/Angevin* network and the disputes between territories and kingdoms, the multicultural milieu and religious melting-pot of Sicily and the Mediterranean, the crusades and female participation in them, the possibilities and dangers of interfaith marriage, the social and political position of women, and how they could take independent action to build lives for themselves within the constraints that bound them; we will investigate all of these topics and more as we go along.


In the twelfth century the life of a woman, particularly a royal one, was all about picking her battles. In many respects, women took a much more active part in politics and society – and even in warfare – than they are often given credit for, and we will show how Joanna was an exemplar of this, frequently taking direct and personal action on her own behalf. However, the era was by no means any kind of feminist utopia, and in other respects a princess or queen might live a life of ostensible luxury but enjoy very little personal autonomy, as Joanna’s example also shows. At some points in this book we will be able to sit back and admire her as the heroine of her own story, but at others she will seem completely powerless, and we will seek to explore why.


The trick, for a woman of the time, was being able to recognise which situation was which: when she might stand a chance of winning or getting her own way, and when she never would, no matter how hard she tried. In the latter case, there was simply no point in fighting and she was better off accepting this and saving her energy. An analysis of how Joanna coped with the wildly fluctuating changes of fortune during her life perfectly illustrates the sort of mental balancing act in which she and other women of her time were obliged to engage.
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The second half of the twelfth century is a period rich in surviving primary sources, and we will be using a wide range of these: not only charters, treaties, letters (both public and private) and financial records, but also the narrative chronicles written by contemporaries who were documenting events from their own point of view even as they happened.


Finding specific information about Joanna in these sources is difficult, for two principal reasons. The first is that she lived in many different places, spending approximately half of her life outside the more familiar territories of England and France, initially as the queen of Sicily and then as a crusader and itinerant. Sicilian records and chronicles are not well known to most English-speaking readers, and neither are the crusading or travelogue accounts of Muslim authors such as Baha’ al-Din (a member of Saladin’s close circle) or Ibn Jubayr, who visited Sicily during Joanna’s time there and wrote a memoir of his travels.


However, such texts can be tracked down, and we will be consulting works by twelfth-century writers based in France, England, the Empire,** Rome, Sicily and the Holy Land, with these last two being a mixture of Christians, Jews and Muslims. This variety of source material enables us to explore not only how Joanna viewed and interacted with other realms and cultures, but crucially, how these ‘others’ saw her and her world.


A second difficulty in finding information about Joanna personally is that the contemporary chroniclers – who were inevitably male and often also monks who experienced very little female interaction – did not have a lot to say about the deeds of women. They hardly mention them except where it is unavoidable, and even then, they tend to minimise female participation in events, preferring instead to concentrate on the actions of the ‘great men’, who (probably not coincidentally) were often the ones paying the writers’ wages.


This lack of precise information about women causes all sorts of problems for a twenty-first-century historian or biographer. In the present instance, for example, we have very little idea of what Joanna looked like: no evidence as to her height, build, facial features, complexion and so on. The only small clue is that the sole surviving contemporary image of her, and another dating from about forty years after her death, both depict her as having blond hair, although we cannot be sure whether these are accurate reflections of her appearance or simply the imagination of the artists.2 We also have very little concrete knowledge of her personal thoughts and feelings.


However, by using all the available sources carefully and sometimes creatively – by combing the narratives to search for even the slightest mention of her or by reading between the lines – we can discover a great deal about what Joanna and other women were doing, and we can then make further deductions based on their documented actions. We are also fortunate in the survival of a few letters and charters of their own, which allow women to speak in their own voices. So, although we cannot go so far as to claim that we have definitively discovered the ‘real’ Joanna, this mixture of viewpoints enables us to build up a rich and detailed composite picture of her, and her life and times.
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And so, let us now meet Joanna herself. She was, as we know, a member of a very important family, and our first encounter with her drops us into the action at a moment when that family was experiencing even more than the usual degree of turmoil.





__________


* Joanna’s family is sometimes called Angevin and sometimes Plantagenet. Both of these originate from her paternal grandfather, Geoffrey, count of Anjou, who was also known as Geoffrey Plantagenet. This was his personal soubriquet, not a hereditary surname, but it has become such accepted shorthand for the family of his son, Henry II, that we will use it in this book in preference to Angevin.


* This was the polity later known as the Holy Roman Empire, but in the twelfth century it was known simply as ‘the Empire’, so we will use this term in our book.









1


A King’s Daughter


It was terrifying, the day the men came.


Fontevraud Abbey was normally a scene of peace and tranquillity, prayer and contemplation, but on this summer’s day its grounds were filled with soldiers and horses. The silent nuns were surrounded by chaos and clamour, by masculine figures and deep voices echoing from the walls, and the press and the danger of flying and kicking hooves. The sights, the sounds, even the smells of the incursion … all was unfamiliar, intimidating and loud. And in the midst of the turmoil was its principal object: an 8-year-old girl.


It was late June or early July 1174, and the young Joanna had been living in the calm environs of Fontevraud for some while, perhaps for as much as half her life and certainly for most of the time she could remember. It was the nearest thing she had to a home, and she felt safe there within the familiar walls and daily routines. With her was her little brother, John, who was 7; they were the two youngest children in the family of King Henry II of England and his queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine, and they had been sent to the abbey for their education.


Such an arrangement was not unusual for royal children, whose parents tended to be almost constantly on the move, and it did not mean that either Joanna or John were destined for a life in holy orders. The care and education of girls until the time of their marriage or betrothal, and of boys up to the age of around 6 or 7, was considered a female concern, and convents were centres of female literacy. It therefore made sense for young princes and princesses to be based in such establishments, where they could enjoy a stable period of residence during their early lives while their parents and older siblings were on the move. It might be the only peace and quiet they would ever know, and the longest they would ever reside in one place, given the peripatetic nature of royal life. This situation was particularly pronounced in the case of Joanna’s family, which ruled huge swathes of territory, not only in England but also in France, from Normandy in the north to Aquitaine in the south. Frequent travel was a necessity, and this made studying difficult.


Fontevraud Abbey was situated in the beautiful, fertile Loire Valley, in the very heart of the family’s accumulated lands at the point where Poitou, Anjou and Touraine met. It was a large and prosperous foundation, established in the year 1100, and a very unusual one: although it housed both monks and nuns, it had been made explicit as soon as the abbey was established that the male community was subordinate to the female. All the monks, whether clerical or lay brothers, had to take an oath of obedience to the nuns, and the abbey was under the authority of an abbess, not an abbot.


Both sides of Joanna’s family – the counts of Anjou and the dukes of Aquitaine – had long been associated with Fontevraud, and it was her mother’s favourite foundation, so it was considered a suitable and safe environment in which to place the two royal children.1 The abbey was a peaceful and well-ordered place in which to grow up. The male members of the community were set to work – such labour being either spiritual or physical in nature, according to clerical or lay status – while the nuns were a silent and contemplative order confined to the cloister, as noted by a twelfth-century writer:




No other place possesses such multitudes of devout women, fervent in their obedience to God. For in addition to the rejection of other allurements, how great is this! that they never speak but in the chapter: the rule of constant silence being enjoined by the superior, because, when this is broken, women are prone to vain talk.2





As a male cleric, this commentator probably could not help himself when he added the snide remark about women’s supposed propensity for gossip, as this was a common accusation at the time – despite the fact that most talk came from, and nearly all decisions of note were made by, men. Such evident double standards of perception and behaviour would surround Joanna for all her life, as we will see.


Joanna and John’s education was extensive, as befitted the children of a king. They learned to read,* studying Latin as well as their everyday languages, the Norman-French of their father’s court and the local Occitan that was their mother’s native tongue; and they received a good grounding in religious studies and some elementary politics as well as matters of etiquette and behaviour. At this early stage of their lives the education of sister and brother did not differ markedly, but they were nearing the age at which John would be removed from female care to take his place in the world of men, practising with armour and weapons while studying the physical martial arts that were prohibited to Joanna. Royal girls, meanwhile, would learn more sedately about the many duties of being a consort and might also be taught foreign languages, particularly whichever was spoken in the land where they were destined to spend their married lives.3


Joanna’s memories of her time at the abbey were dominated by a sense of serenity and good order and also by the experience of female authority – something that was unusual in the outside world, where women of all social classes were generally subordinate to the men in their lives. The company she kept was almost exclusively female: at Fontevraud, the adults of both sexes were strictly separated, so the only men Joanna saw were the priests who officiated at Mass and administered Communion. The rest of the time she was surrounded by women, secure and safe in her calm learning environment amid the cool, echoing silence of the cloister.


All of this came to an abrupt end on that summer’s day in 1174 when the men arrived, sent by Joanna’s father, King Henry II. They were, of course, not enemies, not here to attack the abbey or harm its inhabitants, but they shattered its peace and Joanna’s, nonetheless. Any non-clerical males at all were an unusual sight for the little girl, but these were of a different stamp altogether from anything she was used to – hardened and experienced knights and warriors mounted on lively horses. It was all entirely alien.


Joanna’s feelings on encountering them can only be guessed at, but an 8-year-old girl who had led such a sheltered life for so long must surely have been intimidated. And her apprehension might well have turned to outright terror when it transpired that these armed soldiers were here to tear her and John away from the place they had called home for much of their lives. But she could not argue; as a king’s daughter her place was to obey, so she said her goodbyes to the nuns and was swept up and carried off.


Joanna was about to be reunited with her parents in some of the most shocking circumstances imaginable.
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As the daughter of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, Joanna was never destined for a dull life. She was born in October 1165, though we do not know the exact date; indeed, we only know the month and the year because of a throwaway remark by a single chronicler while he was in the middle of narrating something else. ‘In the month of October a daughter was born to queen Alienor at Angers, and her baptismal name was Johanna,’ he writes, in a passage dealing with 1165, before moving swiftly on to talk about holy relics.4 Contemporary writers often recorded the birth of sons – and especially heirs – to reigning kings, but daughters tend only to appear in such narratives later in their childhoods, when their marriages are under discussion, which gives us an idea of what these girls were principally valued for.


Henry and Eleanor’s family of seven surviving children fell into two distinct groups.* The four eldest had been born in rapid succession (Young Henry in 1155, Matilda in 1156, Richard in 1157 and Geoffrey in 1158) and were thus much of an age, but after that there was a longer gap before Leonor** arrived in 1162, and then another before Joanna in 1165 and John at the end of 1166. The three youngest, therefore, had little to do with their older siblings; by the time Joanna was born, her brothers were 10, 8 and 7 and of an age to have been moved from female care to the male world, so she saw them rarely – probably only at Christmas or Easter courts, and even then, not all of them at once.


As a baby, Joanna was kept in her mother’s household, along with her two elder sisters and various other girls, and she travelled with them as Eleanor moved around the different family lands. They were all at Angers at both Easter and Michaelmas 1166, before moving to England later in the autumn, where John was born at Oxford on Christmas Eve. After that, though, it was not long before the wrenching separations began: Matilda, the eldest sister, left England in September 1167 to travel to Germany for her wedding to Henry the Lion, duke of Saxony and Bavaria, and Joanna would never see her again.


Joanna and the rest of Eleanor’s household remained in England until December of that year before travelling to Normandy, where Joanna was at Henry II’s Christmas court at Argentan, along with both parents and her siblings Richard, Leonor and John. In early 1168 Queen Eleanor removed to Poitou and would remain there for most of the next six years, and it was at some point during this time that Joanna and John were sent to Fontevraud. Joanna was forced to endure another permanent separation when her remaining sister, Leonor, departed for Castile and her marriage to Alfonso VIII in the summer of 1170.5
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At this time, a royal family was not a ‘family’ in the sense that we might think of it now. It was not a group of directly related and mutually attached individuals who lived together, but rather a strategic and political organisation that might be widely geographically dispersed. Even very closely related members might find that they hardly knew each other: in large sibling groups, the eldest were adults before the youngest were born, and girls were often sent away at very young ages to be brought up in the homelands of their prospective husbands. Joanna never met her two older half-sisters, Marie and Alix (the children of Eleanor of Aquitaine by her first marriage to Louis VII of France); she was not quite 2 years old when she lost Matilda and was still only 4 when Leonor left. She can hardly have remembered them at all, but they were still part of the kinship network, and this remained important throughout all their lives. Each member of a royal family was expected to act in a way that would bring advantage to the whole – particularly its head – regardless of their own feelings, situation or geographical location.


Her sisters’ marriages demonstrated to Joanna that the type of husband chosen for her might differ according to her father’s political needs at the time. No consideration was given to the views of the girl concerned, and whether the husband had any say in the matter depended on whether he was a grown man making an alliance with Henry II on his own behalf or the young son of such a man, in which case he would be as powerless as the bride. Age gaps between spouses could vary wildly: when Leonor married Alfonso VIII of Castile she was 9 and he 14; but when Matilda married Henry the Lion, she was 11 and he was in his late thirties, a divorcee older than her father who already had two daughters older than his new wife.


The young Joanna might speculate all she liked on who her intended husband might be and where she might be sent – for the only certainty was that she would not remain in any of her family’s existing territories – but she would have no choice in the matter and no option to refuse. She would simply have to school herself to accept the fate presented to her, as did all other royal and most noble girls. This lack of autonomy in the selection of their husbands (or, to be more specific, their first husbands) has led many medieval and some more recent commentators to suppose that twelfth-century women must have been completely powerless and they were simply treated as goods to be passed around between powerful men. However, this is a misunderstanding of the situation, and we need to look at it from a different perspective. Marriage at this social level was never meant to be a romantic attachment; instead, the husband to whom a girl was presented was simply a part of the lot she had drawn in life (in the same way that she had no choice over who her parents and siblings were), and her task was to orient herself to that situation and then work to shape the life she wanted. In this respect, Joanna’s sisters were both excellent exemplars: we can see from the surviving evidence that Matilda and Leonor formed deep bonds of attachment to their very different husbands, and both of them exercised a great deal of authority in their adopted lands and kingdoms.6


As a small child at Fontevraud, Joanna was busy learning her letters and did not need to think too deeply about any of this, except possibly to remind herself that she would eventually be expected to do her duty. But once she was abruptly removed from the abbey in the summer of 1174, she was immediately thrust into the cut-throat world of national and international politics.


The principal issue was that her family was literally at war with itself.


Henry II had ascended the English throne in 1154, but he had only been able to do so because his mother, Empress Matilda, had fought a twenty-year war against the usurping Stephen of Blois to restore the crown to the descendants of Henry I, her father. Matilda’s campaign eventually forced a compromise whereby when Stephen died he would be succeeded not by his own son but by Matilda’s, but she never actually sat on the throne herself. There are all sorts of complex reasons for this, but one of the major factors is that she was never crowned, because coronation was the pre-eminent marker of kingship at this time. Regardless of a person’s place in the succession or previous claim to the throne, he or she only became a monarch at the point of coronation but, once crowned, remained a king or queen for life.7


Once Henry II was finally in possession of the throne, he was determined that it should remain with his line from that point on, and to that end he did something that no other English king had done before and none has done since: he had his eldest son crowned during his own lifetime. This was already the established practice in France, where all the Capetians to date had designated and then crowned a ‘junior’ king, and it was one of the reasons why their royal line had remained stable for the best part of two centuries, in marked contrast to the upheavals in England during the same period.


Young Henry, or Henry the Young King (as he was thereafter known) was crowned in June 1170, when he was 15.8 Unfortunately, in solving what he thought was his greatest problem, Henry II had in fact created others, and the first of these came about because he – rather unusually – seems to have made a mistake. In France and other countries that followed the custom of anticipatory coronation, it was made clear that the younger king remained subject to the authority of his father:




Before consecration he [the younger king, in this case William I of Sicily] solemnly undertook in a public assembly at his father’s precept that he would preserve peace and justice all his days, show reverence for the church of God, and throughout his father’s life obey him as his lord. This undertaking he confirmed with an oath.9





However, there is no record in any of the accounts of the coronation of Henry II obliging Young Henry to make such a promise. Therefore, although nobody seriously thought that Henry II was crowning his son as anything other than his subordinate, they were in fact legally two equal kings – or, at least, Young Henry chose to think so. Indeed, there is a tale that at his coronation banquet he even tried to claim that he was Henry II’s superior, as he himself was the son of a king while his father was only the son of a count.10


Henry II, despite being now sometimes referred to as ‘the old king’, was not yet 40 and had no intention of ceding any of his authority. This left Young Henry kicking his heels – a dangerous situation, for, as a contemporary observed, ‘a king without a realm is at a loss for something to do’.11 He had the royal title and status, and now he wanted the power and the money that should have gone with them.


This situation was exacerbated by the fact that Young Henry’s father-in-law was Louis VII, the French king. At Henry II’s order, and to his political advantage at the time, his eldest son had been married to Margaret of France, the elder of Louis’s two daughters by his second marriage, in 1160 – somewhat scandalously, given that groom and bride were respectively aged 5 and 2 at the time and Young Henry’s mother had once been married to Margaret’s father. This rather impetuous act of Henry II now backfired as Young Henry allied with Louis, who encouraged him to make more and more demands of his father and then, when these demands were not met, to rebel against him.


When the situation inevitably resulted in armed conflict, in 1173, Young Henry was joined in his revolt by his brothers, Richard (now duke of Aquitaine, Eleanor having ceded the title to him) and Geoffrey (who was in line to become duke of Brittany, thanks to his betrothal to Constance of Brittany, who was duchess there in her own right), both of whom were also chafing under Henry II’s authoritarian behaviour. All three brothers were encouraged, aided and abetted in the rebellion by their mother, who sided with them and her ex-husband, Louis, against her current husband.12


Contemporaries (or, at least, the male ones) were horrified by this example of wifely disobedience. While not necessarily approving such behaviour, some could at least understand the revolt of an ambitious son against a father who limited his authority; however, in another of the double standards that abounded, they certainly could not excuse the same conduct in a wife against her husband, and they considered Eleanor’s transgression as much greater than Young Henry’s. Henry II agreed with this sentiment, and when he put down the rebellion with little trouble – his sons having vastly underestimated his determination and military prowess – he decided that Eleanor should be punished. He could not, or did not want to, attempt a divorce or annulment, partly as it might impact the legitimacy of his children and partly because he would lose any claim to Aquitaine, so he decided to imprison her.


Eleanor was captured in Poitou, apparently dressed in men’s clothing for disguise as she attempted to slip past Henry’s army to seek asylum with Louis.13 She was initially placed in Chinon Castle, in Anjou, while Henry made plans to transport her to England, well away from Aquitaine and any potential help from her son or her vassals there.


Henry II’s four other children were not implicated in the revolt of their brothers. Matilda and Leonor had been in Germany and Castile respectively for several years by this point and had no link to the rebellion, while Joanna and John, at the respective ages of 8 and 7, were too young to have been involved. Henry was nevertheless determined to exercise tighter control on his family from now on, so he decided that his youngest children should also be moved away from Aquitaine and nearer to the seat of his own personal power.


And this, as Joanna would only find out later, was why the king’s men shattered the peace of her home at Fontevraud, and why, on 7 July 1174, she found herself at Barfleur in Normandy being put on a ship to England.
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There were several passengers on board this vessel, all of them situated at different points on a scale of problematic and dangerous relationships to the king. Joanna and John, of course, were innocent parties, but the rest were a collection of Henry II’s opponents, prisoners and hostages. All of them were lodged together in the ship’s cramped accommodation, meaning that Joanna had the opportunity to see them at close quarters during the sea voyage.14


The most important of the passengers was the rebel queen. Eleanor of Aquitaine was by now in her early fifties; she was a woman of great experience, a duchess in her own right and a queen twice over, but thanks to her husband’s victory her status had fallen to that of political prisoner, and she effectively had nothing. However, she was still Joanna’s mother, and that personal relationship was not affected.


There has been a great deal of discussion over the years about whether Eleanor was a ‘good mother’ or a ‘bad mother’, but this binary is too simplistic and often fails to take into account the customs of the time. There is little point, for example, in criticising Eleanor for ‘allowing’ her daughters to be sent away at young ages to be married, because there is nothing she could have done about it even if she disagreed. Moreover, like other noble and royal mothers of the twelfth century, she knew that the best future for her daughters was in forming these alliances; she would have scorned to see them married to men of inferior rank merely so that they could stay physically or geographically close to her.


When we examine Eleanor’s actions in those areas where she was able to exercise control, we can see a definite fondness for all her children. The obvious example is that she was now on her way to imprisonment because she had supported her sons in their dangerous endeavour, but there are others. When she referred to her children in charters, for example, she often used affectionate terms, calling them her ‘dearest Richard’ or ‘dearest Joanna’ even in the most formal of documents. In her later life, she campaigned and fought for both of her then surviving sons, Richard and John, and she took great pains and travelled long distances to be reunited at various times with all of her married daughters.* There can surely be no doubt that having Joanna with her now was a great comfort to Eleanor, and that their joy on seeing each other was mutual.15


Of Henry II’s rebellious sons, one was married and the other two were betrothed, and all three of the girls concerned were also on the same ship, being transported to England to be held as hostages. Joanna had encountered them all earlier in her life as they had been placed in Eleanor’s household as children, so they were at least semi-familiar to her, even after a lengthy absence. Margaret of France, the wife of Henry the Young King, was 15 or 16, having been married at a scandalously early age more than a decade previously. That she was now once again in Henry II’s custody demonstrated his power: Margaret was a married woman, a crowned queen and the daughter of the king of France, and yet Henry was able to have her taken across the sea and held under his supervision without anyone being able to stop him.


With Margaret was her full sister (also the daughter of Louis VII by his second wife), the 13- or 14-year-old Alice of France, who had been betrothed to Richard for the last six years; and completing the group was Geoffrey’s fiancée, the fatherless Constance, duchess of Brittany, who was around 12 or 13.16 All three of these girls were justifiably apprehensive about what their futures might hold, with Constance at particular risk as she was not in the reassuring position of having the king of France for a parent. When international and diplomatic disputes reared their heads, the support and backing of a powerful family network was invaluable, as both Constance and Joanna would go on to learn from bitter experience.


The final group on board the ship comprised three nobles who had joined the Young King’s rebellion against Henry II: Hugh de Kevelioc, the earl of Chester; Robert de Beaumont, the earl of Leicester; and Robert’s wife, Petronilla de Grandmesnil, the countess of Leicester. This lady was of huge interest to the young Joanna, and indeed to many others, for she was notorious throughout the realm of England. It was Petronilla who had encouraged her reluctant husband to join Young Henry’s revolt, and then she had ridden into battle with him, armed and carrying a lance and shield, which had caused uproar in royal and noble circles as well as plenty of salacious gossip lower down the social scale. Petronilla had been captured at the end of an engagement at Fornham, in East Anglia, after she had been unhorsed and thrown into a ditch; she had tried to drown herself rather than be apprehended, but she was pulled out and taken prisoner.*17 She and her husband had then been taken to Normandy to face the king’s wrath in person before being transported back to England and captivity.


Petronilla had been unsuccessful in her attempt to rebel against the king, as had Eleanor of Aquitaine, but they both provided Joanna with exemplars of women who had seen situations they were not happy with and consequently taken direct action in a manner unusual for their sex. The little girl on the ship could store that information up for future reference, because she would need it later in ways she could not yet imagine.


The waters of the Channel were rarely calm, and Joanna, who had a propensity for travel sickness, was no doubt glad when the crossing took little more than twenty-four hours, the ship docking in Southampton on 8 July. Once the passengers were on dry land, they were separated. The young Queen Margaret and the three rebellious nobles were sent under guard to the stronghold of Devizes Castle, with Alice and Constance probably accompanying them. John was now of an age to leave female care and enter the masculine world, so Joanna had to bid him farewell, yet another wrench after their years together at Fontevraud away from the rest of the family. It is not clear where John went in the short term, but he would later spend some time in the household of his adult eldest brother, Henry, which did not do either of them much good.


However sad she was at losing John, Joanna was to have a huge consolation, for she was to remain with her mother. The two of them were taken to Salisbury, a journey of some 20 miles north-west from Southampton, which was probably achieved at a steady pace in a couple of days. There they were placed in a kind of comfortable house arrest – queens were not thrown into dank dungeons, not even when they were rebels – and Joanna remained in her mother’s constant company as she continued her education. They stayed in Salisbury for at least fifteen months before being transferred in late 1175 or early 1176 to Winchester, which is where Joanna was living in the spring of that year when the news reached her that she was to be married.


[image: ]


William II, the king of Sicily, had long been on good terms with Henry II. In the summer of 1176 he was 22 and had been on the throne exactly ten years, having acceded as a minor. The idea of a match between him and Joanna had first been floated in the early 1170s, but further discussion had been postponed due to Henry II’s conflict with the archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket – and, consequently, with the Church as a whole – and then by Young Henry’s rebellion. William seems to have been keen on an alliance with England, because he had remained single in the meantime.** He also kept in touch with Henry II, sending him a (somewhat sycophantic, it must be said) letter to congratulate him on defeating the uprising of 1173–74. In it, William expresses his ‘great admiration’ for the way in which Henry has dealt with his son’s rebellion; he apologises that the distance between their two kingdoms meant that he could not take a more active part in the conflict himself, but, ‘devoutly embracing your person and honour, we suffer with your pain, we consider your persecution too troublesome, and esteem it as our own’. He concludes by hoping that Young Henry will hence forward be inspired by ‘the filial light of obedience’.18


This missive was well received, and Henry II was happy to reopen negotiations, welcoming William’s embassy to Westminster in early May 1176. The delegation, a mixed group of clergy and laymen, was received in style, with numerous entries in contemporary financial records attesting to the expenses incurred in hosting them.19 Henry returned a favourable answer to their initial proposals and officially appointed his own ambassadors to Sicily. This was also a mixed ecclesiastical and secular group: clerics tended to be more highly educated than laymen and were thus able to negotiate and formulate appropriate legal agreements, and the Church had a great interest in international royal marriages. Rotrou, the archbishop of Rouen, acted as a relatively neutral go-between for the parties. He was the incumbent of a Norman see and an adherent of Henry II (he had crowned Young Henry’s wife, Margaret of France, at the elder Henry’s order), but he was also a kinsman of William II, being the cousin of William’s mother, Margaret of Navarre.


The attractions of the match for William were obvious: he would be allying himself with the king of England, one of the three pre-eminent monarchs in western Europe. The other two were the emperor and the king of France, but neither of these offered particularly good opportunities for a marriage alliance just now. Emperor Frederick Barbarossa had at this point six surviving children, but they were all boys; Louis VII had five daughters but the four eldest (Marie, Alix, Margaret and Alice) were either married or betrothed already and the youngest (Agnes, born to his third marriage) was only 4 or 5 years old. Joanna, of course, was still only 10 herself, but those few extra years of seniority would make all the difference, and William might expect heirs in five years rather than ten.


The marriage arrangement also had advantages for Henry II. Sicily was a wealthy realm, and it was in a very useful geographical position for a king who intended one day to go on crusade, which was an unfulfilled ambition that Henry had held for some time. There were also historical links between Sicily and Normandy, and an existing family tie in that William was the first cousin of Alfonso VIII of Castile, the husband of Henry II’s middle daughter, Leonor.* The alliance thus offered Henry the chance both to consolidate and expand his international network.20


A royal marriage such as this was a political and financial transaction, so there was plenty to discuss before a final agreement could be reached. Here – to step back for a moment – we are about to encounter for the first time two similar words that are often confused with each other, so it is worth explaining the difference. Henry II, as the father of the bride, needed to offer a dowry (sometimes also called a marriage portion); that is, land, goods or money that a woman brought to her marriage, which were then controlled by her husband – almost a sort of bribe for marrying her. In return, however, the groom had to provide a dower: land or other interests from which his wife could derive an income and which would be hers outright for financial support if he predeceased her. The widow would retain her dower incomes either until she married again, or for the rest of her life if she remained single. After her remarriage or death, the dower lands and incomes would be returned to the patrimonial estate, often to be used again as a dower for the next queen.


Henry II offered a dowry comprised of money and treasure rather than land, which was sensible on two counts. Firstly, the distance between his kingdom and William’s would make the rule of any proffered territories an impractical business. Secondly, as a dowry remained with the recipient permanently (except in cases of marriage annulment), continually carving off bits and pieces of estates would result in a much-diminished patrimony for a king to leave to his own son. Henry’s cash-and-goods offer was lavish, and William had no qualms about accepting it.


We have very specific information about the dower arrangements William made for his young bride because, remarkably, we have the complete text of the charter in which he later confirmed the grant:




The Charter of William, king of Sicily, which he executed in favour of Joanna, daughter of Henry, king of England, as to her dower.


[…]


We, William, by the favour of the Divine grace, king of Sicily, and of the dukedom of Apulia, and of the principality of Capua, do unite unto ourselves by the laws of matrimony and the bond of wedlock, with the Divine sanction and under happy auspices, the maiden Joanna, of royal blood, and the most illustrious daughter of Henry, the mighty king of the English; to the end, that her fidelity and chaste affection may produce the blessings of the married state, and that by her a royal offspring may, by the gift of God, hereafter succeed us in the kingdom, which, both by reason of its endowment with all virtues, and of its title by birth, by the Divine grace, both may and ought to be raised to the throne of this realm.


But, inasmuch as it is befitting our exalted position that so noble and illustrious an alliance should be honoured with a becoming dower, by this present writing we do give, and as a dower, do grant to the before-named queen, our most dearly beloved wife, the county of Mont Saint Angelo, the city of Siponto, and the city of Vesta, with all the rightful tenements and appurtenances thereof. We do also grant for her service, out of the tenements of count Godfrey, Alesina, Peschiza, Bicum, Caprile, Barano, and Filizi, and all other places which the said count is known to possess as of the honour of the said county of Mont Saint Angelo. In like manner, we do also grant for her service, Candelari, Saint Clair, Castel Pagano, Bersenza, and Cagnano. We do also grant, that there shall be as of the honour of the said dower, the monastery of Saint Mary de Pulsano, and the monastery of Saint John de Lama, with all the tenements which those monasteries hold of the honour of the aforesaid county of Saint Angelo upon condition that the queen, our aforesaid wife, shall always recognise all the rights of our heirs, who by our ordinance shall succeed us in the kingdom, and shall do unto our said heirs, fully and unreservedly, all services for the tenements above-written, according as the tenure in fee thereof shall require, and shall always observe her fealty to them.


[…] 


Given at the nourishing city of Palermo by the hands of Walter, the venerable archbishop of Palermo, Matthew, vice-chancellor of the king, and Richard, the venerable bishop of Syracuse, members of the household of our lord the king, in the year from the incarnation of our Lord one thousand one hundred and seventy-seven, in the month of February, being the tenth year of the indiction; and in the eleventh year of the happy reign of our lord William, by the grace of God, the mighty and most glorious king of Sicily, of the dukedom of Apulia, and of the principality of Capua, Amen.21





As can be seen from the date at the end, this charter was drawn up after William’s marriage to Joanna had already taken place, but as it confirms the earlier offer, we can be confident that this is the proposal put forward by William to Henry during the negotiations.


The first thing to note is that, as a dower, this was a very generous provision indeed. If William should die before Joanna, she would be left a rich woman with an income sufficient to support her in comfort – and, crucially, enough to enable her never to marry again if she did not feel so inclined. However, we should also note that William was not so overcome as to give away these lands and revenues without a few conditions. Joanna is ‘the […] queen, our most dearly beloved wife’, which is a happy and reassuring way to hear herself spoken of at the beginning of her marriage. But there is no question as to what the main purpose of that marriage is: ‘To the end, that her fidelity and chaste affection may produce the blessings of the married state, and that by her a royal offspring may, by the gift of God, hereafter succeed us in the kingdom.’ A queen had many duties, but foremost among them was the provision of heirs, and the pressure to do so was intense – and particularly pronounced in this case, as we will see in the next chapter.


The charter also makes it clear that Joanna has other responsibilities: her coming into full possession of these lands and incomes is ‘upon condition that the queen […] shall always recognise all the rights of our heirs, who by our ordinance shall succeed us in the kingdom, and shall do unto our said heirs, fully and unreservedly, all services for the tenements above-written’. These are to remain Sicilian lands in the overlordship of William’s successor – they are not to be disposed of at Joanna’s whim and she must render the relevant taxes, tithes and services owed to his heir. The wording also seems to imply that Joanna would not come into full control of her dower unless she provided that heir.


The negotiations at Westminster officially concluded on 20 May 1176 and Henry gave his formal assent to the match at a council five days later. He then sent his envoys to Sicily to tell William the good news.
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The obvious point to make here is the complete absence of any input from Joanna herself in the marriage arrangements. She had no say, no choice and no power of refusal. However, this is exactly what she would have anticipated; as we noted earlier, a royal girl would expect to be told her marriage fate in the same way she might expect to be told where she would be educated or where she would travel to next. This was the situation into which God and her father had placed her, and it was up to her what she made of it after it had happened. If we put aside our modern assumptions and look at the situation through a royal twelfth-century lens, we can see that this was actually a great opportunity for Joanna, albeit an intimidating one. She was a girl in a world that overwhelmingly favoured boys, and she was additionally the youngest and least important girl in her family. Becoming a crowned queen was more or less the only way in which these disadvantages could be overcome, and at least she now had a definite path ahead of her.


Joanna was at Winchester with her mother while the negotiations were taking place. It is possible that some news of the discussions – or at least the fact that discussions were ongoing – might have reached her, but her first personal involvement in the process was when Henry II arrived in Winchester himself at the end of May to give her the tidings, and no doubt to impress upon her how much his own prestige would be affected by the way in which she conducted herself from now on.


She might have taken the news with equanimity; she might not. We will never know, because the feelings of a small girl at this crucial point in her life were not something that attracted the attention of the contemporary male clerical commentators who had much more important subjects to focus on. Given what we know of her father and his terrifying level of authority, we may allow ourselves to imagine that Joanna accepted her fate with at least outward meekness; one did not argue with Henry II in such circumstances. And perhaps she was able to deal with the shock by concentrating on the opportunity it presented.


But whatever her reaction or her private thoughts, Joanna was shortly to be faced by a stiffer trial when the Sicilian delegation arrived to ‘inspect’ her. If that sounds humiliating, it is because it was. There is no question that a royal marriage was a matter of state, and not one based on personal attraction or affection, but no king would stand for an ugly bride as it would offend his royal dignity. If he had never met his prospective wife in person – which was often the case – he would expect his ambassadors to approve her appearance in principle and then to bring back a detailed description. There was, of course, no question of this happening the other way round: a girl was obliged to put up with whatever she was given, regardless of his age or appearance. In this instance, the practical consequence of this custom was that the 10-year-old Joanna had to face up to a group of strange men who had her father’s permission to look her over, like traders inspecting goods or livestock.


We may hope that her humiliation was at least minimised by the experience going no further than this: there are documented instances of medieval women being obliged to undress in front of such delegations, so that these men could carry a very detailed physical description back to their king. This was perhaps unlikely to have been the case when the Sicilian embassy came to see a prepubescent girl, but once again we have no evidence either way; we are told only that they came away ‘satisfied with her beauty’ and that the marriage could proceed on that basis.22


Such an outcome was the primary purpose of this kind of ‘bride inspection’, but it also served an incidental second function in that it would accustom the girls and women who had to undergo it to their future role. A queen’s body was, to a certain extent, the property of the state, as it was the only means by which the kingdom could be provided with heirs, so there would be constant speculation on her physicality, health and fertility until the end of her childbearing years.


This was something that Joanna was able to hear about from her mother – who, after all, knew a thing or two about fertility and the way in which queens were pressured to achieve it – as they spent their last few precious weeks together. Joanna was not to leave straight away, for there was much to organise in terms of amassing the dowry and making travel arrangements. As the daughter of one king and the soon-to-be bride of another, she was to be conveyed in some style, and would leave England in a very different manner from the one in which she had arrived, cramped in a ship’s cabin with a cluster of hostages and prisoners. For the first time in her life, Joanna would be the central focus of the arrangements, and despite her youth she would be treated with the respect accorded to a future queen.


The financial records for these months show the extent of Henry’s lavish expenditure. No fewer than eight ships were to be used to transport Joanna, her accompanying entourage and her dowry across the Channel, at a cost of £7 10s for the one in which she would sail and a further £10 13s for the seven accompanying vessels. These were loaded with gold, silver, precious plate and dishes, and clothing.23 The clothing presumably counted as part of the dowry, as Henry II provided Joanna with fabric and robes to the value of a barely credible £115 5s 5d – not much less than the annual income of an English earldom.24 She would look magnificent at her wedding and coronation, but this was not so much a gift from a doting father to his daughter on the occasion of her marriage as a statement to the assembled nobility of Sicily about King Henry’s own wealth and influence.


The day could not be put off indefinitely. Given the distances involved and the associated travel time, there was no point in the Sicilian delegation going home and then coming back to collect Joanna later; she would need to return with them now. She was instructed to say goodbye to Eleanor, the mother who had been an important presence throughout her whole life and her constant companion for the last two formative years, and who would remain in captivity for the rest of her husband’s life. It is entirely probable that Joanna and Eleanor both believed that they were seeing each other for the last time, so there might have been tears on Joanna’s part at least. However, she had to face the future: she was going to be a queen and she needed to summon the dignity to act like one.


Joanna was to be accompanied by a high-profile delegation, some of whom would travel only to France and others who would accompany her all the way to her new home and then report back to Henry II that she was safely married. Among the men who surrounded her were Richard of Dover, the archbishop of Canterbury; Rotrou, the archbishop of Rouen; and her uncle, Hamelin of Anjou, the earl of Surrey.* There were presumably also some female attendants for the little girl, but predictably no contemporary thought to record their names or even mention their presence.


In the last week of August or the first week of September 1176, a month or so shy of her eleventh birthday, Joanna embarked from Southampton for the first leg of what would be a very long and arduous journey into the unknown.





__________


* Interestingly, although both children could read, it is possible that they were not taught to write, as the latter was considered a separate skill and a manual occupation only for clerks and scribes of lower rank. Those who were of royal or noble status did not write their own letters in the same way that they did not saddle their own horses or cook their own meals.


* Historians can often refer to the ‘surviving’ children of a marriage without really appreciating that each infant loss caused a great deal of grief. In this case, Henry and Eleanor’s eldest son, William, had died at the age of 3 in 1156. Contemporaries did not forget him, some continuing to refer to Henry as the second son, Richard as the third, and so on. For clarity, I will refer to Young Henry (as he was known, to differentiate him from his father) as the eldest, as he was the eldest who survived infancy and was Henry II’s designated successor.


** In common with other historians of this period, I use ‘Leonor’ rather than ‘Eleanor’ for the family’s second daughter, to avoid any potential confusion with her mother’s name.


* Most royal mothers would expect never to see their married daughters again, but Eleanor had the good fortune to be reunited with Matilda in the 1180s and Joanna in the 1190s. In 1200, when a union was arranged between one of Leonor’s daughters and the heir to the French throne, Eleanor – then in her late seventies – undertook the arduous journey over the Pyrenees to Castile in person, so that she could see her only remaining daughter for the first time in thirty years.


* One cannot help wondering whether Petronilla’s attempt to drown herself might have been due to a fear of rape by the victorious soldiers, which was not uncommon following any kind of military victory and would have been widely considered a ‘deserved’ fate for a woman who had dared to take up arms. Fortunately for Petronilla, the man who took her prisoner on the king’s behalf was a fellow noble and she appears to have survived unmolested.


** There was some talk in the early 1170s of William marrying the Byzantine princess Maria Komnene, but this never transpired as her father, Manuel I Komnenos, received a better offer for her to marry a son of the Emperor Frederick Barbarossa. Manuel might actually have been stringing William along the whole time in order to gain the greater prize, but if so, his plan backfired when Barbarossa lost interest; Maria ended up married to the fifth son of the marquis of Montferrat.


* Alfonso VIII’s mother, Blanca of Navarre, and William II’s mother, Margaret of Navarre, were sisters.


* Hamelin was Henry II’s half-brother, an illegitimate son of their father, Geoffrey of Anjou. Although he was several years older than Henry, Hamelin had no claim on Anjou due to his bastardy, and he was not a rival for the English throne as Henry’s royal status was inherited from his mother. Hamelin was thus a very useful supporter for Henry to have as he depended entirely on the king for his wealth and patronage; he had already been rewarded with the hand in marriage of Isabel de Warenne, countess of Surrey in her own right.
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