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 Welcome to Episode 5 of Thirteenth Century England podcast. 

 We’re on a ship, it’s the 28th of October 1231 and the shores of England are in 

sight.  

 It marks the first time that Henry III has arrived in his kingdom. 

 He’s the first king of England since the Norman Conquest to have been born 

and raised entirely in England, a true Englishman you might say. 

 He’s also the first truly sentimental one of the lot but it’s doubtful his eyes are 

glistening with tears as his ship docks in Portsmouth. 

 It’s an emotional and weepy age, even amongst hardened knights and warriors, 

but Henry is recovering from a bout of dysentery, and there’s also the fact that 

his five-month campaign to try to win over former English possessions on the 

continent had fallen short of hopes. 

 He did make some gains and the plan now was to let the three-year truce with 

France run its course, then try again, but a whole new set of circumstances 

intervened almost as soon as he landed back in England. 

 First, there was the death of Gilbert de Clare, the earl of Gloucester, who had 

taken ill before embarking on ship and died on the continent. 

 His son and heir Richard was only eight years old, so his future earldom, one of 

the richest in the land, would go into wardship until Richard came of age. 

 Wardships were typically sold by the king to one of his barons and this one 

went to Hubert de Burgh, Henry’s chief minister and impresario for the 

continental campaign, for £5,000. 

 It wasn’t as a reward, because there wasn’t much to reward him for just then, 

rather the king wanted a quarter of the amount up front and few magnates had 

that kind of cash readily available. 

 But the wardship put Hubert in conflict with the lords around Gloucester and 

their Welsh neighbours. 

 He had already stirred up problems in the region two years earlier in 1228 when 

he attempted to build a new castle near Montgomery. 



 It made a huge mess of things there and to give you an idea of how bad the 

person who dubbed the castle ‘Hubert’s folly’ was Hubert himself. 

 It incited skirmishing with Welsh prince Llywelyn ap Iorwurth and in one of 

them he captured English marcher lord William de Braose. 

 William later ransomed himself but while on an unrelated mission in Wales he 

was caught in the bedchamber of Llywelyn’s wife Joan, who was the king’s 

half-sister. 

 Afraid all the ransom in the world wasn’t going to save William this time. 

 Llywelyn waited until Henry and the army sailed for France and then publicly 

hanged William from a tree. 

 William left behind four underage daughters and a widow, Eva, who was the 

sister of William Marshal II, the son of the greatest knight, who was the earl of 

Pembroke and husband of Henry’s youngest sister Eleanor. 

 The king gave the custodianship of the Braose estates to Marshal, even though 

he and his wife stayed behind in France after Henry left. 

 They returned in late February of 1231 to attend the marriage of Marshal’s 

other sister Isabel, who was the widow of this Gilbert de Clare, the recently 

deceased earl of Gloucester. 

 Now it will be remembered how in medieval England, the remarriages of rich 

widows were among the most coveted gifts a king could offer his men. 

 This naturally led to abuses and a clause in Magna Carta stating that widows 

could not be forced to remarry. 

 Isabel could choose to stay single or marry whom she wanted, so long as she 

gave notice to the king first.  

 She decided to head to the altar for a second time and the groom of her choice 

was Henry’s brother Richard, the earl of Cornwall. 

 Richard at this time was 22 years old, nine years younger than Isabel. 

 Henry wasn’t too happy with the match because he and his brother had 

something of a fractious relationship. 

 Earlier, in 1227, they got into a bitter row over a manor, and Richard warned 

his brother, the king, that unless he got his way, he would go over his head and 

appeal directly to the other earls. 

 Furious at his presumption, Henry was considering banishing his brother when 

Hubert advised him to simply have him detained until he cooled off. 

 Richard found out about it, fled to his brother-in-law William Marshal II. 



 Marshal took Richard to a meeting of other disaffected earls, who didn’t like 

the way Henry was reclaiming royal forests and other impositions since he 

attained his majority, and they especially didn’t like Hubert’s grip on power. 

 Richard was only partially pacified by the ensuing settlement and he seized on 

the chance to marry Isabel as a way of gaining more wealth and independence 

from his brother. 

 Their marriage took place on the 30th of March in 1231, but it was quickly 

overshadowed by tragedy when William Marshal II died suddenly just a week 

after the wedding.  

 He was about 40 years old and missed by all, of course the most by his young 

wife Eleanor.  

 Nobody could know it at the time, but her becoming a widow at 16 years old 

would come to haunt her brother and the realm for the rest of Henry’s reign, but 

that’s a later story. 

 For now let’s get back to the focus of everybody’s dissatisfaction in these years, 

namely Henry’s man Hubert de Burgh. 

 First a little something about him. 

 He’s a self-made man, having risen from an obscure background in Norfolk to 

become John’s chamberlain around the start of that reign in 1199. 

 When John captured Arthur of Brittany, his nephew and contender for the 

throne, he had him sent to Falaise in Normandy, where Hubert was in charge. 

 John allegedly sent orders to have Arthur blinded and castrated, but Hubert 

recoiled from the savagery of it, and so the young captive was taken to Rouen, 

the capital of Normandy, and there all trace of him ends. 

 What role John’s advisors like Hubert and William Marshal I played in the 

disappearance of the boy we’ll never know, they all took the secret to their 

graves. 

 In 1215 came the standoff between John and his barons, who among other 

things wanted to oust the king’s closest friend and advisor, Peter des Roches, 

the bishop of Winchester, from his post as the justiciar. 

 It was the most powerful ministerial position in the kingdom, typically held by 

a bishop or leading noble. 

 Hubert being neither, he made a good compromise choice for both camps. 



 He remained loyal to John during the subsequent civil war and defended Dover 

from Louis of France, whom the rebellious barons had invited to take the 

English throne. 

 Hearing of John’s death, Louis sent a message to Hubert telling him, ‘Your 

master is dead, come and be faithful to me and I will make you rich beyond 

measure.’ 

 Hubert won glory for defending Dover, which he called the key to England, and 

he was later one of the commanders of the fleet that intercepted Louis’s relief 

force off Sandwich in August of 1217. 

 The throne was secured for the Plantagenet family, and as his reward, Hubert 

was given the hand of John’s first wife Isabella in marriage. 

 They were both about the same age, in their 40s, and the marriage should have 

made Hubert a wealthy man, because Isabella was then the countess of 

Gloucester, but she died just weeks after their wedding, and so the earldom 

went instead to her nephew Gilbert de Clare. 

 By 1221 Hubert was a leading member of Henry’s regency council, and one of 

the legacies of John’s reign they had to deal with was the treaty of Norham with 

Scotland. 

 It called for the marriage of Henry to Margaret, the oldest sister of King 

Alexander II, but she was around 15 years older than Henry. 

 The treaty was reworked to have Alexander marry Henry’s sister Joan and a 

suitable husband would be found for Margaret and her sister, another Isabella. 

 The husband for Margaret turned out to be Hubert. 

 The ancestral English nobility looked askance at the marriage because Margaret 

was a princess and Hubert was a nobody. 

 The marriage of highborn women to men of lower status was forbidden by 

Magna Carta, but Alexander didn’t care nor did Magna Carta apply to him. 

 In his eyes, Hubert was a powerful minister, well worth having as a brother-in-

law. 

 His other brother-in-law, the king of England, had moreover put complete faith 

in him and Hubert didn’t let him down.  

 He restored order and authority after the chaos that marked the first years of the 

minority.  

 Royal castles were reclaimed and revenues to the exchequer continually 

improved. 



 So one of Henry’s first acts after declaring his majority in 1227 was to name 

Hubert the first earl of Kent.  

 This really raised the eyebrows of the ancestral nobility.  

 Hubert, that lucky lowlife from Norfolk, he was trying to insinuate himself into 

their ranks. 

 Henry’s explanation was that he was doing it for Margaret’s sake, so that she 

and her husband would have titles that befitted her royal rank. 

 He also probably saw it in personal terms.  

 Remember his mother, another Isabella, had left the realm in 1217, when Henry 

was barely 10 years old. 

 That left the boy king with no older relative to guide him, only old men 

constantly squabbling amongst themselves. 

 Hubert and Margaret became like surrogate parents to him and were rewarded 

with grants of lands and castles, much to the envy of everybody else. 

 And it was that close relationship with the king that got Hubert out of the jam 

he created in Wales in 1228, as was mentioned before, but the disappointing 

continental expedition three years after that began to put doubts in Henry’s 

mind. 

 Six months after their return to England, the untimely death of William Marshal 

II created an enormous problem, because William and Eleanor had no children. 

 That meant the heir to Pembroke was William’s brother Richard Marshal, but 

he resided on the family estates in Normandy and was a liegeman of the king of 

France.  

 Henry had promised William he would allow his brother to succeed him if 

something happened to him, but now the king balked, presumably at Hubert’s 

instigation, or that’s what the other earls told him. 

 It resulted in an embarrassing episode for Henry and he was forced to give way 

and admit Richard to the earldom in August of 1231. 

 In that same month Peter des Roches, Henry’s former tutor and Hubert’s 

archenemy, reappeared in England after an absence of four years. 

 He had joined the crusade of Emperor Frederick II, which returned Jerusalem to 

Christian hands after 40 years. 

 That made Peter something of a celebrity. 

 When Henry complained to him that his treasury was empty, Peter told him he 

had only himself to blame for it. 



 He was too generous for his own good, especially when it came to that crooked 

Hubert. 

 Give him, Peter, control of the Exchequer and he would make him as rich as all 

the kings before him. 

 Hubert dreaded the prospect, because Peter had once sworn that he would ruin 

him no matter what it took. 

 Desperate to hang on, Hubert offered Henry something even better than money. 

 A wife. 

 Now various proposals had been floated on the continent for the king’s nuptials, 

but all of them had been scuttled for one reason or another.  

 The king’s uncle Richard the Lionheart would have been happy to stay single, 

but Henry greatly desired a wife and family.  

 He was now nearly 24 years old and there’s no indication he had yet to enjoy 

the embraces of any woman.  

 For Henry, Hubert and Margaret recommended her youngest sister Marjory, 

who was six or seven years older than the king. 

 Henry went for it and began preparing for a royal wedding in York, but the 

barons, now led by Richard Marshal, were aghast.  

 There was nothing to gain from the match because Scotland and England were 

already allied by marriage. 

 They knew Hubert had played on Henry’s loneliness to try and gain him as his 

brother-in-law and therefore add to the clout and prestige he already enjoyed. 

 The wedding was canceled at the last moment, probably because Henry’s main 

focus was still France, and with Marshal on board, the king finally had a 

council as eager as he was to consolidate the English overlordship there. 

 So instead of spending a honeymoon in York, Henry went to Winchester, the 

city of his birth, to be entertained for Christmas by the bishop, Peter des 

Roches, who again reminded him that he would have the fabled wealth of his 

ancestors if he turned the machinery of government over to him. 

 Henry decided it was time for a change and agreed to a reshuffle, but he kept 

Hubert on as the justiciar. 

 Hubert, however, saw the writing on the wall and in July of 1232, he and 

Margaret concocted a scheme that had Henry confirming them in their grants 

for life, along with authorization for Hubert to use all means necessary to force 

the king to abide by this decision. 



 This was wholly unprecedented and led to another extremely embarrassing 

episode for Henry. 

 So, by the next month, Hubert was gone.  

 What had finally woke Henry up was a scandal that rocked the realm. 

 Hooded men on horseback had been going through the countryside terrorizing 

foreign clergymen, usually Italian priests and couriers. 

 They roughed them up and told them to get out and stay out. 

 But the presence of these priests in England was in itself a scandal. 

 You see, the Catholic Church by this time was a huge international corporation. 

 Tending to all the religious and political business on the continent required an 

army of clerics who trained as lawyers, notaries, accountants and whatnot. 

 To pay their salaries, the papacy wanted the religious institutions of every 

kingdom and principality to contribute to a system of preferment, meaning they 

should share the wealth and burden. 

 They would do that by providing these bureaucrats with livings, benefices, 

prebends, whatever you want to call them, essentially making them 

shareholders in their institutions and therefore entitled to their dividends. 

 The priests who came to England were not necessarily these bureaucrats. 

 They might be a family member installed in a local parish who, when he went 

home to Italy, always had sacks full of good English coinage. 

 This outraged both the aristocracy, because they were patrons of these 

institutions, and the local clergy, because they wanted to decide for themselves 

who would benefit from the fruits of their labor. 

 They took matters into their own hands by forming and supporting a secret 

society that assaulted these foreign priests. 

 Hubert’s record as the chief judicial officer in the land showed that he could be 

expected to crack down hard on these riders in the night. 

 For example, a decade earlier he had suppressed a riot in London with great 

severity.  

 He hanged the ringleaders without trial and cut off the hands or feet of others 

said to have taken part in it. 

 In this case, however, he did nothing, and there’s some evidence that he may 

have even abetted the ruffians. 



 Either way, it was out of desperation, because during the minority, Hubert had 

ousted Peter des Roches and other foreign rivals by whipping up anti-foreigner 

sentiment. 

 He probably thought it might work again, only Henry was no longer the lad 

who looked up to him, rather a king who saw him as an embarrassment and 

liability. 

 Enraged that he was linked to this armed and violent protest, Henry stripped 

Hubert of his earldom and all offices.  

 ‘You, sir, are dismissed.’ 

 Henry even banished him from the realm, then decided to have him appear 

before a special council in September of 1232. 

 Hubert, however, fled to the church in Brentwood for sanctuary as if all but 

announcing that he could not get a fair trial from the king who had ratified the 

final version of Magna Carta. 

 Henry ordered his household knights to drag his ass out, which they did, but the 

bishops, most of whom quietly supported the anti-preferment campaign, got 

Henry to give way under the threat of ecclesiastical penalties. 

 ‘Fine’, the king told them. 

 He had Hubert deposited back in the church and told his men to set up a 

perimeter to wait him out. 

 When the 40 days of sanctuary were up, Hubert emerged and was taken to the 

Tower of London. 

 There he surrendered the treasure he had been accumulating in the vaults of the 

Knights Templars. 

 Word of the hoard led some voices to call for Hubert’s head, but Henry refused. 

Better to be a foolish and remiss king, he declared, than a cruel and tyrannical 

one. 

 At his trial before a panel of earls, Hubert  lost all the lands he had received 

from the king, but was allowed to keep those he had inherited or purchased.  

 He was placed for the time being under house arrest at Devizes, while Margaret, 

who had incurred Henry’s anger and indignation as well, was absolved and 

allowed to live freely with their young daughter. 

 Basically they got off scot-free, something unimaginable under later English 

monarchs. 

 But it had been a bitter experience for Henry.  



 The father-figure he had looked up to for 10 years had turned out to be a crook.  

 The best thing to do was to start anew, and for that he had Peter des Roches.  

 He too had once been a father figure, Henry’s first tutor and mentor.  

 It was Hubert who had turned the king against him, but now that was behind 

them and Henry asked Peter and the old gang to make a clean sweep of the 

government.  

 Peter gladly accepted and assured the king they would make things right again. 

 He didn’t add that they had a few scores to settle in the process. 

 More on that next time here on Thirteenth Century England podcast. 


