5
HENRY II AND HIS SONS: THE FIRST PLANTAGENETS

If Stephen was one of the worst, then Henry II was certainly one of the greatest, Kings of England.

Henry’s accession to the throne saw the end of the Norman kings after just under a century and the beginning of the House of Anjou – or the Angevins.

Henry II’s reign saw great improvements in the legal system throughout the land, a significant reduction in the power of the barons, the enormous growth of the territories ruled over by the English throne, a restored confidence in the monarchy … and the shocking murder of an Archbishop in his own Cathedral!

Henry’s strengths – his personality, energy, charisma and violent temper – were inherited in varying degrees by his four sons.  This caused problems: each son wanted power and influence for himself and the result was squabbling, feuds and warring within Henry’s own family.  Even his wife, the beautiful and famous Eleanor of Aquitaine, was very much involved in this conflict.

Two of Henry’s sons, Richard and John, succeeded to the throne.  By the end of their reigns in 1216, England had lost almost all of her lands in France.

In this section, we will consider the great Henry and decide whether his sons deserve the reputations they have gained …
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HENRY II - Curtmantle
1154-1189
Short, bandy-legged, restless, fidgety; close cropped hair, a large head like a lion, blood-shot eyes; and a temper which would send him into paroxysms of rage, rolling around on the floor and chewing the straw from his mattress!


This was Henry II, one of the greatest of our kings.  He was called “Curtmantle” which is French for “short cloak” – a reference to his short stature.  


Short he may have been, but he casts a long shadow over English history.  He achieved a great deal in his time on the throne.


During his reign, it became possible to enjoy the king’s justice even when the king was not present.  This was because of Henry’s gift for organisation and order.  By developing a system of written orders (“writs”) which could be sent all over the land under the king’s seal, he enabled his representatives to administer the laws of the land in a consistent manner, even when he was not personally present – as of course he could not possibly be in every case.  This was a significant step forward.  


In addition, Henry also encouraged a move away from the ancient customs of “trial by combat” and “trial by ordeal” – systems for administering justice which we would find strange indeed today.  More about them later.


The tyranny practised by the barons during Stephen’s reign was given short shrift by Henry when he succeeded to the throne, and he was very successful in re-establishing the position of the monarchy in England.  Were it not for Henry, the country might have been split up into a number of separate kingdoms each run by its own baron, or “warlord”, from his own group of castles.  That might very possibly have been the result of the civil war had Henry not imposed his own authority very quickly.


It was, famously, during the reign of Henry that the struggles between Church and State reached their height in the terrible murder of Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral in 1170.  That was a serious blot on Henry’s reign, for he is held to have been largely responsible for it.


During this reign, through a firm central government, the idea of “Englishness” became stronger.  In this respect, Henry II was building on the work done by his grandfather Henry I who, you will remember, had begun to unite the Saxon and Norman races.  Although he was very much part of the Anglo-Norman ruling class of the time, Henry II had spent four years of his childhood in England at the insistence of his mother, Matilda and was familiar with the country whose crown he had inherited.  In many ways, although his first language was still Norman French, Henry was the most “English” king since 1066.


A contemporary writer, Gerald of Wales, describes the king thus: “A man of reddish, freckled complexion, with a large, round head, grey eyes that glowed fiercely and grew bloodshot in anger, a fiery countenance and a harsh, cracked voice… his chest was broad and square, his arms strong and powerful. His body was stocky, with a pronounced tendency toward fatness, due to nature rather than self-indulgence - which he tempered with exercise.”
The King who ate Straw

One of the very remarkable things about Henry was his violent temper.  It is said that on one occasion, upon hearing some news which was contrary to his wishes, he hurled himself upon his bed, rolled to the floor dragging his mattress with him and proceeded to chew the straw with which it was stuffed!  


This violent temperament, it must be said, was usually directed to more positive ends: Henry was thoughtful, well-educated and generally very wise.  His energy was legendary.  He would travel tirelessly about his realm with a great entourage of officials.  They often complained – although never to the king! – that no sooner had they prepared for a particular journey than the king would change his mind and charge off in a different direction, expecting them all to follow and be at his beck and call.


Henry thus displayed one of the first pre-requisites for success in any field of activity: energy!  And lots of it.   


Some of those who knew him rather suspected that Henry’s constant activity and insistence on always being on the move was inspired by his resolve not to grow fat like his grandfather.  He was determined that no-one would liken him to a pregnant woman!

Planta Genista

Henry is the first king of the House of Anjou, or the Angevins.  He is also the first of the Plantagenet kings.  


Henry was, as we know, the son of Matilda and Geoffrey of Anjou.  Geoffrey was known as Geoffrey Plantagenet because he wore a sprig of broom in his helmet to enable others to recognize him.  This plant in Latin is called “planta genista” and over time it became “plantagenet”.  So that is the origin of perhaps the most famous Royal House in English history.  The Plantagenets ruled England for the next three hundred and thirty-one years.

Planta Genista – the Latin name for the common broom, a sprig of which the famous Geoffrey of Anjou wore in his helmet.  Because of this, he is now often called Geoffrey Plantagenet and his son Henry has become known as Henry Plantagenet. Neither, however, were known by that name in their lifetimes. In the same way, the House of Anjou gradually became known as the House of Plantagenet. 
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The House of Plantagenet
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A Family Myth

It is said that the legendary fieriness of Henry and his sons was the result of the wife of one of their Angevin descendants being the daughter of Satan!


The legend goes that this woman only rarely attended church and when she did she always left before the consecration of the “host”, or communion bread.  This was reckoned to be a most holy moment.  One day, her husband arranged for a group of his men to be on hand to force his wife to stay throughout the service.  When the critical time came, she made to leave but they restrained her.  With a terrible shriek, she flew up to the top of the church and disappeared through a window, never to be seen again! Only her cloak remained.


Henry’s son, Richard I, was often heard to say “from the devil we came, and to the devil we shall return!”  He was aware of – and apparently rather enjoyed – the strange legend.  Certainly, in a superstitious age, the story would explain the often devil-like temper and energy of this remarkable family.  It would also explain why the sons of Henry are sometimes referred to as “The Devil’s Brood”.

Eleanor of Aquitaine

When young Henry, aged 19, married Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152, he immediately added hugely to the considerable wealth he already enjoyed as Count of Anjou.  Aquitaine was the largest, most fertile and certainly the richest area of France and through this excellent marriage Henry took control of it.  When he later became King of England, his kingdom was truly impressive.  He ruled over lands from the Cheviots in the north to the Pyrenees in the south: in other words, from the very top of England to the very bottom of France.  


Eleanor was a lady every bit as formidable as Henry’s mother, Matilda.  He was clearly used to strong and powerful women; perhaps in some ways he needed them around him.  In the end, his relationship with Eleanor soured and he held her under house arrest for sixteen years, during which time she plotted against him with their sons.


Eleanor had already been married – to Louis VII of France, son of the wonderfully-named Louis the Fat – so was one of the most powerful women in Europe.  She had even gone on Crusade, personally leading the knights of Aquitaine at the head of her army.  


This, then, was a truly glamorous couple – the celebrities of their time.  Although she was eleven years older than Henry, Eleanor was acknowledged as one of the great beauties of the age.


Sadly for Henry, the qualities which had probably attracted him to her in the first place – her pride, strength of character and determination – worked, in the end, against him and helped to bring his reign to a sad end.
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Eleanor of Aquitaine, the glamorous and indomitable wife of Henry II leads her troops, including other women, during the Second Crusade in 1145.  The idea of women leading armies in battle was not as unusual as we might imagine.  Despite the English barons’ chauvinistic determination not to accept the Empress Matilda as queen in 1135, she was, in fact, willing and able to ride at the head of her troops.  Other women of the period gained a similarly impressive reputation as warriors, not least of course the fifteenth century French heroine, Joan of Arc (c 1412-1431)

The Angevin Empire

The map below shows the tremendous extent of Henry’s realms in France.  (Remember that England was part of it as well). It can be seen that, strange though it may seem to us now, the King of England owned more of France than the King of France himself.  This was no doubt a situation of which Henry II heartily approved, but it was to cause him serious problems towards the end of his reign and, as we have said before, it gave rise to constant squabbling between England and France for centuries!




The Angevin Empire.  There was no official name for this vast territory, and even some of its borders were disputed.  The term “Angevin Empire” was not used until the late 19th century, and many disagree with the idea of this being an “empire”.  It was really a collection of lands which were loosely connected – some directly owned by the English king and some held by him as a vassal of the King of France.  In any case, it did not last very long – by the time Henry’s sons (particularly John) had done their worst, it had all reverted to the king of France.  Perhaps that is the best place for it after all!
This strange, brilliant man …

Another fascinating picture of Henry II is given by R J Unstead in his excellent book “The Medieval Scene”.  This is a book well worth reading.  On page 87, he writes this about Henry.

“This strange, brilliant man filled everyone with amazement at his energy; his vast lands caused him to be always on the move, spending far more time in France than in England, never stopping two nights in one place, rarely sitting down even to eat, but munching by his horse as he scanned through a document.  His servants complained that they never had any rest, and his barons that they never knew where he would turn up next.  One of them said that in the early morning on his travels, men ran about as if they were mad, horses plunged wildly, carriages overturned and the motley collection who accompanied a king – courtiers, minstrels, cooks, barbers, actors, scribes, priests, men-at-arms and hangers-on – tumbled over each other in hopeless confusion and anxiety to obey the King who was already horsed and far down the road with his retinue.”
Henry and the Barons
On the positive side, Henry became king in December 1154 with much that was in his favour: a glamorous and incredibly rich wife, a huge kingdom and with the vast majority of his subjects welcoming his accession – these were all very much to his advantage.


On the negative side, however, he inherited the aftermath of a long and terrible civil war.  It was important that he established his authority straightaway.  This he did to great effect.


As we have seen, a priority for, firstly, Stephen and Henry and then for Henry as sole ruler was to deal with the barons and their castles.  As long as barons could build their own unlicensed castles and develop their own mini-kingdoms, the future of a united nation with good, strong and effective government was in serious jeopardy.   


When Henry became king, he resolved to put the barons firmly in their place.  All castles built without royal permission during the civil war were to be pulled down; and those royal castles which had been illegally taken over by the barons were ordered to be handed over to the king.   


Most barons agreed to this request, but several continued to rebel.  For example Roger, Earl of Hereford, refused to give up Gloucester and Hereford Castles and was quickly and soundly defeated by Henry.  A more difficult proposition was Hugh de Mortimer who held castles at Wigmore, Cleobury and Brug.  All were besieged by Henry, and Cleobury was destroyed.  Eventually, after some months, during which Mortimer put up stout resistance, Henry prevailed and the rebellious baron was forced to surrender. 


Henry had made his point.  The barons knew who was boss.  In Stephen’s time, Mortimer and his like would have got away – literally – with murder.  Now, England had a king to be reckoned with; a king who earned the name “castle-breaker”.


Another firm step which Henry took was to expel all the foreign mercenaries assembled by the barons during the war.  In order to strengthen their own positions, barons had bought in armies from abroad.  Often these men were wild and barbaric thugs.  Henry made sure they were removed from the scene.  Barons were therefore much less able to put together a credible army to challenge his authority. 


The new king had made an excellent start to his reign.  Only towards the end, when things started to go wrong for him, did he encounter any more problems with his barons.

Reforms to the Legal System – Common Law
Henry II brought about significant improvements to the legal system in our country, some of which we now take very much for granted.


England during Henry’s reign was increasingly becoming a prosperous, well-governed and civilized nation.  Without doubt it was one of the greatest kingdoms in Christendom, ruled by one of the greatest kings in Europe.


This very favourable situation was at least partly brought about by Henry’s legal reforms.  


It must be said that many of these reforms were designed to bring in more money for the king.  Fines were imposed on sheriffs and local officials who did not perform their duties properly, and taxes were levied on those who had money.  But Henry knew that power in those days depended very much upon wealth and owning land; and if he was to be strong he also needed to be rich!


One of the most striking things about Henry’s changes to the legal system was that it became possible “to have the king’s justice without the king’s presence”.  In other words, the law of the land could be administered throughout the length and breadth of the country even when the king was not there in person to make decisions.


In Anglo-Saxon tradition, local justice was meted out by the “moot” – a gathering of local worthies who would decide on legal matters and make judgments.  (In many old towns and cities today, there is still a building called the “Moot Hall” or something similar, and we still use the expression “a moot point” meaning something that is debatable.)


Under Henry II, justice was taken out of the hands of the moot altogether and travelling judges did its work instead.  These judges were appointed directly by the king and were his representatives.  When they sat in judgment, they held an “Assize” – the origin of what we still call Assize Courts, or Assizes, today.


A man who wanted the king’s justice did not, therefore, have to travel a great distance or wait a great length of time.  The king’s representatives would make the king’s justice readily – and more or less immediately - available to every subject; and, because they were his direct representatives, they could be relied upon to be fair and consistent.  Judges would often return to London and discuss cases with colleagues, so a nationwide, rather than purely localised, system began to emerge.  


Henry passed many more laws than any king before him.  This he did through the use of “writs”.  By writing down laws and legal decisions, and sealing them with the Great Seal, he enabled a consistent body of law to be built up and consistently administered.


Henry is often considered to be the founder of English Common Law – the long tradition of precedent and case law upon which our legal system is based.  This was a very significant and lasting contribution to the life and culture of our country.

Reforms to the Legal System – The Jury System
Although Henry II is credited with developing it in England, the idea that cases should be tried by twelve reliable citizens was not, in fact, new.  It was common in Anglo-Saxon times and even the fierce Vikings adopted a similar system; as, surprisingly, did the much-maligned Ethelred the Unready at the end of the first millennium.  It is said that the idea has even earlier origins, in the Islamic “Lafif”, a group of – again twelve - local people sworn to tell the truth and give a verdict on a given case.  It may be that the Normans found this system working in the then-Moslem island of Sicily, which they captured; or that the early Crusaders brought it back with them from their travels.


It was, however, Henry who revived the system and placed it on its firmest footing yet.  He strictly formalised a system in which juries of twelve men were called to investigate land-based disputes (e.g. arguments about who owned which bit of land, or who was responsible for the upkeep of a path, or a fence).  


Later, this system was also introduced in criminal cases as well (e.g. theft, assault etc).


Previously, a person’s guilt or innocence might be decided by one of two methods which today we would regard as very odd indeed.


Trial by ordeal was especially horrific. “Ordeal by fire” and “ordeal by water” were the most common examples.  


Ordeal by fire involved either carrying a red-hot iron or walking over red-hot ploughshares for a distance of nine feet.  If the accused suffered no injury, or after three days the injury had fully healed, he or she would be declared innocent.  If, on the other hand, the wound did not heal more or less immediately, the verdict would be “guilty” and the accused would be exiled, executed or punished in some other way. 


The process of ordeal by water was similarly loaded against the accused.  If, having been submerged in water, the accused person survived, he or she was declared innocent.  If not, then the verdict was “guilty” – but the accused was dead anyway!  Another version of ordeal by water used boiling hot water and required the accused to lift an object from the bottom of a cauldron.  The same rules applied!  Cases are recorded of a man’s skin being boiled off to the elbow during this process.


The alternative to ordeal by water was ordeal by battle (or combat).  This was what its name suggests: an accused person would agree to a fight to the death with his accuser.  A “champion”, or substitute, could be chosen if the accused or accuser was old or infirm, a child or a woman.  Strict rules were in force as to the equipment that could be used, the clothing that could be worn – and each contestant was required to swear a solemn oath that he would not employ witchcraft during the contest!


These methods were not finally abolished during Henry’s reign.  (In fact they were still used for many years to come, and trial by battle was not officially ended in England until 1819.)  But it was Henry, by the Assizes of Clarendon in 1166 and Northampton in 1176, who made it an option for an accused person to ask for trial by jury as an alternative to trial by ordeal or battle. 


Gradually, trial by jury became more common as lawyers, rather sensibly, advised their clients to choose it.
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Trial by combat was carried on with quarterstaffs.  Each contestant was allowed a rectangular shield of leather and could wear a suit of armour, provided that they were bare to the knees and elbows, and wore only red sandals on their feet. The litigants appeared in person; women, the elderly, the infirm and children could have champions named to fight in their place. The combat was to begin before noon, and be finished before sunset.  Either contestant could end the fight and lose his case by calling out the word "craven", from the Old French for "broken".  This was an acknowledgement of defeat. The person who did so, however, whether contestant or champion, was punished by being declared an outlaw. Otherwise, fighting continued until one or the other contestant was dead or disabled.

The last man standing won his case!
Thomas Becket

Despite the many good things he did, Henry II is remembered most of all for an act of infamy which shocked the whole of Europe.  

In 1170, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, was brutally murdered in his own Cathedral.  It was Henry who, albeit unwittingly, caused Becket’s killers to carry out the terrible deed.
Henry had worked at tremendous speed, as was his way, in establishing order in England.  But we must always remember that he also had to deal with his lands in France and, as we saw earlier, during his reign he spent more time in France than in England.  Whilst away, he needed someone who could look after England effectively and maintain good government.


Thomas Becket was the man.  Becket was not a nobleman but the son of a London businessman.  Henry appointed him, through a series of rapid promotions, to the position of Lord Chancellor. In effect, this made Thomas Henry’s second in command: a very senior and important role indeed. 


He and Henry had “hit it off” from the beginning of their relationship.  They liked similar things, such as sport and hunting; they were both very intelligent and argued through the night about politics and Henry’s plans for his kingdom; and they joked and laughed together like, it is said, two small boys.  Above all, Henry trusted Thomas and, for a king, trustworthiness was well worth rewarding.  Thomas, who loved fine things, was handsomely rewarded indeed for his loyalty and dependability.


The result – to start with at least – was that England was ruled very ably indeed.  As a contemporary wrote: “It seemed as if the country enjoyed a second spring … The king by favour of him who is King of Kings succeeded in all he undertook.  The realm of England became richer and richer … the hills were cultivated, the valleys teemed with sheep, the fields were full of cattle.”


This paints a picture very different indeed from that which had prevailed only a few years before, when the whole country was steeped in desperate civil war.


Henry himself was not given to pomp and the trappings of kingship.  He was happier in ordinary riding clothes, ate plain food and, for a medieval king, lived an extremely frugal life.  In this respect, he and Thomas differed very greatly.


Thomas, indeed, became famous for his ostentatious display of riches.  On one celebrated occasion when he was visiting France on royal business, Thomas’ procession was so magnificent that it took hours to pass through a single village!  An eye-witness recounts the amazing scene: “He had with him two hundred men on horseback … He had also with him dogs and birds of all kinds such as kings and wealthy men keep.  There went in his train eight carriages each drawn by five horses in size and strength like chargers … He had twelve sumpter horses and eight coffers to carry his plate of gold and silver … Moreover each carriage had a large dog tied to it, either above or below, fierce and terrible … There was also a long-tailed ape on the back of each horse. On entering the French villages and castles first went the footmen, about two hundred and fifty in number … singing after the fashion of their country.  After an interval followed the dogs in couples, and harriers fastened by thongs with their keepers and attendants.  At a little distance followed the sumpter horses with their grooms riding on their knees planted on the haunches of the horses … After these came the squires, the knights, the young men, the falconers with birds on their wrists, butlers, masters, attendants, clerks.”

Last of all came Thomas himself, looking most impressive.


As his procession passed by, the French would stare in wonder.  “What a man the King of England must be,” they would exclaim, “if his Chancellor travels in such style.”

Such was Henry’s high regard for Becket’s abilities that when the Archbishop of Canterbury died in 1162 Henry insisted that Becket should take up the position.   
  
Becket was not keen to do so, indeed he warned the king that should he become Archbishop, “… your mind will very soon be estranged from me and you will hate me as much as you love me now, for you assume authority in church matters which I should not consent to, and there will be plenty of people to stir up strife between us.”


In other words Thomas told Henry than once he was Archbishop he would rule supreme in the Church – and in those days that meant a great part of the affairs of the country.


Whether Henry did not take Thomas seriously, or thought he could handle his old friend, we do not know.  What we do know is that Becket was quite right in what he said: increasingly he took the Church’s side against the king; increasingly his attitude annoyed the king; and increasingly their relationship became very bitter.


Surprisingly, given his past, Thomas appears to have quite changed his attitude to riches.  Once Archbishop, he put away his fine clothes and began to live a simple life of fasting and prayer.  He would even go out of his way to bless the poor and wash the feet of beggars.


The situation between the king and his Archbishop was getting steadily worse.  The whole thing came to a head in 1164 with the Constitutions of Clarendon.

The Constitutions of Clarendon

Henry had long been unhappy with the system, which went back to the days of the Conqueror, whereby a clergyman (or “cleric”) who committed a crime could only be tried by a Church court.  To the king, especially a king like Henry who loved order and justice, this was plainly wrong: it meant, for example, that a priest who committed murder would only be “defrocked” (i.e. removed from the priesthood).  Such a crime tried in a civil court would be punishable by death or at least some gruesome form of mutilation. Given that in those days around one man in thirty could claim to be a cleric of some kind, this was a significant issue.  A lot of people were – quite literally – getting away with murder.


Henry argued strongly in the Constitutions that a priest, having been tried by a Church court, should then if found guilty be tried again, this time by a civil court.  He argued that once a priest had been defrocked he could no longer be under the Church’s protection, so it was quite acceptable for him to be further punished by the state if appropriate.


Becket said that the Church should have the final say in dealing with its own priests and added that, in any case, no man should be placed in “double jeopardy” (i.e. tried twice for the same offence).  Although he initially said he would accept the Constitutions, he never actually signed them to confirm his acceptance.  Eventually, learning that the Pope was not in favour of them, he declared that he would not accept them after all.  Henry promptly exiled him.


Under the protection of Louis VII (who, you will remember, was the first husband of Eleanor of Aquitaine) Becket spent two years in comfortable exile in a Cistercian Abbey, during which time he plotted his next steps, gathered support and almost persuaded the Pope to agree to excommunicate the whole of England!


Fearing this terrible threat, Henry agreed to meet Thomas in the year 1170 and something of a reconciliation was brought about when they met, alone, and talked at great length in a forest near Paris.  


Thomas returned to England and was greeted with great joy by the monks at Canterbury.  The Church’s champion had returned! 


It must be said, however, that Thomas’ behaviour once re-established in his old job was not exactly Christian!  He immediately began to persecute those bishops who had supported Henry against him.  He used his position to excommunicate many of them.


In late December 1170 Henry was spending Christmas in Bures in Normandy.  It was here that he made the terrible and fateful mistake which was to echo throughout Europe and cast a shadow over the rest of his reign.


On hearing of Becket’s behaviour back in England, Henry flew into one of his famous Angevin rages.  What he said was not documented exactly, but the gist of it is well known.  It was either (something like): “Who will rid me of this troublesome priest?” or (something like): “What miserable drones and traitors have I nourished and brought up in my household, who let their Lord be treated with such shameful contempt by a low-born cleric?"


Undoubtedly, this was Henry in the middle of one of his tempers.  Had there been a mattress in the vicinity he would no doubt have started to chew its contents!  He almost certainly did not mean it to be taken as literally as it was.

Murder in the Cathedral

Four knights – Reginald Fitzurse, Hugh de Moreville, William de Tracy and Richard le Breton – were so stung by Henry’s remarks that they left immediately and crossed the Channel to England, arriving at Canterbury on 29th December.  As far as they were concerned, they were doing the king’s bidding.


There are a number of accounts of what happened next.  The most valuable is probably that of the aptly-named Edward Grim, who was himself wounded in the attack.  


Arriving at the Cathedral, they hammered on its great door.  The monks, fiercely protective of Becket, would have locked and bolted it several times over but their master simply said: “Let them come in.”  As the four knights rushed in, Becket calmly continued with what he was doing before turning to the visitors and enquiring what they wanted. 


Rudely and aggressively, the four began to remind Becket of all the causes of disagreement between him and the king.  The monks grew very wary, and urged the Archbishop to leave.  Thomas replied: “I did not come here to run away.”  Then, turning again to the knights, he said: “I care nothing for your threats”.


At that, the four men withdrew – and all present knew where they were going.  In the courtyard, they had their weapons and their armour ready.  Now they had gone to prepare for violence and bloodshed.  They would be back soon.


The terrified monks beseeched Becket to leave.  But he refused, telling them, “I am prepared to die”.  And then, as a new uproar began outside, he said gravely, “Let God’s will be done”.


A tremendous battering was heard on the big doors and Becket, throwing off the monks who by now were literally dragging him away from danger, shouted, “Away, you cowards!”  He commanded that the doors be once more opened, and in rushed the knights again.  This time, they were clad in the garments of war and there was no mistaking their intentions.


“Where is Thomas Becket?” they cried.  “Where is the traitor?”


“Here I am,” said Becket.  “No traitor, but a priest of God.”


“Come with us, you are our prisoner!” announced one knight, grasping Becket by the cloak.


Wrenching himself free, Thomas turned and defiantly faced the other three.  He then hurled insults at them all, using very un-Archbishop-like language.  They in turn yelled back and for a moment the sacred Cathedral was more like a fish quay than the house of God!  


Quite how knights of the time, steeped as they would be in the code of chivalry and respect for the Church and its priests (let alone the Archbishop of Canterbury), managed to do what they did next is hard to imagine.  For what happened now has gone down in the annals of English history as among the blackest of all black deeds.


One of the knights lost his temper and swiped at Becket with his sword.  In so doing he sliced off the very top of Thomas’ head.  Bleeding profusely, the Archbishop stood his ground.  Another blow brought him to his knees, muttering “for the sake of Jesus Christ and for the protection of the Church I am prepared to embrace death.”  The final blow was so staggering that the sword which delivered it broke on impact.  Becket’s head had now been split so badly that “blood white with the brain, and the brain no less red from the blood, dyed the floor of the cathedral”.  The Archbishop, not surprisingly, lay dead.


In a final act of barbarism, one of the knights stepped forward, placed his foot on the dead man’s neck, pushed the tip of his sword into the gaping wound and drew out Becket’s brains, spreading them over the stone floor of the Cathedral.  Having done so, he said – presumably with satisfaction – “Let us away, knights; this fellow will rise no more.”
When the truth of what had happened spread throughout the country, there was a great sense of outrage, shame and regret everywhere. As R J Unstead says, “…the holy ground of a church represented safety.  That an Archbishop should be slain in his own cathedral caused men to speak of the deed in whispered dread.” Henry himself is said to have been aghast, and we must surely believe that to be true.  Despite the ruthless streak displayed so often by his predecessors, and from which Henry himself was by no means immune, we cannot imagine that such a wise and intelligent king would have deliberately perpetrated such an act – not least because it was sure to make him so unpopular and cause such widespread horror.  


In fact it took Henry many years to live it down, and whilst the king continued in shamed disgrace, his old enemy, and friend, was acknowledged as a Saint and Martyr of the Holy Church within the unusually short time of three years.  People came from all over the world to offer prayers at his shrine and many were the miracles that were recorded there.  Even today he is known as Saint Thomas Becket, or Saint Thomas of Canterbury.


In July 1174 Henry, having thrown himself on the Pope’s mercy and obtained pardon, subjected himself to a humiliating act of penance.  This involved walking barefoot to the Cathedral, being publicly whipped by the monks and then kneeling all night before Becket’s tomb.  Whether this was genuine remorse on Henry’s part, or a public relations stunt, we shall never know.  What is certain is that no English king dared meddle with the Church for the next three centuries and more.


The great Henry, so successful in so many areas, had lost this battle with Becket.  He was no longer in a position to make demands of the Church, although he did get on rather better with Becket’s successor, Bishop Hugh of Lincoln. 
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Becket confronts his murderers in 1170           


  (from This Land of Kings)
The Devil’s Brood
Henry’s four sons had to be looked after.  As they grew up, they all wanted land, territory and influence.  This was to be a major problem for the king.


The four sons were Henry, Richard, Geoffrey and John.  Their father’s great dream was that he and his sons would rule together over their great “Angevin empire” (although it was never called that).  Certainly, Henry was determined that his sons would continue to rule over his lands when he was dead.


Henry, the oldest son, was to have England.  Indeed, he was crowned “King of England” as a fifteen year old in 1170.  He does not appear in the lists of English kings, because he died before his father, but he was in a very real sense a true king.  His coronation was part of Henry’s plan to ensure an orderly succession.  It was not uncommon in France for this kind of coronation to take place: the idea was that there would be no disputed succession when the current king died.  Throughout his life, young Henry was known as “Henry the Young King” to differentiate him from his father.  In effect, he was “king in waiting”.


The trouble with this arrangement was that for its success it had to reflect feudal customs, which meant that the Young King’s brothers would have to do homage to him for their own lands.  Richard, for one, was having none of that.  He and Henry had the same mother and father, he said, and the same royal blood in their veins.  Why should he be subservient?  


The situation was not helped by Henry’s regular changing of his succession plans.  This caused resentment and suspicion among the four sons, who were never quite sure what they were going to inherit.  Perhaps the root of the problem was that Henry did not feel able to entrust any of them with real power during his lifetime.  Like many successful people, his failing was perhaps that he could not, or did not, delegate effectively.


Towards the end of his reign, with his own prestige at a low point following the Becket disaster and with his ambitious sons getting older and more impatient, Henry began to struggle.  Even his own children began to turn against him.  His wife, Eleanor, whom he had kept in prison for years, intrigued with her sons and the King of France.  When Henry the Young King died of dysentery in 1183 (whilst fighting his father and his brother Prince Richard!) Henry’s plans started to fall apart.  Geoffrey soon followed in 1186 (trampled to death in a jousting tournament) so only Richard and John were left.  The fact that Richard is usually said to have been Eleanor’s favourite and John was certainly Henry’s favourite simply makes the situation more complicated.


For a while, it seemed that only John remained faithful to his father.  However, when the prematurely ageing Henry heard that even John had joined a rebellion against him, he is said to have turned his face to the wall and died with the words: “Now let all things have their way; I care no more for myself nor for the world”.


Such was the sad end of the great Henry Curtmantle who died at the age of only fifty-six, having nominated his oldest living son Richard as his successor.

And finally …

In November 2000, Judith Keppel became the first person in the UK to win the jackpot in the TV programme “Who wants to be a Millionaire?”   The million pound question was this: “Which king was married to Eleanor of Aquitaine?”

The choices were:  Henry I, Richard I, Henry V and Henry II. Would you have won a million?
Strange but true…

In 2002, a court rejected a 60-year-old man's attempt to invoke the ancient right to trial by combat, rather than pay a £25 fine for a minor motoring offence.


Leon Humphreys remained adamant that his right to fight a champion nominated by the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) was still valid under European human rights legislation. He said it would have been a "reasonable" way to settle the matter.


Magistrates sitting at Bury St Edmunds disagreed and instead of accepting his offer to take on a clerk from Swansea with "samurai swords, Ghurka knives or heavy hammers", fined him £200 with £100 costs…


… Humphreys, from Bury St Edmunds, said: "I was willing to fight a champion put up by the DVLA, but it would have been a fight to the death”
Even stranger but equally true … An Unusual Trial By Combat

In 1380, a trial by combat was said to have been fought in France between a man and a dog. The dog’s master, Montdidier, had been murdered by the Chevalier Maquer. Maquer buried the body and departed. The dog, masterless and hungry, journeyed to Paris and sought out the Chevalier Ardilliers, a friend of his master Montdidier, and led him back to his master’s grave. This loyal dog scratched the dirt covering the grave until Ardilliers dug up the corpse of Montdidier. Later the dog spied Maquer, his master’s killer, and attacked him viciously. The dog renewed his attacks at each encounter with Maquer, soon arousing suspicion since heretofore his nature had been gentle. Friends recalled that Maquer had shown hostility to Montdidier, and reported this situation to the king. The king ordered trial by combat between Maquer and the dog to uncover Maquer’s guilt or innocence.  At combat, Maquer was unable to contain the frenzied attack of the dog, who focused on Maquer’s throat. Maquer, undone by the dog’s fervour and tenacity, confessed to his crime and was duly hanged.
Plantagenet Dynasty





Henry II (1154-1189)


Richard I (1189-1199)


John (1199-1216)


Henry III (1216-1272)


Edward I (1272-1307)


Edward II (1307-1327)


Edward III (1327-1377)


Richard II (1377-1399) – abdicated





Plantagenet of Lancaster





Henry IV (1399-1413)


Henry V (1413-1422)


Henry VI (1422-1461)





Plantagenet of York





Edward IV (1461-1483)


Edward V (1483)


Richard III (1483-1485)











The Plantagenet Dynasty came to an end at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, where 


Richard III was defeated by Henry Tudor (Henry VII).  Another great dynasty had begun.
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