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 Hello there, welcome again to 13th century England, I’m Darren 

Baker and in the last, inaugural episode of this podcast I mentioned 

there were two special circumstances in the early part of the 13th 

century that contributed to Parliament’s brief appearance as an arm 

of government.  

 One of these circumstances I want to talk about for this 2nd episode is 

Magna Carta, but before I get into it I would like to make a correction 

to the last podcast where I said that in 1225 the barons and clergy 

agreed to give Henry III a tax in return for his confirmation of Magna 

Carta.  

 In fact, he didn’t confirm it, he went much further and reissued it, 

which is an important difference, and we’ll get into the reasons why 

he did it as we explore here the role Magna Carta played in the 

changing political landscape of the 13th century.  

 But we should do some background first, namely talk about what 

Magna Carta is, how it came about, and what does the name even 

mean.  

 Now in the popular imagination there’s a bad king named John who 

oppresses and harasses his subjects so much that his barons band 

together to protect the little guy by forcing the king to issue a charter 

of liberties.  

 Ain’t they nice?  

 In truth, the road to Magna Carta began long before John became 

king, and to give you an idea of just how long, he died 150 years 

almost to the day after that road began.  

 So if you take his death on the night of 18 to 19 October 1216 and 

subtract 150, that lands us in the year 1066, and we all know what 

happened then. 

 Yes, on 14 October William the Conqueror and his Normans rolled 

over Harold and his Saxons and set up a feudal kingdom in England.  



 In simple terms this meant that the king just became the largest land 

owner outside the church, which incidentally at that time owned 

about one quarter of England. 

 William kept 17% of the land for himself and the royal family, the rest 

he farmed out to his leading men and supporters. 

 This newly ennobled English elite didn’t have to pay rent, but they 

owed the king the service of a number of knights to be used for war or 

to guard royal castles or whatever he needed them for and that 

number was generally based on the extent of their holdings.  

 Now because the security of the realm was at stake here, the king, like 

any good landlord, kept tight control over the future disposition of 

these newly created earldoms and baronies, so when the owner died, 

he naturally made it his business who moved in after him. 

 For example, you’ve got the earl of Gloucester and his holdings are so 

huge that he owes the service of 250 knights, which at that time was 

about 5% of the total.  

 If the earl has an adult son when he died, it’s no problem, the king 

simply tells junior to pay the equivalent of an inheritance tax and it’s 

all his.  

 The only problem was, there is no set standard or percentage.  

 He paid whatever figure came into the king’s head at that time. 

 It was also an age where people died young and unexpectedly, so if 

the earl’s heir is a minor, he becomes a royal ward.  

 That doesn’t mean the king is in the foster parent business, just that 

the ward joins his household while he pockets the profits generated 

by the Gloucester holdings.  

 The king could also farm the ward out to someone who might be a 

family member, of the earl or the king, or to another earl or baron, or 

to someone who the king wants to reward for good and loyal service. 

 In that case whoever gets the ward pays the king an annual fee for the 

wardship and pockets the profits for himself, all this until the ward 

grows up. 

 But there’s even more. 

 The king also controlled the marriage rights of the ward.  



 He decides who gets to marry the bright young fellow and he may 

include these rights in the wardship package or sell them separately, 

but you can be sure that the family of the future bride is going to pay 

through the nose for them.  

 Now if it isn’t an heir but an heiress we’re talking about, then the king 

has a really rich prize on his hands, because of all the king’s gifts to 

those high in his favour, none was more coveted than a wealthy bride.  

 And that’s because in that day and age the husband, whoever he is, 

controlled the property that came with the marriage. 

 Moving on, the king’s tentacles also kept a tight grip on the earl’s 

widow, because she was entitled to one third of her late husband’s 

estate. 

 So the king would demand that she get remarried, again to somebody 

of his choosing, but if she insisted on marrying whom she wanted or 

remaining single and being a lord in her own right, then he again 

made her pay through the nose for it. 

 For example, there was the case of the countess of Chester, who had 

to pay King Henry I £333 to stay single and it was just for five years. 

 So not surprisingly, there was friction between the king and his 

barons practically from the get-go of the Norman Conquest.  

 This was evident when William the Conqueror’s youngest son, the 

Henry I we just mentioned, raced to be crowned king at the death of 

his brother William Rufus in 1100.  

 Their older brother Robert had a stronger claim to the throne but he 

was then on crusade and so out of the picture.  

 Henry nevertheless had to make sure he had the firm support of the 

barons for the day when his brother returned and asked, “You did 

what?” 

 But it wasn’t enough for Henry to promise to be a good and just king, 

he had to put it down in writing, and so he issued a coronation 

charter promising to end these feudal oppressions. 

 But of course once his position as king was secure, he continued 

abusing them along the same lines as before.  

 And this was on top of other abuses like the forest law, disposition of 

castles and royal justice, but it was this direct exploitation of baronial 



families, this personal interference into their private lives that grated 

the most.  

 Their unstated gripe was why should only he get to decide who gets 

the ward, heiress or widow, what don’t we all get together and take a 

vote? 

 And the reason why, the reason why they simply grumbled and took 

it, is because they enjoyed the same luxury.  

 They also decided for themselves the inheritance issues that fell 

within their lordships. 

 So they were all partners in this unsavory business you might say. 

 And on it went until we come to the reign of Richard the Lionheart, 

who needed a lot of money for his crusade and ransom after he got 

captured on the way home.  

 The ransom alone was fantastic, almost £100,000, equal to four times 

Richard’s annual revenue in England, and his subjects got slapped 

with a 25% tax on movables to pay for it.  

 Imagine the significance of that.  

 Let’s say in our own day Air Force One gets unexpectedly diverted 

and every household in the United States has to pay 25% of their 

movable wealth to ransom their president.  

 That means everything, the car, television, dishwasher, retirement 

fund, whatever dog food is in the pantry at that moment.  

 The tax collectors will come and add it all up and send you a bill for 

25% of the total. 

 Now there may be a lot of households who love the guy for his 

boastfulness, and Richard the Lionheart was that type, but I bet more 

than a few are going to put on a new ball cap when they get that bill.  

 Anyway Richard comes home, he throws a coronation party for 

himself, tells his officials to keep the checks coming, and goes off to 

France to fight for the rest of reign, which ends five years later in 1199 

when a crossbowman takes him out.  

 By that time his subjects have forgotten all about his crusade exploits 

and they breathe a sigh of relief.  

 Finally, no more shakedown. 

 Well, they were disabused of that hope soon enough.  



 Because Richard was succeeded by his brother John, who within five 

years loses Normandy and other continental possessions to the 

French.  

 He aimed to get them back, but the loss of Normandy alone deprived 

him of half of his disposable income.  

 That money, moreover, was now going to the French, who would use 

it to make sure he didn’t get his duchy back.  

 It took John nearly a decade to amass the war chest he needed, with 

some of that money coming from his own national tax in 1207.  

 It wasn’t as stiff as Richard’s, at 13% it was just over half of it, but it 

was unpopular enough, and this was on top of his regular abuses as 

feudal overlord.  

 For example, he charged the earl of Essex the outrageous fine of 

20,000 marks to marry the countess of Gloucester, who incidentally 

was John’s ex-wife.  

 It all came to nothing, however, because in 1214 the king lost his bid 

to retake Normandy. 

 His barons were long fed up with his abuses, some of them very 

personal, and they got together to force him to confirm the coronation 

charter of his great-grandfather Henry I.  

 In the end it was scrapped in favour of issuing a whole new charter.  

 Both sides got together at a meadow called Runnymede and over the 

course of a week in June of 1215 they hammered out an agreement 

that put an end to John’s arbitrary rule and extortion. 

 The first articles of this new charter deal with these issues we’ve been 

talking about here.  

 The inheritance tax was set at £100, heiresses could no longer be 

disparaged, which is to say married to men beneath their social 

station.  

 Widows could not be forced into remarriage. The only restriction 

there was she had to ask the king’s permission to get married and also 

provide security to make sure she didn’t elope with some lowlife or 

whoever she fancied at the moment.  

 In all there were more than 60 articles, but the most radical was 

reserved for the end.  



 Given the example of Henry I and his charter, the barons weren’t 

about to take the king at his word anymore. 

 So they tacked on what became known as the security clause, which 

empowered 25 barons to force the king to abide by the terms. 

 What that meant is if he broke their agreement, then it was war, and 

that’s what it became within a couple of months. 

 In May of 1216 an army from France invaded at the invitation of the 

rebel barons. 

 When John died rather unexpectedly from dysentery, loyalists quickly 

crowned his nine-year-old son Henry and, significantly, reissued the 

charter of liberties that John had repudiated. 

 This allowed them to win back many of the rebel barons and kick out 

the French. 

 Once peace returned to the land, the two sides got together to reissue 

the charter of liberties again, now a third version, this time taking out 

clauses that were deemed offensive, like the security clause – horrible 

this idea of implying that your leader was not to be trusted – and they 

added a gripe that also went all the way back to the Norman 

Conquest, the royal forest. 

 Because the forest was a world unto its own, they decided to issue a 

separate charter for it. 

 Now there were two charters, the charter of liberties and the forest 

charter, and because the charter of liberties was the bigger of the two, 

it became known as the big charter, or because it was written in Latin, 

Magna Carta. 

 So by November of 1217, Magna Carta has been firmly enshrined into 

the embodiment of good kingship, but there was just one problem. 

 The king himself was a minor and didn’t have his own seal, so the 

document was sealed by his regents. 

 That made Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and 

other magnates nervous, and in 1223, six years into the new Magna 

Carta, they asked Henry to confirm it. 

 One of the holdovers from John’s reign piped up that there was 

nothing to confirm, because the original charter had been coerced 

from John. 



 They should all forget it ever existed. 

 That gave Langton a panic attack which was only eased when Henry, 

now 15 years old and with his own seal, promised he would abide by 

all the liberties granted by his father, coerced or not. 

 But in two years’ time the French again went on the offensive to drive 

the English off the continent permanently. 

 All that was left was Gascony and the only thing that could save it was 

an expeditionary force. 

 Since royal finances had still not recovered from the civil war, only a 

national tax could fund it. 

 And so it was at the Christmas feast of 1225 the magnates were asked 

to approve a tax of 15%. 

 Langton saw his chance and led the bishops and barons in a chorus of 

saying they would be happy to help their young king in his hour of 

need, but there’s still this little thing about Magna Carta. 

 If the king would be so kind as to attach his seal to it, to make it his 

own as it were, then it will be that much easier to make sure he got his 

money. 

 It wasn’t coercion, just a trade-off, and it worked. 

 Magna Carta was reissued, the fourth and final version, Henry got the 

money and Gascony was saved. 

 But in the back of everyone’s mind there was still the problem of the 

king being a minor at the time, so in 1237, when Henry was just shy of 

30 years old and in need of another tax, this one just a 30th, or 

3.33333% of movables, the bishops and barons asked him to confirm 

Magna Carta. 

 He did so willingly and this removed the last stigma associated with 

the legitimacy of the charter. 

 Magna Carta was now etched in stone, but there would always remain 

problems in enforcement and on two occasions parliament demanded 

Henry confirm Magna Carta, as if inviting him to study the contents 

again.  

 His reply was, ‘Have you studied it yourselves?’ 



 So in the reign of the first king obliged to issue, confirm and rule 

under the charter of liberties, the question becomes did it make any 

difference? 

 The answer is, for the most part it did. 

 For example, remember the countess of Chester and the £333 she had 

to pay Henry I to remain single for five years? 

 A hundred years later the king was Henry III and all the widows 

throughout his 56 years on the throne paid the combined sum of £58 

to remain single, and that was for life. 

 If anything, the abuse was in the opposite direction. 

 Magna Carta stipulated that widows were supposed to give security 

against their promise to ask permission from the king before they got 

married, but at one point Henry had to complain that the widows 

were saying to hell with it and eloping with whomever they pleased. 

 The ol’ give them an inch and a take a mile. 

 But if that were the case and Magna Carta ended royal tyranny, then 

why, some may ask, did the barons ask Henry to undertake reforms in 

1258 that went way beyond the charter. 

 That as they say is a whole different kettle of fish, which we will get 

into during later podcasts. For the next episode, I’m going to talk 

about Henry’s minority and how it contributed to the rise of this 

parliamentary state in the 13th century. 

 Till then. 


