
  
   
    
     [image: cover-2nd-ed.jpg]
    

   

   
    COLIN BROWN is the acclaimed author of ‘The Scum of the Earth’: What Happened to the Real British Heroes of Waterloo? and Whitehall: The Street That Shaped a Nation. Formerly political editor of the Sunday Telegraph and the Independent on Sunday, deputy political editor of the Independent and Parliamentary correspondent for the Guardian, he covered breaking news in Downing Street and Westminster for over thirty years. He lives in London.

    [image: orn.png]

    ALSO BY COLIN BROWN

    Operation Big: The Race to Stop Hitler’s A-Bomb

    ‘The Scum of the Earth’: 
What Happened to the Real British Heroes of Waterloo?

    Whitehall: The Street That Shaped a Nation

    Fighting Talk: The Biography of John Prescott

    [image: orn.png]

   

   
    ‌

Glory and B*llocks

    Did the longbow secure victory at Agincourt or are the English just better in mud? Did Queen Elizabeth I know the Armada had capitulated when she delivered one of the most inspiring speeches in all history? Where did Wellington meet his Waterloo? Was the vote to leave the European Union Britain’s modern Peasants’ Revolt?

    Colin Brown travels to the sites of some of the most significant events in British history to skewer inaccuracies embedded in popular parlance and reveal the truth behind the stories that make Britain great.
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‌Introduction

    Ten years

    The idea for this book started with a blunder by David Cameron.

    In the midst of the events to mark the seventieth anniversary of the Battle of Britain, the Prime Minister said Britain was a ‘junior partner’ to the United States in 1940. In fact, Britain was alone when it faced the might of Hitler’s Third Reich in 1940. It was not until the attack on Pearl Harbor by Japanese forces, on 7 December 1941, that America entered the Second World War.

    When Cameron attempted to repair the damage, he stumbled into another controversy. Interviewed on the BBC Radio 4 Today programme, Cameron said: ‘Nineteen-forty, to me, is the proudest year of British history bar none. We stood on our own against the Nazi tyranny. Let me absolutely put that on the record. It is the proudest year in all of British history.’‌1

    Many would have agreed with him. Churchill himself, when asked by Dorothy, the wife of Lord Moran, his physician, which year of his life he would have chosen to relive, did not hesitate. He replied: ‘Nineteen-forty every time, every time…’‌2

    It therefore came as a surprise to me that Cameron’s seemingly unexceptional remarks provoked an even greater controversy. Suddenly the nation was engaged in a debate: what was Britain’s proudest year? Everyone seemed to have a different answer. A YouGov poll in 2010 showed the question sharply divided the nation, between men and women, Conservative and Labour voters. Women tended to opt for years of social or democratic advance – 1833, and the Abolition of Slavery; 1928, when the Suffragettes finally secured votes for women on the same terms as men; and 1948, the year when the National Health Service was born. Men opted for years of military victories: 1415, and the Battle of Azincourt; 1588, with the defeat of the Spanish Armada; 1815, when Wellington met Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo; and 1982, the victory over Argentina in the Falklands War. The popular favourite in the poll, with the support of twenty-nine per cent of the public was, indeed, 1940. It was the runaway winner among Conservatives (39%), men (38%) and middle-class electors (32%).

    This led to a heated debate on BBC Newsnight between two historians, Antony Beevor and Kate Williams. Beevor supported Cameron. ‘The reason for 1940 is not just a question of national survival,’ he said. ‘It was a moment of great moral and physical courage which had a tremendous effect on the whole of the course of the Second World War. If Churchill had agreed to negotiation as Halifax and one or two others wanted, Hitler would have achieved all of his objectives. That chance of fighting back, with America coming into the war, would have been lost.’ Williams disagreed strongly. ‘My top choice would be the abolition of slavery because in the Second World War, we were against the aggressor, we were fighting back. With the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and the abolition of slavery in 1833, we were leading the world. The Government was doing something that didn’t help Britain – Britain made so much money from the slave trade but by responding to the popular swell, people who believed in the rights of their fellow men, we led the world. I really think that was their proudest moment.’‌3

    Members of the public pitched in. Some suggested 1966 – the last time England won the World Cup. Another popular choice was 1953, the year when the Union Jack was raised for the first time on Everest by Edmund Hillary, a New Zealander, and Sherpa Tenzing almost on the same day that the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II took place. But 1953 was also the year in which the England football team were humbled by Ferenc Puskas and Hungary, 6–3, at the ‘Empire Wembley Stadium’, as it was proudly known then.

    Like David Cameron, I had a sketchy understanding about some of the great landmark years in our history, and I therefore decided to find out more about them. I approached the question as I would any political investigation at Westminster or Downing Street, going back to the original sources where I could, challenging the accepted truths, trying to sift fact from fiction, myth from reality. The results were surprising.

    I discovered that, contrary to popular belief, the longbow was not responsible for the English (and Welsh) victory at Azincourt; that Queen Elizabeth I’s great Armada speech at Tilbury was probably an enormous exercise in spin; and that some who campaigned alongside Wilberforce for the abolition of the slave trade saw him as a hindrance rather than a hero of change. As I reflect in the Postscript, I was also reminded strongly how important that strip of sea between Dover and Calais really is. I was also surprised to find that, despite that natural fortress, we have been successfully invaded at least twice since 1066 – in 1216 as well as in 1688.

    My investigations took me to some unexpected places, including climbing out of a window to stand as close as I could to Churchill’s secret balcony high up on the White Cliffs of Dover; a Thames-side fort dwarfed by a container port and a power station (an overlooked gem I would recommend anyone to visit); and the picturesque tourist port of Brixham, in Devon, where the Loyal Orange Lodges march every year around the harbour to mark Britain’s forgotten Dutch invasion (though it must make the tourists wonder whether they have landed in Belfast). It also took me to unspoiled Azincourt, in Northern France, on St Crispin’s Day – and to a charming museum dedicated to French humiliation; as well as to the wealthy Brussels commuter town of Waterloo, where I found a dilapidated farm that was once witness to heroism. If this account encourages more to cover similar ground, it will be worth it.

    I also experienced a ‘hairs-on-the-back-of-the-neck’ moment when I felt I was touching history, such as the time at the Women’s Library in London’s East End when I held the return ticket to Epsom bought by suffragette Emily Davison before she fell under the King’s horse at the 1913 Derby; reading a scrap of paper in the British Library that contained (I am convinced) a scribbled note of Queen Elizabeth I’s famous Armada speech; and seeing the north gate at Hougoumont, where the ‘bravest of the brave’ turned the battle. I met many wonderful people (I apologize in advance if I have omitted many from the Acknowledgements) who help to keep our history alive in museums around the country, including at Brixham and Wilberforce’s house in Hull.
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    But there were also times when I was dismayed by the way that we try to teach our island story today. None more so than the day I went to the National Maritime Museum (NMM) in Greenwich to find out how Elizabeth’s piratical captains such as Drake defeated the Dons of the Spanish Armada. I was met at the shiny new entrance (with wave effects) by a notice telling visitors: ‘The collection of two million objects have been arranged into groups to represent six different emotions – anticipation, love, sadness, pride, aggression and joy’.

    History as six emotions? I found funeral mugs for Admiral Lord Nelson are arranged under ‘sadness’. Other items of Nelsonia are displayed under ‘love’ because they came from the house in Merton, south London, that he shared with his mistress, Emma Hamilton. This seems to me to be treating history as soap opera.

    The main gallery at the NMM is dedicated to the Atlantic: slavery, trade, empire. Visitors are told: ‘This gallery is about the movement of people, goods and ideas across and around the Atlantic Ocean from the seventeenth century to the nineteenth century. The connections created by these movements changed the lives of people on three continents, profoundly affecting their cultures and societies and shaping the world we live in today.’ Yes, I thought, but what about the ‘movement of people’ up the English Channel in August 1588?

     There was a brilliant exhibition at the NMM in 1988 to coincide with the fourth centenary of the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and the research department is excellent. But I drew a blank expression when I asked an attendant: ‘Where is the Armada gallery?’ That is because there isn’t one. There is no coherent display to show how England defeated the Spanish Armada. Nor could I find much about Nelson’s campaigns at sea, which literally allowed Britannia to rule the waves in the nineteenth century, but then they were mostly around the Mediterranean. It could be argued that one glaring omission in this book is 1805, the year of Trafalgar, which finally ended the threat of an invasion of England by Napoleon. It seemed to me (and obviously, the pollsters) that 1815 was the more decisive year, for it ended the Napoleonic wars, and largely set the scene for modern Europe.

    I asked the NMM whether they were under the spell of pc world, the world of political correctness. I was sent the museum’s mission statement, patiently explaining that maritime history now is presented in its ‘social, political and cultural contexts’. ‘This process,’ continued the NMM, ‘has brought a renewed intellectual energy and excitement to maritime history, which the Museum has both welcomed and actively supported.’ I felt like screaming: yes, but what about the battles?

    When I first came to London over thirty years ago, there was an entire gallery devoted to Nelson and his battles (although a neon screen raised the question: ‘Nelson – a hero?’). There were also mock gun ports where kids could play at firing broadsides. When I wrote Glory and B*llocks, they had long gone. Nelson’s uniform, still bearing the hole of the shot that killed him, had been consigned to a corner of the London gallery, presumably because he had lived at Merton, or perhaps because his tomb was at St Paul’s Cathedral. I suspected Nelson had become a victim of ‘politically correct’ revisionism.

    It seemed to me we were in danger of treating Britain’s military victories against the Dutch, the Spanish and the French like a punch-up on a drunken night out which we would prefer to forget. There was little to show how a fighting Man o’ War was operated. For that, you might have been better off reading the Aubrey–Maturin sagas by Patrick O’Brian or travelling to the NMM collection in Portsmouth to see Nelson’s flagship, the Victory.

    Nigel Rigby, head of research, assured me that this would be put right: there would be two new naval galleries, including one called Navy, Nation and Nelson. ‘You will not be surprised to hear from the title that Nelson’s Trafalgar uniform jacket will be among the superb collection of objects that have been selected for display,’ Rigby told me. ‘The gallery runs from the Glorious Revolution to the end of the Napoleonic wars and is structured around two interwoven stories: the first concerns the perils, customs and skills that made the Royal Navy, in many ways, a world apart; the second relates to the dazzling richness that nonetheless marked the relationship of navy and nation.’ Whether that includes the great sea engagements, I said at the time, we would have to wait and see.

    I’m therefore happy to report the museum has recently undergone a major renewal of its maritime galleries, and the Nelson gallery has been restored, with his small battered uniform given pride of place. The gallery now presents a clear and interactive narrative of Nelson’s career, life on board the great sailing ships, and the battles that allowed the British to claim with justification that they ruled the waves. By 2020, there will be six permanent galleries covering the Royal Navy, maritime trade, exploration, migration, and one combining London, Greenwich and the Thames, which will span the period from Tudor London to today.

    However, the restoration didn’t end suspicions that British history was being rewritten for reasons of political correctness: as I researched the Battle of Waterloo, there were reports that the bicentenary celebrations in 2015 were being kept relatively low-key in London to avoid upsetting the French. In the event though, there was a national service at St Paul’s, but no triumphalism, which I thought struck the right tone. It would not be the first time diplomacy has intervened in a national anniversary. Even when that modern-day Boadicea, Margaret Thatcher, was in power, the tercentenary celebrations for the overthrow of the Catholic King James II were played down because the Government was seeking to avoid exacerbating the Troubles. It turned out its fears were well founded. An IRA hit team was rumbled as it scouted out an assassination attempt on an innocent businessman whose only crime was to chair the committee for the celebrations. But that is exceptional.
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    Research into Britain’s ‘proudest’ year inevitably raised the question: what is Britishness?

    Gordon Brown, the former Labour Prime Minister, struggled with the issue when he was in power. He even introduced a US-style citizenship test, though we have not embraced pride in our nationhood like the Americans, and probably never will. More recently, the outspoken historian David Starkey expressed exasperation with our reluctance to celebrate our national heritage for fear of upsetting others. ‘A nation cannot exist without a common core of values,’ he said on BBC Question Time in March 2012. ‘We are trying this extraordinary experiment of being a nation without nationalism.’

    Churchill, a member of a great political and military dynasty and the author of several great histories, understood the power of our past. When he delivered his famous speech to the House of Commons on 18 June 1940, he would have been acutely conscious that he was speaking on ‘Waterloo Day’, the anniversary of Wellington’s great victory over Napoleon in 1815. ‘If we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new dark age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves, that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, this was their finest hour,’ he said.

    Our natural diffidence can lead us to play down our role in world history. I was reminded of this when talking to a Norwegian while I was researching this book. He told me: ‘The history of Britain is the history of the world. Had it not been for the British I would be speaking German today.’

    Taking pride in our past is not jingoistic. This book examines our role in the slave trade, as well as our part in ending it. It also questions whether it is right, in the twenty-first century, still to have legislation on the statute book that discriminates against Catholics. As a nation, we are changing. We should not romanticize our past, but nor should we forget it. This is an attempt to show us as we really are.

    COLIN BROWN

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌One

    1215

    ‘All the things which the king 
valued too highly in the world’
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    LANGHAM POND, RUNNYMEDE: 
How King John and the barons may have seen the old Thames.

    King John was ill. He was riding at the head of his small mobile force of armed horsemen with his guts in torment and his bowels turning to water. Behind him, his baggage train struggled to keep up, but John needed to get to his first stop on his route, Swineshead Abbey. And to do that, he had to cross to the north bank of the Wash, the great bite out of the Norfolk coast where the sea rushes in across the marshes at high tide.

    The route was difficult at the best of times, as the King picked his way across the mudflats where the dunlin pecked at molluscs in the sucking mud, and oystercatchers gave their shrill, wild cries. But this was the worst of times for King John. It was October, the weather was turning foul and he was in a hurry.

    He was engaged in a debilitating civil war with his barons, and was in hostile country. He had ridden from a loyalist stronghold at Newark down to Lynn, where he had ordered supplies from the Continent to keep up the war, but he had contracted a terrible bout of dysentery while he had been there, probably from something he had eaten. Now it was consuming him.

    Dysentery – known then by its painfully explicit medieval name of the ‘bloody flux’ – was all too common in Europe in the thirteenth century. John’s eldest brother Henry (who would have inherited the Crown before his older brother Richard I) died of the disease in 1183 after campaigning against Richard in a family feud in France. Today, in developed countries, dysentery is generally a mild illness and not fatal. The symptoms normally begin to arise within three days, disappearing after a week, but amoebic strains of the disease, once in the bloodstream, can attack the liver, triggering fever, delirium and death. The only treatment before the development of antibiotics was to stop dehydration by drinking water mixed with alcohol (to kill the bugs in the water). King John desperately needed rest, and medical help.

    Barring his way was the Wellstream, the tidal river that covered the mudflats at high tide. He could have gone by a longer route, down to Wisbech and a crossing where the river narrowed, and sent his baggage train on the more direct route across the Wash. This is the theory that was firmly held by academics until the mid-1960s, when it was challenged persuasively by the medieval historian Sir James Clarke Holt. Professor Holt argued that in the hostile Fenlands of East Anglia John was highly unlikely to have separated from his baggage train and its precious cargo. ‘The King, especially, was unlikely to let such of his regalia, money and precious movables as he had with him, far from his sight’.‌1

    I found evidence to support Holt’s theory in a nineteenth-century Ordnance Survey map. It shows that a route across the Wash was still in use as a tidal highway as late as 1824. The date is significant – this was just a few years before the land here was finally drained, and the waters were then held back behind protective banks. With the draining, all signs of the medieval tracks across the Wellstream were wiped out. The track on the OS map is clearly marked across the salt marshes, a dotted line stretching from Cross Keys (still the name of a local village) to the Sutton bank, where a modern bridge on the A17 crosses the River Welland. The label reads ‘Wash Way’, the name that John would have known for the medieval route across the mudflats.
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    ORDNANCE SURVEY MAP, 1824: 
The old path across the Wash, before the land was drained.

    He had been told that low tide was at around 11.15 a.m., and he should have waited for a guide. But John was notoriously impatient and, given the fact that he was suffering from dysentery, it is fair to assume he could not wait. The way was probably staked out with poles or branches, but the sea began to run in rivulets across the mud, covering the quicksand.

    What happened next has caused controversy for eight centuries, largely because we have to depend on the accounts of monks – the only chroniclers of the time – who had a vested interest in depicting King John, still seen by many clerics in England as an enemy of the Church, being crushed by the forces of God. The monks report that, as King John and his bodyguards kicked their horses on across the salt marsh, the wheels of the baggage train, following behind them, became stuck in quicksand. There were frantic efforts to rescue the laden carts, but they were sinking fast, and nothing could stop them from going down. All that was left was for the horses and men to struggle to break themselves free, so that they would not be swallowed up by the sucking sands.

    Ralph, a monk at Coggeshall Abbey, in Essex, wrote that the King lost ‘his Chapel with his relics and some of his pack-horses with divers household goods at the Wellstream and many of his familia [household] were drowned in the waters of the sea and sucked into the quicksand there, because they had set out incautiously and hastily before the tide had receded’. Ralph may have seen the religious relics as being of greater value than more earthly riches. Roger of Wendover, from St Albans Abbey, wrote that King John had lost his ‘treasures and precious vessels and all the other things which he cherished with special care; for the ground was opened in the midst of the waves, and bottomless whirlpools engulfed everything, together with men and horses so that not a single foot soldier got away to bear tidings of the disaster to the king’.

    Roger today would be a tabloid journalist. Yet, he was not exaggerating the deadly speed with which the sea can come in. The mudflats remain dangerous, even with modern technology to guide us, as was seen in 2004 when thirty cockle-pickers, mostly immigrants from China, were caught by a rising tide in Morecambe Bay, on the Lancashire and Cumbrian coast, and eighteen were drowned.

    A generation after King John lost his treasure, the tale was embroidered by yet another chronicler, the monk Matthew Paris, who recorded that the quicksand swallowed up ‘the packhorses bearing his booty and loot, and all his treasure and household effects. For the ground opened in the midst of the waves and the sand which is called quick sucked in everything – horses and men, weapons, tents, victuals and all the things which the King valued too highly in the world – apart from his life.’

    Whatever the extent of John’s losses, it is almost certain they included his grandmother Matilda’s regalia – the great crown, the gold wand with a dove and the sword of Tristram – which she had worn as Empress of Germany. He is known to have been in possession of her Crown Jewels, and they were never heard of again. His own Crown Jewels may have gone down into the sands of the Wash as well. John was a collector of jewellery, and his treasures were minutely recorded by his clerks in ‘patent rolls’ of parchment which survive. They list gold and silver goblets, flagons, basins, candelabra, phylacteries – amulets or charms – pendants and jewel-encrusted belts. His regalia, precious silver plate and jewelled cups were missing from the inventories when his son was crowned as his successor a few months later. Whatever their value, the scribes were clear that the impact of the loss on John was fatal. Ralph, the Coggeshall monk, recorded that it had hastened John’s death. Shakespeare underlines the political impact in his telling of the life of King John:

    
I’ll tell thee, Hubert, half my power this night

Passing these flats, are taken by the tide,

These Lincoln washes have devoured them
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    John had been counting on using some of his treasure to raise money to continue his fight. With the baggage train, John’s last hopes of defeating his enemies sank too. His resistance had finished. In a week, he would be dead.

    He retreated to Wisbech to recover; letters pinpoint his arrival there on 12 October. The next day, he covered the forty difficult miles to Swineshead Abbey, crossing more streams and marshes, and spent the night there before riding nineteen miles to Sleaford. John rested overnight at Sleaford, then struggled on to the Bishop of Lincoln’s castle at Newark.

    A storm blew up during the early hours of 18 October, and messengers struggled against the howling wind to bring letters for the King; they were from some of the rebels, who wanted to return to his banner, but he was too ill to read them. The King was failing. Abbot Adam of Croxton Abbey, a renowned herbal practitioner, was summoned to the castle to act as his doctor and confessor. On his deathbed, John dictated his will and asked to be buried ‘in the church of St Mary and St Wolfstan’ at Worcester Cathedral. The codicil still survives in the cathedral library.

    During the early hours of 19 October, a week after the loss of his treasure in the Wash, John died. In a practice common at the time, Abbot Adam cut out his heart and buried it in the abbey church at Croxton, near Croxton Kerrial, Leicestershire. His intestines were interred on the nearby Windmill Hill, west of the fishponds in Croxton Park, which is all that is left of the ancient abbey. In his sweeping BBC television series, The History of Britain, Simon Schama said it showed that, as in life, John ‘died gutless’.

    As he had requested, John’s armed mercenaries solemnly carried his body, minus his troubled guts, across the country to Worcester Cathedral, and then laid it before the altar of St Wulfstan. He was placed in a tomb surmounted with the effigies of St Wulfstan and St Oswald flanking the King’s own image. In 1797, John’s tomb was opened and the remains were measured, confirming he was just over five feet six inches tall, an inch below the average height for the time. The King’s body had been covered in a robe of red crimson damask and the remains of a sword and scabbard lay by his side.

    His death sparked a brushfire of medieval conspiracy theories, chief among them that a Catholic monk, based at Swineshead Abbey, had murdered the King by putting poison from a toad in a mug of ale. It was claimed the monk was outraged at overhearing the King threaten to raise the price of bread in retribution for the barons’ rebellion. It was also claimed John had died through his own gluttony – by consuming a ‘surfeit of peaches’. If so, it must be the only recorded case of killer peaches in British history. Some experts on the flawed King, including the venerable W.L. Warren, believe it is more probable that John contracted his illness during his two-day stay at Lynn. The most likely cause of his death: food poisoning from something he ate there. He was fond of a local medieval delicacy, elvers, or eels, but as these were usually cooked, it may have been the local shellfish, oysters, that were his silent assassins.

    It is possible he was murdered by poison. There was a good motive. Barely a year earlier, on 15 June 1215, King John had sealed an agreement with the barons by the Thames at Runnymede, near his castle at Windsor. It was intended to bring to an end a bitter power struggle over his alleged abuse of his powers as a monarch, and would become known as the Great Charter, in Latin Magna Carta. But he had repudiated its contents almost before his seal was dry. It was that duplicity which caused his final conflict with his barons. As with Cromwell and Charles I four centuries later, some barons decided that John could no longer be trusted and had to die. John’s greatest contribution to our island’s history was his timely death at the age of forty-nine.

    Had John lived, it is unlikely the world would have heard about the Great Charter. Having repudiated it, he would have ensured that it was buried. Now that his body was safely laid to rest in Worcester Cathedral, the most powerful man in England, William Marshal, made sure the terms laid out in his Great Charter were honoured by John’s nine-year-old son once he was crowned Henry III. Sagacious, brave and loyal Marshal, at sixty-nine, crowned a lifetime of service to the House of Angevin as the Protector of England. It is Marshal we have to thank, more than anyone else, for ensuring that Magna Carta lived, and was promulgated in county towns all over young King Henry’s kingdom.
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    Magna Carta is now regarded as one of the great pillars of the (unwritten) British constitution, guaranteeing all citizens basic rights that today we take for granted, including a fair trial by a jury of ordinary people, under the due process of law. At least. that is what the Great Charter is said to mean. But that is just one of the many enduring myths surrounding King John’s grubby deal with the barons. And there is more to come.

    In the summer of 2015, we will mark the eight-hundredth anniversary of the Great Charter. The leaders of the Western world, headed, I would guess, by the President of the United States, will be arriving in a procession of black limos at the National Trust car park in Runnymede to pour out more fine words about the meaning of Magna Carta as the foundation stone of modern democracy. 

    It was on the water meadows, now hemmed in by suburbia, between the Staines reservoirs and Windsor Castle, that John’s deal with the barons was finally sealed. The bucolic acres at Runnymede moved Kipling to verse:

    
At Runnymede, at Runnymede,

What say the reeds at Runnymede?

The lissom reeds that give and take,

That bend so far, but never break,

They keep the sleepy Thames awake

With tales of John at Runnymede.



    They are still the most famous water meadows in the world but if John (or Kipling) came back today, he might need earplugs. The 188 acres that make up Runnymede, near Windsor, are under the flight path of Heathrow’s Terminal 5; the rustling sound of the wind through the reeds mingles with the distant whoosh of the traffic at Junction 13 on the M25, one of the busiest motorways in Europe. The meandering Thames is lined with the motor cruisers of the gin-and-tonic set, and the banks are dotted with grand Edwardian villas. John would have had to take his life in his hands, crossing the busy A308, to reach the parkland where the barons camped. At the Staines end of the meadows, where the barons staked out their pavilions, I can hear the distinctive high-pitched whine of bankers’ Ferraris being tuned at a sports-car dealership. Runnymede is surrounded by expensive commuter property these days. Even so, there is something noble about this corner of England, particularly at Langham Pond.

    This stretch of water, with Kipling’s susurrating reeds, was once an oxbow of the old Thames river complex, and it has since been named a Site of Special Scientific Interest because of the wildlife it supports. In summer, the meadows are rich with ox-eye daisies and buttercups. Dragonflies flit among the rushes, as if time has stood still. A green woodpecker flaps into the trees as I walk with Nigel Boden, the National Trust’s countryside manager, through the water meadows, past a herd of red old-breed Sussex bullocks, which graze in some of the fields. ‘There still is a sense of place here,’ he tells me. ‘Even though we have Heathrow Airport and the background noise, you can still get away from all of that. At Runnymede you can take time out and reflect on the history.’

    It is a miracle the meadows have survived intact for these eight hundred years. They were used as a racecourse for more than a century, and they could have disappeared completely under executive dormer bungalows and interwar villas if Lloyd George had had his way. The Liberal Prime Minister thought nothing of selling honours for cash, and was ready to sell Runnymede, regardless of its importance, to raise money for the cash-strapped coalition Government in the 1920s. An unnamed spin doctor for the Commissioners of Woods and Forests tried to minimize the historic status of Lot 8 in the Government sale. Defending the sale of the property, he told the Daily Express in August 1921: ‘The land offered for sale is not Runnymede Island in the Thames where Magna Carta was signed.’ This was untrue. But then I discovered that the story of Magna Carta is surrounded by spin, myths and mendacity. Even its date is not strictly accurate.

    The document was never ‘signed’ by John – it was only sealed. Nor did the barons gather on an island in the Thames; this was a myth born of a misunderstanding. For generations, it was believed that, in 1215, the Thames flowed on both sides of the land at Ankerwyke, where lakes and Wraysbury reservoir lie today.

    The deal with the barons was indeed negotiated on the meadows where Lloyd George’s houses were to be built. It was actually written into the document. ‘Given in the meadow that is called Runnymede between Windsor and Staines, 15 June,’ the contract concludes, setting it down for all to see.

    A public outcry halted the auction. Cara, Lady Fairhaven, the daughter of an American industrialist who was a principal in John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, purchased the land in 1929 to preserve it for the nation and as a memorial to her late husband, Urban H. Broughton, a former civil engineer and Tory MP whom she met when he was installing the sewage system for her father in her hometown of Fairhaven, Massachusetts. He had died that year of pneumonia. In 1931, Lady Fairhaven gifted the land to the National Trust, after making a few improvements. She commissioned the fashionable architect Sir Edwin Lutyens, the creator of ‘typically’ English country homes for the rich, and the colonial centre of New Delhi – to design twin lodges at the Windsor entrance to the park. These were built to accommodate public toilets, sell refreshments, and provide an office and a park-keeper’s cottage, now taken over by the National Trust for its offices.

    America has a big presence at Runnymede. A short stroll from the car park at the Magna Carta Tea Rooms, a classical Greek temple was set up among the trees by the American Bar Association in 1957 as a memorial to the charter. An inscription says: ‘To commemorate Magna Carta, symbol of Freedom Under Law’.

    As I stroll around the park, I find I am actually walking on American soil. To mark the seven-hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the Great Charter in 1965, Queen Elizabeth II bestowed three acres of Crown land at Runnymede to the American nation for a memorial to President John F. Kennedy, who had been assassinated less than two years before. It was a public sharing of grief probably not matched in England until the death of Diana, Princess of Wales. The Kennedy memorial is fittingly plain: a massive white slab of stone lying under the trees on the hillside. At the ceremony, it was unveiled by the President’s still grieving widow, Jackie Kennedy, and the Queen. The memorial carries a quotation from JFK’s inaugural address: ‘Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend or oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and success of liberty.’

    Americans probably value Magna Carta more than the British. The founders of the rebel nation incorporated its ideas into their constitution, most especially in the Bill of Rights, which they saw as a way to hold back the tyranny of kings over common folk. The ‘founding fathers’ gleefully exploited the charter’s limits on the rights of one king, John, as a way to assert their independence from another, George III. What is surprising is not that America went along with this conceit, but that the fiction has lasted so long.

    Indeed, the US Supreme Court, the highest arbiter of law in the land, has ruled that the rights enumerated in the US constitution have their origins in Magna Carta. And so it should not be surprising that when President Barack Obama addressed the joint Houses of Parliament in Westminster in 2011, he claimed special interest in Magna Carta, nearly co-opting it as more American than British: ‘Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights, habeas corpus, trial by jury and English common law find their most famous expression in the American Declaration of Independence.’ The principles of freedom and justice, which each successive US administration has tried to export to the rest of the world, at the sharp end of a missile when necessary, are traced back to Magna Carta with great pride.

    Both King John and the barons would be surprised to hear that their agreement has such a lofty legacy. Magna Carta, in truth, was a shabby deal reached between a gang of landowners who did not wish to see their privileged life destroyed, and a weak king with his back against the wall.
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    Perhaps that is why the British are notoriously blasé about the Great Charter. Magna Carta does not warrant a mention in Shakespeare’s play The Life and Death of King John, though the loss of his treasure does (the Bard knew a good story when he heard it). A 2008 YouGov poll showed forty-five per cent of the British public do not even know what Magna Carta is. The Conservative MP Eleanor Laing, on introducing a bill to make 15 June 2015 a bank holiday, Magna Carta Day, noted with ‘pity’ that Magna Carta is in the syllabus for schools in Germany but not in England. (Conveniently, the anniversary would place the bank holiday in what passes for the high summer in England – though whether this would ensure greater appreciation of liberty or merely provide a day off in the rain is an entirely different question.) Galton and Simpson, the scriptwriters for the television comedy actor Tony Hancock, summed up the national ignorance in an episode of Hancock’s Half Hour in 1959. Galton and Simpson’s courtroom sketch had Hancock ask his fellow jury members: ‘Magna Carta – did she die in vain?’

    Most people today know John as the evil prince in the Robin Hood tales who used the Sheriff of Nottingham to screw the peasants (both literally and figuratively) while his noble brother, King Richard the Lionheart, was away at the Crusades. The Victorians embroidered the tales of chivalry and totally embraced the romance of La Coeur de Lion; he was their ideal national hero, a handsome man in armour in an era when missionary zeal, Gothic arts, romance and chivalry were all the rage. (Charles Barry’s mock-Gothic Palace of Westminster is the apotheosis of that style.) In 1860, the Victorians even went so far as to erect an heroic bronze equestrian statue of Richard I, battle sword raised, outside the Houses of Parliament.*

    
     * In 2011, a campaign was launched on the Government’s e-petition website to have Richard’s statue removed, because of the injustices he meted out to Muslims during his reign – three thousand were slaughtered outside the walls of the city of Acre alone. But the legend is hard to dent. In its first days, the petition collected a mere seven signatures. 

    

    The Victorians poured more scorn (and worse) over the head of the sullied John, while polishing the image of their glistening hero. And thus they wilfully ignored the truth about Richard: far from being dedicated to England, he only spent six months of his reign in the kingdom, spoke French not English, and squeezed as much money as he could from his people to finance the Crusades. He once even said he would have sold London, if he could have found a buyer. Richard set ‘new standards in royal rapacity’, according to the historian Geoffrey Hindley.‌2 His spending was ‘a major cause of the grievances in the build-up to Magna Carta’. But King John went further; he extracted more money in taxes from England during his ten-year reign than had any previous king in any previous decade – including his brother Richard.

    John undoubtedly got a bad press from the monkish chroniclers of his day because of his seizure of Church assets. Tudor historians portrayed John in the mould of Henry VIII, who defied the Pope but was destroyed by traitors around him. A colourful defence of John was written as early as 1865, at the height of the Victorian fashion for John-bashing, but it made little impact. The author, William Chadwick, said he wanted to cast off ‘the immense guano piles of slander and caricature, bigotries and prejudices that have for centuries lain upon his illustrious memory’.

    For the most part, the guano stuck.

     There have been fresh attempts to rehabilitate John’s reputation. More recently, he has been lauded as a good administrator and record-keeper (no wonder modern historians rate him).

    There is plenty of evidence, however, that John was the black-hearted villain of English folklore. He turned duplicity into an art form. John ruled by a combination of extortion and blackmail, and used every trick of the feudal law book to keep the barons in his grip. He was prepared to take hostages from his barons’ families, to secure loyalty. At one point, he imprisoned the wife of Hugh Neville, a forester, to bring her husband to heel; at Christmas 1204, the King’s clerks noted that she offered to pay ‘the lord king two hundred chickens that she might lie one night with her husband’.‌3 He is said to have extracted the teeth of a Jewish financier, Abraham of Bristol, until Abraham gave up ten thousand marks to his lord.‌4

    This may have been one of Roger of Wendover’s tabloid tales, but John certainly extracted punitive taxes from the estates of his most troublesome nobles, if not their teeth, as a ploy to keep them in debt to the Crown for life. Under feudal law, John grabbed money from widows of tenants who wanted to remarry, or if they wanted to remain single.

    John at times behaved like Rowan Atkinson’s fictional villain, Blackadder, devising schemes that were so cunning, he forgot how they worked. He expected to be cheated, and invented ingenious codes for his jailors to frustrate his enemies; he formulated a plan to stop them sending false orders for the release of hostages, but forgot the ciphers himself; he instructed one of his castellans not to release any prisoners unless his orders were accompanied by three named members of his household, but then had to write to the keeper of the castle saying: ‘we do not well recollect who those three were…’‌5

    Below the misery of the squeezed landocracy, the tenants and serfs suffered more. He declared huge tracts of land as forest, thereby seizing absolute control of all the game within it. England was not a happy country under John, said the chroniclers.

    It is hardly surprising that John was two-faced – he was taught ‘treachery pays’ from childhood. The Plantagenets, the English branch of the Angevin Empire, were as dysfunctional as any modern-day Mafia family. John shared the personal traits of the Angevins: spite, pettiness and a total lack of anger management. His father, Henry II, was so enraged on one occasion that he thrashed around the floor, stuffing straw from his mattress into his mouth. In another fit of anger, Henry notoriously appeared to call for the murder of Thomas à Becket, a former ally until he became the Archbishop of Canterbury. The murder in the cathedral made Thomas a martyr and a saint – his shrine is still visited – and turned Henry into a monster.

    During his lifetime, Henry gave lands in France to John’s elder brothers to administer, leaving John without a kingdom of his own. For this, John was ridiculed by the French as Jean ‘Sans Terre’ (John Lackland). The son learned well from the father, and also inherited his fits of rage. As a young prince, John would become ‘hardly recognisable’ when he was angry. ‘Rage contorted his brow, his burning eyes glittered, bluish spots discoloured the pink of his cheeks’ and his hands ‘sawed the air’, according to the chronicler Richard of Devizes.‌6

    John’s mother, the powerful Eleanor of Aquitaine, the only woman to have been both Queen of France and Queen of England, was eleven years older than Henry. She became so outraged by the King’s infidelity, she sought revenge by encouraging her sons to go to war against their father for control of her ancestral estates in France. For this, Henry imprisoned Eleanor in various abbeys in England for sixteen years. Eventually, Richard joined forces with the French King Philip II to defeat his father in France and seize the Crown, and Eleanor was freed.

    John, the runt of the family, inherited the throne in April 1199 when Richard died during the siege of the castle of Châlus, near Limoges. It was a typically foolhardy show of courage for the Lionheart – he defied the defenders to hit him with their crossbows, and one did, in the arm near the neck; Richard died in agony after gangrene set in. His heart was buried at Rouen Cathedral, but his body is entombed at the Plantagenets’ Fontevraud Abbey, Anjou, where his mother, Eleanor, ended her life as a nun.

    The barons were just as sinister as this royal ‘devil’s brood’. They ran their counties from castle strongholds as their personal fiefdoms, a law unto themselves. The right-wing historian David Starkey acidly noted in his TV series Monarchy: ‘Nowadays, such thuggish disorder tends to come from those at the bottom of the pile. Then it came from the top.’
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    The ‘thuggery at the top’ mostly came down to money. The barons complained that King John had taxed them beyond the bounds of accepted custom. A major bone of contention was the feudal tax called ‘scutage’, which was paid by reluctant landowners in lieu of sending knights on active military service abroad for the King. John and Richard’s father, Henry II, had imposed eight demands for scutage over thirty-four years, as he defended his claims to the embattled estates in France. The haemorrhaging of French estates continued after John took the throne. As he lost more estates and his finances dwindled, John imposed scutage, beyond the bounds of accepted custom, at double or treble the old rate of one mark per knight, and more often than his father. In his seventeen years on the throne, John imposed scutage eleven times.‌7 He hoped to regain his lost lands in France, and needed to hire mercenary forces to do so.

    Scutage was not the only means for extracting wealth from the land. John used other feudal taxes, such as the succession tax, a levy on access to an inheritance, to squeeze more and more money out of the barons. He demanded the enormous sum of £6666 (equivalent to around £3.5 million today) from Nicholas de Stuteville to gain access to his inheritance of land; to pay it, de Stuteville had to surrender his Yorkshire estates at Knaresborough and Boroughbridge to the King.

    John’s despotic breach of ‘custom’ lay at the root of their grievances. Like many today faced with hard times, the barons looked to an earlier golden age for inspiration, and relief. In his BBC television series The Story of England, Michael Wood relates how they pillaged the past for customs to buttress their case, reaching beyond the Norman Conquest. The barons resurrected the Anglo-Saxon concept of ‘fairness’ or ‘fair play’ – an attribute that has since become so imbued in the national psyche that it is ranked among the defining traits of ‘Britishness’, alongside a propensity for queuing and drinking tea in a crisis.

    In addition to Anglo-Saxon ‘fair play’, the barons found support in a politically astute ally: Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury. But then, Langton had a vested interest in seeing that King John’s tyrannical tendencies were held in check. The King had objected to Pope Innocent III’s appointment of Langton, and as retribution, the pontiff had, in 1209, excommunicated John. It was a power struggle that foreshadowed the later clash between Rome and Henry VIII, which, of course, eventually led to the formation of the breakaway Church of England, with Henry as its head.

    John’s misfortune was that with Innocent, he was taking on one of the most powerful popes in history. In 1213, the King was forced into an extraordinary retreat, when he surrendered his kingdom to Rome and leased it back in return for a promise to pay a papal tribute of one thousand marks a year (£666 in the thirteenth century), plus compensation for the riches he had seized from the Church. In doing so, John literally became a ‘serf’ of the Pope, for which he was quickly denounced as a traitor, but the tactic succeeded in maintaining him in power – he had effectively placed himself under the Pope’s protection. John also promised the Pope that he would go on a Crusade, like his brother Richard.

    This turn of events led to Langton’s election as Archbishop of Canterbury. It should be said that Langton was clearly not convinced by John’s conversion. While King John was making his obeisance to the Pope, Langton held a secret conclave with some of the barons after a service at St Paul’s. That scribbling monk, Roger of Wendover, recorded that Langton informed the barons that a coronation charter agreed by Henry I promising the restoration of the law of King Edward ‘has now been found by which you can if you will, recover your lost liberties and your former condition’. This was music to their ears. Wendover added: ‘He had a document placed before them and had it read out… They rejoiced with exceeding great joy and all swore in the archbishop’s presence that when the time was ripe they would fight for these liberties even unto death.’‌8

    Wendover was speaking of the Charter of Liberties, which promised, in vague terms, the restoration of the fair laws of Edward the Confessor, one of the last of the Anglo-Saxon kings. The charter also involved several concessions on reliefs and wardship, marriage and debts to the Crown, all of which were soundly among the barons’ list of complaints. Henry I had issued it to gain support after seizing the Crown from his older brother Robert. He may never have intended to honour it, but it was good enough for the barons.

    The breaking point came in 1214, after King John returned from France. John and his European allies had suffered a devastating defeat to King Philip of France during the pitched battle of Bouvines. John’s hopes of regaining his lucrative French estates had been destroyed; the defeat also increased his need for money. He was furious that his barons had failed to join him in the campaign, and he was determined to exact his revenge – through taxes.

    A group of truculent northern barons, including the Lord of Alnwick, Eustace de Vesci, claimed that their feudal responsibilities did not extend to service abroad; they also refused to pay more scutage to make up for John’s failed French adventure. John insisted, rightly, that scutage had been paid in lieu of foreign service to his father and his illustrious brother Richard. The barons, led by the nobles of the eastern counties and London – the hothead Robert FitzWalter, Lord of Dunmow; Geoffrey de Mandeville, Earl of Essex and Robert de Vere, Earl of Oxford – were unbowed. FitzWalter and de Vesci, who had both plotted to kill John in 1212, put out stories of how the despotic King lusted after their women; it was intended to gain wider support for their cause among the main body of one hundred neutral barons, with a clear warning that this could happen to others unless John was cut down to size. They demanded a charter from John to reinstate the Charter of Liberties.
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    John, cunning as ever, shrewdly played for time through the winter of 1214. On the side, he sent for mercenaries from Poitou, as insurance. Then on 4 March, he played his trump card – he took his vows as a Crusader. Not only did it give him the protection of the Pope, under ecclesiastical law, but it also gave him a Crusader’s respite from meeting his secular obligations for three years. The rebels responded on 3 May by renouncing their homage and fealty to John. It was a declaration of civil war.

    The campaign began well for John, who had made conciliatory noises to win over wavering barons, but the rebels seized London, attracting more young nobles to their cause, though their fathers stayed loyal to the King. The stalemate paved the way for the squalid deal at Runnymede.

    The water meadows by the Thames were a convenient half-way point for the King, who arrived from his stronghold at Windsor Castle and the bridge at Staines, which the mounted barons crossed in force on their journey from London. The boggy ground was also chosen because it provided security for the leaders of the two armies, who did not trust each other. The heavy, wet terrain made it difficult for either side to mount a surprise attack on horseback. There is no reliable eye-witness account of how the King or his camp at Runnymede looked; today our picture of how the barons gave their chivalric obeisance to John is largely guesswork and Victorian spin.

    It is likely that the King’s pavilions were planted on the meadows, and they would have served as the site of the final negotiations, which according to the treaty itself took place on 15 June. But even the date was misleading. Like a modern summit, there were public appearances, but the hard work went on behind the scenes. The King arrived at Runnymede on 10 June to meet the rebel leaders and committed himself to a draft list of their demands, which survives today as the ‘Articles of the Barons’. It is likely that covert negotiations were thrashed out between Archbishop Langton and William Marshal, who is now rightly seen as one of the most outstanding statesmen in English history. Marshal was loyal to the Crown, but determined to reach a compromise with the barons. After John’s death, Marshal became king in all but name because John’s son was still only nine: he was praised by Langton as ‘the greatest knight that ever lived’. He died in 1219 in his seventy-second year. He is buried at Temple Church, built for the Knights Templar near Fleet Street, London.

    The King and the barons only came together on 15 June to agree formally to the document’s terms by the Thames, but this was no more than a ‘sealing’ ceremony, like modern-day politicians appearing for a photo opportunity at a summit. John and the barons then handed the agreement over to their bureaucrats to work out the fine print. It took at least four more days to agree the wording of the copies of Magna Carta that were sent out under the King’s great red wax seal to be read in market squares across the country. A truer date for Magna Carta would be 19 June, when the barons ceremoniously each bowed the knee and renewed their oaths of ‘fealty’ (feudal allegiance like a vassal) to the King. But the charter continued to evolve – which is why not all of the early copies that survive are identical, word for word.
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    A total of seventeen copies of Magna Carta are known to exist in the world, but only four copies dated from 1215 have survived, and these are all in England: two at the British Library, including one that was lodged by Stephen Langton in the archives of the diocese of Canterbury; one survives in the archive of Lincoln Cathedral, which is on show in Lincoln Castle; and the best-preserved copy held at the Chapter House at Salisbury Cathedral. This copy was taken to Salisbury by Elias of Dereham, who was steward to Archbishop Langton, and was at the centre of the discussions between the King and the barons. He was entrusted with delivering ten of the thirteen copies, one of which was given to the original cathedral at Old Sarum. Elias later became a Canon of Old Sarum, before masterminding the building of the present Salisbury Cathedral – which is probably how that copy came to be housed in the cathedral archives.‌9 The British Library’s priceless Magna Carta is on show in the Room of Treasures, as it should be. It sits alongside far more magnificent documents, such as the illuminated Lindisfarne Gospels of AD 680; a first folio of Shakespeare’s collected plays of 1623; a sumptuously illustrated medieval manuscript given as a wedding present to Margaret of Anjou and Henry VI; and the seventh-century St Cuthbert Gospel, which survived in the coffin of the saint – the oldest book in Europe.

    I call on Claire Breay, Curator of Medieval Manuscripts, to see the copy of the Great Charter on display at the British Library. Away from the cacophony of the Euston Road, it sits in a darkened room, past all the other manuscripts out on show; a bullet-proof glass screen protects it, but the case looks as though it could withstand an armour-piercing shell. Breay tells me that, despite the riches on display around the library, most visitors want to see Magna Carta, although she admits few visitors really know what it contains. ‘It’s just so iconic.’

    At my first glance, the charter does not inspire awe. It is not illuminated, like the early manuscript nearby showing King John hunting deer with hounds. Its lettering is not gilded, to indicate its royal or precious extraction.

    Inscribed in medieval Latin in a small hand, the words run across the page and are often so abbreviated, they are difficult to decipher, even by experts. The sentences are not broken down into clauses, as one might expect from a legal document of global significance. The King’s scribes scribbled out the contents, much like they were composing a long wish list at the barons’ dictation. ‘Oh, and another thing – no scutage without representation.’

    It is written on parchment, made from sheepskin soaked in a bath of lime. The skin would then be stretched on a frame, to dry under tension, and scraped with a lunular, a crescent-shaped knife, to produce a smooth writing surface.

    To apply the King’s red wax seal, which is now missing, a chancery official, known as a spigurnel, used a small wooden press to clamp together two circles of beeswax and resin with imprints on both sides, across the cords for attaching it to the document.‌10 John’s great seal measured about four inches in diameter, and a mobile sealing machine was probably brought to the field at Runnymede to handle the task.

    We are speaking in whispers, as though in a hallowed place. And in a way, we are. Breay explains that both of the British Library’s copies of Magna Carta come from the seventeenth-century library of the bibliophile Sir Robert Cotton. One copy is said to have been discovered in a London tailor’s shop, then given to Cotton by Humphrey Wyems, of the Inner Temple in London, on 1 January 1629. The second was found among the records of Dover Castle and sent to Cotton by Sir Edward Dering in 1630. This was probably the copy sent to the Baron of the Cinque Ports in 1215. Sadly, it was badly damaged in 1731, a century after Cotton’s death, in a fire at Ashburnham House, Westminster, where Cotton’s collection was then kept. It is virtually unreadable, having suffered fire damage that has left holes in the parchment.

    The more I learn about Magna Carta’s story, the more I come to sense why this frankly scruffy scrap of parchment should inspire awe. It is partly due to its antiquity. It is amazing that this document, which John’s clerks handled, has survived eight centuries intact. But it is also awesome for its inferred meaning – rightly or wrongly – for all free men (and women) today.
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    THE COTTON MAGNA CARTA: 
A detail from one of Sir Robert Cotton’s two parchment copies.

    It starts with an open-handed welcome from the King to his enemies, the band of rebel barons: ‘John, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, and Count of Anjou, to his archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justices, foresters, sheriffs, stewards, servants, and to all his officials and loyal subjects, Greeting.’

    Anyone looking for high ideals in Magna Carta must dig deep into its sixty-three clauses. Its first clause is a guarantee of freedom from royal interference to the Church; Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, clearly used his role as the go-between to give priority to his own demands:

    First, that we have granted to God, and by this present charter have confirmed for us and our heirs in perpetuity, that the English Church shall be free, and shall have its rights undiminished, and its liberties unimpaired. That we wish this so to be observed, appears from the fact that of our own free will, before the outbreak of the present dispute between us and our barons, we granted and confirmed by charter the freedom of the Church’s elections – a right reckoned to be of the greatest necessity and importance to it – and caused this to be confirmed by Pope Innocent III. This freedom we shall observe ourselves, and desire to be observed in good faith by our heirs in perpetuity


    It then descends into a feudal shopping list of barons’ demands. These include relief from John’s overbearing interference in property rights and inheritance law. Henceforward, an heir who is under age shall have his inheritance without tax or fine when he becomes of age; further, ‘no widow shall be forced to marry so long as she wishes to live without a husband, provided that she gives security not to marry without our’ – the King’s – ‘consent’. While they were about it, the barons also laid down some principles for feudal weights and measures (let there be one measure for wine throughout our kingdom, and one measure for ale, and one measure for corn… and one width for cloths whether dyed, russet or halbergert). The charter ranges across royal abuses of feudal customs; the removal of fish weirs to improve navigation; the treatment of debts owed to Jewish moneylenders (‘if anyone dies indebted to the Jews, his wife shall have her dower and pay nothing of that debt’); and the hated scutage tax, which could no longer be extracted without the consent of the barons (the first declaration of no taxation without representation). The historian Simon Schama called the list the ‘barons’ bellyaches’.

    Only three of the original clauses are still law: the first defending the freedom and rights of the English Church to elect its own clergy without the interference of the King; another confirming rights on London as a trading centre; and the clause containing Articles 39 and 40 that are at the crux of Magna Carta and have made it the most famous legal document in history:

    
ARTICLE 39: No free man shall be seized or detained in prison, or deprived of his freehold, or outlawed or banished, or in any way molested; and we will not go against him, nor send against him, unless by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law of the land.

ARTICLE 40: To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice.



    Those words laid down one of the supreme principles of justice and liberty: a right to the rule of law. They meant that for the first time the King was subject to law, not above it.

    These words have been hailed as the birth of civil liberties. Experts at the US National Archive say it was a late edit in the wording of the clause, from ‘baron’ to ‘free man’, that made its statements so universal and lasting. However, this interpretation ignores the uncomfortable fact that ‘freemen’ in medieval England were privileged men. Magna Carta cut out the mass of people at the bottom of the pile – the peasants, known as villeins. Neither the barons nor John thought they were laying down inalienable rights for posterity. The articles that have made Magna Carta famous were not given any special emphasis; they were just two demands made by the barons in a very long list of grievances.

    Perhaps the most radical clause of all allows the barons to set up a commission of twenty-five barons to hold John to the terms of his contract. Its members included the hated ringleaders of the rebellion, such as the firebrand Robert FitzWalter of Dunmow Castle, Essex, whom John had once exiled for plotting to assassinate him.

    It was so unlikely and out of character for John to agree to such terms, the barons should have smelled a rat. Perhaps they did. It did not matter to John. It was all an elaborate sham. John had no intention of honouring the treaty: he immediately sent messengers to his powerful ally in Rome, Pope Innocent III, telling the pontiff that he had been forced against his will to agree to the charter.

    In a masterpiece of deceit, John secretly told Innocent that, as he was officially the serf of the Pope, he did not hold the legal authority to agree to the contract with the barons without the Holy Father’s consent. In spite of the guarantees Magna Carta contained concerning the freedom of the Church, the Pope immediately came down on John’s side.

    Innocent repudiated the Great Charter in a thundering letter bearing the papal seal, known as a bull. Though John secretly had no intention of fulfilling his pledge to go on a Crusade, the Pope declared that anyone who stood in John’s way was worse than the Saracens. ‘Even if the King were remiss or lukewarm about the Crusade, we would not allow such great wickedness to go unchecked, for by God’s grace, we know how to punish and we can punish such shameless presumption,’ said Innocent.

    Magna Carta, said the Pope, was ‘an agreement which is not only shameful and base but also illegal and unjust’. He threatened to excommunicate anyone upholding it, and to have their lands laid ‘under interdict, with the sentences solemnly published throughout England every Sunday and feast day with the tolling of bells and candles extinguished until… they humbly return to his service’.‌11 Astonishingly, the Pope’s letter bearing the seal of Rome also survives to this day, and is in another display case, alongside Magna Carta, at the British Library.

    How John expected to get away with this subterfuge is unclear. The barons were unlikely to give in to threats, even from the Pope. They responded to the threat of excommunication by declaring war on John and his despotic rule. This time, it would be civil war to the death.
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    The barons’ war was a series of vicious, and sometimes brutal, sieges. Rebels who surrendered the fortress in the strategically important town of Rochester, in Kent, to King John had their feet cut off.

    The rebels responded to John’s campaign by inviting Prince Louis of France, son of King Philip, to invade near Dover with a powerful army of knights. With the barons’ contrivance, it was the first successful invasion of its kind since 1066, though it is now almost entirely forgotten. John rode with his force to Kent to oppose the invaders, but – typical of the man – was afraid to strike when he had the chance, and retreated.

    Two-thirds of the barons had gone over to Prince Louis, but the barons and the French invaders soon began to fall out over the spoils of war. As the war dragged on into 1216, the pendulum swung in John’s favour. John had recently had some important rebel defections back to his banner, including William, the son of his loyal ally Sir William Marshal, the most respected knight in the country, and William Longespee, the Earl of Salisbury, who was an illegitimate son of Henry II. Sensing the barons were cracking, John had gone on the offensive.

    He had raised the siege of Lincoln where the redoubtable castellan, Dame Nicola de la Haye, held out against the rebels. Then he had ridden to Lynn on the Norfolk coast, a rich trading port and principal gateway to the Netherlands and Scandinavia.

    John was carrying large amounts of gold and precious jewels with which he could finance the war and pay his hired men. He had drawn the riches from safe houses and abbeys where they had previously been kept secure. Lynn was a loyalist stronghold of the King, and his arrival no doubt caused a great excuse for banqueting during his short stay. The records show the citizens of Lynn ‘feasted him well’.‌12 Having despatched letters during his stay, which help fix the dates of his visit, the King rode out of Lynn at the head of his army on 11 October. That is how he came to be riding across the Wash that fateful day.

    King John’s death brought about an almost immediate end to the war with the barons. Royalists in the West Country acted quickly to crown his young son, Henry III, in the abbey church at Gloucester on 28 October 1216. The rebels rallied around the boy king after his advisers, who included William Marshal as the King’s protector and regent, shrewdly reissued the Charter of Liberties in his name. Professor W.L. Warren, one of the pre-eminent experts on King John, put it simply: ‘It is the supreme irony of Magna Carta that, after being demanded by the rebels and killed by the Pope, it should have been brought back to life as a royalist manifesto.’‌13

    But, like Humpty Dumpty in Alice Through the Looking Glass, Magna Carta has come to mean whatever we choose it to mean.

    Since 1215, Magna Carta has been used to defend liberty whenever it has been threatened. When Eleanor Roosevelt launched the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights sixty years ago, she described it as ‘a Magna Carta for all mankind’. The Great Charter has even been invoked by the Indigenous peoples who inhabit the jungles of South and Central America to defend their rights against the destruction of their common land by national government and corporate grabs for oil.‌14 These are all well-meaning invocations, but they stretch the actual meaning of the damaged parchments of Magna Carta to breaking point. Roosevelt’s words may be grand, but Magna Carta was not a Medieval Human Rights Act.

    The legal scope of Magna Carta has been distorted to cover individual rights, which was never the intention of the barons, still less that of King John. This is partly due to the machinations of Sir Edward Coke, the Lord Chief Justice and the outstanding (and overbearing) legal expert of the sixteenth century, who used Magna Carta as a weapon to challenge Charles I’s belief in the divine right of kings. Coke insisted that Magna Carta made the King subject to the law. He selectively took the Great Charter’s general principles and made them more specific, drafting the Petition of Right of 1628. This document, one of the treasures held in the Parliamentary archives at Westminster, set out limits to the power of the King, including on levying taxes without Parliamentary consent, imprisoning citizens without cause and billeting of soldiers in private houses. It is one of four documents – along with the Great Charter, the 1689 Bill of Rights (see Chapter Four), and the Habeas Corpus Act of 1679 (the right of a prisoner to be produced in court to avoid unlawful detention) – that underpin the rights of all British citizens. Magna Carta had protected the civil liberties of the medieval élite, but Coke ingeniously asserted that it guaranteed individual rights to everyone, of every station.

    Then, Coke exported this view to the fledgling American colonies, where law was being made anew. Under his direction, Magna Carta was incorporated into James I’s royal charter for the colony of Jamestown, in Virginia, the first successful English settlement in America. Echoing the words of the Great Charter, Jamestown’s charter declared ‘the persons which shall dwell within the colonies shall have all Liberties as if they had been abiding and born within this our realm of England’. Subsequently, similar language was embedded in the charters for Massachusetts (1629), Maryland (1632), Maine (1639), Connecticut (1662) and Rhode Island (1663). William Penn incorporated parts of Magna Carta in the laws of Pennsylvania.

    When, on the eve of the American Revolution, Massachusetts adopted its own government seal, the medallion carried a militiaman on one side and Magna Carta on the other. Just as the barons had opposed John’s scutage, when the colonists declared their independence, they claimed they were resisting an oppressive tax, the ‘Stamp Tax’. Their battle cry, ‘No taxation without representation’, seemed to be a direct descendant of Coke’s argument. The American ideas of individual liberty may have been based on a myth but they were exported back to Europe, igniting revolution in France.

    The American founding fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, were most definitely familiar with Coke’s works: they embedded his philosophy in what are universally considered to be the most famous lines of the Declaration of Independence: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.’ From these words, a potent American myth was born, that Magna Carta guaranteed ‘due process of law’ to all citizens. But Magna Carta never refers to ‘due process’ – far from it.

    The phrase ‘due process of law’ appears for the first time in a statute of Edward III dated 1354, referring to the liberty of the subject. ‘No man of what estate or condition that he be, shall be put out of land or tenement, nor taken, nor imprisoned, nor disinherited, nor put to death, without being brought in answer by due process of law,’ the statute reads. The first chapter of this statute refers to Magna Carta and says it should be ‘kept and maintained in all points’. There is a clear echo of this provision in the Bill of Rights of the US constitution, of which the Fifth Amendment declares: ‘No person shall… be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law.’ The US constitution therefore owes more to Edward III and his 1354 statute than to King John and Magna Carta. The aura surrounding Magna Carta is too established now to be dispelled by such quibbles, however.

    On 18 December 2007, an American philanthropist, David Rubenstein, paid $21.3 million for a copy of Magna Carta at a Sotheby’s auction in New York City. Rubenstein is managing director of the Carlyle Group, an equity firm whose board has included a former president (George H.W. Bush), a former prime minister (John Major) and numerous US Government officials (Secretary of State James Baker, Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci and Securities and Exchange Chairman Arthur Levitt). The copy of Magna Carta that Rubinstein purchased bears the great seal of Edward I, not John, and dates from 1297; it is especially important because it appears to be the first version of the charter’s text to be incorporated into statute. For five hundred years it was preserved by the Brudenell family, which included James Thomas Brudenell, the Seventh Earl of Cardigan, the blundering cavalry officer who led the charge of the Light Brigade. It was first sold in 1984 to the foundation set up by Texas businessman and one-time presidential hopeful H. Ross Perot, and it remains the only copy in private hands in the world.*

    
     * Perot made a tidy profit on the document’s sale – he had bought it for $1.5 million – which the foundation says will be used for charitable purposes.

    

    Rubinstein described Magna Carta as ‘the most significant document in Western history’ and believed ‘it was very important that the Magna Carta stay in the United States’. He has generously loaned it to the US National Archives in Washington, DC, on a permanent basis. More millions of dollars were spent in 2011 on its meticulous conservation. Odd holes in the stretched and scraped sheep skin that make up the parchment needed to be filled in, before it could be reframed and tucked safely into an airtight case. The British Library has also considered reframing its copies and placing them into airtight cases in advance of the 2015 anniversary, but unlike the US conservators, the library’s specialists prefer to leave the holes in their fire-damaged copy intact. The plan depends on getting the finance – a chancy proposition in Austerity Britain.

    In the comfortable view of history spun by Whig historians such as Macaulay and, later, Winston Churchill, the legal rights bestowed by Magna Carta were part of a continuous thread of civilizing rights against despotism that Britain exported across the globe, along with democracy and drains. Claire Breay, my guide at the British Library, says: ‘Despite all the claims which have been made for it since, the charter was not intended to be the cornerstone of English democracy, still less the foundation of a code of human rights.’‌15 Professor Warren reinforces this view: ‘It is, in fact, a Charter of Liberties not a Charter of Liberty, concerned to secure practical reforms which would protect the upper classes against an over-mighty ruler in current matters of grievance, not to enunciate abstract “rights of man”.’‌16

    In England, Magna Carta was not the end of the struggle – the uprising of Simon de Montfort in the second barons’ war against John’s successor, King Henry III; the English civil war of 1642–9 culminating in the execution of King Charles I; and the Glorious Revolution of 1688 all stand as testimony to that. Some, like Margaret Thatcher, expressed fears that despite Magna Carta, our hard-won rights have been surrendered to the European Union, making us vassals of Brussels as we were of the Papacy of Rome in King John’s day. Indeed, medieval historian Geoffrey Hindley, an expert on King John and Magna Carta, agrees with Lady Thatcher. ‘We have surrendered our sovereignty to Europe,’ he told me.

    When it comes time to celebrate the eight-hundredth anniversary, Magna Carta is certain to be held out as the bastion of ‘Britishness’ by those who fear our national identity is at risk. But the rights of ordinary citizens against the power of the ruling classes also may resurface at Runnymede. I discovered some alarm at rumours of a multimillion-pound visitor and interpretation centre being built on these ‘sacred’ acres to mark the event. ‘We don’t want to turn the meadows into a medieval theme park,’ said one local resident. The Scots and Welsh are also likely to complain that Magna Carta is essentially an English creation, and a special day off work has no relevance for them, especially after devolution.

    The Americans have 4 July to celebrate their taking of independence. Perhaps 15 June would be a fitting date to commemorate the basic right of fairness that is seen as one of the enduring qualities of ‘Britishness’. 

    [image: orn.png]

    Of what relevance is Magna Carta to the rest of us, the peasants, today? Over the centuries, most of the document has been repealed or become obsolete. Even the ‘universal’ rights bestowed by Magna Carta are based on a myth, so why is it so important? The late Lord Bingham, a former Master of the Rolls and one of Britain’s most senior judges interpreting the law, neatly resolved this contradiction: ‘The significance of Magna Carta lay not only in what it actually said but, perhaps to an even greater extent, in what later generations claimed and believed it had said. Sometimes the myth is more important than the actuality.’‌17

    The rights we believe are protected in Magna Carta – and too often take for granted – are continually under threat, even today. In the aftermath of the 7/7 terrorist bombings of London, the Labour Government sought to extend the period for which a suspect may be detained without making a charge of criminal act to forty-two days, despite the long-standing Article 39, which says that ‘no free man shall be seized or imprisoned’ without a fair trial. The opponents who invoked Magna Carta included Kenneth Clarke, who was then on the opposition benches. Clarke was later appointed the Justice Secretary in the Conservative–Liberal Democrat Coalition Government, and continued to champion the charter, though he harboured no illusions about it. During a visit to Runnymede to announce the 2015 celebrations, he said: ‘Magna Carta could be represented as an eight-hundred-year-old quarrel between an autocratic king… and a set of barons who represented no one but themselves and their own local and class interests.’

    Clarke, a lawyer by trade, made it clear he would fight for the spirit of Magna Carta to be upheld, regardless of who he upset. That applied both to the inquiry he set up into Britain’s ‘complacent compliance’ in the alleged ill-treatment of detainees at Guantanamo Bay, and his wider review of anti-terrorism legislation. ‘We have to make sure we don’t get so panicked by terrorism or puritanical about other people and how they conduct their lives that we start passing laws which deny people their liberty,’ he declared.‌18 In October 2011, he again invoked the Great Charter to oppose plans by Prime Minister David Cameron and Theresa May, the Home Secretary, to repeal the Human Rights Act. ‘The British are great believers in human rights. We invented the idea. It goes back to Magna Carta,’ he said.‌19 Then in September 2012, Clarke became Minister without Portfolio. 

    Clarke is typical of the brave souls who have made sure that Magna Carta has survived attacks on it over the past eight centuries, not without risk to themselves. Whether King John intended it to be so, Magna Carta is a living document, worth far more than the things he valued in his day. The spirit (though not the letter) of Magna Carta is present in the most awkward – sometimes vexing – decisions by our judges, for example the refusal to extradite alleged terrorists for trial abroad. The independence of the judiciary from the diktat of political leaders is guaranteed by later legislation, but its root lies in Magna Carta. King John’s Great Charter can be a thorn in the side of democracy, but it is a necessary thorn.

    As long as the United Kingdom survives as a free, independent country, this shabby little treaty sealed in the meadows at Runnymede by a king and his barons for the basest of motives will remain a shining landmark for most people. As a nation, we may not know much about its contents, but the granting of the basic right of liberty under the law has shaped Britain and its descendants for nearly a millennium.

    As Sir Winston Churchill, in his History of the English-Speaking Peoples, grandly declared: ‘When the long tally is added, it will be seen that the British nation and the English-speaking world owe far more to the vices of John than to the labours of virtuous sovereigns.’
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    And what of the thing King John valued in his day – his missing treasure? Nobody has ever found the horde of jewels and silver plate, though there have been many attempts to dig it up, including hiring a ‘dowser’ to divine the spot with a couple of pieces of wire with a documentary film crew as witness. This is the last, tantalizing mystery surrounding Magna Carta.

    I followed John’s fateful ride along the A17, which is still the most direct route between King’s Lynn and Newark. The route was nominated by the Daily Telegraph in 2001 as one of ten ‘great drives’ in England, though in summer it is congested with holidaymakers’ cars and caravans heading from the Midlands to the Norfolk Broads or the resorts of Hunstanton, Cromer and Great Yarmouth. It strikes straight as an arrow across the Fens; breathtaking skyscapes are punctuated by the spires of medieval churches, standing like raised fists against the clouds.

    At harvest time, I set out to trace John’s painful final ride, but in a 4×4. (If King John had had a Range Rover, we would never have heard of Magna Carta.) The landscape seems huge, without end, but I am held up by an enormous tractor towing a vast trailer, jammed to the rim with a euromountain of sugar beet grown on the rich farmland reclaimed from the sea. Everywhere there are banks and dykes, and fields stretching to the horizon below the raised level of the road.

    There is no sign that John ever passed this way, apart from a fold in the land called King John Bank, created after the sea was held back and the wetlands were drained. The track where he crossed the marshes has been lost under the tarmac, now miles from the sea, but there is still a navigable river where the A17 crosses the Fosdyke Bridge. This is all that is left of the treacherous Wellstream, tamed now into little more than a canal,with a modest yachting marina, but this crossing could be the spot where King John’s treasure lies buried.

    A farmer, now retired, told me there are quicksands not far below the surface if you dig in these parts. ‘I had a dead sheep and six barrels that just sank in minutes,’ he said. This is not simply local lore. While trying to find the old causeway that John would have used across the Wash, a university team found evidence of the quicksands. I was tempted to dig for King John’s ‘buried treasure’, but I discovered I would need quite a long spade. The researchers found that the medieval levels are now fifty feet below the fields.

    There will be speeches and high-blown rhetoric at Runnymede in 2015 but for me, a more fitting way to mark the eight-hundredth anniversary of King John’s most undervalued treasure, Magna Carta, would be an organized hunt for his Crown Jewels. The money-grabbing monarch would appreciate that.
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