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 Hello again, welcome to 13th century England, a podcast that seeks to 

throw a little light on this very dynamic and yet still little known 

stretch of medieval history. 

 Previously I had talked about the evolution of parliament and the 

implementation Magna Carta as two of the defining components of 

the 13th century. 

 But there was a third component, and that was the rise of English 

nationalism. All three of these components became entrenched in the 

politics of the realm that followed the death of King John in October 

of 1216.  

 And that’s what we’re gonna be discussing today, the minority of 

Henry III. It was a decade-long troubled and uncertain time that 

fairly ranks up there with the Norman conquest as one of those before 

and after events in English history.  

 So to begin with, there is the young king himself, who was born on the 

first of October in 1207 in Winchester.  

 Henry makes his first known public appearance in 1209. 

 His father John had just concluded a peace treaty with King William 

of Scotland, under which Henry should one day marry William’s 

daughter Margaret, who was about 14 years older than him.  

 At that time John was expecting Pope Innocent III to excommunicate 

him because of a row over who the next archbishop of Canterbury was 

going to be and so on his way south from Scotland he staged various 

open houses or castles so that his subjects could come in person to 

swear allegiance to him.  

 The grand finale occurred at Marlborough on the 30th of September, 

the day before Henry’s second birthday.  

 The young lad was produced and all swore allegiance to him as well. 



 From about the age of four, Henry was mostly raised in the household 

of his tutor, Peter des Roches, the bishop of Winchester, and John’s 

good friend and loyal supporter  

 In 1215 John granted and then overthrew the charter of liberties, 

which in time became known as Magna Carta. 

 That move caused more than three-quarters of the greatest barons in 

the land to try to overthrow him and war erupted on that account.  

 When these rebels realised they couldn’t win, they invited crown 

prince Louis of France to come to England and be their king instead. 

 Better to have that Frenchie than Johnny boy, they all but declared. 

 John placed his five children in various locations in the west to keep 

them safe. 

 Henry was at the castle of Devizes when his father died at Newark 

from dysentery he had contracted. 

 The king’s body was taken to Worcester for burial on the 27 of 

October in 1216. 

 Loyalists decided to crown Henry the next day, even though it was 

neither a Sunday nor a holiday or any kind of solemn day more 

befitting a coronation. 

 The idea was to do it before the rebels made good their intention to 

make Louis their king. 

 They were afraid Louis would enjoy a certain legitimacy because he 

controlled London and Westminster Abbey, which was the venue for 

coronations. The archbishop of Canterbury was the only authorized 

master of ceremonies, and even though he was out of the country at 

that time, his brother was Louis’s chancellor and could surely arrange 

things. 

 So loyalists settled for Gloucester as the venue and for Peter des 

Roches to do the honors of the anointing and crowning. 

 Henry was brought up from Devizes by his mother Isabella, who 

provided the crown in the form of some circular ornament she wore 

on her head.  

 They were met on the way by William Marshal, who knighted the 

nine-year-old boy before the coronation. 



 Once that was out of the way, Marshal was the unanimous choice to 

be regent.  

 He didn’t want the job but was eventually talked into it and famously 

declared that he would haul Henry on his shoulders from country to 

country begging for bread if that’s what it took to preserve his throne, 

or at least those are words William’s sympathetic biographer puts in 

his mouth. 

 Marshal was not the supreme authority, however, because John had 

made England a papal fief during his reconciliation with the Church. 

 Technically, that made Henry a ward of the pope and during his 

coronation he was made to swear that he would continue the tribute 

John had promised to pay the papacy. 

 So the supreme authority of the minority was the papal legate Guala 

Bicchieri.  

 One of the first moves Guala made together with Marshal was to 

reissue the charter of liberties. 

 This might seem strange since Pope Innocent had quashed it, but he 

was dead now, replaced by a more amenable pope, and Marshal and 

other loyalists were hoping the reissue would win over many of the 

rebels. 

 Unfortunately, it did nothing of the kind, because the war and ill 

feeling had gone on too long for that. 

 The rebels had their honour to think of and also their own private 

disputes with loyalists. 

 The turning point came in May of 1217 when a force under Marshal 

and des Roches routed Louis’s men at Lincoln.  

 The rebels surrendered, were probably happy to because Louis turned 

out to be a rather unpleasant person to work with. 

 For example, he had no qualms about calling them traitors who 

deserved disinheritance. 

 He was determined to soldier on, as they like to say today, and 

ordered his wife Blanche of Castile to send reinforcements to London. 

 They were intercepted by a fleet under the justiciar Hubert de Burgh 

off Sandwich in August and that finished Louis’s bid to become the 

king of England. 



 It’s only a matter of time before he surrenders, to be used as a 

bargaining chip to get the French to give back some of the continental 

possessions taken from John.  

 And yet Marshal not only allowed Louis to walk free, but paid him 

10,000 marks for his troubles.  

 Detractors like Peter des Roches saw it as Marshal looking after his 

own interests first and foremost, because he held land in Normandy 

and was afraid it would be confiscated if he took a harsher line.  

 Years later, Henry would take the same attitude about Marshal’s 

loyalty, but at this point he’s still not 10 years old and doesn’t even 

have his own seal. 

 Until it was crafted in November of 1218, all charters were sealed by 

Marshal and the legate.  

 Guala’s tasks included enforcing the decrees of the recent Lateran 

Council in Rome, one of which aimed to prevent fraternization and 

commerce between Christian and Jewish communities.  

 To this end the Jews were ordered  to wear badges on their outer 

garments.  

 The monarchs of Europe made no effort to enforce this decree, but 

the situation was different in England, where the monarch was a 

minor. 

 At Guala’s urging, the decree was put into effect by an order sent by 

Marshal to the sheriffs, but his reasons had less to do with religion 

than economics.  

 The biggest problem facing the regency was the poverty of the central 

government, and the Jews were invited to buy exemptions from 

wearing the badge. 

 The poverty, however, continued in part because the regency was 

unable to impose a settlement between loyalists and rebels. 

 Captured rebels were forced to pay ransoms, which might require 

them to mortgage or sell off parts of their estates, or else enter 

agreements perhaps not to their liking.  

 A case in point was Gilbert de Clare, the earl of Gloucester, captured 

at Lincoln. 



 Marshal claimed him for himself and for his release demanded that 

Gilbert marry his daughter Isabel, that way insinuating the Marshal 

family into that rich earldom. 

 Gilbert was 20 years older but it seems to have been a happy 

marriage, or at least one that produced a lot of children. 

 Before Marshal could make much headway with a general settlement, 

he died in May of 1219.  

 By that time Bicchieri had gone back to Italy and the regency was now 

dominated by a triumvirate of Peter des Roches, a new legate named 

Pandulf, and the justiciar Hubert de Burgh. 

 One of their first acts was to arrange a proper coronation for Henry in 

Westminster Abbey, which took place a year after Marshal’s death. 

 It was decided at that time that all royal castles and sheriffdoms were 

to revert back to central authority, but there was resistance from two 

fronts. 

 On the one hand, there was the growing feeling that issues like castles 

and sheriffdoms should not be decided by any one person, whether 

king or regent, but by great councils, which in time would become 

known as parliaments. 

 Another of those, let’s take a vote deals. 

 On the other hand were the foreigners who had followed John to 

England and had remained utterly loyal to him during the civil war, 

as might well be expected because they had lost their lands on the 

continent and so had nowhere else to go. 

 Their argument was that they had promised John, or so they said, 

that they would not surrender their castles or sheriffdoms until Henry 

came of age, which was ten years down the road 

 These alien captains, as they were called, did not intend to relinquish 

their power until then. 

 They also argued that they had won the war for the English crown, 

but now, if they were forced to surrender their castles, they might well 

go into the hands of the barons who had supported the French. 

 As a result of this dispute, two camps around the king began to 

emerge, the English and the foreigners. 



 This pitted two members of the triumvirate against each other, Peter 

des Roches, a foreigner himself, and Englishman Hubert de Burgh. 

 Hubert allied himself with Marshal and other former rebels and 

moved against the foreigners after des Roches’ guardianship of Henry 

came to an end when the king turned 14 in 1221.  

 Meanwhile Stephen Langton, the archbishop of Canterbury, arranged 

to have Pandulf, another foreigner and the third member of the 

triumvirate, removed by the pope despite his genuine best efforts on 

Henry’s behalf. 

 For Langton, it wasn’t so much about anti-foreigner sentiment, 

however, as his personal rivalry with Pandulf, as well as his desire to 

be the supreme prelate in the land.  

 By 1224, the English party had succeeded in marginalizing the 

foreigners. 

 The last holdout was at Bedford, which was held by the brother of the 

charismatic Fawkes de Bréauté, a Norman and the most prominent of 

the alien captains. 

 Henry warned the garrison to surrender, else he would the hang the 

lot of them. 

 They refused and the young king, now 16 years old,  needed the whole 

summer to reduce their defenses, losing several knights in the 

process. 

 And so the garrison swung as he swore, although he allowed three to 

be cut down on their oath to go to the holy land and join the 

Templars. 

 Fawkes himself was spared, but he was banished and died in misery 

abroad, some say from fish poisoning. 

 The pope was none too happy about Henry’s harsh treatment, but as 

the king explained to him in a letter, the defiance had been going on 

long enough. 

 In simple terms, he had to go there. 

 But by choosing Bedford, he sacrificed La Rochelle, which came 

under attack by Louis, the former usurper now the King of France. 

 Like Normandy before it, Poitou was lost to the English crown. 

 It was a bitter blow to Henry on a personal level. 



 It goes all the way back to the beginning of his father’s reign in 1199.  

 At that time, the heiress of the county of Angouleme in Poitou was 

betrothed to the count of La Marche.  

 John was worried that if the match went through, they would assume 

control over Poitou at his expense. 

 So he took the heiress for himself, and Isabella of Angouleme became 

his queen and mother of his five legitimate children. 

 In 1214, John and Isabella went to Poitou as part of his campaign to 

retake Normandy from the French. 

 They brought their four-year-old daughter Joan with them with the 

intention of marrying her to Hugh Lusignan, the 26-year-old  son of 

the aggrieved count of La Marche.  

 One of those bygones be bygones alliances. 

 His campaign failed, but he still needed to secure Poitou and so left 

Joan behind for her future marriage to Hugh. 

 After John’s death, Isabella aspired to be part of her son’s regency 

council, but John had given her no role to play in his reign other than 

bearing children and the regents saw no reason to give her one now. 

 She left for Angouleme, presumably to check up on her daughter 

Joan, but in 1220, it was she and not Joan who married Hugh, now 

the count of La Marche. 

 At first, Henry and his regents were okay with it, because Joan was 

needed as a bride for King Alexander of Scotland, and it was expected 

that Isabella would look after her son’s interests in Poitou. 

 It took some bargaining, but Joan was returned to England and the 

court moved up to York for her wedding to Alexander in June 1221. 

 By 1224 Louis was now king of France and his defeat and humiliation 

in England still gnawed at him. 

 When the truce with England came to an end, he enticed Isabella and 

Hugh to join him in an alliance that would allow him to wrest Poitou 

away from Henry. 

 He couldn’t take his crown, so he settled for this county, which was 

famous for its wines. 

 With Louis’s encouragement and support, Hugh moved in to conquer 

Gascony for himself. 



 It was at this point that a decision was made to fund an expeditionary 

force to save this last possession, but the crown had no money, thanks 

in no small part to the barons, both loyalists and rebels, putting their 

own interests ahead of the king’s. 

 It was at the Christmas feast of 1224-25 that the trade I had talked 

about before was made, the magnates agreed to give Henry a tax in 

return for his reissue of Magna Carta. 

 The money was collected and a force was put together under the 

nominal command of Henry’s brother, 16-year-old Richard. 

 He was successful, Hugh Lusignan went limping back to Poitou, and 

Richard came home to a hero’s welcome, only to start causing his 

brother fair amount of trouble that we’ll get into later. 

 Now although Gascony had been saved, Henry felt he needed to make 

some response to the French. 

 They not only seized his family’s lands on the continent, but tried to 

take his throne and now Louis was running off at the mouth that 

Henry was nothing but a boy and pauper. 

 Henry’s astrologer told him to be patient, Louis was going to get his 

for his comeuppance. 

 Sure enough, in November 1226 Louis contracted dysentery and died, 

almost 10 years to the day after King John. 

 Henry saw his chance. 

 Although his majority was expected when he turned 21, he declared it 

in January of 1227, when he was just over 19. 

 From now on, all charters with his seal would have permanent effect. 

 And so the minority was over, and all in all, it had been a success in 

two important areas.  

 First, full royal authority had been reestablished following the civil 

war and its aftermath and the monarchy was saved for the 

Plantagenet dynasty.  

 Second, and more everlasting, were the constitutional principles now 

firmly ingrained in the whole concept of kingship.  

 There was Magna Carta, which stipulated that everyone, including the 

king, was subject to the rule of law, and Parliament, which ensured 



that the interests of the entire realm were not forgotten in the king’s 

counsels.  

 But there was that third, less savory component that emerged with 

the minority, the use of anti-foreigner politics, and that would plague 

Henry and the realm for the rest of his reign. 

 In this light, the expression we might use to describe the success of 

the minority isn’t ‘what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger’, rather 

‘two out of three ain’t bad’. 

 That’s all for this third episode of Thirteenth Century England. 

 Join me next time as Henry dons a pair of silky white gloves for his 

grand  invasion of France.  

 Till then. 


