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STEPHEN
1135-1154
In many ways, Stephen might be said to have been the right man in the wrong place at the wrong time.


He was undoubtedly a complete and unmitigated disaster as King of England between 1135 and 1154.  His reign was one of almost uninterrupted misery for the majority of English people.  It was, as one contemporary writer famously put it, “as if Christ and his angels slept”.  In other words, England in those years felt like a God-forsaken country.  That does not say a lot for the king who ruled it!


Stephen was, however, in many ways an admirable character.  Although he was probably, deep down, as greedy and self-serving as most people who rose to the top in the medieval world, there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that at times he displayed strong qualities of generosity and decency.  


The fact is, though, that in an era when violence and ruthlessness were usually the things that paid off, Stephen’s brand of chivalry was sadly out of place.  It just didn’t work.


Of course there is another angle on Stephen’s chivalrous reputation.  Perhaps it was in fact little more than weak-willed indecisiveness and a desire to keep everyone happy: the absolute opposite, in other words, of a great and successful, though much hated, king such as William the Conqueror.


As we consider Stephen’s reign and the various problems he faced, we will perhaps be able to form our own conclusions.

Stephen’s Succession

Despite what we have suggested above, the picture we have of Stephen when Henry died in 1135 is not in fact that of a weak-willed, indecisive man.  Rather, we see a man who spots his chance and grabs it with both hands.


As was the case with Henry himself, when Stephen saw that the king was dead he made quickly for Winchester, where the Treasury was kept.  He had the advantage over Matilda, because she and Geoffrey (in fact it seems to have been particularly Geoffrey) had fallen out with her father and she was not with him at the time of his death but had returned with her husband to Anjou.  This was despite the fact that the king had made the trip to Normandy to see her children, his grandchildren. Stephen was nearer at hand, in Boulogne (only a day’s journey from England), so he could act without any great delay.  Communication was fairly slow in those days, so Matilda would not have heard about Henry’s death until Stephen was well on the way to England.  


Stephen, who was Count of Blois, saw his chance to take the throne because he knew he could rely on widespread support from the barons and, indeed, the English people as a whole.  


There were other candidates for the throne.  Matilda’s son, Henry, often known then as Henry “FitzEmpress” (“son of the Empress”), might have been a candidate attractive to the barons but he was only two years old and the barons knew that if he were crowned, his mother would be queen in all but name, for she would rule for him as regent for many years.  That was unacceptable.  As for the young Henry, his time would come.


Stephen, as we have said, had widespread support.  One of his supporters, who had been with the king when he died, was prepared to swear that on his deathbed Henry had changed his mind about Matilda and chosen Stephen instead.  This was very hard to argue with, although – despite the fact that Henry had effectively been Stephen’s step-father since the death of his father in 1102 - it is equally hard to believe!


Stephen, then, was crowned in December 1135.  For the first few years of his reign things were fairly peaceful.  The new king, however, was storing up problems for the future.


These problems were well summed up in the Anglo Saxon Chronicles: “In the days of this King there was nothing but strife, evil, and robbery, for quickly the great men who were traitors rose against him. When the traitors saw that Stephen was a good-humoured, kindly, and easy-going man who inflicted no punishment, then they committed all manner of horrible crimes . . . And so it lasted for nineteen years while Stephen was King, till the land was all undone and darkened with such deeds, and men said openly that Christ and his angels slept".
Stephen and the Barons

“Good-humoured, kindly and easy-going”.  These were hardly the virtues to guarantee success in medieval politics.  Stephen was, it appears, unable to gain loyalty from his supporters and unable to control his enemies.  When the more power-hungry among his barons realized that he would allow them to get away with more or less what they wanted, they took full advantage.  As we have seen, the key to the success of William I and Henry I was that they kept a firm grip on their barons and dealt with them uncompromisingly.  This ensured loyalty from their supporters, who knew that if they supported the king he would support them; and it ensured fear and respect from their enemies who knew they had no real choice but to toe the line and behave themselves.


Worst of all, Stephen allowed the barons to build their own castles.  Even in the time of William, when hundreds of castles had been built, they had only been allowed to be constructed with the specific permission of the king.  He would have no-one in charge of a castle whom he could not trust.  Now, under Stephen, castles were popping up all over the place, and the king had no control over who built them, where they were built or for what purpose.


Why was this a problem?  


It was a problem because when a baron built his own castle, he was in effect creating his own little kingdom in which he could do as he pleased, make his own rules, hire his own army and, if he chose to, ignore the king completely.  England, having been so successfully united under the rule of the Conqueror and at least one of his sons, was now in danger of becoming once again divided and fragmented.  The Anglo Saxon Chronicle tells us that these barons “cruelly oppressed the wretched men of the land with castle-works; and when the castles were made, they filled them with devils and evil men.  Then took they those whom they supposed to have any goods, both by night and by day, labouring men and women, and threw them into prison for their gold and silver.  Some they hanged up by their feet, and smoked them with foul smoke; and some by the thumbs.  They put them into dungeons, wherein were adders, and snakes and toads: and so destroyed them.”


Stephen was not strong enough to prevent these “robber barons” from building power bases from which they could plunder and terrorise the surrounding area.  
Matilda fights back

In the meantime, Matilda, being the feisty lady she was, would not sit back and see her crown taken from her.  Ironically, she was in many ways much more the model of the ideal king than was Stephen, despite the fact (as the barons would see it) that she was a woman.  She had accompanied her first husband, the Holy Roman Emperor, all over Europe, fighting with him at times. She was not likely to give in this time without a struggle, especially when the stakes were so high.


She began to put together an army.  Her half brother Robert, Earl of Gloucester, was a particularly strong ally.  He was one of Henry I’s illegitimate children.  Another supporter was Matilda’s uncle, King David of Scotland, who invaded England from the north, creating havoc and destruction in the northern counties.  


Whilst Stephen was forced to spend all his energies opposing his cousin Matilda, the barons were free to become stronger and stronger.  In some cases barons, from their strong castle bases, made their own laws and even minted their own coinage!


One of the characteristics of the long civil war was that each side took turns in gaining the ascendancy.  As fortunes fluctuated, it was not at all uncommon to find barons changing sides, at one moment supporting Stephen, the next switching to Matilda.  It is perhaps little wonder that this terrible conflict dragged on for such a painfully long time.

The “Lady of the English”

When Matilda landed in England to claim the throne (as she hoped) Stephen could quite easily have confronted her in battle and taken her prisoner, as it appears that she had a very small army with her.  Stephen’s perhaps misguided chivalry, however, came once more to the surface and he said that he refused to fight a woman.  Almost unbelievably, he gave his rival “safe conduct” to join her supporters in the West country, from where she began to establish support.


This kind of thing was repeated at different times throughout the civil war: one of the contestants would gain an advantage and then somehow contrive to throw it away.


In February 1141, the forces of Matilda defeated Stephen’s army at the battle of Lincoln.  At this battle, it is said that the king fought heroically.  Weak-willed he might be called, but we must also call him a man of valour.  At Lincoln he fought “like a lion”, wielding his axe until it broke, then a sword to shattering effect until it in turn broke.  Then he picked up a mace and proceeded to fight “with the fury of a wild boar”.  At length, he was struck on the head, knocked unconscious and only then taken prisoner.


Matilda, naturally enough, was exultant.  Victory was surely hers.  Stephen was carted off to prison in Bristol and Matilda went off to London where she planned to be crowned.


But, like Stephen earlier, she too managed to throw away this great advantage.


Things did not go quite as she planned in London. This was largely due to her arrogance and haughty pride.  The lady who wished still to be called “Empress” found it hard not to “lord it over” other people.  The citizens of London, who might have been looking forward to receiving her as queen, were not so sure when they actually encountered her.


It is interesting that Matilda, having persuaded the churchmen to declare that Stephen had been “deposed” as king, took to herself the title of, not “Queen”, but “Lady of the English”.  This seems to have been a recalling of an old Anglo Saxon custom: for example the “queen” of Mercia would have been called the “Lady of Mercia”.  Maybe Matilda, who spoke French, German and Latin but little English, wished to emphasise that she intended to be a true English ruler.  More likely, being the proud person she was, she objected to the title “queen” as it still had in those days a suggestion of the word “wife”.  Matilda would definitely want to be seen as a female ruler in her own right.


In fact, she was never crowned, and does not appear on many lists of English monarchs.  Stephen is almost always shown as having ruled without a break from 1135 to 1154.  


Perhaps Matilda would eventually have been crowned – on her own terms.  As it was, her continued arrogance and pride made her a hated figure and the people of London literally chased her away soon after her arrival.


By this time, Stephen had been released from his Bristol prison, in exchange for Matilda’s most loyal supporter, Robert of Gloucester, who had been captured and held at Winchester.


All in all, Matilda had completely lost the advantage.  Had she displayed a little more sense, it is probable that she would have become the first female ruler of the English – queen or not!

Escape from Oxford

In December 1142, the tables had turned once again and Stephen was besieging Matilda in the city of Oxford.  (To besiege a city, or a castle, means to surround it with soldiers and let nothing in and nothing out.  The aim of a siege is, in the end, to starve the inhabitants so that they surrender.)


On this occasion, which has become very famous, Matilda used all her great ingenuity and courage to mount a dramatic escape.


As we have said, it was December.  Thick snow lay all around, and this gave Matilda her idea.  One dark night, she got together a few loyal troops and she and they, dressed all in white, climbed down from the walls of Oxford and escaped across a frozen lake.  Their white clothing meant they could not be seen against the snow and ice and they got clean away to the town of Wallingford.


If Matilda’s campaign to secure the throne of England ultimately failed, it was not because she lacked courage.  A little earlier, when similarly trapped in Devizes in Wiltshire she had escaped by disguising herself as a corpse being taken away for burial!
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Matilda and her band of supporters carefully cross the frozen lake in their dramatic escape from Oxford in December, 1142.  It is unlikely, given the need for careful camouflage, that the nearest knight really brandished his colourful shield quite so boldly as this picture suggests!  Matilda’s haughty manner

is effectively portrayed here.

Strange but true …

Matilda, the “Empress”, had an unusual distinction.  This is summed up in the inscription on her tomb in the Cathedral of Rouen, Normandy.  Think about it: 

“Great by birth, greater by marriage, greatest in her offspring: here lies Matilda, the daughter, wife and mother of Henry”

The life of this formidable lady was full of Henrys!  She was the daughter of Henry I of England, the wife of Henry V, Holy Roman Emperor and the mother of Henry II.
Treaty of Wallingford

England could very easily have had a king called Eustace!  This is because Stephen’s son, Count Eustace, was strictly speaking next in line to the throne after his father.  Obviously, Matilda would not have agreed so it is likely that civil war would have ground on, with different protagonists.  Instead of its being between Stephen and Matilda, it might have been between Eustace and Matilda’s son Henry.  


Matilda had returned to France in 1148, eventually wearied of a war which seemed to be going nowhere very slowly.  She gave up her own ambitions to the English throne, and transferred them to her son Henry.  In 1148, Henry was fifteen years old.  He would soon be old enough to reign; indeed, given the remarkable character he would become, he was probably ready then.


Certainly in 1153, as the civil war approached its final phases, he was an experienced military leader of twenty.  He arrived in England as the new husband of the great Eleanor of Aquitaine and owner, through that marriage, of huge tracts of France.


Wallingford, in Oxfordshire, played a significant part in the civil war.  It was to Wallingford that Matilda fled on her escape from Oxford in 1142, and it was at Wallingford that her supporters had now built a formidable castle.  Stephen had constructed a counter-castle from which to attack Wallingford Castle.  Henry’s army arrived on the scene and a battle was expected.


As it turned out, a very sensible man, the Earl of Arundel, argued persuasively against further fighting. This reflected the view of many of the nobles – that no-one could really be bothered to fight anymore.


As the two armies waited on opposite sides of the Thames near the town of Wallingford, Stephen and Henry met and talked at a point where the river is at its narrowest.  


The upshot of their meeting is known as the Treaty of Wallingford.  As this Treaty was first agreed at Wallingford, this makes sense.  As it was then written up at Winchester, it is sometimes known as the Treaty of Winchester.  And as it was signed at Westminster, it is occasionally referred to as the Treaty of Westminster.


Whatever we call it, it signalled the end of the civil war.  The terms of the Treaty were straightforward.  Stephen would remain king until he died, then Henry would succeed him.  In the meantime, they would work together in ruling the country, and – a top priority – they would begin to pull down the unlicensed castles built by the barons during Stephen’s reign.


Stephen for one was clearly very happy with this arrangement.  He was nearly sixty and had had enough.


One person at least, however, was not happy.  Eustace saw his chances of ever becoming king vanishing before his eyes.  In a fit of rage, he is said to have ridden off with a motley crew of supporters, many of them mercenary soldiers, and looted and terrorised the surrounding areas.  Eventually ending up at a monastery, he demanded food and then, reportedly, choked on it and died soon afterwards.


This version of Eustace’s death is probably rather fanciful, but what is certain is that with his sudden death in August 1153 the last barrier to a peaceful settlement was removed.


The Treaty was solidified and signed at Winchester and Westminster in the ways described, and peace was restored.


A little under a year later, Stephen died at Dover and the way was clear for young Henry to take over the throne.  This of course was what his grandfather Henry Beauclerc had so keenly wanted.  It happened in the end, but not in the way the old king had hoped for – and only after a dreadful civil war.


The England which Henry II inherited was in a deplorable state.  Nobles still exploited people: anyone with any money or wealth was immediately vulnerable to attack or imprisonment and possibly horrific torture; and even the crops often remained uncultivated as farm workers were afraid to venture out into the fields.


Stephen’s likeable nature, his easy-going style of kingship and his mistaken sense of gallantry were, to put it simply, no good.  People realized that they needed a strong ruler who would keep order.


Henry II was, in many ways, the answer to their prayers.  He assumed the throne without any opposition, indeed amidst great jubilation and acclaim from a relieved nation.

Rise of Religion
One of the unexpected features of this period was the extent to which many people in their troubles turned to God.  


It is often said that in the deepest despair there is no such thing as an atheist.  Men and women seem to have built in to them a sense of something beyond themselves.  Sadly, when things are going well and life is happy and prosperous, few people feel it necessary to acknowledge God.  But when things are going badly, they are very likely to do so.  And so it was in the civil war of Stephen’s reign.  


A great religious awakening began, and where the king failed, the church succeeded.  Bands of wandering monks travelled all over the country tending the poor, the sick and the homeless.  Large numbers of monasteries and convents were established.  


As one modern historian, Ida Foulis, puts it: “Like a ministering angel Christianity came to the help of those in distress, and out of all the sordidness and misery and unhappiness shone a new light of religious faith.”
