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HENRY III AND THE RISE OF PARLIAMENT

Today, we take the idea of our Parliament for granted.  In the thirteenth century, the idea of representative government was still very much in its infancy. The reign of Henry III is an important and often neglected period in English history, and extremely significant in the development of our Houses of Parliament and our system of government.  One of its leading figures, Simon de Montfort, is described by many as the “father of modern democracy” – there is even a portrait of him in the American House of Representatives.  All of this happened despite Henry III, who was not a strong king; indeed, the fact that he was rather weak was an important factor in leading to the first steps towards democracy – his barons, led by de Montfort, believed that they could do a better job of running the country!

Although not a great king by any means, Henry left us a lasting contribution – something which cannot always be said of even the strongest of our kings or queens.  His abiding legacy was one of our greatest buildings, Westminster Abbey, which he rebuilt and which absorbed enormous amounts of his time and energy.  If you ever stand within the huge, awe-inspiring space of that magnificent building, you might feel that it was time and energy very well spent! 
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HENRY III

1216-1272

The significance of Henry III’s reign has very little to do with the king himself.  Henry, although a cultured and intelligent man, was in most respects a weak and ineffective ruler.  His fifty-six years on the throne of England, however, saw some hugely significant and lasting changes to English society, among the most remarkable of any reign.  As Rowland W. Purton puts it, “...he was rather a weak king, who did some incredibly foolish things.  On the other hand, he was a very cultured man who did some good things, which partly offset the foolish ones.”


Henry was only eight years and eleven months old when he became king.  At such a very young age, it was clearly impossible for him to be taken seriously as the country’s ruler.  This could not have been helped when, at his coronation in Gloucester Cathedral, he was crowned not with the crown of England – which his late father had famously lost in the Wash – but with a circlet, or hat, belonging to his mother!  


Henry was one of very few English kings of the time who did not have to struggle and contend for the throne.  At nine years old, he could hardly do that in any case.  He was also very unusual in that he died over half a century later of old age – a privilege not reserved for many kings in the medieval period. 


When John died, Prince Louis was, as we know, still occupying London and much of the south east of the country.  Louis had many supporters who felt that Henry would simply be “a chip off the old block” and that he would therefore be no better than his father.  Those barons, however, who felt that a young king would be easy to control, and that they would therefore avoid the strife of John’s reign, decided to support Henry and they offered him their allegiance.  They believed that with John dead there was no longer anyone to argue with, and that it was time for peace.  As R. J. Unstead says, “The barons never minded having a boy on the throne because they could increase their own power to their hearts’ content; it was only the ordinary people who cried ‘Woe is the land whose King is a child!’”


Thus it was that his supporters quickly arranged for young Henry to be “crowned” – only ten days after the death of his father - and for William Marshall, Earl of Pembroke, to be appointed as regent until Henry was old enough to rule himself.  Marshall was a well-respected figure and it was not difficult for him to muster solid support for the king.


Once again, poor Louis was frustrated in his hopes of gaining the English throne.  More barons began to agree with the view that there need be no more fighting and therefore sided with Henry.  Two battles ended Louis’ challenge, one on land, the other at sea.  At Lincoln his army was defeated.  Off the coast of Dover so was his fleet in the Battle of Sandwich. No doubt sick at heart and desperately disenchanted, Louis returned to France for good.

Henry’s Character

We have already said that Henry was not well suited to be a king.  We might ask: was this “nature” or “nurture”?  In other words, was his ineffectiveness due to the kind of person he was, or was it due to the way he was brought up?


As with most people, the truth about Henry is probably somewhere between the two.


As a young man, Henry was taught by tutors who were staunchly Norman in their attitudes.  For them, a kingdom should be ruled by a king who had the final say.  That was how it had always been.  That, as far as they were concerned, was how it always would be in the future.  The England of the early 13th century, emerging from the chaos of the latter years of John’s reign and the relatively new concepts found in Magna Carta, was steadily moving towards a much more democratic view of how things should be done.  Barons increasingly expected to be consulted on great matters, to discuss them and have their views heard rather than merely to submit unquestioningly to the will of the man who happened to be king.  This was very alien to those shaping the mind of the young king and perhaps we can say that they were training Henry for a world that was passing away quite quickly.  To that extent, we can hardly blame Henry for many of his difficulties.  We are all very much influenced by what we are taught when young and it seems clear that many of Henry’s difficulties were a result of this somewhat misguided upbringing.


The barons were, as we have seen, growing in confidence.  Despite the presence of the more formidable William Marshall (who died anyway in 1219) they saw Henry as essentially a “soft touch”.  When he came of age, his high-handed attitude began to infuriate them.  He angered many of them further by filling his court with Normans – not surprising given his indoctrination at the hands of his Norman tutors who still, one hundred and fifty years after Hastings, saw themselves as the superior race.  

The adult Henry was a very religious man.  His great hero was Edward the Confessor and he grew to be like him in many ways.  The somewhat excessive devotion to the church which went with this hero-worship rapidly became another source of great resentment among the English.  No-one minded giving reasonable amounts of money to the Pope in Rome, but the amounts Henry was giving away (possibly in an attempt to win his own salvation) were seen as ridiculous and completely unacceptable.
Henry has been described as a young man “with a hole in his pocket”.  He was a spendthrift who appears to have had no real sense of the value of money.  Perhaps as a young man who had never known anything other than a royal position and who had become king at such a very young age, he had never really been taught how to appreciate or to handle wealth.  Whether it was the result of ignorance, weakness or his own deliberate fault, this profligacy was yet another source of intense anger amongst the barons.  
In all of this we can see elements of Henry’s personality mingling with his upbringing.  Whichever was the more significant, the outcome is not in doubt: a weak king struggling with an outmoded approach to kingship, faced with a nobility with much greater expectations than ever before, and a growing belief that they were no longer the king’s doormats.  Henry was not strong enough to confront them.   Furthermore, like his father he was unable to win the military victories which might have won the barons over. In John’s case, as we have seen, this was more the result of ill-luck than of any lack of military ability.  In the case of Henry, it was quite simply that he was not cut out to be a soldier. 

Henry was, without doubt, a weak king and in most respects a weak person.  There is one aspect of his character and personality, however, for which we must be ever grateful.  Henry was a man of culture and taste, and for him that showed itself in his love of building and architecture.  The wonderful Westminster Abbey in more or less its present state was built under Henry’s watchful eye.

Westminster Abbey has been the church in which Kings and Queens of England have been crowned since 1066.   It is the resting place of seventeen monarchs.  The present structure, begun by Henry in 1245, is one of the most important buildings in the country. 


The previous building had, as we might remember, been constructed by Henry’s hero, the Confessor, and consecrated in 1065 a few days before the old king’s death.  Now, partly as a monument to Edward, Henry re-built the abbey on a much grander scale, with – predictably - no expense spared.  It stands today as a great masterpiece of architecture and one of the great buildings of Europe.

The Early Years

William Marshall clearly ran the show during the very early years of Henry’s reign and all was well.  He presided over the defeat of Louis and a relative peace was achieved.  Once again, as during the civil war of Stephen’s reign, many barons had built their own castles (always a good thing to do if you wanted to be sure of your own safety and security in turbulent times).  Marshall ensured that these castles were pulled down, often after determined sieges.  When he died in 1219, the Pope ordered a second coronation and Henry, now in his early teens, was crowned again – properly this time – at Westminster on 17th May 1220.  On this occasion, Stephen Langton, who had been absent at the first coronation at Gloucester, performed the ceremony as Archbishop of Canterbury.  Many more barons attended than had been present the first time round.  After a period of great uncertainty it probably seemed to the English people that here was real hope of a prosperous and peaceful future.  That this was the case had much to do with the wise actions of men like William Marshall.

We may ask, incidentally, why the Pope felt he could dictate when the king of England should be crowned.  The answer of course is that, under the terms of the agreement John had made with him, the Pope (although by now Innocent III had died and been replaced by Honorius III) was still the English king’s feudal overlord.

When Marshall reaffirmed Magna Carta, as a signal to the barons that the new king would respect its terms, he was careful to omit the clause referring to taxation!  In 1223 Stephen Langton, with the Pope’s authority, demanded that Magna Carta be confirmed in its entirety, with nothing left out.  By this time, the Pope had declared that Henry had reached the age at which he could rule in his own right.  This was the beginning of a long period in which Magna Carta was reluctantly signed and re-signed by Henry, and when the barons were becoming increasingly unhappy about the king’s style of government, his French friends and his devotion to the Pope.  It culminated in the hugely significant events of 1265, which we will consider later.


In short, we can say that the years before Henry came of age (known as his “minority”) were relatively peaceful, but that once he had begun to rule in his own right things began to go wrong.
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Henry III, splendidly imagined by Kelvin Toor 

(Year 8, Grindon Hall Christian School)
Family Affairs
Various members of Henry’s family were at the root of many of his problems.  This was usually Henry’s, rather than their, fault.


In 1234 Henry married Eleanor, the daughter of the Count of Provence.  She was accompanied to England by a certain William, a churchman from Provence, who in turn brought with him a number of his French friends.  This, of course, was disastrous.  Henry, either because he wanted to or because his new wife insisted upon it, lavished gifts, jobs and even bishoprics upon these foreign visitors.  Not a popular move with his barons!


A few years later in 1238, Henry’s sister, also called Eleanor, married the Earl of Leicester.  This earl became one of the most famous figures in English history: his name was Simon de Montfort.  Initially a supporter of Henry’s, and indeed one of his “French friends”, Simon later vehemently opposed the king and defeated him in battle.


Finally, Henry’s second son Edmund was at the heart of what was perhaps the king’s greatest and most spectacular act of folly.  In 1258, Henry agreed to accept the Pope’s offer to make Edmund King of Sicily, an island off the coast of Italy.  The condition was that Henry would finance the expedition from his own resources (or, rather, the country’s resources).  The cost was, as one can imagine, enormous and required one-third of the wealth of England!  Henry was prepared to agree to this, much to the aghast dismay of the barons.  

The Mad Parliament and the Provisions of Oxford (1258)

The English people had seen and heard enough.  For many years, they had been unhappy with Henry but had reluctantly lived with what was going on.  The Sicily fiasco brought things to a head and they made it clear that they would tolerate no more.

Out of this discontent and misgovernment, the great and lasting institution of Parliament was born. 


The group of powerful noblemen who acted with special decisiveness were led by Simon de Montfort.  As we know, he had originally been one of Henry’s French friends but, following his marriage to Eleanor, had become the most powerful earl in England.  Henry had sent him to France to deal with the only part of the country that John had not lost (Gascony in the south).  A fierce and passionate man, Simon took harsh action against the Gascons and Henry became so alarmed that he began to take their side.  De Montfort became disillusioned – for some years he had been growing increasingly unhappy with his brother-in-law’s rule and now used his influential position to move against him.  Such was his powerful and magnetic personality that other barons quickly gathered round him.


At Oxford in 1258 Simon called a meeting of all the great nobles of England.  This meeting, which has been referred to ever since as the “Mad Parliament”, produced a set of orders which have famously become known as the “Provisions of Oxford”.  By these orders, a very remarkable thing happened: the king of England had his powers removed from him.  We can only imagine the indignation, and even horror, with which Henry’s supporters greeted this news.  For them, the king was the king and was above this kind of interference.  Henry, however, had little choice and reluctantly agreed to the Provisions.


De Montfort and his colleagues appointed a Council of Fifteen from among their number, headed by de Montfort himself.  Their role was to take over Henry’s royal powers.  This meant that they were really in charge of the country.  Henry was still the king, but the barons held the power.  To make sure that they retained full power, the “Fifteen” (as they were called) took charge of the Royal Seal, meaning that no laws could be passed without their permission.  


The Fifteen quickly forced the king to remove his foreign friends from their official jobs, replace them with Englishmen and promise to relinquish his hare-brained foreign schemes.


Around this time, there were two broad groups within England.  One group was known as the “Bachelors” and their view was that ordinary knights and citizens should have some involvement in government.  The other group were the “Royalists”, who believed that most powers should be given back to the king.  


These two groups represented the essential nature of the struggle going on at this time.  What was the proper balance of power between the monarch and his subjects?  The notion of a “parliament” – from the French verb “parler” meaning “to speak” – is very familiar to us today.  For centuries, Englishmen had been accustomed to discussion and debate at a local level.   That was now gradually extending to the national level.  Henry III seems to have failed to recognise this inevitable trend.  His son, Edward I, learnt from his father’s mistakes when he became king and skilfully enabled the gradual movement towards today’s democratically elected parliament to gather pace.

The Battle of Lewes (1264)

The dominance of the Fifteen lasted from 1259 to 1263.  During that time, not surprisingly, the barons argued amongst themselves and de Montfort found it more and more difficult to keep them on track.  Their rule degenerated into little more than a power struggle, with Richard of Gloucester in particular vying with de Montfort for the leadership of the group.


Whilst this struggle was dividing the barons, Henry succeeded in persuading the Pope to annul (which means “cancel”) the Provisions of Oxford.  This led to what is known as the Barons’ War and its first decisive action was the battle of Lewes which took place in Sussex on 14th May 1264.  De Montfort was a highly competent general and not only did he win the battle but he also captured Henry and Prince Edward.

De Montfort’s Parliament (1265)

Although the two royal prisoners were treated with personal respect, there was no doubt that de Montfort was at this point in full control.  Technically, the king was now required to rule with the advice of a Council of nine barons but the reality was that Simon de Montfort himself was the “uncrowned King of England”.  This unofficial position he held for just over a year, and during that time he caused to take place what is now called – rather incorrectly as it happens – the first Parliament.  In fact, the assembly which was called together in January 1265 was not the first parliament at all – the English, as we have said, were quite used to the idea of gathering together to discuss local matters before reaching a decision and there had even been a number of similar gatherings at a national level.  


What was new and different about the 1265 Parliament, however, was that a wider group of people were called to participate than ever before.  Until that date, only those from the higher ranks of society had been involved.  Now, knights and ordinary citizens were elected and invited to take part.  For this reason, the year 1265 has become one of the most important dates in our history – from now on, Parliament includes commoners as well as lords.  This, of course, is the origin of the two parliamentary Houses (Commons and Lords) which are so familiar to us today.

The Escape of Prince Edward

During this time, the young Prince Edward was developing into a formidable character.  He was twenty-five years old when he was captured at Lewes, and although he had been suspected at one time of plotting with de Montfort against his own father, he was certainly at the time of the battle a key player on the Royalist side.    


 It is said that Edward staged a characteristically clever and dramatic escape from his captivity.  Various versions of the story survive.  The most likely seems to be that the Prince, thoroughly fed up with being held against his will, albeit under relatively pleasant conditions, arranged one day for a horse race between himself and his guards.  Once he had established by way of the race which was the fastest horse, he promptly jumped upon its back and raced away, quite confident that the guards would not be able to catch him.  Nor did they, and he was quickly able to muster an army and prepare once more to contend with his uncle.

The Battle of Evesham (1265)

Under Edward’s charismatic leadership, the Royalist army was significantly reinforced.  As is the case in all civil wars, many people were happy to “wait and see” before committing themselves to one side or the other.  This is because the enemy in a civil war is not always very obvious, as it is in a war against another country.  Many barons and nobles now sided with Edward: they saw him as someone they could support and who would prevail against de Montfort, whose popularity was beginning to decline.  


Thus it was that, following a clever manoeuvre by Edward, de Montfort’s army found itself trapped in a loop of the River Avon near Evesham on a blazing hot day in August, 1265.  Edward, who was later to become the scourge of the Welsh and the hammer of the Scots, had skilfully outwitted and outnumbered his uncle. The 57 year-old earl looked around him and quickly worked out that he did not have a chance.  Perhaps with a hint of admiration, he declared, “By the arm of St James they come on cunningly; God have mercy on our souls, for our bodies are theirs!”  His last recorded words as he led a final, hopeless but heroic charge uphill from the church at Evesham towards the Royalist hordes were, “Now it is time to die!”


For Simon both these declarations were only too true.  He was indeed killed, and – sad to say – his body was chopped to pieces in a disgraceful and obscene way by Edward’s men.  Whether the Prince was aware of how shamefully his opponent (who was also his uncle) was treated is not clear, but we do know that Simon’s head was stuck on a pike and displayed at the Tower of London until it rotted.  That was what happened to people who challenged the authority of the king!


As for the king himself, he very nearly went the same way as de Montfort during the course of the battle.  At the height of the struggle, a tremulous voice was heard crying out: “I am Henry of Windsor, your King, for God’s love strike me not, I am too old to fight.”  Henry was spared.  The truth was he had probably always been too old to fight.

Prince Edward Rules

With de Montfort defeated, Henry was fully restored to the throne and the country restored to some kind of order.  In 1267, by an agreement which became known as the Dictum of Kenilworth, Henry (or, more accurately, Edward who was now encouraged by his father to take charge of matters) pardoned the rebels and more or less unified the country.  Indeed Edward was so successful in establishing peace in the realm that he was able to depart for the Holy Land on Crusade.  He was there in 1272 when the news of his father’s death reached him.

Westminster Abbey

Henry was a great builder and his lasting monument is the wonderful Westminster Abbey, still the focal point of much of our national life and, as Ida Foulis puts it, “...so well and nobly planned that to-day, nearly 700 years later, it still stands in all its changeless perfection and grandeur.”  Like his hero Edward the Confessor, Henry did not give his attention to his job as king as determinedly as he ought, but his legacy to England was more memorable and lasting than that of many more capable rulers. 

The Importance of Henry’s Reign

The famous historian G. M. Trevelyan has this to say about the results of Henry’s reign which emerged during the reign of his son Edward: “Edward I, when he came to the throne on his father’s death in 1272, had already learnt that the King of England must reign under and through the Law, and that the Crown opposed to the nation was less strong than the Crown in Parliament.”

Henry was a weak king but his reign saw significant advances in the English way of life.  Although few appreciated the changes at the time, and to most they would have seemed simply another small step forward, the idea of representative government was a very real advance and its impact has been felt across the world ever since.  
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Simon de Montfort defiantly takes on the Royalist forces at 

Evesham on 4th August 1265.  Moments later he was dead and 

hacked to pieces horribly. The victorious Edward, despite disliking

his uncle, was sensible enough to learn from his ideas and he 

continued to encourage the development of Parliament.

Edward, however, was not above sticking Simon’s severed 

head on a pole and displaying it for all to see!
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