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Chapter 1
The Norman Kings

1066 and All That

On Christmas Day 1066 Duke William of Normandy was acclaimed king of
England in Westminster Abbey. It was an electrifying moment. The shouts
of acclamation - in English as well as in French - alarmed the Norman
guards stationed outside the abbey. Believing that inside the church
something had gone horribly wrong, they set fire to the neighbouring
houses. Half a century later, a Norman monk recalled the chaos of that
day. ‘As the fire spread rapidly, the people in the church were thrown into
confusion and crowds of them rushed outside, some to fight the flames,
others to take the chance to go looting. Only the monks, the bishops and
a few clergy remained before the altar. Though they were terrified, they
managed to carry on and complete the consecration of the king who was
trembling violently.’

Despite his victory at Hastings, despite the surrender of London and
Winchester, William’s position was still a precarious one and he had
good reason to tremble. It was to take at least another five years before
he could feel fairly confident that the conquest had been completed.
There were risings against Norman rule in every year from 1067 to 1070:
in Kent, in the south-west, in the Welsh marches, in the Fenland, and in
the north. The Normans had to live like an army of occupation, living,

eating, and sleeping together in operational units. They had to build
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1. Aerial photograph of Old Sarum: a graphic illustration of the problems
facing the first post-Conquest generation. The Norman cathedral huddles
close to the castle, itself built to defend a group of men too small to need
the full extent of the prehistoric ramparts

castles - strong points from which a few men could dominate a subject
population. There may well have been no more than 10,000 Normans
living in the midst of a hostile population of one or two million. This is
not to say that every single Englishman actively opposed the Normans.
Unquestionably there were many who co-operated with them; it was
this which made possible the successful Norman take-over of so many
Anglo-Saxon institutions. But there is plenty of evidence to show that
the English resented becoming an oppressed majority in their own
country. The years of insecurity were to have a profound effect on
subsequent history. They meant that England received not just a new
royal family but also a new ruling class, a new culture and language.
Probably no other conquest in European history has had such disastrous

consequences for the defeated.

Almost certainly this had not been William’s original intention. In the
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early days many Englishmen were able to offer their submission and
retain their lands. Yet by 1086 something had clearly changed.
Domesday Book is a record of a land deeply marked by the scars of
conquest. In 1086 there were only four surviving English lords of any
account. More than 4,000 thegns had lost their lands and been replaced
by a group of less than 200 barons. A few of the new landlords were
Bretons and men from Flanders and Lorraine but most were Normans.
In the case of the Church we can put a date to William’s anti-English
policy. In 1070 he had some English bishops deposed and thereafter
appointed no Englishman to either bishopric or abbey. In military
matters, the harrying of the north during the winter of 1069-70 also
suggests ruthlessness on a new scale at about this time. In Yorkshire
this meant that between 1066 and 1086 land values fell by as much

as two-thirds. But whenever and however it occurred, it is certain
that by 1086 the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy was no more and its place
had been taken by a new Norman elite. Naturally this new elite
retained its old lands on the Continent; the result was that England
and Normandy, once two separate states, now became a single cross-
Channel political community, sharing not only a ruling dynasty, but
also a single Anglo-Norman aristocracy. Given the advantages of
water transport, the Channel no more divided England from
Normandy than the Thames divided Middlesex from Surrey. From
now on, until 1204, the histories of England and Normandy were
inextricably interwoven.

Since Normandy was a principality ruled by a duke who owed homage
to the king of France this also meant that from now on ‘English’ politics
became part of French politics. But the French connection went deeper
still. The Normans, being Frenchmen, brought with them to England the
French language and French culture. Moreover, we are not dealing with
a single massive input of ‘Frenchness’ in the generation after 1066
followed by a gradual reassertion of ‘Englishness’. The Norman
Conquest of 1066 was followed by an Angevin conquest of 1153-4;

although this did not involve the settlement of a Loire Valley aristocracy
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Medieval Britain

in England, the effect of the arrival of the court of Henry Il and Eleanor
of Aquitaine was to reinforce the dominance of French culture.

Whereas in 1066 less than 30 per cent of Winchester property owners
had non-English names, by 1207 the proportion had risen to over 8o per
cent, mostly French names like William, Robert, and Richard. This
receptiveness to Continental influence means that at this time it is the
foreignness of English art that is most striking. In ecclesiastical
architecture, for example, the European terms ‘Romanesque’ and
‘Gothic’ describe the fashionable styles much better than ‘Norman’ and
‘Early English’. Although churches built in England, like manuscripts
illuminated in England, often contain some recognizably English
elements, the designs which the architects and artists were adapting
came from abroad, sometimes from the Mediterranean world (Italy,
Sicily, or even Byzantium), usually from France. It was a French architect,
William of Sens, who was called in to rebuild the choir of Canterbury
Cathedral after the fire of 1174. Similarly Henry III’s rebuilding of
Westminster Abbey was heavily influenced by French models. Indeed so
great was the pre-eminence of France in the fields of music, literature,
and architecture, that French became a truly international rather than
just a national language, a language spoken - and written - by anyone
who wanted to consider himself civilized. Thus, in thirteenth-century
England, French became, if anything, even more important than it had
been before. From the twelfth to the fourteenth century a well-
educated Englishman was trilingual. English would be his mother
tongue; he would have some knowledge of Latin, and he would speak
fluent French. In this cosmopolitan society French was vital. It was the
practical language of law and estate management as well as the
language of song and verse, of chanson and romance. The Norman
Conquest, in other words, ushered in a period during which England,
like the kingdom of Jerusalem, can fairly be described as a part of France
overseas, Outremer; in political terms, it was a French colony (though
not, of course, one that belonged to the French king) until the early

thirteenth century and a cultural colony thereafter.
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In western and northern Britain, beyond the borders of conquered
England, lay peoples and kingdoms that retained their native identities
for much longer. As independent peoples living in what were, by and
large, the poorer parts of the island, they remained true to their old
ways of life. Only gradually, during the course of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, did the Welsh and the Scots come to share in this
French-led Europe-wide process of cultural homogenization. The time
lag was to have profound consequences. By the 1120s French-speaking
English intellectuals such as the historian William of Malmesbury were
beginning to describe their Celtic neighbours as barbarians, to look
upon them as lawless and immoral savages, pastoral peoples who lived
in primitive fashion beyond the pale of civilized society but who
occasionally launched horrifyingly violent raids across the borders. A
new condescending stereotype was created, one which was to become

deeply entrenched in English assumptions.

One of the ways in which English - and to a lesser extent Welsh and
Scottish - society changed in this period creates special problems for
the historian. This is the tremendous proliferation of written records
which occurred during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Many more
documents than ever before were written and many more were
preserved. Whereas from the whole of the Anglo-Saxon period about
2,000 writs and charters survive, from the thirteenth century alone
there are uncounted tens of thousands. Of course the 2,000 Anglo-
Saxon documents were only the tip of the iceberg; many more did not
survive. But this is true also of the thirteenth century. It has, for
example, been estimated that as many as 8 million charters could have
been produced for thirteenth-century smallholders and peasants alone.
Even if this were to be a rather generous estimate, it would still be true
that whole classes of the population, serfs for example, were now
concerned with documents in ways that previously they had not been.
Whereas in the reign of Edward the Confessor only the king is known to
have possessed a seal, in Edward I's reign even serfs were required by

statute to have them. At the centre of this development, and to some
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Medieval Britain

extent its motor, lay the king’s government. The king possessed
permanently organized writing offices, the chancery, and then the
exchequer too: they were becoming busier and busier. In Henry III’s
reign, we can measure the amount of sealing wax which the chancery
used. In the late 1220s it was getting through 3.63 Ib per week; by the
late 1260s the amount had gone up to 31.9 Ib per week. Not only was the
government issuing more documents than ever before; it was also
systematically making copies and keeping them. Here the key date is
1199. In that year the chancery clerks began to keep copies, on rolls of
parchment, of most of the letters - and certainly of all the important
ones - sent out under the great seal. The survival of the chancery
enrolments means that from 1199 historians know a great deal more
about the routine of government than ever before.

These are developments of fundamental importance. The proliferation
of records involved a shift from habitually memorizing things to writing
them down. It meant that the whole population was now, in a sense,
‘participating in literacy’; even if they could not themselves read they
became accustomed to seeing day-to-day business transacted through
the medium of writing. Clearly this development of a literate mentality
is closely linked with the cultural movement commonly known as the
twelfth-century Renaissance. At first the power-houses of the new
learning all lay abroad in the towns and cathedrals of Italy and France;
but by the late twelfth century there were some schools of higher
learning in England and by the 1220s two universities, first at Oxford and
then at Cambridge, had been established. At Oxford there were schools
where men could learn severely practical subjects such as conveyancing,
administration, and elementary legal procedure. And throughout
England the signs point to an increasing number of schools at all levels.

But are these profound developments associated with revolutionary
changes in other aspects of social organization? Clearly, the production
of all these written records means that society is becoming more

bureaucratic, but does this mean that the relationships between classes
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2. Indenture with seals. This indenture records an agreement made in the
1220s between a lord and the men of Freiston and Butterwick (Lincs.). The
fifty or so villagers whose seals are attached clearly lived in a society which
was already thoroughly accustomed to using written legal documents

are being conserved or being altered? Is the economic system
changing? Is the political system changing? Or are both merely being
more elaborately recorded?

These are not questions which it is easy to answer. The cumulative
nature of the evidence tends to deceive. For example, a particular form
of relationship between men may first be clearly documented in the
thirteenth century. But does this mean that the relationship itself
originated in that century? Or that these types of relationship were first
fixed in writing then? Or only that this is the earliest period from which
the relevant documents happen to have survived? A case in point is the
fact that the earliest known examples of a type of document known as
the ‘indenture of retainer’ date from the thirteenth century. The
indenture records the terms on which a man was engaged to serve his
lord; it would normally specify his wages and, if it was a long-service
contract, his retaining fee. On the basis of these documents, historians
have decided that the ‘indentured retainer’ and the ‘contract army’

both came into existence towards the end of the thirteenth century,
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and that they were characteristic of the later Middle Ages, the period of
‘bastard feudalism’. Yet there is clear, though indirect, evidence that
both contract armies and retainers receiving fee and wages were in
existence at least as early as 1100. One further complication. Because
the proliferation of documents occurred earlier and on a much greater
scale in England than in Wales and Scotland, it is very much easier to
write an institutional history of government, law, church, and economy
for England than for the other parts of Britain. But it should also be
borne in mind that throughout this period by far the greater part of the
island’s population lived in England. Before going any further, it will be
useful to give a brief outline of the main events, concentrating on those
that were of greatest concern to the kings of England.

William | (1066-87)

After 1071, William’s hold on England was fairly secure. The Welsh and
the Scots gave him little trouble. Scandinavian rulers continued to look
upon England with acquisitive eyes but the ever-present threat of
another Viking invasion never quite materialized. From 1071 to the end
of his reign most of William’s attention was taken up by war and
diplomacy on the Continent. Normandy was his homeland and far more
vulnerable to sudden attack than was his island kingdom. Several of
William’s neighbours were alarmed by his new power and took every
opportunity to diminish it. At their head were King Philip of France, and
Count Fulk le Rechin of Anjou. Their best opportunities were provided
by William’s eldest son Robert (b. 1054). Recognized as the heir to
Normandy as long ago as 1066, he had never been allowed to enjoy
either money or power, and from 1078 onwards he became involved in a
series of intrigues against his father. In quarrels between the king of
France and the duke of Normandy the natural battlefield was the Vexin,
a disputed territory lying on the north bank of the Seine between Rouen
and Paris. The county of Maine, which William had conquered in 1063,
played a similar role in the hostilities between Normandy and Anjou.

Maine was to remain a bone of contention for the next two generations;
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the Vexin for much longer still (until 1203). Thus already in William’s
reign it is possible to see the political pattern which was to dominate
the next century: the intermingling of family dissension and frontier
dispute. In this context the circumstances of William’s death are
revealing. The garrison of the French fortress of Mantes made a raid into
Normandy. William retaliated and while his troops sacked Mantes (July
1087) he received the injury from which he died. Robert was in rebellion
at the time and chose to remain at the court of King Philip, while his
younger brother William dutifully, and pointedly, was to be found in
attendance at his father’s bedside. On g September 1087, William | died.
His body was carried to his great church of St Stephen at Caen. Towards
the end of his life he had grown very fat and when the attendants tried
to force the body into the stone sarcophagus, it burst, filling the church
with a foul smell. It was an unfortunate ending to the career of an

unusually fortunate and competent king.

William 11 (1087-1100)

Whatever William’s last wishes may have been, there was a strong
presumption that the eldest son should have his father’s patrimony,
that is those lands which the father himself had inherited. Thus, despite
his rebellion, Robert succeeded to Normandy. But a man’s acquisition,
the land he himself had obtained whether by purchase, marriage, or
conquest, could more easily be used to provide for other members of
his family. Thus England, the Conqueror’s vast acquisition, was used to
provide for his younger son, William. Naturally, Robert objected to this
and perhaps, if it had not been for his rebellion, he would have

succeeded to England as well.

What is clear is that the customs governing the succession to the throne
were still flexible; they could - should - be bent in order to take account
of political realities, for example the characters of the rival candidates.
Thus those influential men, Archbishop Lanfranc of Canterbury among

them, who decided to accept William Rufus as king of England, may well

9

sbury] uewssoy ayy



Medieval Britain

have judged that he would make a better ruler than his elder brother. In
view of Robert’s record both before and after 1087 this would have
been a reasonable judgement, yet within a few months of his accession
Rufus found himself opposed by a powerful coalition of great barons,
the magnates. According to the Anglo-Norman chronicler Orderic
Vitalls, the rebels’ objective was to reunite England and Normandy, not
for the sake of some principle of constitutional law but in order to ease
their own political problems. Their dilemma was summed up in the
words which Orderic placed in the mouth of the greatest of them, Odo
of Bayeux. ‘How can we give proper service to two distant and mutually
hostile lords? If we serve Duke Robert well we shall offend his brother
William and he will deprive us of our revenues and honours in England.
On the other hand if we obey King William, Duke Robert will deprive us
of our patrimonies in Normandy.’ This was an argument which
appealed to powerful vested interests and could very easily have
unseated Rufus. If there were to be just one ruler of the joint Anglo-
Norman realm then the elder brother’s claim was difficult to deny.
Fortunately for Rufus, his brother’s case went almost by default: Robert
stayed in Normandy, leaving his supporters in the lurch. Nonetheless
the 1088 revolt, despite its swift collapse, does reveal just how
precarious was the position of a king of England who was not also duke

of Normandy.

Taking the 48 years (1087-1135) of the reigns of William Il and Henry | as
a whole, it can be seen that in England the rebellions (1088, 1095, 1101,
1102) cluster in the two periods (some 15 years in all) when the king was
not duke, that is 1087-96 and 1100-6. Obviously, it was not in the king’s
interest that England and Normandy should be under separate rulers.
But neither was it in the interest of the aristocracy. As Odo of Bayeux’s
speech makes plain, they had too much at risk to welcome instability.
Whenever the cross-Channel kingdom did break up into its constituent
parts, this ushered in a period of conflict which was only settled when
one ruler ousted the other. Thus the primary concern of a king of

England was to win and hold Normandy.
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In 1089 Rufus laid claim to the duchy. With English silver he was able to
buy support and he campaigned there with some success. But his hold
on England still remained insecure; he faced a conspiracy in 1095. Next
year the tension was resolved, at any rate temporarily, in a totally
unforeseeable manner. The astonishing success of Pope Urban II’s
preaching tour created a climate of opinion in which thousands decided
to join an expedition aimed at recovering Jerusalem from the Muslims.
For Robert Curthose this offered an honourable and exciting way out of
his increasingly difficult domestic political position. In order to equip
himself and his retinue for the long march, he pawned Normandy to

William for 10,000 marks.

The new duke’s next task was to recover Maine and the Vexin, lost
during Robert’s slack rule. By 1099, this had been successfully
accomplished. Rufus had restored his father’s kingdom to its former
frontiers; indeed in Scotland, by installing Edgar on the throne in 1097,
he intervened more effectively than even his father had done.

One early twelfth-century author, Geoffrey Gaimar, looked upon
William as a model ruler. But Gaimar wrote in French. Unfortunately for
William’s reputation, it was history written by churchmen and in Latin
which was to carry the greater weight. Serious-minded ecclesiastics,
accustomed to the conventional piety and sober discretion of his
father’s court, were appalled by Rufus’s, by its ostentatious
extravagance, by its gaiety, and by the new fashions - long hair for
example - which seemed to them to be both effeminate and licentious.
Rufus never married. According to the Welsh Chronicle of Princes, ‘he
used concubines and because of that died without an heir’. He may have
been sceptical of the claims of religion; undoubtedly he treated the
Church as a rich corporation which needed soaking. He was rarely in a
hurry to appoint bishops and abbots, for during vacancies he could help
himself to the Church’s revenues. In carrying out these profitable
policies Rufus relied on the ingenious aid of a quick-witted and worldly

clerk, Ranulf Flambard, whom he eventually made bishop of Durham.
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Above all Rufus’s reputation has suffered because in 1093, when he
thought he was dying, he appointed a saintly scholar Anselm of Bec as
archbishop of Canterbury (after having kept the see vacant for four
years). What made this appointment so disastrous from William’s point
of view was the fact that it occurred at a time when a European
movement for Church reform - the Gregorian reform - had created a
controversial atmosphere in which holy men were only too likely to
become political radicals. In 1095 William called a council at
Rockingham to deal with the matters in dispute between him and
Anselm. To the consternation of all, Archbishop Anselm appealed to
Rome, arguing that as archbishop of Canterbury he could not be judged
in a secular court. The rise of the Papacy in the second half of the
eleventh century, with its claim to the first loyalty of prelates, had
brought a new and disturbing element on to the political stage. If
churchmen were to believe that their obligations to God, as defined by
the vicar of St Peter, were to override their duty to the king, then the
customary structure of the world would have been turned upside down.

Anselm’s case in favour of an autonomous spiritual hierarchy was a well-
reasoned one; on his own premises he had the better of the argument.
But Rufus had a good case too; not only that, he had power - pitted
against the material resources available to a masterful king, a scholarly
archbishop of Canterbury was in a very weak position indeed. William
continued to harass the archbishop, and never showed any sympathy
for his attempts to reform the Church. Eventually Anselm could bear it
no longer. In 1097 he sailed from Dover, leaving the estates of
Canterbury to be taken into the king’s hand. In the short run the king
had gained from the quarrel. In 1100 he enjoyed the revenues of three
bishoprics and 12 abbeys. Nor was there as yet any sign that the
arguments had undermined men’s belief in the awesome powers of an
anointed king. Even Eadmer, the Canterbury monk who wrote a Life of
Anselm, remarked of Rufus that ‘the wind and the sea seemed to obey
him’. Indeed, Eadmer went on, ‘in war and in the acquisition of territory

he enjoyed such success that you would think the whole world smiling
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upon him’. Whether, in reality, William II’s position in 1100 was quite so
strong is another matter; it suited moralistic chroniclers to portray him
as a self-confident, boastful king who was struck down just when he
seemed to be at the very pinnacle of success. During the summer of
1100 everyone must have known that the peaceful interlude of Duke
Robert’s absence was about to end. The crusader was on his way home,
accompanied by a rich wife and basking in the prestige due to a man
who had fought his way into the Holy City. When Curthose reclaimed
his inheritance, who could tell what would happen or what line the
Anglo-Norman magnates would take? As it happened, on 2 August 1100
a hunting accident in the New Forest brought the life of this forceful and
much-maligned king to an abrupt end. Also, as it happened, William’s
younger brother was in the New Forest on the day the king died.

Henry | (1100-35)

As soon as he knew Rufus was dead, Henry moved fast. He rode to
Winchester and took possession of the treasury. Then he went straight
on to Westminster where he was crowned on 5 August. This speed of
action has prompted speculation that Henry knew that his brother was
going to die, that he had ‘arranged the accident’. But no contemporary
makes the charge and if Henry had planned so cold-blooded a crime his
timing is likely to have been different. The impending war between
Rufus and Curthose could be expected to end with the defeat and
perhaps the elimination of one of them. In other words a delayed
assassination would have opened up to the assassin the prospect of
obtaining both England and Normandy. As it was, Rufus’s death in
August 1100 meant that Henry had to act with phenomenal speed
merely to seize control of just one of the two parts of the Anglo-Norman
realm. A man capable of waiting for so long before he struck would
surely have waited a year or two longer.

A few weeks later, Robert arrived back in Normandy. Henry had to

prepare to meet the inevitable invasion. His policy was to buy support
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by granting favours and wide-ranging concessions. This was a policy
proclaimed on the day of his coronation, when he issued a charter of
liberties denouncing his brother’s oppressive practices and promising
good government. On the other hand the urgent need to organize his
defences meant that Henry could not afford to cause too much
confusion. This was a time for gestures and manifestos, but it was not
the moment to overturn a whole regime. The reality of the situation
was that his elder brother had left him a ready-made court and

administration and Henry had little choice but to take them over.

When Duke Robert landed at Portsmouth in July 1101, many of the
greatest barons in England, led by Robert of Bellme and his brothers,
flocked to his side. But Rufus’s court circle, Robert of Meulan at their
head, remained loyal to Henry; so also did the English Church. Both
sides drew back and negotiated. Henry was to keep England and pay his

brother a pension of £2,000 a year.

Having survived the crisis of 1101, Henry set about ensuring that it would
not recur. The essential first step was the overthrow of the house of
Montgomery (Belléme). In 1102 he captured Robert of Belléme’s chief
strongholds in the Welsh marches and then banished him. Two years
later he confiscated the lands of William of Mortain. But Earls Robert
and William, like others in their position, possessed in their Norman
properties a base from which to organize the recovery of their English
lands. By perpetuating the separation of England and Normandy the
treaty of 1101 had ensured the continuance of political instability. So in a
rerun of the history of the previous reign we find a king of England, first
on the defensive, then going over to the attack. At the battle of
Tinchebray (1106) the issue was decided. Duke Robert himself was
captured and spent the last 28 years of his life as his brother’s prisoner.

Although in the first years of his reign Henry was preoccupied with
Norman affairs, he was not as free to concentrate on them as he would

have liked. Traditional royal rights over the Church were threatened by
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the new ideas associated with the Gregorian reform movement. The
reformers did not only wish to purify the moral and spiritual life of the
clergy; in order to do this, they believed that it was also necessary to
free the Church from secular control. The most hated symbol of this
control was lay investiture, a ceremony in which a new abbot or bishop
received the ring and staff of office from the hands of the secular prince
who had appointed him. Although the first papal decree against lay
investiture had been issued as long ago as 1059 and more prohibitions
had been published since, no one in England seems to have been aware
of their existence until Anselm returned in the autumn of 1100. While in
exile he had learned of the papal attitude to lay investiture. Thus
although he himself had been invested by Rufus in 1093, he now refused
either to do homage to Henry or to consecrate those prelates whom
Henry had invested. This placed the king in a difficult position. Bishops
and abbots were great landowners and key figures in central and local
administration; he needed their assistance and had to be sure of their
loyalty. On the other hand, unlike Rufus, he was unwilling to provoke a
quarrel, so for years he found it more convenient to postpone the
problem rather than try to solve it. Not until 1107 was the matter
settled.

Henry renounced lay investiture, but prelates were to continue to do
homage for their fiefs. In practice, the king’s wishes continued to be the
decisive factor in the making of bishops. To some extent, it can be said
that Henry gave up the form but preserved the reality of control. When
Anselm died in 1109 he kept the see of Canterbury vacant for five years.
Yet he had lost something and he knew it. In the fierce war of
propaganda which accompanied the ‘Investiture Contest’ the
Gregorians had insisted that the king was a layman, nothing more, and
as such he was inferior to all priests, for priests were concerned with the
soul and the king only with the body. The Church could no longer
tolerate the old idea that anointed kings were sacred deputies of God. In
giving up lay investiture Henry was acknowledging the secular nature of

his office. It was an important moment in the history of kingship.
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Once Normandy had been conquered and a compromise solution found
to the investiture dispute, Henry’s main concern was to hold on to what
he had. Although he promoted some ‘new men’, he knew that political
stability depended on his cultivation of good relations with the
aristocracy. In Orderic’s words, ‘he treated the magnates with honour
and generosity, adding to their wealth and estates, and by placating
them in this way, he won their loyalty.” A direct threat to Henry’s
position came from the claim of Curthose’s young son, William Clito
(b. 1102) that he, not Henry, was the rightful duke of Normandy. This
rival claim, coupled with Normandy’s long land frontier, meant that the
duchy remained the most vulnerable part of his empire. After 1106
Henry spent more than half the rest of his reign there in opposition to
the traditional enemies of the Norman dukes, notably Louis VI of France
(king 1108-37), and Fulk V of Anjou (count 1109-28). He organized a
protective ring of alliances - no less than eight of his illegitimate
daughters were married to neighbouring princes, from Alexander of
Scotland in the north to Rotrou count of Perche in the south. This
diplomatic pattern lends some slight credibility to William of
Malmesbury’s assertion that for Henry sex was a matter not of pleasure
but of policy. The end result of all this activity was that Henry kept
Normandy and for this reason, since it turned out to be a struggle which
only maintained the status quo, historians have not been inclined to
take it very seriously. But for Henry it was a very serious business
indeed, a war for survival which at least once, in 1118-19, he came
perilously close to losing.

The preoccupation with the defence of Normandy was a serious matter
in England too, and not just for the great landowners who held estates

on the Continent. Castles, garrisons, diplomacy, and war all cost a great
deal of money. The connection is spelt out in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s
entry for 1118. ‘King Henry spent the whole of this year in Normandy on
account of the war with the king of France, count of Anjou and count of
Flanders . . . England paid dearly for this in numerous taxes from which

there was no relief all year.” The king’s long absences and his urgent
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need for money were the motors behind the increasing elaboration and
sophistication of the machinery of government. While the king was
away, England was administered by a vice-regal committee. Twice a year
this committee met ‘at the exchequer’, that is, it met to audit the
accounts of the sheriffs over the famous chequered cloth. Most of the
routine administrative work, in particular the collection of revenue, was
supervised by Roger of Salisbury, a man who, in contrast to the
flamboyant Flambard, seems to have been the archetypal bureaucrat,

competent and discreet.

The death of William, his only legitimate son, in 1120 in the wreck of the
White Ship brought Henry’s whole carefully contrived edifice tumbling
down. From then on, the succession problem dominated the politics of
the reign. Less than three months after William’s death, Henry married
a new wife but the heir so desperately hoped for was never born. So
although Henry is said to have acknowledged more than twenty
bastards, he was survived by only one legitimate child, his daughter
Matilda. When her husband, Emperor Henry V of Germany, died in 1125,
Henry recalled her to his court and made the barons swear to accept her
as heir to the Anglo-Norman realm. Then in 1127 Henry received a fresh
shock. William Clito was recognized as count of Flanders. If he were able
to employ the wealth of Flanders in pursuit of his claim to Normandy,
then the outlook for his uncle was black indeed. At this critical juncture
Henry approached Fulk V of Anjou with a proposal for a marriage
alliance between Matilda and Fulk’s son and heir, Geoffrey Plantagenet.
In June 1128 Matilda, somewhat against her will, was married to the
14-year-old youth. Unquestionably, Count Fulk had scored a diplomatic
triumph: the first vital step in the Angevin take-over of the Anglo-

Norman realm.

By 1135 Henry | was quarrelling openly and violently with Geoffrey and
Matilda. This had the effect of driving those magnates who were loyal to
Henry into opposition to the Angevins. When the old king died, these
magnates would inevitably find it difficult to come to terms with his

18



designated heirs. In this sense it was Henry himself who provoked the
succession dispute which followed his death. Even at the end of his life
he still wanted his daughter and son-in-law to succeed, but he had been
unable to bring himself to take the measures which would have enabled
them to do so. Henry | had been an outstandingly able and successful
king, the master politician of his age, but even he failed to cope with the
tensions of the succession question. It was for this reason that Henry of
Huntingdon portrayed Henry as a king in a permanent state of anxiety.
‘Each of his triumphs only made him worry lest he lose what he had
gained; therefore though he seemed to be the most fortunate of kings,
he was in truth the most miserable.’

Stephen (1135-54)

When the news came that Henry I lay dying, the old king’s chosen heirs
were in their own dominions, either in Anjou or in Maine. But his
nephew, Stephen of Blois, was in his county of Boulogne. From there, it
was but a day-trip to the south-east of England. This accident of
geography gave Stephen a head start. Having first secured the support
of the Londoners, he then rode to Winchester, where his brother, Henry
of Blois, was bishop. With Henry’s help he obtained both the treasury at
Winchester, and Roger of Salisbury’s acceptance of his claim to be king.
Then all that remained was to persuade the archbishop of Canterbury to
anoint him. This was done by arguing that the oath to Matilda - which
they had all sworn - was void because it had been exacted by force, and
by spreading a fictitious story about the old king’s deathbed change of
mind. On 22 December 1135, Stephen was crowned and anointed king at

Westminster.

The political structure of the Anglo-Norman realm meant that once
Stephen had been recognized as king in England, he was in a very strong
position in Normandy as well. From then on, the Norman barons could
give their allegiance to someone else only at the risk of losing their
English estates. Above all, those with most to lose felt that they had to
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support Stephen. So, right from the start of their campaign to win their
inheritance, Geoffrey and Matilda found themselves opposed by the

most powerful magnates of the Anglo-Norman state.

In the west the news of Henry’s death precipitated a great revolt against
those colonizers who had been turning Wales into what one
contemporary called ‘a second England’, but in England itself the first
two and a half years of Stephen’s reign passed peacefully enough:
indeed they were rather more trouble-free than the opening years of
both his predecessors’ reigns had been. The first serious blow came in
the summer of 1138 when Robert of Gloucester decided to join his half-
sister’s cause. Robert’s defection not only meant that Stephen lost
control of some important strong points in Normandy, it was also a
signal that the Angevins were on the point of carrying the struggle to
England. As Stephen waited for the blow to fall he began to lose his grip
on the situation, above all in the north where King David | of Scotland
took over Northumbria.

He offended his brother Henry of Blois by not making him archbishop of
Canterbury; he arrested three influential ‘civil service’ bishops,
including Roger of Salisbury, and thus enabled Henry of Blois to claim
that ecclesiastical liberties had been infringed. In the autumn of 1139,
when the Empress - as Matilda was commonly known - landed at
Arundel and seemed to be in Stephen’s grasp, he allowed her to go free
to join Robert of Gloucester at Bristol. From now on there were two rival
courts in England. Had he imprisoned her, the cause of her husband and
sons would have gained yet more support. The fact that Matilda was a
woman had given Stephen his opportunity, but it also, in a chivalrous
age, presented him with insoluble problems.

In February 1141 Stephen rashly accepted battle at Lincoln, and fought
on bravely when he might have escaped. As a result, he was captured
and put in prison in Bristol. Henry of Blois, now acting as papal legate,

openly went over to the Empress’s side and in the summer she was able
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to enter London. But she spurned the peace terms worked out by the
legate and offended the Londoners by her tactless behaviour. When
Stephen’s queen, Matilda of Boulogne, advanced towards the city, the
Londoners took up arms and drove the Empress out. Thus, the planned
coronation at Westminster never took place. Matilda never became
queen of England. A few months later Robert of Gloucester was
captured and since he was the mainstay of her party, Matilda had to
agree to an exchange of prisoners: Stephen for Robert. The Empress
had thrown away a won position; England remained a divided

country.

In Normandy, events had taken a very different course. Geoffrey of
Anjou stayed behind to maintain the pressure on the duchy and to look
after his own interests in Anjou. A series of campaigns from 1141 to 1144
ended with the surrender of Rouen and Geoffrey’s formal investiture as
duke. But the count of Anjou’s single-minded concentration on the
conquest of Normandy led to him turning his back on England.

Here the civil war settled down into a kind of routine. Neither side could
make much headway at a time when the art of war revolved around

castles, and the defenders generally held the advantage. In October 1147
Robert of Gloucester died. Disheartened, the Empress left England early

in 1148, never to return.

In 1150 Geoffrey of Anjou associated his son Henry with him in the rule
of the duchy. Next year this arrangement was legitimized when Louis VII
(king of France 1137-80), in return for concessions in the Vexin, decided
to recognize Henry as duke. At this point, it must have looked as though
the old link between England and Normandy had at last been broken.
Yet neither side would give up its claims and though there seemed to be
a stalemate in England, on the Continent the situation turned out to be
remarkably fluid. Geoffrey of Anjou died, still under 40, leaving his
eldest son in control of both Normandy and Anjou. In March 1152 Louis

VIl divorced his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine. Eight weeks later she married
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Henry, who in consequence could now add control of the vast duchy of
Aquitaine to his other Continental possessions.

Henry’s marriage was a great coup - yet it also gave fresh hope to
Stephen. Louis VIl organized a grand coalition of all Henry’s rivals. As a
result, the summer of 1152 saw Henry fighting on four fronts at once - in
Aquitaine, in Normandy, against rebels in Anjou, and against Stephen in
England. One well-informed Norman chronicler tells us that the betting
was that Henry would not survive. At this juncture, his decision to sail to
England and carry the fight to Stephen impressed contemporaries by its
sheer audacity. Even so there was little Henry could do to break the
stalemate in England and his whole position was still precariously over-
extended when the death of Stephen’s heir, Eustace, in August 1153
transformed everything. Stephen’s second son, William, had never
expected to be king and so the way was opened for a negotiated

settlement.

The barons on both sides had long been anxious for peace. Their landed
estates made them too vulnerable to the ravages of war for them to be
in favour of protracted hostilities. At times they had ignored the wishes
of the chief protagonists and made local truces of their own. So there
was a general sense of relief when Stephen and Henry bowed to the

wishes of their advisers.

By the treaty of Westminster (December 1153) it was agreed that
Stephen should hold the kingdom for life and that he should adopt
Henry as his heir. William was to inherit all Stephen’s baronial lands.
This, in essence, was a repeat of the peace terms proposed by Henry
of Blois in 1141. Matilda’s inability to be magnanimous in victory had
cost the country another 12 years of civil war. Now at last Stephen
could rule unchallenged, but he was a tired man and did not live
long to enjoy it. On 25 October 1154 he died and was buried by the
side of his wife and elder son in the monastery they had founded

at Faversham.
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Stephen had been a competent army commander and a brave knight -
but perhaps too gallant for his own good. He was a more attractive
character than any of the Norman kings - but he lacked their
masterfulness. Without it he was unable to dominate either his court or
his kingdom. Moreover he spent very little time in Normandy; only one
visit, in 1137, during his entire reign. This stands in marked contrast to
the itineraries of his predecessors and, in view of the ‘cross-Channel
structure’ of the Anglo-Norman aristocracy, was certainly a mistake. In
this sense the ruler from the house of Blois can be said to have failed
because he was too ‘English’ a king to realize that England was only a

part of a greater whole.
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Chapter 2
The Plantagenet Kings

Henry Il (1154-89)

Henry took over without difficulty; it was the first undisputed
succession to the English throne for over a hundred years. As lord of an
empire stretching from the Scottish border to the Pyrenees he was
potentially the most powerful ruler in Europe, richer even than the
emperor and completely overshadowing the king of France, the nominal
suzerain of his Continental possessions. Although England provided him
with great wealth as well as a royal title, the heart of the empire lay

elsewhere, in Anjou, the land of his fathers.

In England his first task was to make good the losses suffered during
Stephen’s reign. By 1158 this had been achieved. The most dramatic
example came in 1157 when he used diplomatic pressure to force the
young king of Scotland, Malcolm IV, to restore Cumberland,
Westmorland, and Northumbria to the English Crown. In Wales,
however, Henry found in Owain of Gwynedd and Rhys of Deheubarth
two well-established princes whom it was impossible to browbeat. In
1157 and 1165, force of arms proved equally unavailing in the face of a
combination of Welsh guerrilla tactics and torrential summer rain. After
1165 Henry’s attitude to the Welsh princes was much more
accommodating. As early as 1155 he had toyed with the idea of
conquering Ireland. Not until 1169-70, however, did the move into
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Ireland take place, first by some lords from the Welsh march and then
(in 1171-2) by Henry himself. As the long delay makes plain, in the king’s

eyes there were matters much more urgent than the Irish question.

Out of the 34 years of his reign, Henry Il spent 21 on the Continent.
Socially and culturally England was a bit of a backwater compared with
the French parts of the Angevin dominion. The prosperous communities
which lived in the valleys of the Seine, Loire, and Garonne river systems
were centres of learning, art, architecture, poetry, and music. Aquitaine
and Anjou produced two of the essential commodities of medieval
commerce: wine and salt. These could be exchanged for English cloth
and this trade must have brought great profit to the prince, who ruled
over both producers and consumers. As duke of Normandy, duke of
Aquitaine, and count of Anjou, Henry had inherited the claims of his
predecessors to lordship over neighbouring territories. These claims
led to intervention in Nantes (1156) where he installed his brother,
Geoffrey, as count; an expedition against Toulouse in 1159 which
resulted in the capture of Cahors and the Quercy; the recovery of the
Norman Vexin in 1160; and finally, as a result of repeated invasions
after 1166, the occupation of Brittany and the installation of his son
Geoffrey as duke.

Yet ironically it is not for his successes that Henry is best remembered,
but for his dubious part in the murder of Thomas Becket. In June 1162
Becket was consecrated archbishop of Canterbury. In the eyes of
respectable churchmen Becket, who had been chancellor since 1155, did
not deserve the highest ecclesiastical post in the land. He set out to
prove, to an astonished world, that he was the best of all possible
archbishops. Right from the start, he went out of his way to oppose the
king who, chiefly out of friendship, had promoted him. Inevitably it was
not long before Henry began to react like a man betrayed. In the mid-
twelfth century Church-State relations bristled with problems which
could be, and normally were, shelved by men of goodwill but which

could provide a field-day for men who were determined to quarrel.
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Henry chose the question of ‘criminous clerks’ as the issue on which
to settle accounts with his archbishop. Like many laymen, Henry
resented the way in which clerks who committed felonies could
escape capital punishment by claiming trial in an ecclesiastical court.
At a council held at Westminster in October 1163 Henry demanded
that criminous clerks should be unfrocked by the Church and handed
over to the lay courts for punishment. In opposing this, Becket
carried his episcopal colleagues with him but when Pope Alexander IlI
asked him to adopt a more conciliatory line, Henry summoned a
council to Clarendon (January 1164). He presented the bishops with a
clear statement of the king’s customary rights over the Church - the
Constitutions of Clarendon - and required from them a promise to
observe these customs in good faith. Taken by surprise, Becket
argued for two days and then gave in. But no sooner had the rest of
the bishops followed his example than Becket repented of his
weakness. Thoroughly exasperated, Henry now decided to destroy
Becket. He summoned him before the royal court to answer
trumped-up charges. The archbishop was found guilty and sentenced
to the forfeiture of his estates. In a hopeless position Becket fled
across the Channel and appealed to the pope. By taking a stand on
principle and then wavering, Becket had reduced the English Church

to confusion.

3. Two scenes from the life and death of Thomas Becket. (left) Henry Il
listens to complaints about Becket’s continuing intransigence. (right) The
archbishop’s murder
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With Becket in exile Henry concentrated on more important matters for
the next five years: Brittany was conquered and the English judicial
system overhauled. Then in 1169 the question of the coronation of the
heir to the throne, Prince Henry, led to the interminable negotiations
between king, pope, and archbishop being treated as a matter of
urgency. In 1170 Becket returned to England determined to punish those
who had taken part in the young king’s coronation. His enemies lost no
time in telling Henry of the archbishop’s ostentatious behaviour. ‘Will
no one rid me of this turbulent priest?” Henry’s heated words were
taken all too literally by four of his knights. Anxious to win the king’s
favour, they rushed off to Canterbury; and there, on 29 December 1170,
Becket was murdered in his own cathedral. The deed shocked
Christendom and secured Becket’s canonization in record time. In
popular memory the archbishop came to symbolize resistance to the
oppressive authority of the State, but in reality everyone was better off
with him out of the way. Once the storm of protest had died down it
became apparent that the king’s hold on his vast empire had in no way
been shaken by the Becket controversy. In the early 1170s Henry stood at
the height of his power.

By this date Henry Il had already decided that after his death his
dominions should be partitioned between his three eldest sons. Henry
was to have his father’s inheritance, namely Anjou, Normandy, and
England; Richard was to have his mother’s inheritance, Aquitaine;
Geoffrey was to have the acquisition, Brittany. For the moment there
was nothing for John but later, in 1185, he was granted his father’s other
major acquisition, Ireland. By then Henry II’s partition plans had already
run into difficulties. The trouble was that they aroused expectations
which, while he retained all real power in his own hands, he could not
satisfy. Thus from 1173 onwards Henry was plagued by rebellious sons.
The rebels, moreover, could always count on a warm welcome at the
court of the king of France. After 1180 this was a serious matter for in
that year the mild-mannered Louis VIl was succeeded by his son Philip Il

Augustus, an unscrupulous politician determined to destroy the
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Angevin Empire. The deaths of two of his sons, the young King Henry in
1183 and Geoffrey in 1186, ought to have simplified Henry’s problems,
but this was offset by the old king’s obvious preference for John, a
preference which alarmed Richard. An alliance between Richard and
Philip brought Henry to his knees and, defeated, the old king died at
Chinon on 6 July 1189.

Only in the last weeks of his life had the task of ruling his immense
territories been too much for Henry. He rode ceaselessly from one
corner of his empire to another, almost giving an impression of being
everywhere at once - an impression that helped to keep men loyal.
Although the central government offices, chamber, chancery, and
military household travelled around with him, the sheer size of the
empire inevitably stimulated the further development of localized
administrations which could deal with routine matters of justice and
finance in his absence. Thus in England, as elsewhere, government
became increasingly complex and bureaucratic. This development,
taken together with Henry’s interest in rational reform, has led to him
being regarded as the founder of the English common law, and as a
great and creative king, but in his own eyes these were matters of
secondary importance. To him what really mattered was family politics
and he died believing that he had failed. But for over 30 years he had
succeeded.

Richard | (1189-99)

Richard’s alliance with Philip Augustus meant that his position as heir
to all his father’s rights and dominions was unchallengeable. john
remained lord of Ireland; in time, Brittany would belong to Geoffrey’s
posthumous son Arthur, now two years old. The rest was at Richard’s
disposal.

But Richard had no wish to stay long in England. He had been made
duke of Aquitaine in 1172 and since then had spent most of his life on the
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Continent. Even after he became king of England he was well aware that
he ruled much more than England. In consequence he, like his father,
had wider interests and greater responsibilities. One aspect of this was
the assistance he gave to the kingdom of Jerusalem, a kingdom ruled by
a daughter of the junior branch of the house of Anjou now married to
one of his Aquitanian vassals. In November 1187, as soon as he heard the
news of Saladin’s overwhelming victory at Hattin, Richard took the
cross. Delayed by his involvement in the family quarrels at the end of his
father’s reign, he was now determined to leave for the East as soon as
he had raised enough money and arranged for the secure government

of all his dominions during a prolonged absence.

In July 1190 he and Philip Augustus set out on the Third Crusade. Not
until March 1194 did Richard again set foot on English soil. In the
meantime he had taken both a fleet and an army to the other end of the
Mediterranean. Although unable to recapture Jerusalem, he achieved an
astonishing amount against a great opponent, Saladin. On crusade
Richard tackled and solved far greater logistical problems than ever
confronted other warrior-kings of England, William I, Edward Ill, or
Henry V. The treaty of Jaffa which he negotiated in 1192 enabled the
crusader states to survive for another century. Unique among the kings
of England, Richard I played an active leading role in the great events of

world history.

During his absence on crusade there had been some disturbances in
England in 1191 but his contingency plans restored stable government.
King Philip, after his own return to France, tried to take advantage of
Richard’s continued absence, but without success. If Richard had
returned from crusade as he expected in January 1193 he would have
found his empire intact.

The damage was done while he was held captive in Germany. He stayed
in prison for more than a year (December 1192-February 1194) and - for

all anyone knew in 1193 - might have had to stay there much longer.
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4. Cauterizing a wound with red-hot instruments, which an assistant is
seen heating in the lower part of the drawing. (From a twelfth-century
medical treatise given by a doctor, Master Herbert, to Durham cathedral
priory.)
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Even in these inauspicious circumstances Richard’s agents in England
were able to contain his younger brother’s treacherous revolt. The real
losses were suffered on the Continent, in particular in Normandy where

Philip overran the Vexin and came close to capturing Rouen itself.

Richard was released in February 1194 after payment of 100,000 marks,
the first two-thirds of the king’s ransom. After a brief visit to England
(March-May 1194) he returned to the Continent and devoted the next
five years to the hard grind of recovering the territory lost so rapidly
while he was in prison. By the end of 1198 Richard’s skilful diplomacy,
fine generalship, and his greater resources meant that he had
succeeded in recapturing almost everything that had been lost. Then, in
April 1199, Richard died as the result of a wound suffered at the siege of
Chalus-Chabrol (near Limoges) where he was engaged in suppressing a
rebellion led by the count of Angouléme and the viscount of Limoges. In
the Angevin-Capetian struggle this was to be the decisive turning-
point.

One of the marks of Richard’s greatness had been his ability to choose
ministers, above all, Hubert Walter in England. As justiciar, archbishop
of Canterbury, and papal legate Hubert Walter stood for harmonious
co-operation between king and Church. In England, as in the other
provinces of the Angevin Empire, Richard’s long absences meant the
continuing development, under Walter’s supervision, of an effective
machinery of central government. From the point of view of Richard’s
subjects, this meant increasingly heavy taxation, but there is no
evidence to suggest that the financial burdens of war had brought the

Angevin Empire to the point of economic collapse.

John (1199-1216)

Richard left no legitimate children, and when he died the different parts
of the Angevin Empire chose different successors. The barons of
England and Normandy opted for John; Anjou, Maine, and Touraine
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preferred Arthur of Brittany, now 12 years old; Aquitaine continued to be
held - on John’s behalf - by his mother, Eleanor (d. 1204). By May 1200
John had ousted Arthur and had established himself as lord of all the
Angevin dominions, though at a heavy price - he abandoned his allies
and he ceded the Vexin and Evreux to King Philip (treaty of Le Goulet,
January 1200). Later that year his first marriage was annulled and he
married Isabella of Angouléme. There were great strategic advantages
to be gained from marrying the heiress to Angouléme and had John
given her fiancé, Hugh of Lusignan, adequate compensation, all might
yet have been well. As it was, this marriage set in motion a train of
events which led to Hugh appealing to the court of France and, in 1202,
to Philip’s declaration that all John’s Continental dominions - the lands
which he held as fiefs of the king of France - were forfeit. By his tactless
treatment of the leading barons of Anjou and Poitou John threw away all
the advantages he won when he captured Arthur at Mirebeau (July
1202); the well-founded rumour that he was responsible for his
nephew’s murder (April 1203) further undermined an already shaky
reputation. In an atmosphere of suspicion and fear John found it
impossible to organize an effective defence. In December 1203 he threw
in the towel and withdrew to England. Philip overran Normandy, Anjou,
Maine, Touraine, and all of Poitou except for La Rochelle. These
humiliating military reverses earned for John a new nickname.

‘Lackland’ now became ‘Soft-sword’.

Until December 1203 John, like his father and brother, spent most of his
reign in his Continental possessions. After that date he became, by force
of circumstances, an English king. Not since Stephen’s reign had the
country seen so much of its ruler, but there was little pleasure or profit
to be got from a king who constantly suspected that men were plotting
against him. The weight of John’s presence was even felt in the north
where men were not accustomed to visits from kings of England. The
extent of their resentment can be measured by the number of
northerners who opposed John in 1215-16. Undoubtedly he faced

genuine problems. He was duty-bound to try to recover his lost
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5. A dramatic moment during the battle of Bouvines (1214), as depicted by
the St Albans chronicler, Matthew Paris, probably the best-known English
artist of the thirteenth century. King Philip of France is unhorsed. If he had
stayed on the ground many of John’s troubles might have been solved.
Note the variety of weapons carried by the heavily armed knights: sword,
lance, and bow

inheritance, and the conquests of 1203-4 meant that the French king
was now a much more formidable opponent. Moreover, an unusually
high rate of inflation in the early years of John’s reign had tended to
erode the real value of royal revenues. As a result, John levied frequent
and unprecedentedly heavy taxes and tightened up the laws governing
the forest (a profitable but highly unpopular source of income).

John also quarrelled with the Church. A disputed election to the see of
Canterbury in 1205 led to a clash with Innocent Ill. In 1208 Innocent laid
an interdict on England and Wales; all church services were suspended
and remained so for six years. In 1209 John himself was excommuni-
cated. Neither John nor lay society in general seem to have been very
worried by this state of affairs; indeed since John’s response to the
interdict was to confiscate the estates of the Church it even helped to
ease his financial problem. But in 1212 a baronial plot and Philip’s plans
to cross the Channel served to remind John that an excommunicated
king was particularly vulnerable to rebellion and invasion. So he decided
to make peace with the Church in order to have a free hand to deal with

his more dangerous enemies. By agreeing to hold England as a fief of
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6. Magna Carta. Although as a peace treaty the charter of 1215 (top) was a
failure, as a statement of law it was always taken seriously. After John’s
death it was amended and reissued in 1216, 1217, and 1225. The reissue
of 1217 was accompanied by the publication of a second, smaller

charter (bottom) dealing with forest law, and so became known as the
large charter, Magna Carta
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the Papacy in May 1213 he completely won over Innocent and assured
himself of the pope’s support in the coming struggles. It did him little
good.

All now turned on the outcome of John’s attempt to recover his lost
lands. In 1214 he led an expedition to Poitou but the defeat of his allies at
the battle of Bouvines (July 1214) entailed both the failure of his
Continental strategy and the onset of rebellion in England. But rebels
had genuine problems too. Leadership was normally provided by a
discontented member of the royal family. After the elimination of
Arthur, John faced no such rivals. His own sons were too young. The
only possible candidate was Louis, son of Philip Augustus, but a
Capetian prince was hardly an attractive anti-king. So the rebels devised
a new kind of focus for revolt: a programme of reform. In June 1215, after
they had captured London, the rebels forced John to accept the terms
laid out in a document later to be known as Magna Carta. In essence it
was a hostile commentary on some of the more objectionable features
of the last 60 years of Angevin rule. As such it was clearly unacceptable
to John, who regarded the agreement made at Runnymede merely as a
means of buying time. Attempts to implement Magna Carta only led to
further quarrels. In the end the rebels had to invite Louis to take the
throne. In May 1216 he entered London. When John died, in October
1216, shortly after losing part of his baggage train in quicksands in the
Wash, the country was torn in two by a civil war which was going badly
for the Angevins.

John possessed qualities which have endeared him to some modern
historians. He took a close interest in the details of governmental and
legal business, but in his own day this counted for little. It is a mistake
to see him as a busier king than his predecessors. The survival of
chancery records from 1199 onwards permits historians to look, for the
first time, into the daily routine of the king’s government at work. As a
result they have sometimes given the impression that John was

unusually competent. In fact he was a very poor king, incompetent
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where it really mattered, in the management of his more powerful
subjects.

Henry Ill (1216-72)

The minority council which governed in the name of John’s nine-year-
old son, Henry, was soon vouchsafed that success in war, both on land
(the battle of Lincoln, May 1217) and at sea (battle of Dover, August 1217),
which had been denied his father. Under the impact of these defeats,
support for Louis dwindled rapidly. In September 1217 he accepted the
treaty of Lambeth and withdrew.

It was not until 1232 that Henry began to rule in his own right. Minorities
tended to be periods of unstable government; but, on the whole, the
men, above all Hubert de Burgh, who kept Henry in political tutelage
until he was in his mid-twenties, did remarkably well. Most of the
struggles for power took place in the council chamber; appeals to arms
were rare and very brief. As part of a series of conciliatory moves,
Magna Carta was amended and reissued. But while the lords of the
council concentrated on their own rivalries and on events in England
and Wales, they were understandably less concerned about the king’s
overseas inheritance. None of them had estates in Poitou and Gascony.
In 1224, during one such domestic quarrel, their old Capetian enemy,
now King Louis VIII, walked into Poitou, captured La Rochelle, and
threatened Gascony. An expedition in 1225 consolidated the position in
Gascony but made no serious attempt to recover Poitou. Subsequent
expeditions, in 1230 and 1242, were on a more ambitious scale but
ended ingloriously. After 1224, only Gascony remained of the lands
which Henry III’s ancestors had once held in France. The effect of this
was to reverse the territorial balance of the twelfth century. Once
England had been one of the provinces in the Angevin orbit; now it
became the indisputable centre of the Plantagenet dominions.
Eventually, by the treaty of Paris (1259), Henry gave up his claims to
Normandy, Anjou, and Poitou, and did homage to Louis IX for Gascony.
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Realistically speaking, the treaty of Paris was Henry IlI’s greatest
political success but he accepted the generous terms offered by Louis IX
only with great reluctance and in the hope of extricating himself from
his other difficulties. Chief among these was the fact that a sworn
confederation of the most powerful magnates in the country was
threatening to take up arms against him. Henry had faced opposition on
and off since 1233. Time and again, the bone of contention had been his
choice of friends and advisers; these were the men who obtained the
lion’s share of the patronage at the king’s disposal. The problem was
aggravated by the fact that many of his favourites were not English -
this at a time when English politics were becoming increasingly insular.
Henry was a good family man, happily married (since 1236) to Eleanor of
Provence, and ready to provide generously for his wife’s relatives. Then,
when life in France became difficult for his half-brothers, the Lusignans -
his mother’s children by her second marriage - he welcomed them to
England and from 1247 onwards they constantly soured the
atmosphere.

Equally controversial was the king’s scheme for providing for Edmund,
his own second son. In 1252 the pope offered the kingdom of Sicily to
Henry and in 1254 he accepted on Edmund’s behalf. Unfortunately, Sicily
was actually held by Manfred, an illegitimate son of the Hohenstaufen
Emperor Frederick Il. Not only did Henry agree that he would finance
the island’s conquest, he also promised to meet the pope’s existing
debts - and the pope had already spent a fortune, some 135,000 marks,
in fighting Manfred. It was an absurd commitment and in 1258 it ended
with the barons taking the government out of the king’s hands and
initiating a far-reaching programme of reform: the Provisions of Oxford
(October 1258) and the Provisions of Westminster (October 1259). But
taking power out of the hands of an adult king, and handing it to an
elected aristocratic council, was a revolutionary step. For the next five
years England teetered on the brink of civil war. When, in the spring of
1264, war finally came, the issues at stake had been narrowed down to
one question. Was, or was not, the king free to choose foreigners to be
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his counsellors? Ironically, the man who had been most adamant in
insisting that in the last resort it was the barons, acting in the name of
‘the community of the realm’, who should decide, was himself born a
foreigner, Simon de Montfort. By this time, Simon had long been a
powerful member of ‘the community’: earl of Leicester since 1231,
husband of the king’s sister since 1238. In 1264 Earl Simon won the
battle of Lewes, but next year was himself defeated, killed, and
dismembered at the battle of Evesham. In the last years of Henry III’s
reign the full restoration of royal authority was combined with the
recognition, in the statute of Marlborough (1267), that the ‘customs of
the realm’ including both Charters of Liberties and even some of the
Provisions of Westminster, should be upheld. Feeling uncomfortable in
this atmosphere of moderation, the victor of Evesham, Edward, the heir
to the throne, went off on crusade, leaving his father free to concentrate
on rebuilding Westminster Abbey.

Edward | (1272-1307)

In 1272 Edward | was in Sicily, on his way back from crusade, when he
heard the news that his father had died and that he had been
proclaimed king. He returned home at a leisurely pace. In Paris,
choosing his words carefully, he did homage to Philip Ill for his lands in
France: ‘l do you homage for all the lands which I ought to hold of you.’
He then turned south to Gascony where he stayed in 1273-4. He visited
Gascony again in 1286-9. He was the last king of England to hold court
at Bordeaux and when he left, in July 1289, it marked the end of an era.
Yet the history of English rule in Gascony is by no means a
straightforward story of decline. In 1279, for example, the French at last
handed over the Agenais, as they were bound to do under the terms of
the treaty of Paris. The Agenais was an important wine-growing area
and its cession further strengthened the rapidly developing commercial
links between Bordeaux and London. The Bordeaux wine customs,
farmed for only £300 a year in the 1240s, were worth over £6,000 sixty

years later. In return the Gascons imported English cloth, leather, and
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corn. A mutual interest in an expanding trade riveted the two
communities together.

In October 1274, soon after his return to England, Edward launched an
inquiry into the activities of both royal and baronial officials. Like similar
earlier investigations it uncovered an enormous number of grievances,
and in trying to remedy some of these, the king’s advisers, headed by
his chancellor, Robert Burnell, were led on to issue new laws on a wide
range of subjects. But even in the most prolific period of legislation
(1275-90) there was no attempt to codify English law in the manner of a
Justinian and the statutes were quite as much concerned with the rights
of the king as with the liberties of the subject.

From 1276 to 1284 Edward’s main preoccupation was with Wales.
Initially his plan was to cut Llywelyn ap Gruffydd down to size and then
hand the Welsh prince’s lands to his brothers Dafydd and Gruffydd. But
after the victorious campaign of 1277 he imposed a peace treaty which
the Welsh found humiliating and failed to give Dafydd the rewards he
had expected. In 1282 the Welsh rebelled. In the war of 1282-3 Llywelyn
was killed and Dafydd captured. He was then put on trial and executed
as a traitor, the first man since 1076 to forfeit his life for rebellion. Unlike
the campaign of 1277, the war of 1282-3 had been intended as a war of
conquest; given Edward’s enormous preponderance of resources, it was
not too difficult a task.

Whereas the conquest of Wales can be seen as the culmination of
centuries of warfare, relations between the kingdoms of England and
Scotland were exceptionally good for most of the thirteenth century.
But in 1286 Alexander Ill was killed by a fall from his horse and his only
granddaughter, Margaret, the ‘Maid of Norway’, was recognized as heir
to the throne. Edward | proposed that she should marry his own son and
heir, Edward. The Scottish magnates agreed to this proposal (treaty of
Birgham, July 1290) but at the same time insisted that Scotland should

retain its own laws and customs.
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Sadly, the six-year-old Margaret died in Orkney (September 1290).
Edward seized the opportunity to assert his overlordship and his right to
adjudicate between the contenders for the throne. After complicated
legal arguments he decided in favour of John Balliol; on St Andrew’s Day
1292 the new king was enthroned at Scone. Up to this point Edward was
justified in claiming that his actions had helped to maintain peace and
order in Scotland; but from now on his domineering treatment of the

Scots was to provoke a long and disastrous war.
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Chapter 3
Politics, Law, and Religion in
the Early Middle Ages

Wales and the Marches

Eleventh-century Wales was a collection of small kingdoms in a
mountainous country. These were kingdoms without stable borders.
They expanded and contracted in accordance with law (the custom of
sharing the inheritance between sons) and politics (the ambitions and
military fortunes of individual rulers). Although English kings
traditionally claimed an overall supremacy here, they had done little to
transform that ill-defined overlordship into lasting military and
administrative control. At first it looked as though the impetus of the
Norman Conquest of England would carry the newcomers right through
Wales. The Norman earls of Hereford, Shrewsbury, and Chester were, in
effect, licensed to take whatever they could. But after a period of rapid
advance in 1067-75, they found their progress impeded by the nature of
the terrain. As a result, their colonizing efforts were long confined to the
lowlands and river valleys, particularly in the south. Able Welsh princes
took advantage of instability in England after 1135 and at the time of
Magna Carta to recover the initiative and resume control of lands they
had earlier lost. Not until the reign of Edward | was the Norman
Conquest of Wales complete. Thus throughout this period Wales was a
land of war, a land of castles. Welsh princes and Anglo-Norman marcher
lords made war and peace and both therefore enjoyed what later

constitutional lawyers would call ‘sovereign’ powers.
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For most of this period the conquest was a piecemeal affair, undertaken
and carried through by individual Anglo-Norman baronial families: the
Clares, the Mortimers, the Lacys, the Braoses. The lands which they
conquered were, in effect, ‘private’ lordships, outside the normal
framework of English governance. Nonetheless, these families remained
subjects of the king of England and occasionally they were reminded of
this fact in summary fashion. In 1102 Henry | broke the sons of Roger of
Montgomery, earl of Shrewsbury, and dismembered their father’s
marcher ‘empire’. In 1208-11 John drove William de Braose to
destruction. The groundwork of conquest and colonization was left to
the marcher lords, but the overall strategy remained in royal hands. It
was, for example, the kings who determined what relations with the
native princes should be: a matter which became increasingly vital as
some Welsh kingdoms were eliminated and the surviving ones became
increasingly consolidated.

By the second half of the twelfth century the rulers of Deheubarth,
particularly the Lord Rhys, and of Gwynedd were outstanding. In the
thirteenth century two princes of Gwynedd, Llywelyn the Great and his
grandson, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, managed, by force and diplomacy, to
bring all the other Welsh dynasties under their authority. Indeed, in the
treaty of Montgomery (1267) Llywelyn ap Gruffydd was able to persuade
a reluctant English king, Henry Ill, to acknowledge both his territorial
gains and his new title, ‘Prince of Wales’.

But eight years earlier another treaty had sealed the fate of Wales. In
1259 by the treaty of Paris Henry Ill accepted the loss of most of his
Continental possessions. Peace with France meant that for the first time
a king of England could, if he wanted to, concentrate his attention on his
British neighbours. There followed Edward’s conquest and a massive
programme of castle building. By the statute of Wales (1284) the newly
acquired lands were divided into shires on the English model: Flint,
Anglesey, Merioneth, and Caernarfon. As for Welsh laws and customs,

Edward announced: ‘certain of them we have abolished; some we have
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allowed, some we have corrected, others we have added’. What this
meant in effect was that English common law had been introduced into
Wales.

There were revolts in 1287 and 1294-5 but the castles proved their
worth. Flint, Rhuddlan, Aberystwyth, Builth, Conway, Caernarfon,
Criccieth, Harlech, and Beaumaris - resounding names, and
resoundingly expensive to build and maintain. This was the high
premium Edward paid to insure his conquests against the fire of

rebellion.

The contrast between, on the one hand, the piecemeal conquest of the
south and east and, on the other, the sudden defeat which
overwhelmed the north and west left an enduring mark on the political
geography of Wales. The Edwardian conquests were largely retained in
Crown hands; the rest remained divided into the numerous large
lordships collectively known as the march of Wales. As for Prince
Llywelyn, killed in an English trap at Irfon Bridge in 1282, his fate was to
become a cult figure for some twentieth-century Welsh nationalists.

Scotland

In contrast to fragmented Wales, in the eleventh century much of
Scotland, in particular the south and east - the wealthiest part - was
ruled by one king, the king of the Scots. Whereas the Papacy accepted
that Welsh dioceses should come under the authority of Canterbury, it
supported the independence of the Scottish Church. Ever since
Athelstan’s reign, the king of the Scots had occasionally recognized
English overlordship, but that was as far as the connection went - or was
likely to go. On the one hand the king of the Scots was too powerful to
have much to fear from the kind of ‘private enterprise’ invasions which
marked the advance of Anglo-Norman barons into Wales and even
Ireland. On the other, his land was too poor and he was generally too
distant a figure to be of much interest to the kings of England. Besides,
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although it might not be too difficult to launch a successful
expedition against the Scots, the dual problem of conquering and
controlling so remote a country seemed - and probably was -
insoluble to kings whose own bases lay in the Thames Valley and

further south.

Nor were the Scots obsessed by the problem of the English. Apart from
a temporary success when King David (1124-53) took advantage of the
civil war of Stephen’s reign to acquire Northumbria (held from 1139 to
1157), the border with England effectively remained where it had been
established in the eleventh century. Much more significant was the
kingdom’s extension to include the far north and much of the western
seaboard (Caithness, Ross, Moray, Argyll, Galloway). The culmination of
this expansionist policy came when the king of Norway ceded the
Western Isles (treaty of Perth, 1266). Scottish advance here was
materially assisted by the stability and continuity of leadership provided
by three successive kings: William | (1165-1214), Alexander Il (1214-49),
and Alexander Il (1249-86).

Territorial expansion in the Highlands was matched by internal
development in the Lowlands. Here, burghs, abbeys, and cathedrals
were founded; castles were built and royal sheriffdoms formed in order
to reduce the kingdom to manageable administrative units; royal
moneyers began to mint silver pennies (enjoying parity with English
sterling) and import duties were collected. The marriages made by its
rulers show that in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries Scotland was
increasingly becoming part of a ‘European’ political scene. What was
most remarkable about all these developments was that they involved
very little war. So long as no English king conceived the unrealistic
ambition of conquering Scotland, there was no reason for that to
change.
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English Government and the King’s Household

The most important component of government was the king himself.
His character counted for more than any other single factor - as is
obvious from the contrast between Edward I’s reign and the reigns of
both his father and son. But naturally the king could not govern alone.
Wherever he went he was followed by a great crowd: courtiers, officials,
servants, traders, petitioners, and hangers-on of every description.

At the centre of the crowd that followed him was the king’s household.
In part this was an elaborate domestic service: cooks, butlers, larderers,
grooms, tent-keepers, carters, packhorse drivers, and the bearer of the
king’s bed. There were also the men who looked after his hunt, the
keepers of the hounds, the horn-blowers, the archers. Then there were
the men whose work was political and administrative as well as
domestic. Some of them had fairly well-defined functions. The
chancellor was responsible for the king’s seal and the chancery clerks.
Treasurer and chamberlains looked after the king’s money and
valuables. Constables and marshals were in charge of military
organization. But the household, like the king, was omnicompetent and
any great household officer, the steward for example, was likely to find

himself entrusted with essential political and military tasks.

Some of these officials were clerks. Until the 1340s the chancellor and
the treasurer always were. But many of them were laymen: the
chamberlains, the stewards, the constables, the marshals - as also, at a
local level, were the sheriffs. Medieval kings of England did not depend
exclusively, or even primarily, upon clerks for the administrative skills
necessary to rule a country. Nor did they rely on a group of royal officials
whose interests were pitted against the interests of the great
landholders, the magnates. On the contrary, the king’s household
normally included some of the most powerful barons. Servants in the
king’s household, they were also lords of great estates and masters in

their own houses. Through their influence the authority of the Crown
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was carried into the localities. This informal power system was often
reinforced by the appointment of members of the household to local
offices. Under Rufus, Hamo ‘the steward’ was sheriff of Kent; Urse
d’Abetot was constable of the household and sheriff of Worcester.
Throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries household knights
continued to be employed as sheriffs.

Here, in the king’s household, lay the mainspring of government. This is
as true of 1279, the year of Edward I’'s Household Ordinance, as it is of
1136, the approximate date of the earliest surviving description of the
king’s household, the Constitutio domus regis. Moreover there is no
reason to believe that the household of the Constitutio was significantly
different from William I's household, or indeed, from Cnut’s household.

Similarly the king’s household was the hub of military organization. It
has long been accepted that the armies of Edward I’s reign were
essentially ‘the household in arms’. The household cavalry constituted a
professional task force capable of responding quickly if trouble blew up
unexpectedly. In the event of a major campaign, it could be rapidly
expanded. Household knights were often made responsible for
mobilizing and commanding large infantry contingents. The household
men, the familiares, were paid annual fees and then daily wages
according to the number of days they served. This, it used to be
thought, was a far cry from the Norman period when armies were
basically ‘feudal hosts’, made up of the quotas of knights which tenants-
in-chief mustered when summoned to perform their military service to
the Crown. But close study of the much more fragmentary evidence for
the period around 1100 has demonstrated that not only is it difficult to
find the “feudal host’ in action, but also that all the essential features of
the Edwardian system were already in existence - the retaining fees, the
daily wages, the framework for planned expansion, the use of
household troops both as garrisons for key castles and as the main field
armies (composed of knights and mounted archers), the employment

of household knights as commanders of supplementary forces. There is
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no reason to believe that the tasks which Cnut’s housecarls were called
upon to perform were fundamentally different.

For practical purposes there was an upper limit on the size of the royal
household in peacetime; transport and catering problems were alone
sufficient to see to that. To some extent, forward planning of the royal
itinerary helped; when they knew in advance where the household was
going to be then merchants could arrange to be there with their wares.
But the presence of the king imposed a near-intolerable burden on any
district through which he passed. The demands made by the household
had a dramatic effect on local foodstocks and prices; it created a
situation wide open to abuse. This is how Eadmer, a monk of
Canterbury, described the household of William Rufus, a king of whom
he disapproved. ‘Those who attended his court made a practice of
plundering and destroying everything; they laid waste all the territory
through which they passed. Consequently when it became known that
the king was coming everyone fled to the woods.’ In Edward I's reign
there is still the same combination of planning and plunder. An official
letter announcing that he intended to spend Easter at Nottingham
asked that local people should be comforted by being assured that the

king would go as fast as he had come.

Thus it was both for political reasons - in order to make his presence
felt - and for economic reasons - to make his presence no longer felt -
that the king travelled constantly. The sheer size of their dominions
meant that in this respect the Angevins had to work harder than their
predecessors, though John’s political failures did at least have the effect
of easing his travel problems. After 1203 the royal itinerary became
increasingly confined to England and, in Edward I's case, to North Wales
as well. After 1289 no king visited Gascony. At the same time the roads
leading in and out of London became gradually more important. By
1300 the king’s itinerary was no longer dominated, as John’s had still
been, by the restless move from palace to hunting lodge in ‘central
Wessex’, the old heartland of the West Saxon kings.
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Yet while political and economic considerations made the court mobile,
there was another feature of the age which pointed in the opposite
direction: the seemingly inexorable development of bureaucracy. Given
the practical limitations on household size, what would happen as the
king’s secretarial and financial officers grew ever more numerous?
Inevitably not all of them could continue to travel everywhere with their
lord. Some were bound to settle down in a convenient place. By 1066,
indeed, this point had already been reached. There was already a
permanent royal treasury at Winchester, a depository for fiscal records
as well as for silver, and this required a permanent staff to guard and
oversee it. By 1290 there were many more settled officials, both clerks
and laymen, in the chancery and exchequer, and they were settled at
Westminster, not Winchester. But this bureaucratic growth had not
altered the fundamental political facts of life: the king still itinerated; he
still took with him a seal, a secretariat, and financial experts - and it was
within this mobile group, not at Westminster, that the most important
political and administrative decisions were taken. In 1290, as in 1066,
the saddle remained the chief seat of government, both in war and in
peace. There was still no capital but the king’s highway.

The Power of Patronage

Nor had bureaucratic growth altered the basic fact that the political
stability of the realm still depended primarily on the king’s ability

to manage the small, but immensely powerful, aristocratic
establishment - as is made clear by the events of Henry III’s and
Edward II’s reign. On what terms did the tenants-in-chief hold their
estates from the king? They were expected - as they had been in
Anglo-Saxon England - to serve and aid the king: essentially this

meant political service and, in times of war, military service; in certain
circumstances they could be asked to give him financial aid. In addition,
a tenant-in-chief’s heir had to pay a duty, known as a relief, in order to
enter into his inheritance, while if he - or she - were under age then the
king took the estates into his custody, to do with them very much as he
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pleased (subject to certain conventions). In these circumstances the
king controlled his ward’s marriage. If there were no direct heirs, then
after provision had been made for the widow - whose re-marriage was
also subject to crown control - the king could grant the land out again
to whomever be pleased. This degree of control over the inheritances
and marriages of the wealthiest people in the kingdom meant that the
king’s powers of patronage were immense. He not only had offices at
his disposal, he also had heirs, heiresses, and widows. Thus, for
example, when Richard | gave William Marshal the heiress to the
earldom of Pembroke, he, in effect, made William a millionaire
overnight. No political leader in the Western world of today has
anything remotely approaching the power of patronage in the hands of
a medieval king. It is not surprising that the king’s court was the focal
point of the whole political system, a turbulent, lively, tense, factious
place in which men - and a few women - pushed and jostled each other
in desperate attempts to catch the king’s eye. Not surprisingly it was a
twelfth-century literary convention to describe a courtier’s life as sheer
hell - but standing at the mouth of hell there were hundreds only too
keen to enter. In these circumstances patronage was one of the
strongest cards in the king’s hand. It mattered how he played it, and a
king who played it badly would soon find himself in trouble.

The essential features of this patronage system were already in
existence during the reign of William Rufus. This much is clear from the
terms of the Coronation Charter issued by Henry | in 1100. It is also clear
that the system was still in existence during the reign of Edward I.
Magna Carta had clarified it and, to some extent, even modified it. After
1215, for example, baronial reliefs were fixed at a rate of £100.
Nonetheless, the laws governing inheritance, wardship, and marriage
could still be manipulated to suit a king’s personal predilections,
whether it was to provide for his own family, as with Edward |, or to
enrich favourites, as with Edward Il. What is less clear is whether the
system was already there in 1066. Most historians would probably say

that it was not. But it is surely significant that Cnut and, probably,
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Athelred the Unready were already making promises broadly similar to
those contained in the charter of 1100.

Patronage was lucrative. Men offered money in order to obtain what the
king had to offer: offices (from the chancellorship down), succession to
estates, custody of land, wardship, and marriage - or even nothing
more concrete than the king’s goodwill. All of these were to be had at a
price, and the price was negotiable. Here was an area in which a king
could hope to raise more money by consistently driving harder
bargains. In these circumstances any document which told the king how
rich his tenants were would naturally be immensely valuable. Domesday
Book is just such a record - and it showed that half the value of the
whole country was in the hands of fewer than 200 men. By fining these
men heavily when they were in political trouble or by offering them
what they wanted, though at a price, the king had found a practical
method of soaking the rich. Of course the information had to be kept up
to date and throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the Crown
found ways of ensuring that it was. For example, one of the surviving
documents produced by Henry II’s administration is the delightfully
named ‘Roll of Ladies, boys and girls’. Thus to a hostile observer like
Gerald of Wales the king appeared to be ‘a robber permanently on the
prowl, always probing, always looking for the weak spot where there is
something for him to steal’. Gerald was talking of the position under the
Angevins but it may be that Lucy, widowed countess of Chester, offering
Henry | soo marks for the privilege of remaining single for five years,
would have concurred. The fact that most of the influential people in
the realm were semi-permanently in their debt gave kings a powerful
political lever - and one which they regularly employed. In 1295, for
example, Edward | used the threat of debt collection to force a group of
reluctant magnates to go to Gascony.

The earliest surviving detailed account of royal revenues, the pipe roll of
1129-30, shows just how lucrative patronage could be. In this financial

year Henry | is recorded as having collected about £3,600 from offers of
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this kind. This is about 15 per cent of his recorded revenue and more
than he got from taxation. But the arithmetic of the pipe roll tells us a
good deal more than this. In 1129-30 the total sum due as a result of
offers made in this and previous years was almost £26,000, so only 14
per cent of the amount due was actually collected. William de Pont de
I’Arche, for example, had offered 1,000 marks for a chamberlainship and
in 1129-30 he paid just 100 marks. This meant that if the king were
satisfied with William’s behaviour, then payment of further instalments
might be suspended or pardoned. The expectation that the exchequer
would not press too hard had the effect of encouraging men to bid
highly. But a man who fell out of favour would find that he had to pay up
promptly - or get into even worse trouble. This, for example, was the
fate which befell William de Braose in John’s reign. In other words,
collecting only a small proportion of the amount due was not an
indication of chronic government inefficiency but rather of a further

refinement of an infinitely flexible system of patronage.

English Royal Revenues

Masterful kings always had their hands in their subjects’ pockets.
Edward | was known as Le Roi Coveytous just as William | had ‘loved
greediness above all’. At a more abstract level, as early as the twelfth
century it was asserted that royal power could be measured in financial
terms. In the words of Richard FitzNeal, bishop of London, Treasurer of
England, and author of The Dialogue of the Exchequer, a work dating
from the 1170s, ‘the power of princes fluctuates according to the ebb
and flow of their cash resources’. The pipe roll of 1129-30 - a record of
the accounts presented at the exchequer by sheriffs and other officials
in that year - shows an exchequer system already working very much
along the lines described in The Dialogue. But the financial system itself
certainly pre-dated the pipe roll. In broad outline - annual renders made
by sheriffs to the treasury - it is an Anglo-Saxon system. In 1066 and
1086 the renders produced by some large royal manors were still paid in

kind. By 1129-30 it is clear that a widespread commutation into money
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rents had taken place. This was in line with general European
development. The more the sheriffs’ renders were made in cash, the
greater the need for an easily followed but quick method of making
calculations in pounds, shillings, and pence. Thus the chequered table
cloth (from which the word exchequer is derived) served as a simplified
abacus, on which the king’s calculator did sums by moving counters
from square to square like a croupier. The earliest reference to the
exchequer dates from 1110. Twice a year a group of the most powerful
and trusted men in the realm met in order to audit the sheriffs’
accounts. When the king was in Normandy they would meet, as the
vice-regal committee ‘at the exchequer’, in the king’s absence.
Presumably a similarly composed committee had met for a similar
purpose when Cnut was in Denmark.

But this is speculation. It is only when we reach 1129-30 that some
degree of precision is possible. Even here, however, we have to be
careful. An exchequer record, a pipe roll, tells almost nothing about
those sums which were paid into and out of the chamber. Certainly
these sums cannot be quantified, though in view of the fact that the
chamber was the financial office of the itinerant household, it is likely
that they were large. For example it was estimated that by 1187 Henry Il
had paid 30,000 marks into his Jerusalem bank account, though there is
no sign of this money in the pipe rolls of his reign. In the absence of
twelfth-century chamber records, it is not easy to estimate total royal
revenue. Thus, the low pipe roll totals in the early years of Henry II’s
reign may be very largely a reflection of the new king’s preference for
chamber finance, a very natural preference for an Angevin prince, all of
whose forefathers had managed perfectly well without an exchequer.
After all, when it came to minting coins the Angevins introduced
Angevin practice into both England and Normandy. But, whatever the
difficulties, analysis of the only surviving pipe roll of Henry I's reign is
undoubtedly revealing.

In 1129-30, £22,865 was paid into the treasury. Out of this total almost
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£12,000 constituted revenue derived from lands held by the Crown. Just
under £3,000 came from taxation, nearly all of this (almost £2,500)
from the geld or Danegeld, as the old Anglo-Saxon land tax was now
called. Another £7,200 can be described as the profits of lordship and
jurisdiction: this included about £1,000 from ecclesiastical vacancies;
£2,400 from judicial fines; and the £3,600 from offers mentioned
earlier. Thus over half the recorded revenue came from land; about a
third from lordship and jurisdiction; and only some 13 per cent from
taxation. If we compare this with the state of royal revenues in the early
years of Edward I's reign then some significant differences emerge. In
very rough terms, land now accounted for about a third of the total;
lordship and jurisdiction may well have provided less than 10 per cent,
while taxation (including customs duties) accounted for over a half.
Land, lordship, and jurisdiction became relatively less important;
taxation became much more important. Even allowing for the
likelihood that tax revenue in 1129-30 was rather less than usual
(because the geld was the only tax levied that year), this broad
generalization would still hold.

Though the royal lands were immensely lucrative in 1130, a comparison
with Domesday Book suggests that they were already a declining asset.
In 1086 the total recorded value of the king’s lands and boroughs was
almost £14,000, while by 1129-30 it had gone down to less than £10,700.
It seems that the stock of royal lands was dwindling faster than it was
being replenished by forfeitures and reversions to the Crown (escheats).
Kings had to grant land to powerful men. They did so in order to reward
and encourage loyalty, particularly early in their reigns when faced with
the problems of disputed succession. This process continued, but was to
some extent offset by attempts to manage the royal estates more
efficiently. The success of these managerial reforms, begun under
Hubert Walter, then continued by John’s and Henry III’'s ministers, can
be measured by the fact that Edward | was still able to enjoy a revenue
from land of some £13,000 a year. (In view of the inflation in the

previous 150 years, however, this means that real income from this
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source was a good deal less than it had been in 1129-30. Equally,
£20,000 under Henry | was probably worth more than £40,000 under
Edward 1.)

The geld, the hide - the unit of land on which the geld was assessed -
and the fiscal machinery through which the geld was collected are all
further examples of those rights which the Norman kings inherited from
the Anglo-Saxons. Even though at two shillings on the hide the geld
contributed only 10 per cent of Henry I’s recorded income, it was clearly
a valuable royal asset. By 1129-30 it had become an annual tax and one
which could occasionally be levied at a higher rate (moreover geld
exemptions could be granted as political favours, adding yet another
string to the bow of royal patronage). But the geld was levied only twice
by Henry Il, in 1155-6 and 1161-2. Instead he developed other levies, the
aid of knights (scutage: assessed on knights’ fees) and the aid of
boroughs and cities (tallage: assessed on a valuation of movable
property). By John’s reign, scutages and tallages between them
constituted a more or less annual tax which adequately compensated
the Crown for the withering away of the geld. But the geld was not quite
dead. Under a new name, carucage, and a revised assessment it was

revived and levied four times between 1194 and 1220.

By this date, however, the government had discovered a new and
altogether more productive form of tax, assessed not on land but on an
estimate of a man’s revenues and movable property. Probably based on
the ecclesiastical tithe, it was initially used in 1166, 1185, and 1188 for a
pious purpose - the financial support of the Holy Land. John certainly
levied this tax on movables in 1207, and may have done so in 1203.

An account of the 1207 tax survives and the figures which it discloses
are astonishing. Levied at the rate of 1/13, it produced no less than
£60,000 - a sum far and away in excess of the yield of other taxes.

(Yet in 1194 this same tax had been levied at the rate of 1/4 - the heaviest
rate in the long history of the tax - in order to contribute to Richard’s

ransom.) In the mid-1190s the first national customs system was
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introduced. These developments suggest that royal revenues reached
new high levels during Richard’s and John’s reigns. By 1213-14 John

had accumulated some 200,000 marks. But these large accumulations
were soon spent. These were years of war, of the Third Crusade and

of the defence of the Angevin Empire. John’s final failure in 1214 ushered
in a long period of relative peace. Not until 1294 would the English
taxpayer once again find himself paying for a major European war.

In the meantime, however, there were two other significant thirteenth-
century innovations - the development of taxation of the clergy, and
the establishment of a customs system. Since 1199 the Church had been
made subject to an income tax imposed by the pope. Initially intended
to finance crusades, it was later used for a variety of ‘good causes’ - as
defined by the pope. Thus in 1217 Honorius Ill ordered bishops and
prelates to help out the boy-king Henry Ill. From then on the Church was
frequently required to subsidize the king, particularly if he had taken the
cross, as Henry Il did in 1250 and Edward | did in 1287. In 1291, for
example, Edward received no less than 100,000 marks out of the
proceeds of a papal crusading tax. By the mid-thirteenth century it had
already become clear that the English Church was prepared to give
financial aid to the king - though, naturally, assemblies of clergy
haggled over the amount and took the opportunity of their meeting to
discuss other matters which they felt needed remedying. Hardly
surprising then that Henry Ill should go one step further in 1254 and ask
for a clerical grant without first seeking papal consent. This precedent
was followed in 1269, and then on three occasions by Edward | (1279/80,
1283, and 1290) in the years before 1294.

The customs duty in Richard’s and John’s reigns had been a war
measure; it lapsed when John sought a truce with Philip Augustus in
1206. The importance of the duty on wool exports established in 1275
was that it became a permanent addition to the Crown’s peacetime
revenue. Its yield varied according to the fortunes of the wool trade but
at the rate agreed in 1275, half a mark (6s. 8d.) per sack, it brought in
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between £8,000 and £13,000 per annum in the years before 1294. These
new measures, papal taxation of the English Church and the customs
duty on wool, were both related to the presence of Italian mercantile
and banking houses in England. On the one hand, it was the ubiquitous
Italian businessman that enabled the thirteenth-century Papacy to
operate as an international finance corporation. On the other, credit
finance came to play an increasingly large part in government.

Edward I's debt to the Ricciardi of Lucca for the years from 1272 to 1294
totalled nearly £400,000; 48 per cent of this debt was repaid out of the
customs receipt from a trade in which the Italians were increasingly
involved. Kings, of course, had borrowed before. In the 1250s, Henry IlI
owed the Ricciardi over £50,000; in the 1150s, Henry Il used loans from a
Flemish businessman, William Cade, to finance the making of the
Angevin Empire. What was significant in the late thirteenth century was
both the scale of the operations and the linkage between credit and
customs. Compared with the sums obtainable from these new sources,
the amounts to be derived from traditional levies, scutages, tallages,
and feudal aids, were hardly worth the trouble of collecting and they
gradually fell into disuse.

The Beginnings of Parliament in England

The customs system of 1275 had been granted in Parliament after
discussion between the king’s advisers and the merchants.
Characteristic of all these taxes was that someone else’s consent was
required: either the pope’s, or the merchants’, or the clergy’s, or the
country’s. By contrast, land, lordship, and jurisdiction were revenue-
producing rights which did not require meetings of influential men to
approve their exploitation - indeed all influential men enjoyed similar
rights (though on a smaller scale) and presumably took them for
granted - so long as they were not abused. Whereas 85 per cent of
Henry I’s recorded revenue came from land, lordship, and jurisdiction,
they provided less than 40 per cent of Edward I’s. The higher the

proportion of crown revenue that came from taxation, the greater was
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the need for political mechanisms that enabled that consent to be
obtained. This is the process known as the growth of representative
institutions; in the case of the tax on movables it is the growth of

Parliament.

During the long years of freedom from foreign war after 1214 the tax on
movables remained an occasional resource of the Crown. War was
infrequent and other acceptable justifications for the tax were rare, so
consent was only occasionally forthcoming - certainly not as often as
Henry Ill would have liked. But the growing potential of the tax was
revealed by the last of the seven levies collected between 1208 and 1293:
the assessed yield of the 1/15 of 1290 was over £116,000. How was
consent to this extraordinary tax obtained? The king’s advisers would
have had to make a case. Presumably, they pointed to the expenses of
his recent stay in Gascony (1286-9) and of his future crusade; they may
well have pointed out that in the interests of Christian piety he was
sacrificing a lucrative source of revenue in deciding to expel the Jews -
although by 1290 the Jewish community had been squeezed so hard by
royal financial demands that it had little more to give. But to whom did
they make the case? They made it to the men who represented ‘the
community of the realm’ and, in the first instance, these were the
magnates - the sorts of influential men who always had attended major
political assemblies, whether Anglo-Saxon, Norman, or Angevin. The
assembly of 1290, ‘Parliament’ as it was now called, met from April to
July and in its first ten weeks it got through a great deal of business,
including some important legislation. In mid-July another group of men
arrived, knights of the shire. Less than a week later Parliament was
dissolved. Why had the knights been so belatedly summoned to attend?
Because the magnates were reluctant to approve the tax. They agreed
to it but ‘only insofar as they were entitled to’. Yet they had not been
similarly reluctant to deal with other kinds of parliamentary business,
judicial, political, legislative. In other words the magnates still
adequately represented ‘the community of the realm’ in most fields -

but not when taxation was on the agenda. From the late twelfth century
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onwards, kings had grown accustomed to bargaining with individual
shire communities, so it was an obvious step to require these local
communities to choose men to speak for them on some of those
occasions when the king wanted to summon an assembly to represent
the community of the whole realm. Assemblies of magnates were being
reinforced in this way from the 1250s onwards and gradually the knights,
yeomen, and burgesses who represented shires and boroughs - the
Commons - were being accorded a more prominent role. As the
proceedings of the Parliament of 1290 make clear, it was above all else

the king’s need for taxation which stimulated this development.

Was the process also the result of social change? Was there a thirteenth-
century ‘rise of the gentry’ which meant that traditional political
institutions had to be reshaped? Did the gentry now count for more in
the localities so that if kings wanted their needs widely understood and
their taxes efficiently collected they had to offer them a place in the
main political forum of the realm? These are difficult questions, so
difficult indeed to answer in the affirmative that some historians have
argued that, on the contrary, the thirteenth century was a period of
crisis for the knightly class. One of the problems is a familiar one: the
growing volume of evidence. We know much more about the
thirteenth-century gentry than we do about their predecessors. But did
Simon de Montfort and his friends court the gentry more assiduously in
the period 1258-65 than John and the rebel barons had done in 1212-15?
Magna Carta contains clauses which appeal to wider social groups than
the barons, but so too does Henry I’'s Coronation Charter. To whom was
Edward the Confessor appealing when, in 1051, he decided not to collect
the heregeld? Neither in the twelfth century nor in Anglo-Saxon times
did society consist only of barons and peasants. The sort of men who
got themselves chosen to be knights of the shire in the late thirteenth
century were exactly the sort of men who always had attended the
great political assemblies. True, they had come then in the retinues of
the magnates, but it was in their retinues that sensible magnates found

their best advisers - and presumably they had listened to them. The
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knights of the late thirteenth century were not coming to these
meetings for the first time; they were simply coming under another
guise. It may be that the evidence of political change - the more
elaborate representative institutions of the thirteenth century, the
larger share of taxation in crown revenue - still has to be set within a
framework of underlying social continuity.

Law and Justice in England

From the reign of Henry Il onwards, royal judges began to hold local
sessions (assizes) so frequently that it becomes possible to speak of the
application over almost the entire country of a common body of
customary law, the ‘common law’, the custom of the king’s court as
described in treatises such as ‘Glanvill’ and ‘Bracton’. The previous
system had been one in which, generally speaking, local courts had
applied local custom. Kings, of course, had long been held to be
responsible for law and order; in particular they were expected to deal
with serious offences, the pleas of the Crown, but until a regular,
centrally directed machinery of justice was established, their activity in
this field could only be sporadic. They intervened when influential
people were involved and they launched occasional drives against theft,
especially cattle-rustling. In this respect, the Anglo-Saxon system of
justice survived the Norman Conquest. The change came in 1166 with
the Assize of Clarendon, reinforced in 1176 by the Assize of
Northampton. These assizes introduced regular measures for the trial by
royal judges of those suspected of serious crimes. At first Henry II’s
judges were simply men whom the king trusted - they might be earls,
barons, bishops, abbots, or counsellors from the royal household,
exactly the sort of people whom earlier kings had sent out on specific
commissions of justice or inquiry - the biggest and most famous of such
inquiries being the Domesday survey. For men such as these, holding
courts of law was just one of the many tasks, administrative, diplomatic,
and military, which they carried out on the king’s behalf. But the

introduction of frequent circuits meant an ever-increasing burden of
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judicial work and by the end of the twelfth century we can identify a
group of men, most of them laymen, who specialized in legal business,
in effect professional judges. There were, of course, lower courts dealing
with less serious offences, but the ‘professional’ courts increasingly
came to dominate the field. For one thing the lower courts had no
authority to innovate, whereas the king could, and did, create new
offences. For example the crime of conspiracy was ‘invented’ in 1279
when Edward | ordered the itinerant judges to inquire into
confederacies to defeat the ends of justice. Since the king’s courts dealt
not only with crime but also with disputes concerning property, they
were clearly felt to be performing a useful service. Magna Carta
criticized many aspects of royal government, but not this one. Indeed it
asked that the king’s judges should visit each shire four times a year,
more frequently than was in practice possible.

The judges were men learned in the law; being learned, they naturally
responded to shifts in attitudes and ideas prevailing within educated
opinion. One such shift was in the direction of a self-consciously rational
approach to intellectual problems - an approach typified by Abelard’s
dictum: ‘By doubting we come to inquiry, by inquiring we come to
perceive the truth.” When applied to the law, this was a dictum which
could have far-reaching implications. For example, if the guilt or
innocence of a suspect could not readily be determined, it had for
centuries been customary to send him to the ordeal, usually the ordeal
of hot iron or the ordeal of water. This system worked well enough while
people believed in it - it relied on the same psychological insight as the
modern lie-detector - but was highly vulnerable to doubt. If an innocent
man came to doubt the ordeal’s efficacy as the means whereby God
would prove his innocence, then he was all the more likely to fail the
ordeal. Once raised, these doubts could not be stilled. At first they
seemed shocking - as when voiced by William Rufus - but eventually
they became conventional. Finally, in 1215 Pope Innocent Ill forbade the
participation of priests in the ordeal and, in England at least, this meant

that the system came to an abrupt end. After an initial period of
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confusion, trial by ordeal was replaced by trial by jury: this was a
method which had already been used with some success in settling
disputes about possession of land. In 1179 Henry Il had ordered that, in a
case concerning property rights, the defendant might opt for trial by
jury rather than trial by battle - the method which had been introduced
into England by the Normans and the efficacy of which, like the ordeal,
was vulnerable to doubt. But this rule when applied to criminal justice
meant that there was a trial only when the accused opted for one.
Obviously he came under great pressure. By a statute of 1275 he was
condemned to a ‘prisone forte et dure’ until he did opt for trial. In
consequence, many men died in prison, but because they had not been
convicted, their property was not forfeited to the Crown. For this reason
some chose to die rather than risk trial. Not until the eighteenth century
was this right to choose taken away.

At first, and particularly in property litigation, juries had been called
upon to settle straightforward questions to which they might
reasonably be expected to know the answer. But problems arose when
more complicated cases came before them and when trial by jury
replaced the ordeal. For, unlike God, a jury was not omniscient. So
efforts were made to cut through the complexities of any given dispute
in order to isolate a specific question which the jury could fairly be
expected to decide. But to do this well required specialized knowledge
and skill; in other words it needed professional lawyers. And so, in the
course of the thirteenth century, a legal profession developed, with its
own schools, its own literature, and its own language (law French).

Despite all these changes, in many fundamental respects Anglo-Saxon
attitudes towards justice continued to flourish. In the Anglo-Saxon and
Anglo-Norman periods, serious offences had been dealt with under a
procedure which ended with the guilty party being required to pay
compensation to the victim or his family. The new machinery of justice
established by the Angevins tended to impose punishment without

compensation. In many cases, homicide, wounding, and rape, for
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example, this was felt to be intolerable, so despite the impression given
by writers such as ‘Glanvill’ and ‘Bracton’ who would have us believe
that the new principles had effectively displaced the old, it seems that in
reality the old procedures survived; they were adapted and grafted on
to the new. What this meant was that those who could afford it escaped
punishment but paid compensation to the victim or his kin, while those
who could not, suffered the consequences.

Church and Religion

Domesday Book suggests that the village priest was usually reckoned to
be a member of the peasant community. His church belonged to the
local lord. If an estate were divided then the profits of the church which
went with that estate might also have to be divided. In many ways, the
village priest shared the life-style of the ordinary villager. He was very
unlikely to be celibate; indeed, he was probably married and may well
have inherited his position from his father. Given this basic situation,
one can only admire the temerity of those eleventh-century reformers
who aimed to abolish both lay control of the Church and the family life
of the clergy. Under papal stimulus, the campaign for reform reached
England in 1076. In subsequent decades, it was gradually stepped up
and in the long run it even had a kind of success. By the late thirteenth
century, married clergy were exceptional. On the other hand, plenty of
them - including some of the most powerful - continued to have
mistresses. Ranulf Flambard of Durham and Roger of Salisbury had their
counterparts almost 200 years later in Walter Langton of Coventry, who
was accused of strangling his mistress’s husband, and Robert Burnell,
Edward I's chancellor, whom the king twice tried to have translated
from Bath and Wells to Canterbury. As far as lay patronage and family
connection were concerned, these two aspects of church life were
hardly touched. ‘The Lord deprived bishops of sons, but the devil gave
them nephews.’

Yet even the limited success of the campaign against clerical marriage is
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remarkable - given how ineffective decrees on this subject had been in
the 700 years from the fourth century onwards. It may well be linked
with the general improvement in education in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. If society at large became more literate then the
clergy could more readily be recruited from the laity; they did not have
to remain what they had come close to being, a hereditary caste. The
more people went to school, the more they learned to know, and some
of them to respect, the ancient law of the Church. Certainly there is
reason to believe that in thirteenth-century England a higher proportion
of the population was celibate than had been in the eleventh century.
Quite simply, there were far more people who had taken vows of
chastity. Everywhere in Europe monasticism flourished and Britain was
no exception. In England, for example, there were some fifty religious
houses in 1066 and perhaps 1,000 monks and nuns. By 1216 there were
approximately 700 houses and some 13,000 monks, nuns, canons, and
canonesses. A century later, the total was nearer goo houses and 17,500
members of the religious orders. Seen in the context of an overall
tripling of the population, these are impressive figures. Even so they fail
to make plain the extent to which, throughout Britain, religious life had
become diversified and enriched. In the eleventh century, all the houses
were Benedictine in type. By the mid-thirteenth century not only were
there several hundred Benedictine houses, there were also a number of
new orders from which a man or woman could choose - regular canons,
Cistercians, Gilbertines (the one peculiarly English order), Templars,
Hospitallers, Carthusians, Dominicans, Franciscans, Carmelites, and
Austin friars. Within this framework, almost every conceivable variety of
religious life, rural, urban, contemplative, ascetic, active, was now
catered for. What is more, most of those who entered the religious life
now did so because they chose to. Whereas the old Benedictine

houses had recruited their monks largely from the children given by
their aristocratic parents to be brought up in the cloister (oblates),
from the mid-twelfth century onwards those who entered both the
new and the old orders were adults. The Cistercians, who established

the new pattern, prohibited entry for anyone under the age of 16 and
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insisted upon a year’s noviciate. Conscripts had been replaced by
volunteers.

During the course of the twelfth century, the English Church
established the diocesan and parochial organization under which it was
to live for centuries. The last new dioceses to be created were Ely (in
1108) and Carlisle (1133). Dioceses were divided into archdeaconries, and
archdeaconries into rural deaneries. In the Norman period, as before,
new parishes were created almost at will - the will of the local lord; but
thereafter it became much harder. The territorial organization of the
Church became, as it were, frozen in its twelfth-century state. This was
certainly not because demographic and economic expansion was now
levelling off. On the contrary, new settlements continued to be founded
and the old ones continued to grow. What was happening was that the
development of canon law and of papal jurisdiction was tending to
protect innumerable vested interests. The rise of the lawyer, itself the
result of change in one sphere of life, made it harder to change things in
others. Where this created a real pastoral problem was in the towns.
Bishops wrestled with the problem but much of their effort was
frustrated by the proprietary interests of patrons, churchmen as well as
laymen. The thirteenth century found a solution, but it needed a radical
departure, a new form of religious life, to make it possible. This new
form was provided by the mendicant orders, the friars - mobile
missionaries whose international organization cut clean through
diocesan and parochial boundaries. The first friars to come to England
were the Dominicans. They arrived in 1221 and headed for Oxford. Three
years later, the Franciscans arrived; their earliest friaries were in
Canterbury, London, and Oxford. The Carmelites and Austin friars
arrived in the 1240s. By 1300 the friars had founded some 150 houses in
England, more than 20 in Scotland and nine in Wales.

The coming of the friars, like the growth of canon law, is a movement
which reflects one of the basic circumstances of the Church throughout

Britain. Although its growing material wealth was firmly rooted in
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English, Welsh, or Scottish soil, in its spiritual, intellectual, and
corporate life as a Church it was increasingly a part of Latin
Christendom. This was particularly true of the period from the late
eleventh century onwards, when both Latin and French became more
widely used than before in England as well as in Scotland and Wales.
Particularly important was the Gregorian reform movement and the
associated development of canon law and papal jurisdiction over the
entire Latin Church. The reformers’ demand for libertas ecclesiae, the
privileged freedom of the Church, undeniably had some dramatic
consequences; but in the end it turned out to be unobtainable. While
liberty was linked with privilege and the continued possession of great
corporate wealth, kings and other secular patrons could not afford to
renounce some of their crucial powers, in particular the power to
appoint, even though by the thirteenth century they were having to
work through the legal machinery of the Roman curia in order to obtain
their ends. The fact was that the spiritual weapons at the Church’s
disposal, excommunication and interdict, were ultimately insufficient to
deter the secular power. They tended, moreover, to become blunted
through over-use. In areas which really mattered to the lay world, not
just patronage but also war, tournaments, and business practice, the
heroic days of the Gregorian reform gradually, in the course of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, gave way to a period of
accommodation. But where the reformers did succeed was in
translating the theory of papal headship of the Church into the fact of a
centralized system of government. To a quite remarkable extent, the
clergy learned to do what the pope told them to do. Thus when Pope
Innocent Ill, in pursuit of his quarrel with King John, laid an interdict on
England, the clergy obeyed. For six years, from 1208 to 1214, the church
doors were closed and the laity were locked out; they were denied the
sacrament of the altar, solemnization of marriages, burial in
consecrated ground. Even when the pope, beginning in 1199, ordered
the taxation of the Church, the clergy grumbled but paid up. From 1228
onwards we can trace a continuous series of resident collectors in

England; they bore the title of nuncio and almost all of them were
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Italians. Here too there was accommodation. It seemed realistic to win
the king of England’s approval and so, by 1300, it was the king who

received the lion’s share of the proceeds.

Throughout this period, Catholic Christianity remained the
unchallenged religion. It was taken for granted. When the churches
were closed for six years there was hardly a murmur of public protest -
but neither was there an upsurge of interest in alternative religions.

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, heresy was no more of a

threat than it had been in the eleventh: in this respect Britain was
different from many parts of Europe. Throughout this period a few
non-Christians - Jews - lived in towns as far north as Newcastle and

as far west as Bristol (i.e. not in the less urbanized Scotland and Wales),
but their position was always precarious, at times painfully so, and in

1290 they were expelled. Most Christians rejoiced.
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Chapter 4
The Economy in the Early
Middle Ages

The basic outline of the English economy in 10