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            PREFACE

         

         Because this book has been a long time in the making, we have incurred many large debts of gratitude! Our thanks begin with Christine Carpenter, whose inspirational undergraduate supervision, clarity of vision, penetration, rigour and magisterial research sparked career-defining interest for us and many, many colleagues. Christine saw the polity in later medieval England fairly and dispassionately. To her, despite the individual self-interest of political actors, it was a means by which the common good could be and was maintained – rather than a cynical and dreary creator of disorder. In this way, building on earlier, ground-breaking work by the great K. B. McFarlane and her own doctoral supervisor Gerald Harriss, her research challenged an existing historiography that focused upon an alleged struggle for power between and among kings and nobles, each of whom supposedly pursued personal aggrandisement with scant regard to the needs of the country. We owe her more than we can say – intellectually and personally. Many of Christine’s former students have similarly provided us with generous support and help: Benjamin Thompson, John Watts and Helen Castor have always willingly read our work and given critical advice and encouragement, and we are also enormously grateful to Mark King, Andrea Ruddick and Andrew Spencer, similarly generous with time and assistance. Dan Jones has always offered cheerful and welcome counsel, and John Bethell has been a great sounding board. This book could not have been written without these people, to whom we give heartfelt thanks.

         We owe gratitude to many other medieval historians. It was an honour to benefit from the advice of the late Jim Holt and the support of the late George Holmes. Since then, David Carpenter, Peter Coss, Michael Prestwich and Magnus Ryan have always been willing to provide help and advice. This book’s chapter on Henry III is deeply indebted to David Carpenter’s wonderful work. The second volume of his biography of xHenry III came too late to influence us, but the first volume was pivotal to our understanding. Sandra Raban, Rosamond McKitterick, Ted Powell, Carl Watkins, Rowena Archer, Philip Morgan and Christopher Page have inspired us. Similarly, we have greatly enjoyed our interactions with European colleagues as we have discussed how politics developed in England, the British Isles and continental Europe. It is common themes that have come through most strongly, and we have been enriched – intellectually and otherwise – by our European connections.

         Beyond the community of medieval historians, great encouragement – and the title of this book! – has come from the inspirational David Reynolds. The late Derek Beales, Tim Blanning, Tony Badger, James Mayall, Paul Cavill and Mark Goldie have given vital support. At school, Frances McGee, Alan Steenson and Jim Robertson were critical to our development as historians, for which we remain ever grateful. Frances has provided us both with friendship in our adult lives.

         The many friends and non-historian colleagues who have surrounded us throughout our working lives may – through this book – now see what sort of history we actually research and write! Your warmth, generosity of spirit and humour have kept us going so many times. We hope you enjoy reading what we have written. We won’t be setting a test!

         It has been an enormous privilege to teach so many brilliant, dedicated and delightful students – and to learn from them. Their questions, original and telling perspectives and – in some cases – own research have inevitably influenced and informed us. As any researcher who teaches agrees, the pedagogical process – having to define, distil and reformulate as you explain – is central to developing one’s own understanding. Cambridge undergraduates, postgraduates and visiting students – many from international backgrounds – have, over many years, moved, pushed and taught us. We are so grateful to them all.

         Both of us received research council funding for doctoral research, without which we could not have entered academia. Our Cambridge colleges – Sidney Sussex, Churchill, Murray Edwards, Pembroke and St John’s – have provided stimulating environments for our research and the settings for much of our teaching. We have many colleagues across a wide variety of subject areas to whom we are deeply thankful for the community of xischolarship from which we have profited. Churchill and Pembroke have been very generous with the provision of the sabbatical leave that has made this book possible, while the Newton Trust provided vital funding for a year’s sabbatical for Caroline to complete this work.

         Our editors and copy editors at Faber have been wonderfully supportive. Emmie Francis has done the bulk of the work reading drafts and our book is incomparably better for her excellent counsel. Our thanks go also to Neil Belton, who originally signed us as authors, Fiona Crosby, who picked up the book in the final editorial stages, Robert Davies, whose copy-editing was terrific, and Ian Bahrami, who worked wonders under huge time pressure towards the end. Our agent Andrew Gordon deserves a very grateful mention for helping us to secure our contract, and subsequently putting up with more delays than we suspect he thought possible!

         Finally, and most importantly, family. We are both first-generation university students from the north-west of England. Without the encouragement, inspiration, tireless work and refusal to accept second best of our parents, attending university would have been difficult and studying at Cambridge impossible. It is a matter of personal sadness that three of our parents have not lived to see this book published. We miss them every day, though we take great solace from our relationships with our brothers and our wider families. To young people from backgrounds like ours, recognise that, without you, places like Cambridge are weakened and dulled. Have confidence in your ability, worth and value; aim as high as you can; and believe that you belong in the places to which you aspire – because you do belong there, and those places need you.

         It is commonplace in prefaces for the authors to take responsibility for any errors in their work. We do that a fortiori!xii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         In 1199 John ‘Lackland’, the youngest son of Henry II, seized the English throne following the death of his brother, Richard the Lionheart. The accession of the infamous ‘bad king John’ ushered in a dramatic, definitive reign, and with it two of the most tumultuous centuries in English history – centuries whose impact upon England and its neighbours, and more widely upon British and European history, is hard to overstate. Between them, the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries saw numerous political crises, including three civil wars and the depositions of two anointed kings. Social upheaval was almost as dramatic, with rapid and near-catastrophic population loss in the first outbreak of a new pandemic known as the ‘Black Death’, large-scale popular rebellion in the Peasants’ Revolt and the emergence of a religious movement known as Lollardy.

         Crisis, though, also brought momentous advances: Magna Carta, which placed the monarch under the law and thereby confirmed English and – in time – arguably the Western world’s liberties; the extraordinary development of English royal government and the unique ‘common law’, its centrally organised and managed legal system; and the striking advance of English foreign policy, military organisation and feats of arms. All these contributed to the rise of Parliament, so central to our modern sense of Englishness (and even Britishness); the genesis of a system of national taxation; massive growth in the reach of the king’s authority; the conquest of Wales and the attempted conquest of Scotland under Edward I; and, under Edward III, dominance of the European political stage as England’s armies swept all before them on the field of battle.

         The State in 1199: A Precocious Child

         In 1199, many features of what we can identify as the state were already present in England: the realm was defined and the country had long 2recognised the sovereignty of a single king, responsible for its internal order and external defence. There was a substantially centralised and relatively sophisticated government bureaucracy: extensive royal financial accounts were kept in the Exchequer, and the Chancery, or king’s writing office, was well established, issuing government instructions. A single legal system, the common law, accessible to all free men and women, had existed since the mid-twelfth century, and was unique to England. In no other European realm did a king’s writ run so unfettered across his lands; and nowhere else had his people such ready access to royal justice. While it was not the only available source of redress, regulation or dispute resolution in the realm (manorial courts held by greater landholders provided immediate justice to tenants; church courts regulated moral behaviour; and arbitration could settle disputes), it was by far the most important means by which justice was done and order maintained. This was particularly the case in relation to criminality, and the vital social and economic building block of landed property.

         From its inception, the common law enabled the king to fulfil, as never before, his central duty to protect life, limb and property throughout England. It did this by creating an infrastructure of royal courts acting locally, serviced by a cadre of justices and clerks. The common law served the king’s needs, too, by providing him with a way to ensure that his royal rights were maintained and that the pecuniary profits that came with those rights kept flowing into the royal coffers. Even in the small number of areas where independent judicial liberties still existed, lordly justice increasingly aped the king’s courts.

         Things were somewhat different in respect of external defence. Henry II had re-established, for the first time since the demise of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom in 1066, a national scheme for defence, but without yet fully harnessing the power of the nation to its own protection. Henry’s Assize of Arms of 1181 had created a hybrid system for raising defensive armies, in which the mounted knights and esquires of the royal household and the king’s mercenaries – often crossbowmen – were backed by infantry recruited nationally for feudal service. As the king’s lieges, able-bodied men were now obliged to equip themselves militarily and serve for up to forty days each year. But while this system provided large numbers 3of foot soldiers to back the cavalry and archers otherwise engaged by the king, the troops could be poor in quality and unreliable in service. Transportation to the Continent and maintaining military supplies by sea were an ongoing challenge, despite England’s status as a leading maritime nation. Although no royal navy yet existed, Richard the Lionheart (who reigned from 1189) created ‘king’s ships’ – vessels owned or co-owned by the monarch and usually moored at the Tower of London – and instituted regular shipping surveys to establish which merchant vessels were available to be requisitioned (under the king’s feudal prerogative) for royal service.

         The king had also to maintain, in the face of French royal aggression, his vast territories in France – the lands of the Angevin or Plantagenet kings. But these lands abroad were a personal matter for him as their lord; they did not concern his English subjects as a point of national interest. At the end of the twelfth century, while a failure of defence in England was certainly a matter for national consternation, questions of foreign policy and war were largely for the king and his greatest landed subjects to ponder. They were not yet the subject of national debate.

         The Common Law: The State’s Most Vigorous Limb

         While the emergence of Parliament might be widely cited as the key state development of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the state institution that arguably grew most fundamentally – with the greatest impact upon the people – was the common law. From its very inception, it was intended to be accessible to ordinary people across the country. Cases could be brought locally either by the purchase of a judicial writ, which cost sixpence – roughly a day’s wages for a skilled labourer – or by persuading a panel of ‘good and lawful’ local men (a so-called ‘presenting jury’: a lineal ancestor of the grand jury that survives in the US judicial system today) that one was a victim of a crime and that a named person or persons could reasonably be suspected of having committed it. As it developed, the common law continued to be broadly accessible, but by 1399 the number of writs and other procedures available to the aggrieved had grown unrecognisably in response to the clamour of demand for ‘the king’s law’. The 4effective operation of the law also allowed kings themselves greater capacity to rule – and potentially rule well. It became a vital manifestation of the burgeoning state for the monarch as well as his subjects.

         With this expansion, the apparatus carrying the common law to the people also underwent dramatic change. Before 1199, the so-called ‘general eyre’, the great judicial mechanism by which the king’s law was initially transported to the shires, had already seen its most useful functions separated into offshoot judicial commissions of ‘assize’ and ‘gaol delivery’. These were able to deal with property disputes and felonies more quickly than the eyre, which at best visited each county only once every four years. During the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, the general eyre fell into abeyance, to be replaced largely by those mechanisms that had originally been created only to supplement its work. The commissions of assize and gaol delivery were regularised and then combined, so that a single set of justices in each region both ‘heard the assizes’ and ‘delivered the gaols’. In the mid-fourteenth century they were effectively merged with another local judicial tribunal, the so-called ‘peace commission’, creating the ‘justices of the peace’ (JPs). Through the ‘quarter sessions’, the JPs provided ready access to the common law, up to four times each year, a sixteen-fold increase in accessibility compared with the general eyre. (Today, the direct descendants of the JPs – the magistrates – remain fundamental to the operation of justice in England, Wales and Northern Ireland; a central instrument of the modern state was created almost seven hundred years ago.)

         For a minority of litigants the common law was also accessed via the great courts at the political centre. Two major courts emerged, by a process that remains somewhat obscure, from the royal court or Curia Regis in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. The, first, the court of Common Pleas, was fixed at Westminster by Magna Carta; the second, King’s Bench, initially travelled with the king, but became largely established in the same location – within Westminster Hall – around a century later. The remit of Common Pleas gradually evolved mainly to comprise cases involving significant debts. King’s Bench, as the senior court in the realm, initially sat only when the king was present; but as the common law grew, so did the business of the court, until it became impractical to have the monarch 5in situ. King’s Bench dealt with cases in which the Crown had an interest, however indirect, but wealthier landowners, including the most prosperous peasants, could prosecute their enemies there too, usually for trespass within the context of a land dispute. The other legal development at the centre was the rise of non-common-law cases of ‘equitable jurisdiction’ or ‘equity’, in which the monarch’s authority was exercised to provide ‘natural justice’ – via the king’s Council, the Chamber or the Chancery – where common-law mechanisms could not (usually because the common law as it stood had not envisaged the precise circumstances pertaining in a particular case).

         Pivotal developments also occurred in respect of ‘extraordinary’ disorder – serious local unrest and what we might term ‘political’ crime: rebellion, conspiracy, corruption and tax evasion. Starting in embryonic form in the 1230s, but expanding dramatically from the late thirteenth century, commissions both of inquiry and ‘to hear and determine’, or ‘oyer and terminer’, to use the contemporary parlance, were sent into the localities; the latter added ‘determining’, or the power to try cases, to the ‘hearing’ of a commission of inquiry. Inquiries and determining commissions could be issued both in response to an individual petition, and proactively by a king concerned about disorder. Great inquiries were repeatedly used by kings in the fourteenth century, and resulted in the imprisonment and fining of allegedly corrupt justices, officials, knights and nobles on a grand scale.

         The State in Arms: Professionalising the Military

         Under Edward I and especially Edward III, English arms were transformed. The national system of feudal military service established by Henry II was replaced by a professional army, led by nobles and embedded in local and regional social networks. Moreover, this army learned to fight differently – to devastating effect.

         The array, or feudal summons, of common soldiers established by Henry II continued, though with a twist: increasingly, ‘hobelars’ (light cavalry) and longbowmen, rather than infantry, were arrayed because they were more useful in skirmishing warfare, as well as on the field of battle. A new form of recruitment was added in the late thirteenth century, however: 6indentures or contracts for war. Nobles and senior knights were contracted to fight for specific periods of time, in specific theatres of war, and with specific numbers of troops (whom they recruited directly); all received wages from the king, agreed in advance. In the fourteenth century these military innovations were taken to their logical conclusion, and by the mid-1340s, English armies were typically raised and led by contracted noble lieutenants on a regional basis. Gone was the marginally fit, poorly equipped, slow-moving and cumbersome feudal infantry, accompanying the old-style heavy cavalry of the nobility and royal household. In place of both were more compact, fully integrated, highly professional divisions: uniformed, equipped with the most up-to-date arms and armour, expertly supplied and comprising – radically – equal numbers of men-at-arms and archers. Where previously a distinction had existed between elite mounted knights and common foot soldiers, now, as men-at-arms, the two rode together to battle and dismounted to fight on foot as a single unit, alongside massed longbowmen who were also transported by horse. The king’s armies were highly mobile on the march and dominant on the field, and were transported overseas in naval operations conducted by professional admirals on an unprecedented scale.

         Developing tactics were equally ground-breaking, enabled by the end of the old, socially embedded distinction between cavalry, infantry and archers. Although the English retained the capacity – where necessary – to mount cavalry charges, their favoured approach in battle was now to fight on the defensive, often dug in. The intense fire of the massed archers – whose arrows the king procured literally by the million – devastated the advancing soldiers and horses of the enemy before the archers’ comrades, the men-at-arms, stepped forward to complete the grim work with sword, Dane axe, mace and war hammer. This new way of fighting was so successful that the English retook the lands lost to the French in the thirteenth century, and in the late 1350s John II of France, David II of Scotland and Charles, duke of Brittany were all captured in battle. Such was the importance of these military changes that historians have termed them a military revolution. 7

         Footing the Bill: The Advent of Parliament

         Over the course of the two centuries, Parliament was created, and expanded both its membership and its function, particularly from the reign of Edward I, when community representation was increased. In the fourteenth century the two parliamentary houses of Lords and Commons emerged. The former comprised the lords temporal and spiritual: respectively, the dukes, earls and other great lords summoned by name, and the archbishops, bishops and (occasionally) abbots of the great religious houses. The latter included representatives of the cities, boroughs and counties, usually two from each. While Parliament’s main purpose from the outset was to consider royal requests for taxation, it quickly began to consider wider matters of public interest, including the state of the peace and, increasingly, foreign affairs and war. One of its most important functions was to act as a conduit for petitions for the redress of grievances, initially from individuals or local communities, but, from the early fourteenth century, also from the Commons collectively, often in relation to legal or administrative issues. It was in Parliament that laws came to be enacted. When this first took place it was solely at the behest of the king. But over time both the Lords and Commons took the initiative in law-making, until legislating became a crucial dimension of parliamentary activity.

         The exact terms upon which Parliament would agree to grant money to the king were rapidly finessed. Kings promoted the idea that the protection and defence of their own interests was synonymous with the common good of the realm – in other words, their subjects’ well-being – and requested what was in effect national taxation in the national interest. This was because it was only through taxation that they could hope to raise the sums of money necessary to wage warfare, particularly after Magna Carta. From the outset, in kings’ minds this included provision for the protection of royal lands outside England as well as the more obvious defence of England’s borders, but it seems that their subjects did not initially accept this broad conception. By the late fourteenth century, this had changed: royal lands in France were firmly believed to belong to the Crown of England and Parliament even proactively voiced its own concerns about threats to them. It was by this time a very active participant in, and at 8times driver of, the dialogue about defence and foreign policy. But despite this, the king could not simply demand taxation at will. Over the period covered by this book, Parliament put in place caveats to the king’s freedom in this regard. First, it carved out for itself a role in determining the true necessity of the demands being made. Second, late in the thirteenth century Parliament forcefully expressed the view that, no matter how great the necessity, taxation should never have the effect of impoverishing the king’s subjects: it should not, in and of itself, damage the common good. This set parameters around what the king could reasonably ask of his subjects.

         Developments in taxation and the role of Parliament meant a fusion of the king’s world with the public world of the realm – that is, the king and his subjects together. The community of the realm, through Parliament, took joint ownership – with the king – of the English Crown’s rights. It was now a case of the nation engaging in a joint-stock enterprise, under the king’s leadership, to do what was best for England and the Crown.

         State Bureaucracy and a Civil Service

         Given the huge expansion of the state across the years between 1199 and 1399, it is unsurprising that government bureaucracy also grew dramatically. Under King John a fundamental, though seemingly straightforward, change came when government began systematically to archive the commands it issued through the Chancery by a process of enrolment. The charter rolls recorded royal charters – establishing markets in towns, for example; the patent rolls recorded the king’s publicly expressed appointments and instructions; and the close rolls recorded those that were private or personal. Under Henry III the fine rolls were added, recording financial deals between the king and various of his subjects. Before the end of 1399 the Chancery had fully matured and was complemented by offices for the privy seal and signet seal. It was with the great seal that Chancery writs or letters were ordinarily closed or validated. But increasingly the king’s more personal privy and signet seals were used, which provides us with historical records and an indication of the king’s direct involvement in the issuing of particular government instructions. By the late fourteenth century, the government was issuing some forty thousand letters each year under the 9various seals. A financial parallel was the emergence of the office of the royal wardrobe as a more nimble and mobile financial office, to complement the Exchequer. Its development initially came in time of war, but after war ended, its utility endured.

         The growing state infrastructure had also to be staffed, both at the governmental centre and especially on the ground, in the localities. This was not straightforward: it is easy to forget that, before the economic revolution brought by global trade and industrialisation, people were much poorer than they are now, and no medieval state – England included – could afford a standing army or navy, or a police force permanently stationed in the localities. But, in the judicial sphere just as in the military sphere, English kings across this period were able to harness the resources of their subjects to the national interest and then increase the effectiveness of provision with professionalisation.

         This phenomenon is most clearly visible in the emergence of legal education. With the growth of the common law, a legal profession – a cadre of lawyers, hierarchically arranged – was extant in London by the mid-thirteenth century. Surviving registers of legal writs and the so-called ‘year books’ of legal arguments evidence the proliferation of legal training shortly thereafter, which accompanied the learning on the job completed by trainee attorneys or sergeants-at-law (respectively the medieval equivalents of solicitors and barristers within the present-day English legal system). It was only in the late fourteenth century that the Inns of Court (where barristers still train today) first appeared, but there is no doubt that would-be lawyers were being educated in a similar fashion many years before this. They resided with other trainees – including in the Inns of Chancery, where government clerks also received their training – obtaining instruction and guidance together.

         The careers of royal officials at the centre and in the localities witness the process. From the outset, the royal justices of the central courts included the most able lawyers in the land, drawn from the ranks of the sergeants-at-law in Westminster. Rubbing shoulders with such men in, say, the court of King’s Bench would be an ever-growing plethora of trainee and practising attorneys, whose educational milieu was broadly similar; centred on the Inns of Chancery and in some cases (though by no means all) preceded by 10a period at university in Oxford or Cambridge. An attorney whose education included canon (as well as civil) law might opt to enter the civil service and become a royal clerk in one of the offices of state, receiving religious benefices from the king by way of reward. Another attorney might decamp to the localities to serve as the steward, or chief judicial and administrative officer, of a great lord, or to practise as a lawyer or commercial agent, or might use his legal knowledge principally to manage his own estates.

         Across the country, these men deployed their knowledge in the service of the king, often working alongside men who had built up legal knowledge by observation and self-teaching. Moreover, their wider skills (often including languages – Latin and Norman French as well as English – and accounting) were broadly applicable to royal service, making them highly useful not only on legal commissions but also with other royal assignments: collecting taxes, making surveys and extents, and conducting the array, for instance. Some served regularly as Members of Parliament, representing the locality in which they lived and worked. Finally, those with the right background and inclination for military service were additionally valuable to the king – not just on the field of battle, but also in the organisation of logistics and the maintenance of supply-critical military matters. The most able and trusted among them might even be sent on royal diplomatic missions, alongside senior nobles, bishops and justices.

         The latter, who were the king’s chief lieutenants and principal advisers in internal and external rule, were national or even international figures, but also embedded in the localities, straddling national and local interest. While the great landholders of the realm were a warrior caste accustomed to serving the king in war, the rise of the state, and in particular the rapid and sustained flowering of the common law, brought them into royal rule in the counties as royal justices. This originally occurred in times of marked disorder and it remained the case that the Crown might respond to a local outbreak of crime or violence by commissioning great lords, as well as the most experienced lawyers, to investigate and punish it. Ideally the lords were attentive to royal concerns while remaining alive to local circumstances and needs. This made for nuanced, responsive and effective rule.

         In such situations they were overtly providing muscle – the power to enforce – as well as local leadership. But such power – borrowed by the 11Crown on the strength of its authority and in any case generally in the interests of local stability – was latently exercised in a magnate’s ‘country’, or region, even when they personally held no royal judicial appointment. This is because they were typically connected with local royal officials, who, knowledgeable in the law, frequently acted as their stewards or attorneys, or witnessed their charters or grants. These connections must have made it harder for disputants or criminals to resist those officials. Without a permanent local police force or salaried bureaucracy in the shires, the monarch relied on the nobility and greater gentry for routine enforcement, and over the course of the fourteenth century that reliance became more systematised than ever before.

         The next tier down in the hierarchy of royal commissioners comprised the senior lawyers and administrators among the local gentry, who were usually appointed as sheriffs (the king’s senior administrator in each shire), or alongside the justices of the central courts as commissioners of the peace or of oyer and terminer. Local lawyers and administrators receiving less high-profile commissions (for example, to collect taxes, conduct the array or, after the Black Death, enforce the labouring legislation enacted to protect the economy) tended to be gentry of slightly lower status or lesser experience.

         The extent of change in the English state over the two centuries to 1399 meant that the state apparatus in the king’s hands by the end of the period would have been quite beyond the compass of the monarchs of the late twelfth century. It was so remarkable that it remains fundamental to the state today. By 1399 the king had at his disposal a highly sophisticated governmental and legal infrastructure both at the political centre and in the localities of his realm – even in the remotest areas. He presided at the apex of a political community with a deep sense of national identity and mission, which, if he led it effectively, worked in partnership with him in England’s interests – not least through its representative body, Parliament. Among the critical functions of that body was approving taxation under an established system of national finance. This substantially funded the defence, via a professionalised military, of all the king’s lands, in the British Isles and in France, which were regarded by the people as matters of national interest: their interest as well as that of the king. In short, in 1199 feudal kingship in England was starting to claim a more public, national authority. 12By 1399 there existed national monarchy underpinned by a sophisticated infrastructure that is eminently recognisable as a nascent state.

         A Note on Sources

         What makes it possible to tell the story of these two centuries in England with such vividness and in such detail is the extraordinary variety and volume of the surviving source material. Chronicles (or contemporary histories), political songs and poems, letters and especially government records – instructional, financial and legal – provide exceptional insight into the past. One can write a history of England in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in a way that is essentially impossible for other European states.

         Central to this are the government records, now located in the National Archives in Kew. From early in the reign of King John – probably thanks to Hubert Walter, the great Angevin administrator John had inherited from Richard the Lionheart – a wide range of formal documents was systematically catalogued by the king’s officials. Royal commissions and other orders, charters and grants, diplomatic and other letters, and financial records were all carefully filed. Perhaps most importantly, legal cases brought before the king’s courts at the centre were enrolled for the purposes of future reference; and later, when justices of assize, gaol delivery, oyer and terminer, and the peace were operating in great number in the shires, it became common practice for them to deposit the personal copies of cases they had heard in the central records when they returned to Westminster. Faced by millions of legal records, carefully written on parchment in the neatest Latin (and occasionally Norman French) script, the historian can only wonder at the tedium involved for the scribes – tedium evidently relieved by the enchanting doodles and sketches they occasionally made in the margins of documents. It is through such a sketch on a legal record that we know what a highwayman’s murderous club-like weapon or ‘trailbaston’ (after which the ‘trailbaston’ judicial inquiries into roaming criminals of the early fourteenth century were named) looked like. In the face of this humanity, we feel, as we hold the record, as though we are stepping seven hundred years into the past. Likewise with the extant wax seals, pendant on contracts for military service: the historian’s hand is now where William Bohun, earl of 13Northampton’s hand lay in the early 1340s, as he contemplated embarking for war in Brittany.

         Although the vital and revealing legal records deposited by the itinerant justices survive inconsistently, they are sufficient in number and range for us to understand how the common law worked in the localities, who used it, and with what motivation and what consequence. The records of the central courts and offices of state survive almost completely intact. Only the hungry mice of past centuries, plus water and fire damage from mishaps in storage in the Tower of London, long ago, make the historian’s work – occasionally – more challenging. The array of information and insight that can be gleaned from these records is astonishing. We know who was suspected of having stolen this person’s brass cooking pots or that person’s horses, in this county or that county, and on which days in which years. We know that, when a Lincolnshire man was killed on Christmas Eve in 1338, his brother was suspected of being the guilty party, and that, in the same county in the same year, Alice Lacy, countess of Lincoln accused the sheriff of Lincoln – who was retained by her former brother-in-law, Henry, earl of Lancaster – of having stolen a great leviathan of the sea (a whale) from the shores of her manor of Sutton. We know the names of the earl of Arundel’s Welshmen who apprehended Lord Charlton in 1331. We know what King John had for Christmas dinner in 1211 and how much he paid his tailor; and we know that Edward I threw his daughter Princess Elizabeth’s coronet into the fire in fury in Ipswich in 1297. The records tell us which ships carried early cannon (following the invention of gunpowder artillery), and that Edward III was heartbroken when his beloved daughter Princess Joan died of the Black Death at Bordeaux in 1348. They tell us that he entrusted his life to God and believed that God held it safely in his hands through many grave dangers. Indeed the government records, easily and understandably characterised as formulaic and dry, allow the hard-working and interventionist kings, who engaged and corresponded proactively with their officials, to step straight from the parchment as large as life, belying the commonplace among historians that we can only know such figures two-dimensionally.

         The chronicles are far less voluminous and comprehensive, but they provide us with vibrant colour, personal detail, contemporary perspective and 14eyewitness insight. They also tell us things that the instructional, financial and legal government records do not, such as how battles were actually fought (as opposed to how much it cost to fight them) and, occasionally, what political actors said. We have to be cautious with them, because their authors were engaged in a literary art and may accordingly have taken artistic licence – inserting assumed speeches at pertinent moments, or echoing, consciously or otherwise, the classical and biblical texts that they knew so well. That said, we also know by cross-referencing their comments with governmental records that some chroniclers could be incredibly well, and accurately, informed, and that figures in government and politics, including kings, valued their information and acumen, consulted them and supplied them with appropriate source material.

         Those in the early part of our period were mostly produced by monks outside London, who were principally creating archives for their abbeys or priories. The amount of evidence or commentary on national affairs therefore varies significantly, but plenty of chronicles extensively discuss what was going on beyond the abbey or priory gates. By the early fourteenth century the situation had begun to change, and secular clerks (clerics who were not based in monasteries), especially from London, came to eclipse the monastic chroniclers, writing most of the best works on the reigns of Edward II and Edward III. Given London’s growing size and importance as England’s governmental and economic centre, it is no surprise that so many of these writers should have heralded from the city. The fourteenth century also saw a handful of works by laymen writing from first-hand experience, such as Sir Thomas Gray’s Scalacronica and the Chandos Herald’s Life of the Black Prince.

         Despite the change in the balance between monastic chronicles and those produced by secular clerics and laymen, the former tradition remained (just) alive during the first two reigns of the fourteenth century. The monastic chroniclers had much to contribute in relation to Edward III’s military campaigns, and this remains valuable to the historian. During Richard II’s reign, the monastic chronicle tradition rose again, probably as a result of high drama – in the form of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 and Richard’s deposition in 1399. The greatest work produced in these years was by the St Albans monk Thomas Walsingham, who, among many emergent and 15talented monastic chroniclers of Richard’s reign, was unrivalled in his ability to create an engaging narrative.

         The chronicles illuminate the period between 1199 and 1399 in very specific ways. Sometimes they are repositories of unique copies of government documents that have been lost, or they contain first-hand accounts of events or descriptions of people: Matthew Paris’s Chronica Majora, written at the abbey of St Albans in the mid-thirteenth century, includes the only surviving copy of the so-called Paper Constitution written by baronial critics of the king in 1244. And the late thirteenth-century chronicle written at the abbey of Bury St Edmunds, a staging post for royal journeys to and from Scotland, contains information about the negotiations for Edward I’s marriage to Blanche, the sister of Philip of France, found nowhere else. It is likely that this account came directly from Edward himself, when he was staying at the abbey. The secular clerks’ chronicles were often equally well informed. Perhaps the most famous chronicle of Edward II’s reign, the Vita Edwardi Secundi (or Life of Edward II) was written by a cleric based somewhere in the Severn Valley in the west of England. Its account of the circumstances of the earl of Gloucester’s death at Bannockburn in 1314, where the English forces were routed, contains minute detail that is overwhelmingly likely to have come from an eyewitness with whom the writer was connected. The author of the Vita arguably understood the nature and importance of the hostile relationship between Edward II and Thomas, earl of Lancaster better than any historian writing since.

         It would of course be a mistake to assume that chroniclers were always correct or accurate: Sir Thomas Gray’s Scalacronica is a first-hand military account, written in the 1350s in prison in Edinburgh, following Gray’s capture by the Scots. In it he reflected on Edward III’s military campaigns of the previous two decades, in which he had participated. But Gray’s depiction of events is at times misleading. He seems to have been something of an embittered contrarian, or perhaps factual reality was sacrificed to dramatic effect. In other cases, chroniclers were only as good as the information they received from others, which could itself be distorted by failures of memory or even due to propaganda. Perhaps the starkest example of this is the circulation to several monastic houses of the ‘Record and Process’ of the removal of Richard II from the throne in 1399 by 16Henry IV, which many authors subsequently copied into their chronicles. (The document was also written into the parliamentary records.) Its purpose was to justify Henry’s usurpation of the throne and it was littered with untruths. So, while they can provide us with important information, the chronicles and histories of the period must be used with care.

         To varying degrees the chroniclers opined on circumstances or people as they documented events. This can be invaluable to historians – again with some caveats. Unsurprisingly, many communicated religiously influenced moral messages, and were quick to condemn: the author of the Vita makes repeated biblical references, regularly accusing the principal political actors of pride and avarice. Many chroniclers firmly believed that God’s judgement decided the outcome of battles – as, to be fair, did most contemporary military commanders. (Too often, letters from the front comment on a victory or defeat solely as a judgement of God, whereas what the historian craves is an explanation of where exactly the archers were placed, and why.) The chroniclers were naturally also affected by their wider attitudes and those of society: xenophobia is a strong theme in Matthew Paris’s chronicle, for instance, just as it was in political discourse during Henry III’s reign. The personal circumstances of the chronicler could be equally influential: Peter Langtoft’s and other northern chroniclers’ opinions of kings in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were inevitably influenced by the rulers’ actions concerning Scotland. The same can be said of some of the French chroniclers who wrote about English affairs. Two chronicles of Richard II’s reign were written by French authors who were in England at the time: one was accompanying Richard’s new queen, the French princess Isabella, and staunchly supported close royal control; the other travelled with Richard on campaign in Ireland, and similarly defended the king’s actions. Patrons, too, who commissioned chronicles, obviously influenced the opinions expressed by their writers, particularly as the fourteenth century progressed, and more chronicles were produced at the behest of individual nobles. (In Richard II’s reign, several of those who wrote chronicles had noble patrons and took a strongly pro-noble line.)

         Perhaps the best way to see the chroniclers is akin to modern-day political journalists, and to assess their writings accordingly. The chroniclers often convey useful eyewitness information, because of their high-level 17political connections – even with the king – or sometimes because they were themselves at the heart of the action. That might have been at the political epicentre in Westminster or London, or on the front line of Scottish attacks on northern England. And while they were rarely neutral in outlook, they did not pretend to be. It is for this very reason that the colour they provide is so interesting to historians. Their value to us lies precisely in their human perception of what was happening around them. They represent another way in which the remote past speaks to us.

         No voice could cry more directly than the surviving political songs and poems. The Song of Lewes of 1264 celebrated Simon de Montfort’s civil war victory over royalist forces that year, and the Outlaw’s Song of Trailbaston lambasted the new trailbaston commissions of 1304–7. A similar rebel cry in the face of powerful and insistent royal justice was made by The Tale of Gamelyn in 1340. Later, in the north Midlands in the 1350s, Wynnere and Wastoure reflected inconclusively – in a post-Black Death, changing world – on the different perspectives of the ‘winners’, men such as merchants who made and kept money, and ‘wasters’, knights and others whose focus was on consumption and display. Such works provide insight into dissonant views that might otherwise be lost to us amid records and chronicles that substantially reflect an establishment outlook. The reign of Richard II is notable for its poetry. Geoffrey Chaucer was connected to the court and the political world, even though his writings were primarily humanistic, social, philosophical and universal. His friend John Gower claimed to know King Richard directly. His most famous work, the Vox Clamantis, spoke to the condition of society, but, interestingly, contained references to Richard’s kingship that were revised to present the king more negatively during his reign. Almost certainly also composed under Richard’s rule, in the north Midlands or north-west of England, was Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, an incredibly rich religious text that begins with a tour de force imagining of the court of King Arthur at Christmas, now thought to be descriptive of the court during celebrations in the reign of Edward III.

         This rich and in certain respects unique source material permits us not only to tell the story of England in 1199–1399 in real detail, but also to understand and paint often intimate portraits of some of the leading political actors even beyond the strict realm of politics. It was these figures, 18real people, not pasteboard caricatures, who drove either deliberately or accidentally the developments that took place in our period. Their characters, motivations, actions and responses were complex and at times contradictory. They were not the good kings and bad kings of historical commonplace. This book will show how their stories, with all their drama, intrigue, personal triumph and tragedy, are inextricably intertwined with the grand narrative of the emergence of the English state.

      

   


   
      
         
            19King John, 1199–1216

            ‘A Tyrant rather than a King’

         

         Introduction: The Great Charter of Liberties

         In 1215, at Runnymede on the Thames, a group of armed nobles presented a charter that quickly came to be known as the great charter of liberties, or Magna Carta Libertatum, to that ‘tyrannous whelp’ (to use the chronicler Gerald of Wales’s epithet), King John. On 15 June, at their mercy, and therefore with no choice but to agree to their demands, John formally issued Magna Carta (as we now know it) to the realm. In so doing he ended the civil war that had raged in the preceding months, and the group of rebel nobles promptly renewed their allegiance to him as king in return. On the face of it, peace seemed to have been restored.

         The Charter made a reality of many of the demands that same group of rebels had made in May and June, promising to bring to heel a king whose financial and other exactions had been greater than those of any of his predecessors, and who had reduced a number of his greatest nobles to humiliating penury. Magna Carta did this by formally placing the king under the same ‘common law’ that his subjects had to abide by, stipulating that he could not take the property of those subjects at will, imprison them without due process or deny them justice. Its confirmation in June 1215 meant that things would potentially never be the same again. It redefined the parameters of royal authority.

         But this was not the end of the story: the fact that Magna Carta had to be forcibly imposed on King John indicates the extent of his resistance to it; he had no intention of honouring his pledge. He took the earliest opportunity to throw off its shackles and the civil war inevitably resumed. Instead of acting as a peace treaty that provided clear terms of engagement to both parties for the future, Magna Carta, whose legacy has loomed large over the eight succeeding centuries of English history, was therefore, in the first instance, a failure. But so important had its principles become that it could not simply be ignored, and the eventual price of peace in the civil 20war was its reconfirmation in 1217, made possible by the fact that John had been succeeded by the infant King Henry III.

         As the name accorded it by contemporaries signified, Magna Carta really was, at its heart, a charter of liberties: an attempt to protect individual and collective rights against arbitrary government, even if those who drafted it had their own interests clearly at the forefront of their minds. The crisis in which it was produced came about as a reaction to the arbitrary power of the Angevin kings. But at the same time, it was also an acceptance of the benefits brought by that government and the nascent state in England, particularly subjects’ access to a common legal system. In other words, the barons wanted continued recourse to the benefits Angevin government had brought, particularly independent justice and due process, but they wanted it to be implemented in a predictable way by a king who consulted with and listened to his subjects. The principles Magna Carta enshrined became embarkation points for the development of Parliament, national taxation and cultural identity, and its timeless principles of good government and subjects’ rights have remained a core part of England’s constitution ever since. The grant of Magna Carta by the king in what is likely to have been a muddy field (this being England) in Surrey in June 1215 is central to our understanding of the long-term development of the English state and nation.

         The Angevin World in 1199

         King John and his Angevin predecessors Henry II and Richard I were not simply kings of England. The realm represented only one element in a vast and sprawling Angevin empire, so called after Henry’s title ‘count of Anjou’, which encompassed land in south-west, western and northern France too: Aquitaine, Poitou, Maine, Touraine, Anjou and Normandy. It was a huge territory to defend and control, larger even than that directly presided over by the main rival of the Angevin rulers, the king of France. French ambitions to control directly more of the territory over which they claimed overlordship – which included most of the Angevin lands – had increased over time, as had the monetary and other resources available to the French Crown. When John came to the throne in 1199, Henry II and 21Richard I had already lost some ground to the resurgent Capetian dynasty of France, both financially and territorially. At the same time, the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries saw the Angevins confronted by one of France’s greatest kings, Philip II, the first to term himself ‘king of France’ rather than ‘king of the Franks’, who ruled France from 1180 to 1223. As his attitude to his title suggests, he aimed to bring all France under his control, and was given the title ‘Philip Augustus’ by one chronicler in tribute to how much of that ambition he achieved. Clouds were darkening on the horizon across the Channel already in 1199. It would take a strong and talented king to manage and retain this huge empire.

         In England, the Angevins, and to some extent all of their post-Conquest predecessors, had worked hard to make a practical reality of their theoretical authority over their realm, but there were also sensitivities and fault lines. While some elements of Angevin government, such as Henry II’s great common-law system, were welcomed by the king’s subjects in England, others were resented and even resisted. In the north of England in particular, which was not used to the yoke of government in the same way as many other parts of the realm, intrusions were often resisted and independence strongly asserted. It was a situation that called for careful handling and the utmost diplomatic skill.

         ‘Bad’ King John

         King John’s personality was almost wholly unsuited to the challenges he faced; in fact, so bad were his faults deemed to be that he has been subject to some of the worst vilification of any leader in history. First, contemporaries argued, John was a coward. One chronicler, William the Breton, said that when the French king invaded Normandy in 1204, John had declared that he would ‘stay in a safe place with my dog’; he had, it was said, ‘a doll’s heart’. In other words, he was cowardly. Another chronicler christened him ‘softsword’ because he was said to prefer peace to war. Even his own brother Richard is said by one chronicler to have mocked John’s lack of courage: ‘My brother John is not the man to subjugate a country if there is a person able to make the slightest resistance’ (wrote Roger of Howden). When he was not shying away from fighting, he has been presented as sexually 22predatory and immoral: the chronicler Roger of Wendover argued that there were ‘many nobles whose wives and daughters the king had violated to the indignation of their husbands and fathers’. Wendover also noted that when John received appeals to save Chateau Gaillard in Normandy, Richard I’s great fortress taken humiliatingly by the French king in 1204, he was apparently ‘enjoying all the pleasures of life with his queen’.

         John’s cruelty, pathological insecurity and ability to alienate potential friends were almost legendary. It was reported that he had a habit of sniggering at others and encouraging his friends to do the same, but it is for worse than this that he is notorious: he allegedly starved forty knights to death after a military victory at Mirebeau in 1202 and Wendover describes him as having men hanged by the thumbs, having salt and vinegar put in prisoners’ eyes, and having them roasted on tripods and gridirons. Wendover’s successor as the chronicler of St Albans, Matthew Paris, wrote that John was a man whose ‘punishments were refinements of cruelty, the starvation of children, the crushing of old men under copes of lead’. But perhaps the worst of the crimes alleged against John was the murder of his own nephew and rival for the English throne, Arthur. Evidence for this is far from extensive, but what exists suggests that it is very likely that John at least ordered the murder, even if he did not commit it in person. It is perhaps no surprise that fears of assassination are said to have kept John unblinkingly awake throughout the night.

         While there is no doubt that some of the stories in the chronicles about John are at the very least embellishments of reality, rarely has any king been so negatively depicted. The medieval world had no doubt, after his death, that he had joined the ranks of mortal sinners in Hell. Vilification has continued into much modern historiography, too.

         The chroniclers were, in the end, engaged in a literary art, and this, plus their tendency to biblical or classical allusion (whether direct or indirect), left them prone to exaggeration. Beyond the chronicles there is limited evidence. But contemporary or near-contemporary criticism of John was so legion and varied that it is hard to imagine all the other condemnations of him were unjust. Other kings simply do not suffer this scale of disparagement. Furthermore, much of the John-centred ‘gossip’ recounted by the chroniclers fits so well with what we know of John’s 23actions from elsewhere in the sources that the picture of his character that emerges is compelling – if more nuanced. Such a personality is hardly suited to any sort of leadership, let alone kingship, and that did not bode well for his reign.

         John ‘Lackland’

         John’s journey to becoming king of England was, given the number of heirs Henry II produced, a highly unlikely and improbable one. With four elder brothers, William, Henry, Richard and Geoffrey, John never expected to become king and was repeatedly taunted about this and mocked by at least one of his brothers; he was part of what can only be described as a profoundly dysfunctional family. Born on Christmas Eve in 1166, John was not only the youngest son, he was the youngest of all Henry II’s eight legitimate children. William had died long before John was born, having succumbed to a seizure aged only two in 1156. But that still left Henry II with four legitimate sons for whom he needed to carve out individual inheritances. As the youngest, there was no likelihood, should the state of play remain as it was in 1156, that John would ever hold much in the way of significant lordships, let alone become a king, a duke or even a count.

         In 1169, recognising the need to divide his vast territories between his offspring before they began to assert themselves independently, Henry II moved to give each of them a sense of their inheritance. The eldest, ‘Young Henry’, now aged fourteen, was to have his father’s personal inheritance, consisting of England, the duchy of Normandy and the counties of Anjou, Maine and Touraine. Richard, aged eleven, would have the huge duchy of Aquitaine and its appurtenances (the counties of Auvergne, Limoges, Périgord and La Marche) and Poitou. And Geoffrey, who was ten, was to have Brittany; he was in fact already betrothed to the duke of Brittany’s daughter, Constance. This settlement left nothing for the youngest son John, aged just two, who in consequence increasingly became known as Jean Sans Terre, or John ‘Lackland’. Henry II, in no hurry given John’s age, was content to wait for opportunities to arise before attempting to secure an inheritance for his youngest son. Since John was very young, his 24endowment was clearly not pressing. Nonetheless, this settlement – or lack thereof – was an inauspicious start for the young prince.

         If Henry’s actions in 1169 were designed to bring certainty and unity to the familial situation more generally, they failed abjectly. Although Young Henry was crowned king of England at Westminster in 1170 (undergoing a coronation in advance was designed to secure the succession and achieve recognition of his authority), and Richard was similarly enthroned as duke of Aquitaine, this was not to lead to any practical power for the two sons. Henry II continued to rule his territories in person. As they got older, his sons’ relative impotence began to rankle with them, despite Young Henry showing no potential to be an assiduous and cerebral ruler – he much preferred parties and tournaments to business. Nonetheless, in due course, encouraged perhaps by their mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose own relationship with Henry had become tested, he and his brothers decided that they wanted proper recognition.

         Tensions became explicit in 1173 when Henry II sought to make provision for John’s inheritance by agreeing his marriage to the daughter of the count of Maurienne, whose territory was in the Savoyard Alps. Needing to provide something on the Angevin side in the agreement with the count, Henry offered three castles in Anjou: Chinon, Loudun and Mirebeau. It was a good deal for John and Henry II. But it overlooked one critical thing: these castles had already been promised to Young Henry. This whittling away of his inheritance added insult to the injury of his having been denied any practical authority since 1169, and it proved too much for the eighteen-year-old. He swiftly allied in rebellion against his father with the French king, and with his brothers Richard and Geoffrey, and his mother Eleanor, each of whom had their own reasons for resenting Henry II.

         The alliance of sons and wife, operating with the blessing of the French monarch, Henry’s arch-enemy, indicates how embattled this family was. When we consider its leading members, explaining how relations between them went so badly wrong is easy. Henry II presided over a great empire with noted intellect and charisma, and great energy as well as a powerful personality; but he was given to violent fits of temper, and demanded total subjugation and obedience from his subjects: this was, after all, a man who – indirectly or otherwise – ordered the brutal murder of the archbishop of 25Canterbury, Thomas Becket, and who insisted that no one at court should be able to sit down while he himself remained standing. He was, in other words, as authoritarian as he was capable. He could also be insincere and deceitful.

         In his wife, though, he had met his match. Orphaned at thirteen, Eleanor had inherited the duchy of Aquitaine and been quickly married off to the heir to the French throne, Prince Louis. It was an important match because it promised to bring yet more of France under the French Crown’s direct control. Shortly after the marriage Eleanor’s new husband succeeded his father as King Louis VII. But this was not a happy marriage. Eleanor gradually made her displeasure at their continued union known to Louis and cited their consanguinity as the reason why their marriage should be annulled. Although he was initially resistant to this, when confronted with their repeated failure to produce a son and heir, the previously devoted Louis acquiesced, and accepted the verdict of the French bishops that the marriage should be annulled. In 1152 Eleanor left Louis and returned to Aquitaine, taking her duchy with her.

         Within the space of just over two months, twenty-eight-year-old Eleanor had gone on to marry nineteen-year-old Henry, duke of Normandy and count of Anjou, who in 1154 was to inherit the English throne and become King Henry II – a move that seems to have been completely unsuspected by Louis. Exactly how and when the marriage was agreed is unknown, but it was fast work and both parties stood to gain from it – Henry by acquiring Aquitaine through Eleanor and Eleanor by acquiring a powerful protector, as well as (in due course) a second queenly diadem. The new partnership was not only something of an insult to Louis, but also threatened to undermine his position. In response he wasted no time, sweeping quickly with an army into Henry’s duchy of Normandy. But it was futile – under two months later Henry had seen off Louis’s forces, just as Eleanor had repelled his advances during the latter part of their marriage. The French king was humiliated.

         Given their respective personalities, the alliance of Henry and Eleanor promised to be a fiery one. Together they could either be all-conquering or mutually destructive; they managed to be both in turns. Between 1153 and 1166 Eleanor gave birth to eight children, but by 1168 she was back 26in Aquitaine. The long-term rule of the duchy was in acute need of attention, following a revolt by members of the powerful Lusignan family, and Eleanor, with Henry’s blessing, intended to provide it until Richard, her son, who was to succeed to the duchy, reached maturity.

         Yet Eleanor lacked the power to assert herself in her homeland as completely as she wished, because Henry had given her control neither of revenues nor of military resources. Like her sons, she found that Henry II guarded power jealously; similarly, she was not prepared to countenance the lack of power. In 1173 she had to watch in silence as Henry granted Toulouse to Count Ramon of Toulouse, a man whose family had seized it from her family, in Eleanor’s eyes illegitimately. In so doing, Henry secured the homage of Ramon, which was vital to Henry’s overall strategy to strengthen his position in France at the expense of the French king. However, the grant involved giving away his wife’s claim, and there can be little doubt of her unhappiness at this turn of events. It was under these circumstances that she joined Young Henry’s rebellion that year. The rebels underestimated the strength of their enemy, though. Henry, quickly amassing a powerful force against them, destroyed their rebellion and captured Eleanor in the process. She was then imprisoned in England, an act that shows the lengths Henry was prepared to go to in order to avoid future revolt. But the defeat of the family rebellion did not bring to heel his sons, and his relationship with them was to continue to be a source of tension throughout his remaining years.

         Given all of this, things did not look good for Jean Sans Terre in the early 1170s. Furthermore, the planned marriage alliance with the count of Maurienne had faltered, and so he remained without a continental inheritance – though his father had identified him as the future lord of Ireland in 1177. Fortune, or rather death, was to lend him a helping hand. In 1183, dysentery removed his eldest brother, Henry, the cavalier lover of games and hunting. In 1186, Geoffrey – described by the royal clerk and chaplain Gerald of Wales as ‘a hypocrite, never to be trusted, and with a marvellous talent for feigning or counterfeiting all things’ – received an arguably suitable comeuppance when he was trampled to death after falling from his horse in a tournament. This left only twenty-year-old John, and Richard, now aged twenty-four. The two were very different from each 27other. Richard had all the assets of a paradigmatic medieval ruler and constituted a far more formidable successor to Henry II than his elder brother would have been. A narrative of the Third Crusade written posthumously in the 1220s described him, somewhat prosaically, as ‘tall, of elegant build; the colour of his hair was between red and gold; his limbs were supple and straight. He had long arms suited to wielding a sword. His long legs matched the rest of his body.’ Richard was also intelligent and learned, once even correcting the Latin grammar of Archbishop Hubert Walter. John, too, was intelligent and well educated, but unlike Richard he was short, at about five feet and five inches, and stocky.

         With the death of Young Henry in 1183, the impressive Richard had become Henry II’s chief heir. But he was now expected to surrender Aquitaine to John (their middle brother, Geoffrey, having been amply catered for by receiving the dukedom of Brittany through his marriage), something he was not prepared to do. The old king, in another display of dysfunctional family relations, therefore encouraged John to take the duchy by force – without providing him with the soldiers to do so, although John obtained them from his brother Geoffrey. This again pushed Richard into the arms of the French king, now Philip Augustus, following Louis’s death. The situation was only ultimately calmed by Henry’s death in 1189 and Richard’s swift accession to his full inheritance – including Aquitaine. By now, of course, Richard regarded John with suspicion and, perhaps in an attempt either to buy off his opposition or to bind him closer without granting him any major continental lordships, confirmed his brother as lord of Ireland and gave him a number of very substantial grants of land within England – but crucially did not recognise John as his heir. This was an honour reserved instead for Arthur of Brittany, the young son of his deceased brother Geoffrey.

         Given their history of severely troubled family relations, it was highly likely that John would seek to undermine his brother. Soon he was offered an opportunity by Richard’s departure on crusade in 1190. In 1187, Jerusalem, the jewel in the crown of the crusader states, had fallen to Saladin. It was a devastating and ignominious loss, and Henry II and Philip Augustus had quickly laid aside their differences in order to commit to a new crusade, together with the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick 28Barbarossa. Henry’s death, though, left no alternative but for Richard I to fill his father’s shoes. While he was away John plotted to boost his own position. Initially he attempted to alter the line of succession and make himself heir to the English throne, but he could not secure support. Later, when Richard was captured by Leopold, duke of Austria, on his way back from crusade, he tried again heading straight to the court of the French king, who was no ally of Richard’s, to perform homage to him for Richard’s continental lands. He then secured the assistance of an all-too-willing Philip in his bid to invade England to claim Richard’s throne. The move was frustrated by the fact that Richard’s councillors in England, under the authority of his mother Queen Eleanor, whom Richard had made regent, refused to recognise John’s authority. John was thwarted again. But it had been a closer call than Richard would have liked.

         When he was freed in 1194 following payment of a huge ransom, one of his first acts, unsurprisingly, was therefore to deprive his brother of his lands. (Philip Augustus wrote to John to warn him that Richard was free: ‘The devil is loosed.’) However, active enmity between the brothers did not last long. Given his disparaging comments about his brother’s military ability, it is unlikely that Richard believed John would pose a real threat once he was back from the East. It may even have been that their mother intervened in the dispute between them. In any case, within a year, having abandoned Philip Augustus and prostrated himself before Richard at Lisieux in Normandy, John was restored to his English lands, but was allegedly told he had behaved like a child and had been led astray. The veiled threat in Richard’s words was clear: if John wanted to have a chance of succeeding his brother, it was not in his interests to act against him again. It was one thing to try to claim the throne when Richard was a captive in Austria and Germany, possibly never to be released, quite another when he was a free man, with the legitimacy of his position and ample support to call on. For the next five years, John wisely remained a staunch supporter of Richard, helping him to regain lands in France from Philip Augustus and enjoying some personal military success. He played his new role so well that from 1197 Richard recognised him as his heir.

         How should we read John’s early actions? From his perspective, his elder brother had refused to deliver to him the duchy of Aquitaine, and 29the grants of lands in England in lieu, despite their financial worth, were scarcely compensation for the absence of coveted and more prestigious continental lordships. If John were to have a substantial inheritance, he cannot be blamed for concluding that it would have to be of his own making. Moreover, had he shown indecisiveness at this stage, it might have cost John what he saw in the long term as the biggest prize, and his due: the succession to the throne of England ahead of Arthur of Brittany. The decisive assertion of a claim to rule through a show of force had made all the difference on more than one occasion in the last hundred years, so to attach too much censure to what John did in 1194 might be unfair in the context of the time. He would make a bid for the throne again on Richard’s death in 1199, but the difference this time was that he did so from a much stronger position, having finally displayed real political acumen by faithfully serving Richard for sufficiently long that the latter had been persuaded that he should make him his heir.

         From ‘Lackland’ to King

         On 6 April 1199 Richard I’s death was a surprise: ‘At a time when almost the whole world feared the king of England or praised him,’ a contemporary lament said, ‘he was snatched suddenly from this life.’ Richard was engaged in peace negotiations with Philip Augustus at this point, the aim of which was to facilitate a new crusade to recapture Jerusalem proclaimed by Pope Innocent III. Philip was nonetheless still determined to take any available opportunity to undermine the English king in his duchy of Aquitaine. Richard was therefore busy at work on the eastern margins of Aquitaine dealing with the rebellious viscount of Limoges, who had been encouraged by the French king, when disaster struck: he went out one night, without armour, to observe how the siege was progressing and was struck in the shoulder by an arrow from a single crossbowman from the castle. He was badly attended to by surgeons and died less than a month later from a subsequent infection in the wound, in the arms of his beloved mother – a muted end to an illustrious career.

         Although Richard had confirmed John as his heir on his deathbed, a widespread understanding that renewed tensions had emerged between the 30brothers just before Richard’s death in 1199, together with the ambitions of their nephew Arthur of Brittany’s associates and supporters, meant that John had little choice but to seize his inheritance immediately and with force. In the face of this task John had to contend with the fundamental structural problems that had also affected the rule of both his father and his elder brother: against a background in which the Crowns of England and France both sought to advance their positions at one another’s expense, there were seemingly endless opportunities for dissatisfied, alienated, ambitious or cynical local lords to form alliances locally, regionally or nationally with a view to promoting their own interests at the expense of the king of England. This, combined with the Angevins’ strong personal ambitions and sense of their individual rights, Philip Augustus’ machinations and manoeuvrings, and the patchwork of different cultural and political norms that criss-crossed the Angevin empire, meant that politics took a shape that now seems extraordinarily internecine. John’s personality was to exacerbate this problem in the coming months.

         In practice, John had to secure four great blocks of territory if he were to emerge triumphant in 1199: England; Aquitaine and Poitou; Normandy; and Maine, Anjou and Touraine. Lack of support for Arthur in England meant that John’s position there was relatively guaranteed; it was on the Continent that he had to take serious action to prevail over his nephew.

         The threat from Arthur and his supporters was greatest in Anjou, Maine and Touraine, which bordered Arthur’s home territory of Brittany. Were Arthur to be successful across the three great counties, he would dominate and effectively close off the main route between Normandy and Poitou–Aquitaine. It was to this area, then, and specifically to Angers and Tours, that both he and the French began to move soon after Richard’s death. Realising the seriousness of the threat and the need to secure these lands, John himself moved quickly from Brittany (where he had been when Richard died) into the Loire Valley. He promptly took control of the key castles of Chinon and Loches, the former being the Angevin treasury, which gave him access to vital resources for sustaining military conflict. However, he was swiftly forced to withdraw by troops raised by Arthur’s mother, Constance, who also secured Anjou’s capital, Angers. Soon, rebel lords of Anjou, Maine and Touraine, at the forefront of whom was William 31des Roches, Anjou’s most important lord, declared for Arthur. Des Roches’s position is surprising as he had previously been a knight of Henry II and a loyal adherent of both Henry and Richard I. Like most of the lords of Anjou and Brittany, his support for Arthur may have resulted from their own customs of succession: Arthur had a strong claim as the son of John’s older brother Geoffrey. On the other hand, des Roches’s position may have been more cynically reached as a result of the provision of attractive incentives: Arthur had offered him the stewardship (governorship) or seneschalcy of Anjou in return for his support, and had intimated that he would play a key role in the new regime. John for his part seems not to have made any similar undertakings.

         The likely loss of Anjou, Maine and Touraine, the Angevin heartlands, was a significant blow for John. Having tried and failed to take refuge from the rebel lords at Le Mans, the capital of Maine, which declared for Arthur, and with Philip Augustus fast approaching to offer Arthur support, John was forced to retreat hastily into Normandy, where he managed at least to secure from the Norman lords his acceptance as duke of Normandy in Rouen on 25 April. This was a significant coup and, with Normandy reasonably safe, he was soon able to move back to Le Mans, where he meted out punishment for its support of Arthur, destroying both the castle and the city walls. He then headed to England to be crowned on 27 May. There Arthur had almost no political platform, and John took control with relative ease, backed by William Marshal, earl of Pembroke, who had a long history of service to the Angevins, and who also raised timely (for John) questions about Arthur’s ‘evil’ advisers. Following the succession, John immediately abolished Richard’s ‘evil customs’ in June 1199 as a mark of gratitude to, and favour for, his new subjects. He could not afford to lose their support.

         With England and Normandy secured, John could turn his attention to Aquitaine and Poitou, where the assertion of his claim was not straightforward: he was a relative stranger there, his last visit to the duchy of Aquitaine having taken place over a decade earlier. Yet what John did have – and Arthur and Philip Augustus did not – was the support of his mother Eleanor. Her practical assistance would be crucial in securing control for him, and although she was now in her seventies and had been looking 32forward to retirement, she did not hesitate to provide. In early May 1199, within a month of Richard’s death, this formidable woman placed herself at the head of an army that inflicted punishment on Anjou for its support of Philip Augustus and Arthur. She then moved into Poitou and Aquitaine, visiting many major towns and cities and distributing patronage as she went in a bid to assert her authority, and by extension that of her son. John joined her on her perambulations. After this, in late summer, she did homage to Philip Augustus for Poitou on John’s behalf. This provided John with an excellent formal foundation for securing Poitou in the long term, because by accepting the homage Philip had effectively acknowledged this part of John’s inheritance.

         Philip, meanwhile, had been focused on preventing John from making a definitive assault on Anjou, Maine and Touraine, which were still holding out for Arthur. Philip’s strategy had hitherto been to attack the eastern marches of Normandy around Évreux (explaining why he had seized it so quickly after Richard’s death) to draw John away from the Loire Valley, and he was back in the north by late summer to continue with his plan. Feeling reasonably secure in his hold on Normandy, however, John was content to take a modicum of risk there, and in September 1199 he proceeded south to try to secure Anjou, Maine and Touraine. It was a clever move because the impetus now shifted to John: Philip was forced to leave Normandy and follow.

         John’s earlier attempt to bring Anjou to heel by force, involving as it had retribution for the decision of so many of its lords and some of its key towns to support Arthur in the disputed succession, had unsurprisingly not secured submission. However, a critical misstep by Philip Augustus soon turned the tide in John’s favour. This reversal of fortunes was the result of the actions in Anjou of William des Roches, the key lord who had initially supported Arthur. In May 1199 William and Philip jointly took the fortress of Ballon, just north of Le Mans, during the struggle against John. But Philip then refused to hand the fortress over to William himself or to Arthur, and consequently William and Philip quarrelled over what Philip saw as des Roches’s high-handed behaviour. When in the following month John launched an impressive attack on Maine, significantly undermining the French king’s authority in the region, supporters of Arthur were forced to make terms 33with John; and in the ensuing negotiations des Roches met the English king. He was persuaded that Philip Augustus’ support for Arthur was simply a ruse to mask his own ambitions, a tale that fitted well with des Roches’s own experience when dealing with Philip at Ballon. John also promised des Roches the seneschalcy of Anjou in the event of his success in securing the county, confirming the grant made to him by Arthur and Philip. This was one of John’s few diplomatic triumphs: des Roches was brought back into the Angevin fold, and he went on to broker a settlement between John and Arthur’s supporters at Le Mans in September 1199. Philip now had no real choice but to make peace, and so talks between the French king and John began in January 1200, concluding on 22 May with a treaty agreed at Le Goulet in southern Normandy, in which John was formally recognised as Richard’s heir. ‘Softsword’ had prevailed.

         Yet the achievement of the Treaty of Le Goulet is not simply the story of a victorious John and a defeated Philip. Even in victory the situation John found himself in was, territorially and practically, a degree worse than that experienced by his brother in 1189: the treaty emphatically laid out and acknowledged the territorial gains made by Philip since 1189, gains that had significantly reduced the size of the duchy of Normandy that John now held. The Treaty of Le Goulet also established Philip’s claim to be John’s overlord in the lands he held in France – excepting Aquitaine, whose rulers had never owed allegiance to the French Crown. This had always been theoretically the case, and Richard I had himself acknowledged it, but enshrining the relationship in a treaty raised the stakes: John now formally held many of his lands as a feudal tenant or vassal under Philip’s suzerainty. He would have to do feudal homage to Philip for the lands in question, and, perhaps most importantly, John’s own subjects in his French lands could, if they chose, appeal to the French king as John’s overlord if they were unhappy with John’s rule – in particular, his judicial judgements. In territories where recalcitrant or trouble-making local lords had always been difficult, this represented a huge prospective challenge, along with a mischief-making and aggressive French monarch. Furthermore, if Philip overrode one of John’s judgements, and if, for reasons to do with local political control and the maintenance of order, John refused to accept the overturning of his judgement, Philip could declare him a contumacious 34vassal or rebel, and confiscate his lands in consequence. It is clear from the start that Philip meant fully to enforce those rights in a way that none of his predecessors had. Given the previously informal nature of the exercise of overlordship by French kings, John may have misunderstood this. On the surface, the Treaty of Le Goulet looked like a good settlement for John, but in reality it was a Trojan horse through which Philip Augustus might in due course penetrate the citadel of Angevin tenure in France.

         The Empire under Threat

         Despite the Treaty of Le Goulet, John knew that he could not take the chance of lowering his guard in the north and east of the duchy of Normandy in 1200. Nor were his lands further south safe. Philip was clearly bent on strengthening his territorial position within France and would take advantage of any opportunity. And so, following the peace established in 1200, John immediately began to counter Philip’s influence wherever he could. In Poitou, he made a number of concessions of land to Poitevin lords, while his mother Eleanor managed to form a constructive relationship with Hugh le Brun (‘the Brown’) of Lusignan by granting him the territory of La Marche, directly to the east of Poitou, which he greatly coveted. The Lusignans were among the most important Poitevin families and any alliance might prove vital in the future.

         What neither John nor Eleanor had anticipated, however, was the rapidity with which the sands of lordly relations would shift in the area – a sudden rapprochement between the Lusignans and the counts of Angoulême, by means of the betrothal of Isabella of Angoulême, the count’s heir, to Hugh le Brun, inevitably came as a surprise. We have no details about how or exactly when this was achieved, but John and Eleanor must have been sure that if the marriage went ahead the resulting territorial settlement would bring together two great tranches of land in northern Aquitaine, changing the balance of power in the region dramatically by bringing another independent force, in the form of a Lusignan–Angoulême partnership, into the equation. This had the potential to undermine Angevin authority in the region as a whole by providing another significant focal point for their subjects to play off. 35

         The situation created by the betrothal was challenging, but John had a solution. Having recently repudiated his own wife, Isabella of Gloucester, on the grounds of consanguinity – they were cousins, and the archbishop of Canterbury had from the first condemned their union – John was free to make another marriage. The real reason for John’s abandonment of Isabella was not related to concerns about his spiritual position, though. Instead, he almost certainly felt he could do better, having first been betrothed to Isabella by his father when he had little inheritance to hope for. He must have concluded that as king of England he could aim for a higher-status wife, and he quickly managed to secure his own betrothal to Isabella of Angoulême in place of Hugh le Brun: for Isabella’s family too, marriage to John, given his landed status, wealth and power, trumped marriage to Hugh of Lusignan.

         The match promised to bring the house of Angoulême fully into the Angevin fold as partner, drawing the counts away from the French king. Of course, it also threatened to alienate Hugh le Brun, whom John at the same time made no effort to compensate for his loss of a wealthy and advantageous marriage. As a result, by the start of 1201 serious rumours of rebellion had begun to circulate in Poitou. Eleanor of Aquitaine, who by this time had had to retire in ill health to the abbey of Fontevraud, worked hard from her sickbed to turn disaster into triumph for her tactless and headstrong son. She had laid solid diplomatic foundations, but John, as would so often be the case, simply could not discern that this was a time for negotiation and compromise, for a degree of humility in victory. Instead he gave orders to his officials to confiscate La Marche from Hugh le Brun and to ‘do … all the harm they could’ to Hugh’s brother Ralph, who held the county of Eu in Normandy.

         Unsurprisingly, in June 1201 Hugh and Ralph appealed to the French king, technically John’s and by extension their feudal overlord (and therefore previously not their ally), saying that John had attacked them and despoiled their lands without justification. Luckily for John, Philip had his own concerns, and was not ready to use this as a pretext to wage war on his Angevin adversary. Instead, he encouraged John to make peace with the Lusignan brothers and give them a fair trial in his ducal court, while urging the brothers to stop their sieges in Poitou. John had been thrown an unexpected 36lifeline. But here he made another damaging mistake, clearly failing to see the risks inherent in the combination of this situation and his new position as a vassal of the French king. Refusing to negotiate with the Lusignans or provide them with a trial in his court, and instead charging them with treason against both himself and Richard I, he challenged them to a duel with his own men to prove their innocence. In so doing, he effectively guaranteed that they would lodge a further appeal with Philip. Even then, John might have walked away from this potential fiasco relatively unscathed, because Philip again tried in late 1201 to induce him to provide the Lusignans with a fair trial. However, John’s overconfidence led him to delay. When he finally offered a trial, he did not offer safe-conduct for the Lusignans, which meant they would be in fear of their lives if they made the journey. John was able to argue as a result that they had declined his offer of a trial, but it was a reckless path to tread and demonstrates his unwise machination.

         Meanwhile, the French king continued with his diplomatic efforts in the face of John’s actions, but when all else failed, and now occupying the moral high ground, Philip Augustus finally required John to come before the French court in Paris at Easter 1202. John refused, saying he was only obliged to go to the borders of the duchy of Normandy and not beyond. The French royal court at Paris inevitably and immediately rejected John’s defence, and judgement was passed against him. But this was not just as count of Poitou: the French court deemed him to have forfeited all the lands he held from the French Crown because of his stubborn refusal to appear before his overlord. Philip was quick to declare Arthur as John’s successor and to take his homage. This was a preface to a full-scale assault on Normandy by Philip, the legality of which was dubious given that the court judgement had not actually deprived John of the duchy. Doubtless Philip was looking for any excuse to seize John’s lands. However, the failure of diplomacy and judgement on John’s part was abject and staggering – he had made things very easy for Philip.

         The Inheritance Lost

         In late spring 1202, Philip began to make a series of outright assaults on Normandy. John needed friends but found himself short of allies. 37Meanwhile, Arthur and his forces were causing problems in the southern part of John’s French territories, starting with a progress along the Loire Valley; by late July they had moved south from there and were pursuing Eleanor of Aquitaine as she, in one of the final efforts of her life, headed for Poitiers to arrange its defence. She failed to make it all the way there, taking refuge in the keep of the castle at the small town of Mirebeau just north of the city, where Arthur’s forces besieged her. At this time John was in Le Mans preparing to make an assault on Maine and Anjou, but now diverted quickly to relieve his mother. Covering over eighty miles in a southward march in the space of just forty-eight hours to get to Mirebeau would prove to be one of the few martial glories of John’s reign. With William des Roches, his new ally, John stormed the castle at dawn, surprising those who besieged it before they had even had their breakfast. Eleanor was rescued and Arthur and his allies, including the Lusignan brothers, were captured.

         This might have been a pivotal victory, enabling John to restore his position just as he had done in 1200. But he made further serious mistakes. First, he created yet more enemies and disregarded norms of chivalry by sending the besiegers to prison weighted with chains; many died in the process. Furthermore, having promised to take counsel from William des Roches, who had masterminded the relief of Mirebeau, John now instead decided to remove Arthur to prison in Falaise in lower Normandy. Humiliating an ally as vital as William des Roches – the very man who had denied Philip Augustus victory in 1199 when Philip had been similarly high-handed over the fortress of Ballon – was only going to end badly. Des Roches duly defected back to Philip Augustus, taking with him a significant number of other lords. John had compromised his own position throughout the Loire Valley, a critical linking point between his lands in Aquitaine and Normandy, and hugely valuable in its own right.

         Only now did he realise the importance of his relationship with the Lusignans, and swiftly released them from the harsh regime of imprisonment that had been inflicted upon so many men captured at Mirebeau. In return for their release they promised loyalty, but in reality they had no intention of allowing John to subject them to his whims again. They went on to betray him as soon as was expedient. Beyond Normandy John was 38confronted with more and more rebels throughout 1202 – his reputation preceded him.

         By early 1203 Philip’s star was definitively in the ascendant. It is reported that John, panicking, had Arthur murdered at Rouen (where he had been moved from Falaise); some accounts even declare that John performed the act himself. According to the annals of the abbey of Margam in Glamorgan, when John ‘was drunk and possessed by the devil, he slew him with his own hand, and tying a heavy stone to the body cast it into the Seine’. This chronicle account of John murdering Arthur was written in an abbey of which the Briouze family were patrons, and may well have been based on a first-hand account: William de Briouze had been a significant advocate of John’s claim to the English throne in 1199 and was for several years thereafter a great favourite. He had also been the man who had captured Arthur at Mirebeau in 1202 and stayed with John in his service afterwards. Whatever the details, few doubt that it was at the very least on John’s orders that Arthur was killed. The act brought Arthur’s loyal Bretons out into a war of vengeance against John, and by autumn 1202 they quickly seized the city of Angers – just as they had done on John’s accession in 1199.

         Meanwhile, Philip was launching a further series of attacks on eastern Normandy. With the situation worsening, John realised that he needed significant reinforcements and began preparing for a major campaign, mustering men in central Normandy, from where they could easily travel in any direction in response to an emerging threat. Early in 1203 his position began to unravel further with the loss of the great castle and Angevin treasure at Chinon in Touraine, perhaps inevitable given the amount of support John had haemorrhaged. John decided to advance south, but he was quickly forced to turn back and abandon his position in Anjou, Maine and Touraine. Soon all his lands on and around the Loire had been lost, the core of his Angevin inheritance.

         On the eastern flank of Normandy, Philip Augustus stepped up his assault, and the castles of Conches and Vaudreuil quickly fell, enabling the French king to move to lay siege to Richard I’s great castle near Rouen, Chateau Gaillard, which was now isolated. The castle had been one of Richard’s proudest achievements: he described it as his ‘beautiful daughter’ 39whose walls he could hold ‘were they made of butter’. It was – and remains – an extraordinary tour de force in military architecture: commanding the cliffs above the Seine, it formed a defensive complex – easily linked by barge to the Angevin arsenal at Rouen and thereby to supply from the sea – that effectively blocked any ingress that Philip Augustus might seek to make into upper Normandy. Inspired by the latest concentric castle design, seen by Richard in the Holy Land and reimagined in Normandy in even more compelling form with no fewer than four tiers of formidable defences, it ought to have been as impregnable as any fortress in the known world, and to have sealed Normandy like a cork seals a bottle.

         What happened to Chateau Gaillard over the next few months cemented the fate of Normandy. Like any castle, its garrison needed provisions. John tried to get supplies to it by attacking the besieging French forces. But the rowers moving up the river with relief supplies were slower because of the strength of the current and they missed the troops who were coming across land. The failure of the rendezvous meant that the French forces were able to intercept the relief supplies and defeat the land army. At this point, John moved west to try to distract Philip’s attention by attacking the Breton forces, but Philip was resolute before the castle walls and the diversion tactic failed. With the continental inheritance for which he had fought so hard collapsing around him, John rushed from France to England in December 1203 to raise new resources to enable him to return to France in spring 1204. But he was too slow. Chateau Gaillard fell to Philip Augustus in March.

         Despite John’s failure to provide relief supplies to the garrison in 1203, however, the castle was not starved out; it was taken by a mix of force and politics. Chateau Gaillard’s structure was key. Under normal siege circumstances, its defences should easily have held out, but what Richard I had never expected was that his opponents would have a period of many months to attack the castle; the failure of John’s political position condemned Chateau Gaillard to months of exactly such grinding assault. When the castle fell on 6 March 1204, John’s last hopes of any defence of Normandy fell with it, the rest of the duchy quickly coming into French hands.

         Little had John known when he crossed to England at the end of 1203 that he had left France as de facto duke of Normandy for the last time. 40By spring 1204, with Normandy lost, his problems on the Continent mounted. Eleanor died soon after the storming of Chateau Gaillard, and a number of towns and lords quickly realised that they must pledge allegiance to Philip Augustus if they were not to be punished as opponents by the dominant leader in the region. It was the end of a great empire. On one side of the Channel, Philip Augustus celebrated the achievement of his crowning glory; on the other, John could only rue his ignominious failure.

         England’s Full-Time King

         In the years that followed, John would be away from England for only brief periods in 1206, 1210 and 1214, spending more time in the realm than either his father or brother. His personal presence alone would inevitably make this a very different reign from either of his predecessors’, but John’s preparations for a fresh assault on Philip Augustus on the Continent also required a greater accumulation of resources than ever before: there was now no Norman wealth to contribute to the effort, and any campaign would this time be one not of retention but reconquest of a vast swathe of lands. Furthermore, Philip Augustus’ own ambitions did not stop at the shoreline of France – more than once after 1204 he actively made preparations to invade England, with the notion that his son Louis would become king. In fact, as early as 1205 the spectre of invasion loomed large: in his pomp, and having wasted no time, Philip was already attempting to assemble aggressive allies who might join him by virtue of their own landed claims through their wives: men like the count of Boulogne and the duke of Brabant. Concerned about the gravity of the threat, John took urgent action late in 1204 and early in 1205 to ensure that England’s borders were defended. In January, he demanded a vow of fidelity from every adult male in the country ‘against foreigners and against any other disturbers of the peace’. Constables were appointed in the localities to raise forces in the event of invasion. Meanwhile, naval defences were created, often from scratch, with frantic shipbuilding taking place, especially on the south coast.

         Philip must have been hopeful of building a coalition and forming alliances with nobles within England: a number of those lords who held 41extensive lands in England were also landowners in Normandy, and were not straightforwardly aligned to either the English or French king. The earl of Pembroke, William Marshal – who had given important support to John in England in 1199 and who had led the unsuccessful attempt in 1203 to relieve the garrison at Chateau Gaillard – had felt the subsequent fall of Normandy as devastatingly as John; he lost a great deal of land. So it was understandable that, having been offered an opportunity in 1205 to make a deal with Philip Augustus for his lands in Normandy, he should have been willing to pay 500 marks for a guarantee that the French king would leave those lands alone for a year and a day, and to promise to do homage to him for them thereafter if they remained intact. He was clearly keen to ensure that his relationship with Philip Augustus was a positive one in the future. Marshal was not the only one to come to such an arrangement: Robert, earl of Leicester did so too, thereby saving his Norman lands.

         Others in the same position decided, however, not to make such arrangements, perhaps because they were more fearful of the potential impact on their lands in England. Earl Ranulf of Chester, for example, decided against reaching an agreement with Philip, who went on to redistribute the earl’s forfeited Norman lands among his followers. Another group left French lands in the hands of younger sons, and therefore retained at least a familial foothold on both sides of the Channel. There is no doubt that a number of English lords were willing to come to arrangements with Philip Augustus in relation to their Norman lands, but there is no evidence that he would have been able to bring large numbers to his side in support for an invasion of England, in part due to the nobility’s interpretation of the likelihood of Philip prevailing over John in England. In March 1205, with Philip actively raising an expeditionary army, John met his nobles to ask for their support, and they wasted little time in agreeing to supply him with all their might in defending England; forces were ordered to muster in May.

         But all was not well within England. In fact, despite their promise of loyalty to John in defending the realm itself, many lords were becoming increasingly disgruntled with his rule. This was expressed later in 1205, when John attempted to take the fight back across the Channel by mounting a campaign in Poitou. John’s opportunity to launch a campaign arose 42from the fact that Philip’s prospective allies among the princes of the Low Countries had proved reluctant to fight across the Channel, critically undermining the planned invasion. This meant that in 1205, as spring turned to summer, England was no longer under serious threat, and John immediately moved to the front foot and tried to take the fight back to Philip – but faced with demands for service overseas, the English nobles refused in large numbers to muster. English brakes had been applied to John’s continental ambitions; he was not going to find the realm as amenable as he had presumed.

         A steady accumulation of grievances at John’s dealings with the lords had built up since 1199. The first problem was his personal relationship with the nobility as a group; he tended to eschew their services and surrounded himself with paid mercenaries, or men whom he had cultivated himself and who owed their position not to their inherited landed wealth or status as Conquest families, but to him. The nobility did not feel as though they were his natural counsellors, a role that, as his key military commanders and soldiers, they were traditionally expected to play, exactly as secretaries of state do now with prime ministers and presidents. Moreover, at the start of the reign John had agreed to the restitution of lost rights for his subjects in England but had failed to deliver on his promise. In 1201–2 he had toured the country selling privileges and confirmations of liberties which lords, among others, were obliged to pay fines to obtain, thereby raising large sums of money, while in 1203 he had implemented a novel tax on movable goods, which was paid, so far as we know, only by the lay nobility and bishops, and may have been punitive as a result of their alleged desertion of him. At the same time, in a precursor to later action, he had begun to threaten to confiscate land if a debtor was unable to pay what he owed to the Crown, a move that must have worried many.

         Secondly, John’s behaviour towards individual barons and earls was unpredictable. The fundamental problem arose from his application of the principle of carrot and stick to induce loyalty – he punished some in order to enforce what he considered their reluctant or dubious loyalty, while rewarding others in order to secure their support. It was an attitude that infantilised the nobility, and assumed fundamental antagonism towards the monarchy rather than support for it. While they were sensitive about 43what they saw as their own local rights and jurisdictions, it is clear from how nobles acted towards the king that they both wanted and needed their monarch: the king was the only one with the authority, God-given after all, to resolve disputes between them, and to lead them in battle, and by the early thirteenth century, they depended on the smooth operation of the all-encompassing common-law system over which the king presided. He therefore served a vital role and they were, quite simply, loyal unless provoked to be otherwise. He was equally willing to take all manner of financial or other offerings – both great and small – for judicial suits, the effect of which was to confuse justice with patronage. The former was supposed to be dispensed by the king as the fount of natural justice. But this should have been a matter of equity and impartiality, not of favour. And certainly justice was not supposed to be purchased.

         The extent of the king’s demands and the vagaries of his behaviour were particularly felt in the north of England, defined in the period as everywhere above the River Trent. John was in the north – often making long perambulations – in every year of his reign other than 1199, 1202, 1203 and 1214. By contrast, Henry II visited on only eleven occasions during his thirty-five-year reign, and Richard the Lionheart only twice. John’s presence had a significant impact because when the king was physically present in a locality, the financial demands associated with royal government tended to be applied with greater force and alacrity. When he visited a locality, John also levied fines and amercements (financial penalties) on an unprecedented scale. Moreover, certain aspects of Angevin rule, for instance the Forest Law (that is, the law protecting hunting for the king in large areas of land adding up to about a third of England) and the collection of so-called Jewish debts (debts owed by the nobility and others that had reverted to the Crown on the deaths of Jewish moneylenders) burdened the north more heavily than they did the south. In the case of Jewish debts this was because the most prominent moneylenders, foremost among whom was Aaron the Jew of Lincoln (who had died in 1186), had been active in the north.

         Although John was more absent from the north in the early years of his reign – his presence being demanded elsewhere by the need to secure the throne and then by threats to his continental lands – nonetheless the 44governmental records contain long lists of so-called financial offerings that people made to the king in the period (a better term than ‘offerings’ would be ‘extractions’ because they were certainly not voluntary). Some £6,000 was extracted from Yorkshire alone during an extensive royal tour in 1201. The individual offerings that added up to these major sums were varied in nature: in York, the citizens were even forced to give John £100 for his benevolence because they had not met him on his arrival; he had consequently taken hostages from among them, for whose release this £100 also paid. Roger of Howden, with all the drama we expect from contemporary writers, wrote that an earthquake took place in Yorkshire shortly before John’s arrival, and that when the king did come, ‘He perambulated the land and ransomed the men of the realm … asserting that they had wasted his forest.’ John’s reputation for greed is indicated by the fact that Roger also stated that, when John arrived in Hexham, ‘He heard that there was buried treasure at Corbridge. He had men dig there, but nothing was found.’ Roger of Wendover mentions that John had taken large amounts of money from the north during the 1201 tour.

         The increased weight of government in the north under the Angevins greatly affected its most substantial nobles. By 1199, their jurisdiction was already being challenged by judicial eyres and forest eyres (both of which involved royal justices circulating through the counties hearing cases, the former hearing all manner of legal cases in the localities, particularly property disputes, and the latter cases relating to the royal forests), tallages (a form of arbitrary taxation levied on liberties and boroughs) and other money-raising measures, as well as by royal visitations. John was to take all this further, and, as was the case elsewhere, it was accompanied by unpredictability, perceived greed and needless cruelty on the part of the king.

         Another aspect of John’s intrusive and heavy-handed government was that, as elsewhere in his territories, he increasingly imported new personnel – favourites and outsiders, some from his lost French territories – into local office. The men who were appointed to these offices were, as well as often being from across the Channel, regularly from relatively humble backgrounds, and would receive extensive patronage from the king which cut across existing expectations. One, Robert de Vieuxpont, was even given the hereditary lordship of Westmorland. 45

         The discontent caused by the imposition of so many financial burdens, the king’s unpredictability and the promotion of so many new and unknown men, often foreigners, not only in the north but across the whole of England, had been clear as early as 1201. In that year quite a number of earls, especially northerners, had failed to respond to John’s summons for a campaign in Normandy. Refusing to come to Portsmouth for the muster for the proposed crossing to the duchy, they instead met at Leicester and stated that they would not go on campaign ‘unless [John] restored to each of them their rights’. In the face of this John acted swiftly, not by making concessions, but by taking hostages and effectively enforcing service, with the result that many nobles went on to accompany him on campaign overseas – but hardly under propitious circumstances.

         Distrust continued, and when the king returned to England in 1203 he accused the nobility collectively of deserting him – a far from reasonable accusation since so many had campaigned with him. Towards the end of 1204 northern England was close to being in a state of war with the king. Unsurprisingly, in March 1205, when the nobility agreed to support John in defending England against Philip Augustus and the dauphin Prince Louis, they also made their king take an oath ‘that he would by their counsel maintain the rights of the kingdom inviolate, to the utmost of his power’. John thought that in so doing he had secured their obedience, but by the summer his hopes were to be disappointed: the reality was that he had simply not given enough guarantees or engaged in enough acts of good faith to convince men to serve with him on the Continent.

         Many of the burdens John imposed in the years to 1205 resulted from a mixture of his acute need for money both before and after the loss of Normandy, and his desire to make the governmental machinery more all-encompassing and imposing. In both these areas, John’s personal oversight of, and the efficiency with which he deployed and expanded, the Angevin governmental machine were both significantly greater than under his father and brother. This was the case even before the loss of the continental lands brought him back to England on an almost full-time basis and generated greater burdens. This created tensions, particularly in the north of England, which was not used to this sort of royal rule. But the situation was also significantly complicated by John’s paranoia and mistrust of his 46greatest subjects, and the way in which these were expressed; nobles cannot have known if they would be singled out for flattery or destruction, and the resulting situation must have been at best unsettling and at worst terrifying. By preferring the counsel of his own mercenaries and confidants, often from outside England, John had also begun to drive a further wedge between himself and his greatest nobles.

         Thwarted Ambitions

         The refusal of the nobility to serve with him on the Continent in 1205 came at the same time as a succession crisis – not that of the king. In July 1205 the archbishop of Canterbury, Hubert Walter, died. For John, needing to place his own administrators and supporters in the highest clerical ranks so that they might access benefices and therefore not burden the Crown financially, this presented an opportunity. It was also probably a matter of principle to John that he should have a key say in the appointment of the new archbishop. After Walter’s death, he went straight to Canterbury in order to try to promote his own candidate. There, he found the monks of the priory of Christ Church Canterbury, who were attached to the cathedral, at odds with the bishops of the province of Canterbury over who should elect the archbishop. The monks argued that they had the right to appoint one of their own to the archbishopric without any other input, whereas the bishops claimed that they had a right to a voice in the election. John persuaded both groups to wait until the end of the year to go forward with an election. In the meantime, they appealed to the pope for a decision on who had the right to choose. But a faction among the monks decided not to wait and elected their prior, Reginald, on the condition that the pope subsequently approved that decision. They sent him to Rome with letters to that effect, perhaps not expecting Reginald to rewrite the script and announce himself to have been elected without mentioning that condition.

         By autumn 1205, John was therefore struggling to assert his kingly authority in both the ecclesiastical and the lay spheres. In the first of these, a rogue prior was arguing to the pope that he was now the archbishop of Canterbury in the face of John’s own wishes to the contrary, and in the latter 47his nobles were refusing to accompany him to campaign against the king of France. John must have been furious on both counts. He had proceeded with uncharacteristic diplomacy over the archbishopric and still failed. Meanwhile he had pursued his foreign ambitions with single-minded purpose, and just as it looked as though a window of opportunity had opened for him, he had been thwarted. The failure of the 1205 campaign might have been a salutary lesson for John about the fundamentals of his relationships in England, but he was determined to launch another campaign as soon as possible. As he would do when faced with a crisis again in 1212, he seems to have embarked not on amending his behaviour, but on a personal tour of the country, paying particular attention to the north, throughout the autumn and winter of 1205–6, which was patently aimed at bringing his recalcitrant lords into line.

         John’s chosen methods of persuasion took their usual form of a combination of threats and bribes: Earl Ranulf of Chester, for example, was given the lands of the honour of Richmond, but a number of other lords were made to surrender their lands. When the now elderly Angevin loyalist William Marshal pleaded in 1205 that he was unable to join John in an expedition to Poitou because of his homage to Philip Augustus, whose vassal he now was and whom therefore he could not fight, John angrily accused William of treason. Luckily for William, his fellow magnates refused to pass judgement on him. That John thought such a man could be treated in this way is telling. What Marshal is alleged to have said to his peers during this altercation with the king is remarkably prescient: ‘Be on alert against the king: what he thinks to do with me, he will do to each and every one of you, or even more, if he gets the upper hand over you.’ He could not have summarised the situation more astutely.

         Where the archbishopric of Canterbury was concerned, John felt his own personal presence in Canterbury was needed if he were to hold sway given the recent turn of events, and so his tour in the winter of 1205–6 also involved some time there. When he arrived in December 1205, his first action was to demand to know why Reginald seemed to believe himself to be archbishop despite there having been no formal and proper election. Reassuring the outraged king that they had not made an election, the monks then held another vote in John’s presence, unsurprisingly 48choosing the king’s own candidate, John de Gray, bishop of Norwich. However, the drama turned into a farce when Pope Innocent III then refused to acknowledge the new election because it had been made while an appeal to him about who had the right to choose the archbishop was still in train. By March 1206 Innocent had summoned more monks from Christ Church Canterbury to Rome to take part in a third election, and by the autumn he had in addition informed the bishops that they were not entitled to participate. But the monks were divided between Prior Reginald and John de Gray, and so Innocent proposed an alternative candidate, Stephen Langton, who, despite being born in England, had spent most of his life in France and was therefore heavily associated in John’s mind with his arch-enemies.

         John was deeply unhappy and refused to give his assent to Langton’s election. This did not deter Innocent, a man (like the Angevin kings) famous for his inflexible sense of his own prerogatives, and he went on to consecrate the new archbishop in May 1207. There almost inevitably followed a refusal by John to allow Langton into England, let alone Canterbury. In a move typical of John, he decided to drive the monks of Christ Church, who had caused him a good deal of trouble in all this, into exile. For good measure, he also took possession of all benefices of Italian clerics in England and banned the papal judges from the English church courts.

         But the reality remained that John had failed to prevail in relation to the pope. Innocent III even ignored John’s demands for guarantees that the election of Langton against his will would not set a precedent. There was consequently a complete impasse. Innocent drove up the pressure by responding to John’s continued opposition to Langton’s appointment with an interdict, banning all sacraments from being performed in England. In return John confiscated clerical property, making clerics pay fines to receive it back and turning a huge profit in the process. Despite several attempts to negotiate a truce in the next few years, the pope and the king remained irreconcilable, and in November 1209 John was excommunicated. This meant in theory that anyone deposing John had the pope’s blessing. For now, however, that was certainly not on the cards. Ironically, John and his nobles mostly found themselves of one mind over this: the great lords agreed with the king that the pope had to recognise that the election of 49Langton would not set a precedent if a settlement was to be brokered. The impasse prevailed.

         John was more successful in his demands on the nobles than in his quarrel with the pope. His actions in the autumn and winter of 1205–6 enabled him to amass a sufficient force to launch a campaign in summer 1206. When he wanted, John could be extremely beguiling, and of course his threats to individual lords’ landed security were potent as inducements to loyalty. The result was that, in early June 1206, his internal ‘diplomacy’ took him to La Rochelle with a significant following of nobles. He swiftly retook northern Poitou, forcing Philip Augustus to rush to the border between Anjou and Poitou in order to prevent further progress. With Poitou largely regained, he was content to agree a two-year truce with Philip in October 1206. Neither king was yet ready for a more extensive campaign.

         The Campaign for Reconquest

         The success in south-west France in 1206 was cause for optimism. When John set sail for England, therefore, his luck seemed to have turned, and from the moment of his return he started to make plans for one of the most ambitious campaigns of reconquest of Normandy across the Channel that had ever been attempted. But it was an all-or-nothing bid and would require financial underpinnings (and therefore impositions on his subjects) of such an order of magnitude that failure, and the consequences of failure, were unthinkable. So the royal government in England came to be even more oppressive, more exploitative and more aggressive in the financial sphere than before – this could not fail to increase resentment and produce a febrile atmosphere.

         One of John’s first actions on his return from the Continent was to call together a Great Council of the prelates and nobles of England to meet with him in January in Oxford, where he requested a tax of one-thirteenth on movable property from both groups. The clergy resisted, but he claimed to have gained consent from the lords for a lay tax, stating that it had been granted ‘by common counsel and the assent of our Council’. It seems more likely from the evidence that no one in the meeting had dared to argue with him. In his statement about the tax, John also claimed that it had 50been agreed ‘for the defence of our realm and the recovery of our rights’. Where previously kings might only have called on feudal service from their tenants-in-chief (usually nobles or senior members of the gentry) for the second of these, John was now claiming that his subjects had agreed that the Angevin inheritance was a matter for the realm as a whole. In essence it represented an attempt to normalise the granting of taxes by his subjects, and therefore recourse by the king to public funding, for continental campaigns. As a result all laymen had to pay to the king twelve pence in every mark (a mark amounted to roughly sixty-six pence) of their annual revenues and twelve pence in every mark on their ‘movable’ goods (mainly saleable corn and livestock). The resulting collection of over £60,000 provoked such opposition that John did not dare to attempt such a novel experiment with revenue-raising again, but his attempt to elide his private Angevin inheritance and the realm of England would in due course be echoed by his successor.

         Other revenue-raising measures were also instituted. A new forest eyre began, raising huge sums of money for the Exchequer through fines; Jewish debts and Jewish moneylenders were exploited to the full, with the collection of debts in Crown hands vigorously pursued. At the same time, heavy taxes were imposed on living Jews: in 1210 alone the Jews of Bristol were taxed a staggering £45,000. Not only did this damage England’s burgeoning credit economy, it also impoverished the king’s Jewish subjects, and impacted heavily on some of the most indebted members of society, often nobles and lesser lords. Crown debtors generally were also subject to increased attention, and threatened with the confiscation of their property if they could not meet the terms. Simultaneously, John held on for extended periods to bishoprics and abbacies vacated as a result of the death of the incumbent, enabling him to claim the revenues that accrued in the interim. By early 1213 there were seven bishoprics and thirteen abbacies in the king’s hands bringing in large sums of money.

         The king could also fine subjects who committed infringements of the law or other misdemeanours, and he could accept payments for justice – to expedite cases, for example, or to permit a hearing in the first place. John did this energetically throughout the reign. In the period from 1207, however, payments for justice became more and more common, peaking 51in 1210–12 as the pressure for money for the alliance John was seeking to construct on the Continent mounted significantly. At the same time, the pipe rolls (the financial records of government) show increasing numbers of fines being paid for the king’s benevolence and for release from the king’s prisons.

         The same dramatic increase in pressure can be seen in relation to feudal revenues, particularly the ‘feudal incidents’ – fees paid for permission to marry or inherit land, for example. The value of a feudal incident was not regulated and was, strictly, subject to the whim of the king. So, if John charged one person £15,000 to inherit his father’s lands, a payment known as a ‘relief ’, and another £500, he had done nothing that it was not within his power to do, even though there was broad agreement by the early thirteenth century that £100 was actually the most reasonable sum to charge. If the heir who had been forced to pledge £15,000 defaulted on his payment because he simply could not raise the funds the Exchequer demanded, the king could confiscate his land, or take his children as hostages, without any means of redress. Of course this was not new under John. What was new from 1207 was the sheer regularity and magnitude of the charges.

         The scale of the demands made by John brought the fact that there were virtually no rules about what he could and could not do into stark relief. His subjects’ vulnerability to the vagaries of his will was made all the more threatening not just by John’s acute need for money; at the same time, his innate fears of treachery were mounting and he increasingly used reliefs and fines to place barons he did not trust in fetters of debt to the Crown, threatening dispossession to enforce obedience among those who were struggling to pay if he thought they might be likely to betray him.

         Two men who particularly suffered as a result of John’s suspicions were William Marshal and William de Briouze, who dominated South Wales, the southern Welsh borderlands (or March) and Ireland, and who had both been among the king’s most trusted advisers in the early years of the reign. Tensions first erupted in Ireland in 1206 when the justiciar of Ireland, Meiler fitz Henry, seized one of Marshal’s castles, Offaly in Leinster. The same happened to Briouze in Limerick. Marshal’s and Briouze’s tenants naturally fought for their lords and sent word to them across the Irish Sea about what had happened. The two lords protested to John about the 52behaviour of his justiciar and John conceded to allow the return of any of Briouze’s men, together with booty that had been seized. But he did not propose to return the city of Limerick, which had been occupied. He also gave permission for Marshal to visit Ireland in 1207 to make a survey of his lands, but then decided to require custody of Marshal’s second son and of the earl’s English and Welsh castles as guarantees of his loyalty. In autumn 1207 he ordered Marshal to return to England and went on to give a number of lands to those Leinster lords who looked as though they might be willing to desert Marshal. (This suggests that the justiciar’s first actions against Marshal and Briouze had in all likelihood been taken on John’s orders, rather than independently.) John also confiscated the sheriffdom of Gloucestershire and the custody of Cardigan and the Forest of Dean from Marshal. When the earl returned to England, another lord, Meiler fitz Henry, launched a number of attacks on his possessions in Leinster, but these were repulsed by an able body of knights the earl had left behind as a precaution. John was consequently forced to compromise with Marshal, but still emerged with the upper hand: Marshal had to pay around £200 to receive Offaly back and was made to sign a new charter regarding his earldom of Leinster. This restricted his rights and extended those of the king. Thereafter Marshal sensibly kept a generally low profile until John pardoned him in 1212. His case is a good example of John’s suspicion of treachery, even where, given Marshal’s record of loyalty, it was extremely unlikely that he would launch any challenge to the king.

         John arguably provoked treachery from Briouze by acting as he did. Briouze had helped John to gain the English throne in 1199 and was a natural ally. Yet despite giving him early favour, the king became increasingly suspicious of him, even demanding hostages in 1208. Briouze’s wife Matilda refused, allegedly saying that she would not give her sons over to a man who had murdered his own nephew, referring to Arthur in 1203. Her husband tried to smooth things over, but John, probably even more fearful of treachery now, sent his officials to arrest the whole family. In the event, those officials arrived too late: Briouze, Matilda and their children, fearing the worst, had already fled to Ireland. Once there, Briouze had to evade capture. Initially he took refuge with Marshal, and later with Walter de Lacy, lord of Trim Castle in County Meath, Ireland and of Ludlow 53Castle in Shropshire, who was married to Briouze’s daughter. Rumours abounded that the Briouzes and the Lacys, who had both been instrumental in asserting royal authority in Ireland earlier in John’s reign, were attempting to start a rebellion there. The situation was serious, and it was of John’s own making.

         Rebellion across the British Isles

         John could not mete out the punishment he wanted to the rebels over in Ireland because rumours of a possible rebellion in the north of England in response to the impositions of recent years forced him to divert there in July 1209. John’s policies in respect of Jewish debts, the tax of 1207, the royal forests and feudal incidents, while probably not intended to have a greater impact in the north than elsewhere, nonetheless had. At the same time, the scale of the appointment of officials who had served John loyally on the Continent and who were, following the loss of lands in 1204, in need of billets in England, was so extensive that by 1209 there had been massive changes in personnel. Many local notables had been displaced in the process. What made the situation even more threatening for John were rumours that had begun to circulate at the same time that the Scottish king, William I, had entered into an alliance of mutual support with both Philip Augustus and some of the English lords. At the start of John’s reign, King William had demanded the cession to Scotland of both Northumberland and Cumberland, refusing to do homage to John for the lands he held in England. In entering into a new alliance with the French king, William had seen an opportunity to assert himself. With both the north on the verge of rebellion, and the arms of the Scottish and French kings for the northerners to run into, it would have been doubly risky for John to depart for Ireland. Instead he travelled to the north in July 1209, taking the feudal army with him. Once there he met the Scottish king, who, faced with John’s forces, and devoid of a significant army himself, quickly made peace with demeaning terms, agreeing to pay the king £10,000 and to hand over two of his daughters as hostages to his good behaviour.

         William the Lion’s swift capitulation enabled John to resume his focus on raising money and enforcing baronial loyalty in England and Ireland. 54In May 1210 he took the opportunity to sail across to Ireland to impose his authority. This move was successful: John humbled the great English nobles whom he suspected of fostering rebellion there, and although William de Briouze escaped back to Wales, he offered to make peace. This being John, the matter was not left to rest: the king was hell-bent on pursuing Matilda de Briouze – who had spoken out so dangerously about Arthur of Brittany’s fate – and remained in Ireland to do so. Only after she had fled to Scotland and was captured by a Scottish lord was John willing to do business with her husband. Briouze agreed to raise the money for his wife’s release but instead fled to France, fearing for his own life, in the process showing little thought for his wife and children. He cannot have anticipated what would happen next, a series of events that was ultimately distilled into one of the most famous stories in the history of the period: Matilda and her sons were allegedly starved to death in prison on John’s orders, a story of staggering cruelty that is all too easy to believe, given what we know of John’s personality.

         When John returned to the mainland in August 1210, he decided to take pre-emptive action to prevent any further distractions from the business of his continental campaign. This meant bringing to heel another vassal about whom he was growing concerned in an increasingly febrile political atmosphere. Llywelyn ab Iorwerth, prince of Gwynedd and undisputed leader of the native Welsh, had extended his own territorial position within Wales so extensively that John judged him to be a clear threat to the position of the English king. The latter’s authority in Wales derived not from his territorial presence, which was actually quite limited, but from the fact that Henry II had made a deal with Rhys ap Gruffudd of Deheubarth in 1171–2, which he had consolidated in 1175–7, that Rhys acknowledge Henry as his feudal overlord. Overlordship meant that the English king was entitled to hold estates when their holder died and the heir was too young to inherit, and that, as in England, lands fell to him if he confiscated them from their lords, as was the case with William de Briouze. Prior to Llywelyn ab Iorwerth, Rhys was the predominant native Welsh prince, so he could claim the authority to do this.

         From his accession John had approached Wales in much the same way as he approached England, Ireland and Scotland. He wanted to make the 55practical reality of his authority more tangible, and so he visited the Welsh Marches frequently once he was back in England after 1204, though typically deployed inducements to build relationships with a number of native Welsh princes. In fact, while he was careful to articulate clearly how he defined the terms of the overlordship that had been agreed in the 1170s, he was initially able to create a good working relationship with Llywelyn ab Iorwerth, who had established his pre-eminence following Rhys ap Gruffudd’s death in 1197 (Rhys’s own family having been riven by disputes about succession). John’s success with Llywelyn resulted from the fact that he was quick to recognise the enhanced status of the prince of Gwynedd in practical ways, arranging the marriage of his own illegitimate daughter to the prince, together with granting Llywelyn the manor of Ellesmere in Shropshire in 1205. Llywelyn had even accompanied John on his campaign to the Scottish border in 1209. It was unusually diplomatic.

         Yet establishing an initial pre-eminence was not enough for Llywelyn, who was keen to ensure that his position within Wales was unchallengeable, and he set about annexing southern Powys and making inroads into Ceredigion. For King John, Llywelyn’s power had to be diminished. He mounted two campaigns into Wales in 1211, the second of the two raiding into Gwynedd and forcing Llywelyn into an utterly ignominious truce in which he was forced to surrender the Four Cantrefs, a key region in North Wales. John’s mercenary captains who held office in border counties, men like Engelard de Cigogné, sheriff of Gloucestershire and Herefordshire from 1210, and, in South Wales, Fawkes de Breauté, bailiff of Glamorgan since 1207, then proceeded to embark on a programme of castle-building as a way of cementing John’s position.

         Continental Disaster

         By the end of 1211, John had halted, at least temporarily, both those whom he believed posed a threat to him in the British Isles and those who really did. The result was that he could give his full attention to the Continent, where the situation had begun to look favourable for a new campaign. John’s continental strategy after 1206 had been to create an intricate web of alliances with other lords and princes in order to launch 56a combined attack on Philip Augustus. It was in principle a good plan, promising to split Philip’s forces by requiring him to make war on at least two fronts when the time came, both to the north-east and to the south-west of Normandy. But progress in realising the strategy had been slow in the first few years: although in 1207 John had secured the support of Otto of Brunswick, claimant to the German throne (Brunswick’s claim to the throne would prevail in 1208 and he was also to become Holy Roman Emperor in 1209), and thereafter had built alliances with princes in eastern Germany with Otto’s help and with the aid of considerable financial incentives made possible by John’s extractions from his English subjects, it was only in 1211 that further major figures were brought on side. In that year the count of Boulogne, upset by the local application, at his expense, of Philip Augustus’ expansionist inclinations, began work to re-form the grand coalition in the Low Countries that had previously been so useful to Richard the Lionheart. It looked as though cracks were emerging in Philip Augustus’ position, which until recently had appeared impregnable. This opened up opportunities for John by early 1212.

         First, though, he had renewed problems in Wales to contend with, when Llywelyn ab Iorwerth of Gwynedd allied with other native Welsh princes in June 1212 to launch retaliatory attacks on English royal garrisons. The alliance had come about because the princes were, in light of the recent campaigns, collectively afraid of what John’s recent masterful assertions of his authority in Wales meant for them, and the attacks unsurprisingly included some on the castles that John’s mercenary captains had built during the course of 1211. In response, John initially focused on a mission to relieve the pressure on garrisons, but he then decided that a full-scale campaign stood the best chance of eliminating the threat from the native princes. This necessitated the diversion of the troops he had planned to take to Poitou, who were now ordered to muster at Chester in August. John planned for the army to build castles as they advanced into Welsh territory, firmly establishing Angevin dominance, and to that end he gave orders to the sheriffs across thirty English counties to raise more than two thousand men skilled in carpentry and other essential crafts and more than six thousand labourers to join the muster, a foreshadowing of Edward’s actions several decades later. John meant business. 57

         But even the Welsh campaign was not to be. Just before the army set off, John received rumours of a baronial plot that aimed either to murder him or to hand him over to the Welsh. As the Barnwell chronicler put it, the desired outcome was clear: it was ‘to choose someone else as king in his place’. John had no choice but to cancel the muster immediately. He put his eldest son into safe custody and began to seize suspected nobles’ castles and demand hostages. Knowing they had been found out, two participants in the plot, Robert Fitzwalter, lord of Dunmow in Essex and Baynard’s Castle in London, and Eustace de Vescy, lord of Alnwick in Northumberland, fled the country. But what accounted for this sudden action on the part of Fitzwalter, Vescy and their confederates? There is no evidence that the plot was directly linked with earlier opposition. In fact, it seems to have been hastily put together sometime between July and August 1212, possibly prompted by a decision by John to order an inquiry into feudal landholding and service on 1 June 1212; this may have led to fears about what he intended to do with the returns, especially given his continental plans and ambitions. The opportunity to act was provided by the distraction of the Welsh rebellion.

         Fitzwalter and Vescy were the only two lords who failed to cover their tracks effectively, but we know very little about their motivations. Both were vilified by chroniclers and even by some modern historians: one of King John’s modern biographers, Wilfred Warren, memorably wrote that they were ‘baronial roughnecks’ who ‘put out stories of John’s lecherous designs upon their womenfolk’ and who were ‘simply out for John’s blood’. But these are caricatures at best. In 1212, Fitzwalter had until very recently enjoyed a good relationship with John. His tenure of a large swathe of land in England made him one of England’s greatest territorial magnates, and he had been the recipient of early favour from John, receiving the custody of Hertfordshire in 1202 and a pardon for all debts owed to Jewish moneylenders the same year. He was involved in the defence of Normandy in 1203, but under pressure from Philip Augustus surrendered Vaudreuil, one of two key castles in the east of the duchy, which fell just before Philip began his siege of Chateau Gaillard, and whose loss opened the door to the fateful attack on Richard the Lionheart’s defensive pièce de résistance. The circumstances of the surrender of Vaudreuil were (and remain) shrouded in mystery, and this led some 58at the time to suspect Fitzwalter of treachery, though in fact there is little evidence of that; King John certainly does not seem to have thought this himself. That Fitzwalter was one of the lords who went with John willingly to Poitou in 1206 would seem to suggest he remained loyal; he was certainly in receipt of favour from the king in this period. As late as 1210 he had received a grant of land, and served with John in Ireland that year.

         Both Fitzwalter and Vescy had until only very recently had a strong record of loyal military service. From this, it seems that their relations with John can only have deteriorated shortly before 1212. One contemporary theory as to why this took place is that John had supported the prior of St Albans in a dispute with Fitzwalter over Binham Priory; another is that John had made a bid to seduce Fitzwalter’s daughter. None of the alternatives put before us to explain Fitzwalter’s treachery in 1212 seems to offer a compelling argument when taken alone, and it may be that a combination of factors contributed to his actions.

         What is much more likely, especially given that it is highly probable that they were not the only plotters in 1212, is that they and their confederates had grown very concerned about John’s behaviour and intentions. Although we cannot trace individual links between the plot of 1212 and earlier problems, the trend is clear: in 1209, John had had to journey to the north of England following rumours of a rebellion; and in 1210 he had been forced to pursue his fallen favourite William de Briouze to Ireland, fearing he might lead an invasion. Opposition was building. The Irish campaign was about establishing John’s authority firmly there, but Fitzwalter and Vescy, and others accompanying the king, were surely perturbed by the single-minded pursuit of William de Briouze, and of William’s son-in-law Walter de Lacy, and Walter’s younger brother Hugh, earl of Ulster – who had harboured both William and Matilda – and then by the gruesome murder of Matilda and her children. There may also have been a much wider backdrop to these concerns: John’s impositions on the nobility in the years since 1206 had been of unprecedented magnitude. Fears about the inquest into feudal tenure and service may have been the last straw for a number of great lords.

         Realising that at least tacit support for the plot of 1212 might have been widespread, John set about securing his position further in the months 59that followed. First, he had to ensure that there was not an outright rebellion. Things seemed to have calmed fairly quickly after the revelation of the plot, but to guarantee no further attempts, John progressed through northern England with troops in autumn 1212 – an explicit show of force designed to intimidate. He even ordered the castellans of the royal castles in the north to prepare for war, spending over £1,000 on enhancements to the fortifications in several places, including Scarborough, Durham and Newcastle in the north-east, and Bolsover, Newark and the Peak in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire.

         At the same time, though, three chroniclers – the Bury annalist, the Barnwell chronicler and the Dunstable annalist – commented that he changed some of his policies, promising to take advice from magnates rather than from foreigners, and reducing some of the financial exactions his agents had been making. The sheriffs were also instructed that the king wanted all those who owed Jewish debts to him to come to him because he wished ‘by the Grace of God to relax their debts’. At the same time, John worked to secure the end of the papal interdict as soon as possible, under the banner of which Fitzwalter and Vescy had justified their position. Envoys were quickly sent to Rome to make peace and by May 1213 John and Innocent III were on better terms (though not without considerable concessions on John’s part).

         John again pursued a strategy in February 1213 of quickly rebuilding key relationships with individual lords, while punishing some others for their treachery. He extracted charters of fealty from those about whom he harboured continued suspicions, requiring them to pledge all their lands to prove their loyalty. In some areas he charged them huge reliefs to inherit lands from their fathers. John de Lacy, for example, was told in 1213 that his succession to the honour of Pontefract would cost him the huge sum of 7,000 marks. He was lucky: Robert Fitzwalter, despite being readmitted to the king’s peace, found that John had completely destroyed two of his castles. This was characteristic behaviour: at the same time that John was cowing opponents by shows of force he was bringing others onside by indications of friendship or flexibility. For the nobles faced by this, John’s tactics must have presented a continual dilemma: should they resist the at-times-monstrous near-tyrant, or should they welcome a fresh accommodation 60with him with a measure of relief and a modicum of hope for their future personal safety and prosperity? In this manner, divide and rule kept John on his throne and to a degree in command of events, but as resistance to his essentially hostile kingship grew year on year, and as John responded with repeated shows of force, his position was more and more compromised; crisis, should political space open up, became ever more likely.

         Sensing an opportunity in John’s domestic problems, and having already made an alliance with the Welsh, Philip Augustus swiftly ordered his son Louis to raise a force to invade England. In May 1213, just before the interdict was declared to be at an end, Louis overran Flanders with a view to launching the planned campaign across the Channel. John had been on high alert for such a campaign since late April, and had stationed his army in Kent ready for the possible assault from Louis. Among the nobility, despite tensions with John, there was still no desire for a French replacement and this defensive action had the support of virtually all of them. They were in Kent for the six-week period waiting in a state of readiness in case of French attack. Things soon began to unravel more generally for Philip and Louis. The latter’s actions in Flanders, particularly the seizure of Saint-Omer and Aire, alienated the count of Flanders, and that in turn led the count to appeal to John for help. The loss of the loyalty of both the count of Boulogne (who had been allied with John since 1212) and the count of Flanders created a domino effect in the Low Countries, and a strong coalition at last began to build against the French king. John had in the meantime managed to recruit various lesser French lords, like the count of Nevers, into his pay. By late May he felt strong enough to despatch the earl of Salisbury across the Channel with a force. The earl and his allies, with a total of around five hundred ships, including on board the counts of both Holland and Boulogne, discovered the French fleet moored at Damme in Flanders, and Salisbury gave an immediate order to attack, destroying Philip’s ambitions of a successful invasion of England.

         Victory over Philip Augustus enabled John to step down from the defensive position he had adopted in Kent and to plan to take an army across the Channel instead. A campaign to recapture Normandy was resuscitated, with plans to set sail for Poitou in summer 1213, from where he intended to launch the southerly prong of his attack on Philip. 61He therefore summoned the feudal army to appear at Portsmouth in July and readied for a sustained assault on the French king. And yet, when Normandy was tantalisingly close to being redelivered to him, John was thwarted yet again by lack of support from the English nobility. Despite all his concessions following the plot of 1212, many now simply refused to serve him: the six weeks that the nobility had spent together in Kent in late April and May 1213 may well have been crucial in this, enabling more discussions of rebellion to take place. When it came to the campaign, the chronicle accounts variously put forward three reasons which they say were given by the nobles for their lack of support: first, the king had not yet been absolved by the pope from his sentence of excommunication; second, the nobles apparently argued that they did not have the resources to campaign on the Continent because those resources had been used up in internal expeditions (by which they meant in Scotland, Wales and Ireland); third, the northern lords said that they could not be forced to provide military service abroad to John because it was not part of their feudal obligations.

         There was no option for John but to abandon the campaign – a humiliating situation for a king who had only recently been similarly humbled by having to make concessions to the pope in order to secure his restoration to favour. The northern lords’ argument that they did not owe service to the king overseas was a way of avoiding a charge of treason based on the strict technicality relating to when and where they owed feudal service; it was of course not the core reason for their failure to serve, but an excuse that gave their resistance legitimacy. Had they had a better relationship with John, he would probably have found himself in a different position. Now they were determined to use the only real lever they had over the king to wrest concessions from him. Angry, but determined not to cancel the campaign – instead deferring it to February 1214 – John promised general reform and made a series of deals with individual lords.

         As summer 1213 turned to autumn, it became clearer and clearer to John that, despite all this, the north was going to be difficult to subdue, and in consideration of the gravity of the situation he set off there with every intention of inducing submission. Even the intervention of Stephen Langton, who pleaded with John that he could not attack any of his feudal 62vassals without legal judgement, could not halt the king’s march north. It was only when Archbishop Langton went on to threaten excommunication if John proceeded to go forward without having first secured proper judgement that John climbed down from the nuclear option. In late October, he signalled a willingness to negotiate. What provoked this change is unclear, but initially the ensuing talks were constructive, and on 1 November it seemed like a settlement had been reached. However, by 7 November John, fickle as ever, had revoked the concessions he had made less than a week earlier, and began to threaten force against his northern opponents. This was made possible by a combination of his promise to others of general concessions, and the deals he had managed to do with individual lords elsewhere, especially in eastern and southern England. Perhaps he had only ever been playing for time.

         Though the northerners remained steadfastly in opposition to the king’s plans, with Eustace de Vescy continuing to offer the most entrenched resistance, by early 1214 John had gathered enough lords to accompany him to Poitou and he finally set sail in February, leaving the northern castles in a state of readiness in case of attack by his domestic opponents; he was not to return until October. At the same time, the earl of Salisbury took another force to Flanders to attack Philip on the other flank. John quickly took two of the fortresses held by the Lusignan brothers and moved northwards towards the Loire. In June he went on to seize Ancenis, on the border of Brittany and Anjou, then suddenly marched on the port of Nantes and defeated the French garrison who, together with citizens of the town, had attempted to prevent him crossing the bridge into it. However, although he began to besiege castles around Angers, John knew that to defeat the great powerbroker, William des Roches, his former ally who had defected back to the French king in 1202, would be an enormous undertaking and he feared he lacked the troops to do it. With the Poitevins refusing to provide support, he fell back to La Rochelle, where he attempted to raise more men. From there, he wrote to the home government in England that ‘we earnestly entreat those who have not crossed with us to come to us without delay, being assiduous for our honour, to help in the recovery of our territory … Assuredly, if any of you should have understood that we bore him ill-will, he can have it rectified by his coming.’ 63

         The king’s plea met with no response. Meanwhile, to the north-east of Normandy, a further delay occurred while the earl of Salisbury awaited the arrival of the Holy Roman Emperor, Otto of Brunswick, meaning that the ideal of concerted action against Philip, which would split his forces and potentially defeat them, could not be realised. Instead, the delays gave Philip and Louis the space they needed to raise the French feudal army and prepare for the battle to come. By the time the northern alliance had assembled its forces for battle, Philip was ready. The armies met on 27 July 1214.

         Although Philip was well prepared for the clash, the battle might still have gone either way – both armies were large and well organised, and fought fiercely. Under great pressure in the centre from the crack Flemish infantrymen, the French king was at one stage himself unhorsed and had to be rescued by his bodyguard. But the capacity of the French to soak up the assault on their centre and remain ordered told overall. Philip’s cavalry succeeded in forcing the Flemings into retreat and then the two wings of his army closed in on the Imperial centre. Otto of Brunswick, too, was unhorsed, and in the end only narrowly escaped the field. The earl of Salisbury and count Renaud of Boulogne fought fiercely to the end, but finally the Flemish infantry formations were broken and both were captured under a sustained attack from several thousand regathered French troops. The battle was over. The French victory resulted from good preparation, effective control on the battlefield and stalwart fighting both in defence and in attack. It represented a major triumph: in one fell swoop it decimated the alliance and left John critically exposed in Poitou. With Philip marching south to take advantage of his enemy’s isolation, John was deserted by those Poitevins who had hitherto supported him, and was forced to make a truce with the French king in September 1214. By October he was back in England, his great plan of reconquest in tatters.

         There is no doubt that John could have succeeded in 1214. The alliance he had constructed was carefully planned and very well funded, and the battle was closely fought. But there is no prize for coming second in war, and having failed in his dream of reconquest, John would also now pay a high price at home. It is easy to understand how things had become so bad in England: even after the plot to kill him in 1212 and further opposition 64in 1213–14, the years and months immediately before February 1214 had seen John, with his great continental alliance in his sights, place on his nobility some of the greatest financial impositions they had ever experienced. He had gambled everything on the hope of regaining Normandy, and with it an imperious authority that none would dare to challenge in England.

         The Road to Magna Carta

         When John’s gamble on regaining Normandy failed, the volume and scale of opposition in England inevitably became louder and greater than ever. The king was so concerned about the situation that he sent messengers home in advance of his arrival to give secret orders to the justiciar, as well as commands to the royal castle-holders throughout England about both the guardianship of the castles and, interestingly, the guardianship of ‘our person’ – the king himself. John knew the position he was in; his very survival as monarch was in the balance. Despite his efforts, within just weeks of his return in October 1214 the severity of the situation had increased. With resistance spreading, it was not from the north but from the eastern and southern counties that the leadership of the rebellion came. A further rising took place in the West Country, which the loyal earl of Salisbury struggled to put down. Only in the Midlands and the south were John and his mercenaries able to hold out.

         The rebels confronted John with concerted demands for concessions. First, he was asked to confirm the laws of Edward the Confessor and the laws and Charter of Henry I. John played for time. He had spent the winter preparing for war, bringing mercenary forces over from Poitou, placing royal castles in their custody and ordering work to be done on castle fortifications in several places, but war was the last resort. Both parties – king and rebels – sent envoys to the pope, with John cleverly taking the cross, an undertaking to go on crusade, on 4 March – a move that bought him favour with Innocent III. The northern opposition were then given safe-conduct for talks with the king’s representatives and Archbishop Stephen Langton in February, and another meeting was planned in Oxford in April. But John did not attend to answer the rebel 65demands, and they renounced their allegiance to him on 5 May 1215. Within a week of this John had in turn ordered that their lands be seized. Civil war had begun, and the early advantage lay with the king’s opponents, who managed to take London on 17 May, having gained entry after being admitted by friends in the city. The rebels went on to appoint their own sheriffs in a number of counties to shore up their control of government. In May and June they went on to work out the demands that were to coalesce to become Magna Carta.

         Fundamentally, Magna Carta as it was drafted in 1215 (and subsequently confirmed) enshrined one central and general principle: the king should be subject to the same law as everyone else, and therefore should not be able to do as he wished to his subjects. Article 39 stated:

         
            No freeman shall be taken or imprisoned or disseised [dispossessed] or outlawed or exiled or in any way ruined, nor will we go or send against him, except by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law of the land.

         

         The king had previously been able to take such action at will when a lord had either refused or been unable to pay the often extortionate sums demanded from him. In the next article, it was also established that the king would not sell, delay or deny justice to any freeman of the realm. The rebels who drafted the Great Charter knew that to establish that the king was subject to the law that granted his subjects due process in respect of the taking of any property – lands or money – was key. It would mean that they would have a decent chance of resisting such arbitrary exploitation in the future, and so articles 39 and 40 lay at the very heart of their demands.

         But in its sixty-three articles Magna Carta also went into great detail about many issues of principle. Some related to the king’s feudal rights and dues: the payment of reasonable ‘reliefs’, the good management of the lands held in wardship when heirs were too young to inherit, the just treatment of widows and debtors whose debts came into the king’s hands. Some of this was not straightforward: for ‘reliefs’, there were precedents and £100 was quickly alighted on as a good limit for the king to charge, but where there were not such precedents the nobles in Magna Carta 66ended up settling instead on the vague term ‘reasonable’ – which would cause them difficulties later. But ‘reasonable’ was a start, at least. The delivery of justice was also the subject of a number of articles: the court of Common Pleas, the Charter said, should not follow the king around the realm, but should be held in a fixed place, and two justices should also be sent to the counties four times a year to hold the assizes. No sheriff or other local official was to hold pleas of the Crown; they were reserved for the royal justices. The royal forest too, a source of regular complaint as the Angevins had sought to expand the boundaries of it and its law, was to be subject to regulation, and newly afforested land was to be cleared. And, in a likely response to John’s levying of taxes, particularly that of 1207, it was clearly stipulated that ‘aids’ could only be given if the king had obtained the ‘common counsel of the realm’. To be clear, said the Charter, this meant summoning archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls and greater barons individually ‘by letters’ to appear at a fixed date, with forty days’ notice. The rebels pushed even harder on the issue of scutage, the payment made to commute military service, attempting to make that similarly subject to ‘the common counsel of our realm’. This though was an innovation and not one the king was likely to be at all content with: scutage had never been in the same category as aids and it was blatantly an assumption to attempt to make it so now.

         Where the Charter was also innovative was in its attention to lesser landowners in particular. In addressing its articles to ‘all freemen of the realm’, it set out that it was freedom rather than rank that determined rights. In so doing, it addressed the wider realm, not simply the nobility. It meant that the articles on ‘reliefs’, wardships, widows and debts applied automatically to all freemen, as did the general stipulations about justice, the royal forests and taxes. But more local grievances of lesser men were also addressed specifically in other articles. Sheriffs, the Charter said, were to be qualified men, and were not to take the possessions of any freeman without agreement. Increments were not to be charged on the ancient ‘farms’ (the levies) of the counties to the Crown, and no town or man was to be forced to build bridges on riverbanks. Moreover, purveyance for troops had to be paid for, not simply taken. Merchants, too, were protected in the Charter’s stipulation that only ancient and rightful customs should be levied, not 67new ‘maletotes’ (literally ‘bad tolls’). The rights of the Church were to be preserved intact and there were also clauses relating to the just treatment of the Scots king, Alexander, and Welshmen, including Llywelyn. In other words, the Charter was an attempt to secure a broad range of support for the rebels’ cause; it might even be described as a manifesto.

         In that sense, while many of the articles of the Charter addressed long-standing issues or grievances that had become magnified during John’s reign, some also directly addressed John himself. His mercenaries who had come ‘to the hurt of the realm’ were to be removed from the realm, and a number of his hated courtiers from the Continent were listed by name – ‘we will dismiss [them] completely from their offices’, it said. In conceding the Charter, John also promised to restore hostages and charters taken ‘as securities for peace or faithful service’ and to remit all fines ‘made unjustly and contrary to the law of the land’. Indeed, the final few articles almost read as a list of direct indictments of John, and they make for a compelling picture.

         From a contemporary standpoint, much of what Magna Carta demanded might seem entirely sensible: the king’s subjects should not be faced with ever-changing and unpredictable demands they had no power to resist, particularly for money. But it is arguably because of Magna Carta that our modern conception exists in the first place. This was the very first time that people in England sought to introduce such extensive rules about what the government could and could not demand of them (what belonged to the royal prerogative and what did not), and they did so by reference to a vocabulary of subjects’ rights and the law, a vocabulary given to them originally by the Angevin kings themselves.

         To King John the demands of the Charter were anathema. Under what possible circumstances could it be advantageous for him to agree to restrictions on his freedom of action? Indeed, from his perspective, the situation was even worse than that, because the Charter not only stipulated what would happen in the future, it also sought redress for what had happened between John’s accession in 1199 and the crisis of 1215. The rebels demanded that lands, liberties and rights that had been seized ‘unjustly by the Crown’ should be given back. The definition of this ‘unjust seizure’ alone was to prove to be immensely knotty, and a major sticking point for 68both parties, to say nothing of the ill-feeling and potential violence that would be provoked in the process of taking lands back from those who had received them in good faith. In June 1215, however, John had no real alternative but to agree to the Charter: accepting the status quo was the only way of bringing an end to the civil war that had lasted months; he was certainly not strong enough to defeat his opponents militarily. (For their part, once he signalled his agreement, the rebels promptly undertook to renew their homage to him.) But John’s was undoubtedly a pragmatic climbdown, surely intended to be a temporary one allowing him to play for time and build up support. Given what we know of his attitude to authority, he could never have lived with the concessions demanded of him. Furthermore, with the opposition having appointed their own sheriffs in various counties in May 1215, John probably quite legitimately feared the permanent dismantling of his own governmental system if he agreed to the baronial demands. The rebel lords in turn could not be sure that John would honour his word; he had failed to do so on so many previous occasions, and this settlement was manifestly to his disadvantage. However much it might have seemed, then, as though both parties had withdrawn from the brink with the agreement of Magna Carta in June 1215, the reality was that they remained as irreconcilable as ever.

         The Rejection of the Charter

         In the coming weeks, despite the best efforts of both the archbishop of Canterbury and the bishops to bring about a long-term settlement with which both parties could live, it was therefore almost inevitable that the civil war would be renewed. For the situation to have produced peace would have required one side to make significant compromises on the assumption that the other side would not abuse its position, and neither believed that would happen: neither side trusted the other. In any case, how they were likely to define ‘abuse’ differed, a situation permitted by the vagueness of Magna Carta’s terms.

         In the stalemate of this period, there is no doubt that John played the more effective political game. He was a skilful and wily negotiator, and as king he inevitably continued to hold the best cards. The lords’ renewal 69of their allegiance or ‘homage’ on 19 June, for example, could be construed as meaning that they accepted their feudal obligations to the king as their overlord: to provide him with military service for the protection of his person, his realm and his kingly rights. And John, who was not one inclined to miss an opportunity, quickly sought explicit confirmation of this detail from them. Their refusal to give it (they must have seen acceding to his demand as surrender, given that he had not yet implemented any of the promised concessions of the Charter) immediately meant that John could paint them as wholly self-interested and disloyal rather than having legitimate grievances. By the same token he could portray himself as reasonable. This was not simply diplomatic semantics. For many of those who had so far remained neutral in the dispute, the refusal on the part of the opposition lords to recognise the king’s authority meant that they simply could not support the opposition. It was one thing to question the king’s policies and seek amendment and reform; it was quite another to oppose the king himself. Where resisting royal policies was acceptable, resisting the person of an anointed, God-given king was not. Within weeks of 19 June John had therefore secured an important political victory, which took him closer to being able to fight and win a civil war.

         Things were also difficult for the opposition in other ways. Their ability to get the Charter agreed had been due in part to its vagueness. It could mean different things to different men. Putting the settlement into effect, however, required definition, certainty: what exactly did ‘unjust dispossession’ constitute? What was ‘lawful judgement’? Moreover, it had been agreed that John had to fulfil the demands made of him by 15 August. But what would happen if he did not meet the deadline? The rebels’ answer was that they would decide on all these things.

         In the coming weeks the imprecision of the Charter on various matters was used by both sides to argue that the other had failed to observe its terms, as positions became more and more entrenched. By early July it was clear that the peace was in jeopardy, and although negotiations led by the archbishop and bishops continued, John began to prepare for war. He also continued to work hard at the propaganda battle, stating explicitly in August that he was in fact the wronged party; if anyone had acted contrary to good faith and the law, it was the opposition. He had ‘surrendered many 70things as he had agreed’, he told his agents to say. The rebels, however, had given nothing back ‘except the grave injuries and tremendous damages which had been inflicted on him and which no one was ready to amend’. John made himself out to be the victim of a determined and personal attack, under the guise of righteousness. Around this time he probably also wrote to Pope Innocent III asking him to annul the Charter. The pope, characteristically hostile to rebels and disturbers of the social order, in reply issued a sentence of excommunication on all ‘disturbers of the king and the realm’ and appointed commissioners chosen by John himself to investigate. Unsurprisingly these commissioners were to go on to criticise the behaviour of the baronial opposition:

         
            The dignity of the king has been filched, since they [the lords] grant out lands, a thing unheard of, and nullify the approved customs of the realm, and establish new laws, and destroy or alter all that has been prudently ordained by the king, their lord, with the advice of the magnates … They have gone as far as they could in despoiling the king of his royal dignity.

         

         This was not just an attempt to right the wrongs John had committed, but almost to usurp his government and certainly to diminish the king’s rights. The Charter was therefore illegal and undermined the very essence of kingship. This verdict made the baronial opposition traitors, a critical development in the argument that was not lost on them. They hastily realised that the only option left to them was to prepare for battle, and to secure more powerful support if they were to have a chance of winning. It was in this climate that they proposed the deposition of John and the installation of a new king. They called a Council to enact their will, but, unsurprisingly, given the king’s recent victory in the propaganda war, found no support for the proposed course of action; the opposition nobles simply looked more disloyal and self-serving than ever. Those remaining opponents of John who wrote to Prince Louis of France in autumn 1215 inviting him to come to England were an isolated group who could no longer claim with any conviction to occupy the moral high ground. Within just two months of the original issue of the Great Charter, then, both sides were mired in a bloody civil war. 71

         Why, given the gravity of John’s undoubtedly tyrannical behaviour and the number of lords who opposed him late in 1214 and early in 1215, did they seek first to negotiate with him and not simply to remove him from the throne? The first and most obvious answer to this question is that it would be easy to imagine that opposition to John was unanimous among the nobility; it was not. William Marshal and Walter de Lacy, brought back into the fold in 1213, are two prominent examples of men who remained by the king’s side during the crisis. There were others, too, with whom John had achieved reconciliation by concession after the plot of 1212. In addition to this, even if the opposition could be confident of overcoming the king’s supporters (and they could not), the king of England was powerful in a way that many other European monarchs of the age were not. One in two castles was now a royal castle, a testimony to John’s energy and vigour – at his accession it had been only one in five. Moreover, the king’s governmental reach extended across the country – his subjects looked to Henry II’s great common-law system to guarantee their property rights, and royal personnel on the ground might be relied upon to enforce loyalty (albeit some of his sheriffs had been replaced by opposition supporters). For magnate opponents of the king, the continued absence of the sorts of large territorial blocs that were the reality in France at the same time, whose tenants could be deployed en masse against the king’s forces, also rendered them impotent, relatively speaking, in the face of this.

         Besides, if this system of government could be made to work, its benefits were tremendous for the nobility as well as for John’s other subjects. The lords wanted to make use of the common law, and when they were consulted about royal policy, government could work effectively to the benefit of all. Deposition was therefore not the first item on the agenda in 1215. It was only contemplated when John gave the opposition nowhere else to go; even then, the proposal was only to replace him with another king, not to dismantle the structure of monarchy. So much in England depended on the effective operation of royal government that going it alone for an individual magnate, with lands strewn across the country, was inconceivable. A king was essential.

         Therefore, in producing Magna Carta in spring 1215, the nobles had not only to accept but also to embrace the nascent English state so greatly
72developed by the Angevin kings, and seek to negotiate a basis on which heightened royal power could operate fairly. In so doing, they wanted to remove prerogatives the king himself thought of as untouchable, prerogatives that attached not to his public rights as king, but to his feudal rights as the ultimate overlord. The reason he could charge whatever relief he chose to a lord wishing to inherit his father’s lands was because those lands were granted as a royal gift; they were not something to which the tenant-inchief had a right protected by law: the common law did not regulate the king’s relationship with his own tenants. What the rebels now asked was that that relationship should come under the auspices of the same law as that which governed most other relationships, with fixed reliefs and the removal of threats of arbitrary dispossession by the king. There was great irony in this: not only had the nobility learned to deploy a vocabulary of rights effectively, but they had in fact been taught it by the Angevins.

         On one level, England in this period was not so very different from many other countries. All over Europe, the Angevin kings’ counterparts had been strengthening their public authority in the twelfth century, aided by the Roman law- and canon law-fuelled propaganda produced by political theorists employed by the pope and the Holy Roman Emperor (as well as other princes in their battles with each other); by greater literacy and in consequence access to ever-increasing numbers of men who could act as royal officials; by developments in accounting; and by growing notions of office. All these things had changed government in twelfth-century Europe as dramatically as the computer and the worldwide web have changed the modern world. And across Europe, as kings failed in war, their subjects came to extract concessions from them, which defined the terms on which public authority would operate. In 1183, the Emperor Frederick Barbarossa had already been forced to grant the towns of the Lombard League a number of liberties, and just seven years after Magna Carta the Golden Bull was forced on the Hungarian king by his nobles, imposing constitutional restrictions on his freedom of action too. Only the Capetian kings of France kept on winning and staved off the inevitable crisis until the fourteenth century.

         Yet England was not just one example among many. It was different, too, in being far more centralised than most of its European counterparts; the existence of the common law also gave the king more practical power than 73any other European king, no matter what their pretensions. The English rebels of 1215 sought to regulate royal government, not to dismiss it from their lands. They embraced the English state, but the conversation about the terms on which it should be run, and about what form royal government should ultimately take, was to be a long and tortuous one. 1215 was only the beginning.

         Civil War Rages

         In the months after Magna Carta, the outcome of the civil war hung in the balance. John for his part not only commanded the theoretical high ground in his capacity as God’s anointed king, but also outclassed his opponents in physical power: where John had possession of around 150 castles across England, the rebels commanded only sixty. Crucially, though, the rebels had control of London, as well as Cumberland, Yorkshire and eastern England. Consequently, victory was far from inevitable for John. With a keen sense of this, he characteristically wasted no time in trying to weaken his opponents militarily. He ordered a muster of forces at Dover in late September and he waited there for the soldiers to arrive, while at the same time his superior financial resources enabled him to bring over significant numbers of foreign mercenaries from the Continent to assist him.

         If they were to have any chance of winning this war, it was essential for the rebel lords to prevent the royalist reinforcements moving up from Kent into the rest of England. This meant focusing their efforts on taking the great twelfth-century castle at Rochester, which dominated the River Medway crossing and held the key to one of the main routes by which troops might move from Dover to London. They prepared for a siege, but when they got to Rochester the constable of the castle simply opened the gates for them to enter and take control. While the castle was safe, it was crucial to raise more troops, and this required continued negotiations with Philip Augustus and Prince Louis, whom the rebels hoped would lead an army to England. Negotiations were initially hampered by the fact that John was simultaneously trying to make his own peace with Philip Augustus, but in the end French ambitions across the Channel prevailed, and by late 1215 Philip had decided to allow Louis to invade. 74

         While the rebels waited for their French allies, John’s own mercenaries gave him the momentum, and finding Rochester blocking his way north through Kent, he embarked on an immediate siege. In November 1215, after seven weeks, the Rochester garrison surrendered. John’s forces had dedicated all their resources to the siege, deploying five siege engines and using pig fat to start a fire underneath the castle, burning the bridge over the Medway and cutting off the rebels’ reinforcements from London. With characteristic brutality, John is said to have wanted to hang the entire garrison, only being persuaded not to do so by arguments that this would set a precedent of which he did not himself want to be a victim later.

         Following this victory, the winter months saw a steady stream of royalist mercenaries arriving on the south coast and travelling up through Kent unchallenged to reinforce John’s armies. The rebels by contrast had only a token force of French knights sent at the end of November to sustain them: the promised French invasion had failed to materialise. As 1215 drew to a close, the scales were beginning to tip firmly in the king’s favour. Sensing this, John decided to split his forces in order to launch further attacks elsewhere: he left one group under the command of the earl of Salisbury to hold the rebels in London, while he set about attempting to break up rebel strongholds, one of which was at Belvoir Castle in Leicestershire, which he besieged, again forcing the rebels to surrender. This gave him an unchallenged area of royal control based around the east Midlands, specifically Nottingham, Newark, Sleaford and Lincoln. Attacks ordered by John on Hanley in Worcestershire and Tamworth in Staffordshire quickly subdued those centres of resistance too. By the time the king reached Pontefract, John de Lacy, earl of Lincoln, and a key rebel, was ready to submit without a fight. Finally, King John set his sights on King Alexander of Scotland, who had succeeded William the Lion at the end of 1214, and had led an army into the north of England in support of the rebels – a bold attempt to shift the border and annex parts of the north to his own kingdom. Faced with the direct wrath and military might of the king of England, Alexander quickly decided that discretion was the better part of valour, however, and returned to Scotland.

         Such was John’s show of force in rebel territories that even his arch-opponent, the plotter of 1212, Eustace de Vescy, was brought low and 75sued for peace. So much for ‘Softsword’. One chronicler wrote that several rebels sought ‘the mercy of the merciless one, or fled before his face’, while another reported that by the time the king had finished only one rebel castle was left in the north. But the campaign had been punishing for John and his army too. It took place in the freezing depths of winter, between November 1215 and February 1216, a time when the weather was so bleak that military campaigning would ordinarily have been suspended. John was no ordinary military commander, though, and it was his almost reckless willingness to fight through the winter that shifted his position dramatically: when he left the north in the early months of 1216, its rebels were critically weakened. Even then, when he must have been exhausted by his efforts of the past few months, he took no time to pause for breath: in February and March he progressed to the eastern counties, where he again achieved notable surrenders.

         Only London held out, and by early 1216 John had both money and forces enough to contemplate action there in a way that had been impossible in the latter part of 1215, a harsh reality that had probably determined his tactics that winter. But the rebels had in the meantime finally been boosted by the arrival of large numbers of French troops who had reached London in two waves, in December 1215 and January 1216. By April 1216 Philip Augustus and Louis had decided to follow that with a fullscale invasion. Just when it had seemed that only London stood in his way, John had suddenly to think about defending the very borders of his realm; it was a staggering shift in circumstances. In response, he tried one last diplomatic effort with the rebels, but it was futile. What could they hope to gain by making peace when victory was seemingly possible? John was never going to change. The pope, too, tried to persuade the French king not to intervene in England, to no avail. This was a situation that could only be resolved militarily, and in preparing for outright war, John gave orders to his sheriffs to consider all rebels who remained to be disinherited. He then moved quickly, marching straight to Kent, having already ordered the navy to convene ready to sail to Calais and try to prevent Louis’s departure. But the action was a disaster, with bad weather putting paid to John’s plans and destroying his fleet, leaving the way clear for Louis to land in England unopposed in May 1216. 76

         Flushed with his early success, Louis quickly made significant gains in the south, first in Kent, including the critical Rochester Castle, which fell easily in the wake of John’s defeat, and London, already sympathetic to the rebels, then in Surrey and Hampshire, forcing John further and further west. The king began to look very vulnerable, and the Angevin dynasty teetered on the brink of failure. In the face of this, many of those whom John had cowed with his show of force across the winter unsurprisingly deserted and joined Louis’s forces. Some former loyalists, too, believing that John’s cause was hopeless, submitted to Louis, one of the most famous being William Longespée, earl of Salisbury, whose lands in the south of England must also have had some impact on his decision to join Louis, given the prince’s relatively easy passage through the region. William had previously enjoyed exceptionally good relations with King John, receiving several gifts and favours. He had been a loyal commander on the Continent, too, and was still with John after Magna Carta, having been entrusted with the command of the force John left to hold the rebels within London in winter 1215. His defection is a sign of the situation’s ominous progression. This was a matter of survival; if Longespée was to hold on to his lands, he had to support the winning side.

         But John’s cause was not yet completely lost: he retained the support of around a third of the nobility, along with his mercenaries and vital castle constables – and while Louis was able to move through the southern counties quickly, he found it impossible to make progress in the Midlands. Military stalemate ensued, during which time cracks began to show in the rebel alliance: on the one hand, the French lords who had accompanied Louis in the hope of territorial rewards across the Channel became increasingly worried about the number of English lords who were also siding with Louis; the prospective spoils of victory were becoming fewer and fewer, and the incentives to fight were in turn diminishing. The result was a strained relationship with their English counterparts. On the other hand, to those English lords who had recently, and pragmatically, defected to the rebels, it began to look as though the French prince would not be able to make more progress. Men who stood to lose their inheritance if they were caught on the wrong side when the war was finally settled could not afford to be fixed in their loyalty. They had to bet on likely outcomes and some, including 77the earl of York, made the judgement that it was expedient to return to the king’s side. ‘Day by day adherents of the Frenchmen dwindled,’ wrote the Dunstable annalist, and it began to look as though John might be the first of the two parties to be able to go on the offensive again.

         When he realised the situation, John, with his customary energy, lost no time in taking advantage of his unexpected change in fortunes. In September he began a new offensive from the Cotswolds down the Thames Valley and towards the eastern counties, where the situation was so bad that Alexander of Scotland, having taken advantage of Louis’s gains in southern England, had got as far south as Cambridge with his own army. Nonetheless, John was able successfully to deflect a rebel siege of Lincoln and take refuge in Lynn (now King’s Lynn) in Norfolk, where he received the support of the townsmen. He then remained in eastern England, working to consolidate his position. As he did so, though, his fortunes began to turn again. First he lost his baggage train, including the Crown jewels, in quicksand in the Wash. Further woes followed – at King’s Lynn, John fell ill, and in subsequent months that illness, probably dysentery, worsened, leaving him unable even to sit on his horse. The worst fears of the king’s supporters were realised in October 1216, when John died at the age of forty-nine. He was not much lamented. ‘Foul as it is,’ wrote the chronicler Matthew Paris, ‘Hell is made fouler by the presence of John.’ There were probably few men (or women) who would have disagreed with that judgement. His left in his wake a realm in turmoil, a child-heir, and the eldest son of the French king ensconced with his army on English soil. Even the Angevin inheritance of England hung in the balance.

         The Lessons of John’s Reign

         If we are to understand how power and authority fluctuate, King John’s reign is instructive. No matter how able, any leader or would-be leader must build relationships in order to secure critical support – coalitions are crucial. In this regard, both John and Philip Augustus made mistakes: it is impossible to please all people all of the time, as they found with some of those from whom they hoped to garner support. However, John’s ability to alienate allies far outstripped that of his Capetian opponent: to 78paraphrase a famous verdict on John, never did a king make so certain that those who were not for him would be actively against him as he did. Most of his mistakes were rooted in his inconstancy, paranoia and volatility. John fundamentally lacked the ability to discern who to trust, and the steadiness to be trusted. When he chose to, he could turn on the charisma or personal appeal (as is amply demonstrated by some of the alliances he did build, particularly the coalition he amassed in advance of Bouvines in 1214, whose result was by no means a foregone conclusion), yet he was not a man to inspire widespread, lasting or deeply felt loyalty or support.

         Regardless of how many people John had alienated in England, however, had his allies prevailed on the Continent in 1214, the crisis that ensued across the Channel would have been averted. It is virtually impossible successfully to challenge a winner: all the momentum remains on their side, as it would have done with John, for a time at least, had he managed to humble Philip Augustus. Failure, though, meant something completely different: John immediately lost political momentum and with it a degree of authority. This left political space in England that could be occupied by the disaffected, and in which they could raise their concerns; the king could not hope immediately to silence them by a show of force, and even more than this, he now needed their active support to rebuild any semblance of a continental strategy.

         The opposition was itself, despite all this, not as extensive as it might have been, a result of the fact that John had not been foolish enough to alienate everyone: the charm he had deployed had had an impact. So, while John’s personality must have been widely known and understood among a questioning nobility, he continued to have active supporters (and too few opponents to constitute a critical mass). This suggests that, even in the face of such a personality, most people were pragmatic, and continued, quite understandably, to think about the best way to guarantee their own survival or advancement. Benefiting in that moment from his goodwill would have discouraged most men from taking up arms against him, and some even actively to fight for the devil they knew. Others, meanwhile, perhaps seeing the far from universal extent of the opposition, effectively absented themselves from the political dialogue, waiting, presumably, to see what happened before committing themselves one way or another. Betting on 79fighting the king, with all the authority and patronage he could command (and which John so effectively emphasised in the public relations battle), even in this humbled state, was a high-stakes gamble, in which one’s entire inheritance could be lost; betting on fighting a king who still had several powerful supporters among the baronage was an even bigger gamble. Better to wait things out until the likely outcome became clear. It was mostly only those who felt that they had nothing to lose, or for whom the status quo would mean personal ruin, who took up arms against him once he had rejected Magna Carta. There were enough such men to make a civil war of it, but at the point when John died in the midst of the fighting, it was still far from obvious who would prevail, not least because of the complicating factor of the presence of the French dauphin.

         Even if the royalist cause ended up triumphant, which it did, the occurrence of the civil war after John’s rejection of Magna Carta itself nonetheless enshrined an important and novel political reality: no matter how far theoretical right was on the king’s side, the need on the part of the Crown for extraordinary sums of money to prosecute war meant that John’s successors would either have to accept the need for dialogue with the nobility and the principle of seeking their explicit consent before taking money from them, or face political crisis. A savvy king would do well to find constructive ways of working with what we might term an embryonic political community.

         How far was a crisis like that of 1215 unavoidable, given the cost of warfare and the Angevin tradition of exploiting the king’s position above the law in order to access their subjects’ property? To suggest that some sort of political impasse was at some point inevitable is possibly too much: a highly able ruler or series of rulers might have entered into constructive dialogue with their subjects and created structures and processes to navigate the treacherous waters in which they found themselves. Or else they might simply have continued to win on the field of battle, as did the Lionheart, leaving no political space for opposition to occupy. Both outcomes were conceivable, but they were unlikely to be sustainable in the long term. Crisis was always possible, and by extension probable, across a long enough timeframe. What actually occurred in 1215 was a combination of this wider backdrop, the nature of Angevin kingship, political events and King John’s own agency. The entwined circumstances, structures, ideas and 80personalities made politics in 1215, just as they have throughout history. In the autumn of 1215, with civil war raging, the political community could only hope for peace somehow to be restored and to be gifted a future king with sufficient ability successfully to lead and manage the realm to a new political settlement.
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