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    At its core, Henry the Second is a study of how a formidable twelfth-century ruler labored to convert the precarious energies of personal kingship into durable institutions of justice and governance while contending with entrenched noble privilege, the moral authority of the medieval Church, the logistical strain of ruling across sea and language, and the unsettled memory of civil discord that made the pursuit of order both urgent and fraught.

Henry the Second is a work of historical biography by the Irish historian Alice Stopford Green, published in the late nineteenth century and focused on the political world of twelfth-century England and its continental dominions. Written for readers seeking a concise, authoritative portrait rather than an exhaustive chronicle, it situates Henry II within the evolving structures of medieval monarchy and administration. Green’s approach blends close attention to institutional change with narrative clarity, placing the king’s actions within the broader pressures of European politics. The result is a compact study that reflects the period’s scholarly interest in state-building and constitutional development.

Without giving away the arc of every episode, the book presents Henry’s reign as a sustained effort to stabilize power after a generation of disruption and to define the boundaries of royal authority in law, land, and conscience. Readers can expect a lucid, steady voice that balances scene-setting with analysis, moving briskly from court to council chamber and across the Channel as policy takes shape. The mood is sober and reflective rather than romantic, attentive to causes and consequences, and confident in drawing connections between administrative decisions and the lived experience of subjects and magnates alike.

Key themes recur with deliberate emphasis: the expansion and regularization of royal justice; the tension between local custom and centralized oversight; the negotiation of authority with a powerful aristocracy; and the delicate frontier between secular power and spiritual jurisdiction. Geography matters, as England’s governance is read alongside the dynamics of Normandy, Anjou, and Aquitaine, where allegiance and identity could be fluid. Green explores how a ruler’s personal energy, habits of travel, and appetite for information support a system that aspires to outlast the individual. Throughout, the book probes questions of legitimacy, consent, and the costs of order.

In keeping with the best historical practice of its time, the study engages closely with medieval chronicles and administrative evidence, reading them against one another to test claims and illuminate process. Green is interested less in spectacle than in machinery: courts, councils, itinerant officials, fiscal tools, and the correspondence that knits scattered territories into a working polity. The interpretive stance is careful and comparative, showing how institutional choices reverberate across different provinces and communities. The portrait that emerges is not solely biographical but structural, tracing the interplay between a commanding personality and the frameworks that both empower and constrain it.

The book speaks directly to contemporary concerns about the rule of law, the reach of the executive, and the challenge of coordinating diverse regions under a single crown. It invites readers to consider how procedures gain legitimacy, how reform is communicated and enforced, and how competing jurisdictions negotiate coexistence. By examining the practical arts of record-keeping, adjudication, and consultation, Green underscores the everyday labor that undergirds stability. The questions raised—about accountability, the limits of coercion, and the ethics of governance—resonate well beyond medieval studies, offering a lens on the enduring tensions of political life.

For readers of political biography, legal history, or medieval studies, Henry the Second offers a disciplined, engaging introduction to a pivotal reign and the institutions it helped shape. Its clarity of argument, economy of narrative, and sensitivity to context make it a reliable guide for newcomers and a thoughtful synthesis for specialists. Green neither romanticizes nor diminishes her subject; she traces how ambition meets constraint, and how order is assembled piece by piece. The book rewards careful reading with a sharpened sense of how power operates—in courts and councils, across borders and generations—and why that story still matters.
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    Alice Stopford Green’s Henry the Second, in the Twelve English Statesmen series, presents a chronological study of Henry II’s rise and rule, beginning with the disorder left by Stephen’s reign. The book outlines Henry’s Angevin inheritance, his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine, and the creation of a composite realm spanning England and extensive French territories. Green introduces the central challenges: subduing baronial independence, redefining royal relations with the Church, and managing rivalry with the Capetian monarchy. The narrative’s purpose is to trace how policies of administration, law, and finance restored authority, stabilized governance, and set enduring patterns for the English state.

After taking the crown in 1154, Henry’s first measures focused on restoring order. Green describes the demolition or recovery of unauthorized castles, the resumption of alienated royal lands, and inquiries into sheriffs and local officials. The Exchequer’s procedures were revived to regularize revenue, and capable servants were advanced, including Thomas Becket as chancellor. Diplomacy with Louis VII helped secure borders while internal reforms proceeded. The book emphasizes these early years as a program of consolidation, in which royal justice, fiscal discipline, and personal itineration reasserted the crown’s presence, laying the groundwork for broader legal innovation and more systematic governance across the realm.

Green then turns to legal and administrative change. The account explains the expansion of royal courts through itinerant justices, the increased use of writs, and the development of possessory assizes such as Novel Disseisin and Mort d’ancestor. The Assize of Clarendon (1166) and later measures encouraged juries of presentment and standardized criminal procedure. Financial tools such as scutage complemented judicial reach, binding baronage to service or payment. The Exchequer’s records, notably the Pipe Rolls, are presented as evidence of a more uniform system. The narrative links these innovations to the emergence of common law, created through practice, precedent, and central oversight.

The conflict with the Church occupies a central section. Green narrates Becket’s move from chancellorship to the archbishopric of Canterbury in 1162, the dispute over clerical offenders, and the Constitutions of Clarendon (1164), which aimed to define jurisdictional boundaries. Becket’s resistance, exile in France, and eventual return culminate in his murder in 1170. The book traces Henry’s subsequent penance and the diplomatic settlement with the papacy. While avoiding advocacy, the narrative indicates how royal justice continued to extend, even as ecclesiastical liberties were reaffirmed in part. The episode illustrates the negotiation of authority between crown and Church within Henry’s larger program of order.

Continental politics frame Henry’s wider ambitions and constraints. Green surveys the governance of Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, and Aquitaine, noting the use of seneschals, local customs, and frequent royal circuits to maintain control. Campaigns such as the Toulouse expedition, interventions in Brittany, and dynastic arrangements, including Geoffrey’s marriage, appear as tools to secure frontiers and vassalage. Relations with the Capetian kings, first Louis VII and then Philip II, provide a steady pressure on Angevin cohesion. The book presents this continental management as complex and continuous, requiring administrative attention and negotiation as much as war, and shaping the resources available for English reforms.

Green then examines policy in the British Isles. In Wales, Henry’s expeditions and marcher arrangements alternated coercion with settlement, with mixed outcomes at campaigns such as 1165 in the Berwyns. In Scotland, the king’s recovery of northern counties in 1157 and the capture of William the Lion in 1174 led to the Treaty of Falaise, temporarily redefining homage and influence. In Ireland, the narrative follows the Anglo-Norman intervention and Henry’s expedition of 1171–1172, the establishment of the lordship, urban charters, and appointments of deputies. These actions are presented as extending royal authority beyond England, integrating peripheral regions through feudal ties and administrative instruments.

The Great Rebellion of 1173–1174 marks a turning point. Green recounts the coalition of Henry’s sons—especially the Young King—continental allies, and disaffected barons, and the role of Eleanor of Aquitaine. The narrative emphasizes the resilience of the royal system: loyal justiciars, rapid musters, and castle recoveries halted advances. The coincident events of Henry’s public penance for Becket and the capture of the Scottish king at Alnwick illustrate the restoration of royal fortune. Settlements with the princes followed, confirming the monarchy’s position. The rebellion’s suppression, in Green’s account, demonstrates the administrative foundations that reforms had laid for enduring central authority.

In the later chapters, Green traces renewed strains within the dynasty and abroad. The Young King’s discontent and death in 1183, Geoffrey’s politics in Brittany and death in 1186, and Richard’s assertion in Aquitaine reshaped succession. Philip II’s rising power pressed the Angevin frontiers, while English institutions continued to evolve, including the reorganization of judicial circuits after 1176. The book outlines fiscal measures, continued use of scutage, and ongoing eyres. Henry’s final campaigns in 1188–1189 ended in defeat and concessions, and the king’s death at Chinon in 1189 closed the narrative, leaving Richard to inherit a consolidated but contested trans-Channel monarchy.

Green concludes by assessing the reign’s structural outcomes. The book presents Henry II as a restorer of order after civil strife and as a ruler whose legal and administrative practices shaped a common law tradition and strengthened royal finance and justice. The Angevin dominion on the continent appears contingent, vulnerable to dynastic division and Capetian pressure, yet England’s institutions emerge as durable. Church–state relations are shown as recalibrated rather than resolved. Overall, the narrative emphasizes the making of a more uniform, centrally directed government, arguing that this legacy outlasted territorial fluctuations and influenced the methods of English rule for generations.
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    Alice Stopford Green sets her study within the twelfth‑century Angevin world (1154–1189), when Henry II ruled a cross‑Channel empire of England, Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, Brittany (from 1166), and, through Eleanor of Aquitaine, vast southern French lands. The book’s stage is a feudal polity undergoing rapid institutional consolidation after civil war, with royal justice expanding, fiscal administration tightening, and the Church asserting transnational authority from Rome under Alexander III. Urban centers such as London, Rouen, and Bordeaux grew amid commercial revival, while frontier societies in Wales, Scotland, and Ireland negotiated or resisted Angevin overlordship. Green situates Henry’s reign as a crucible for English governance and European power politics.

The restoration of royal authority after the Anarchy (1135–1153) frames the opening of Henry’s reign. The Treaty of Wallingford–Winchester (1153) recognized Henry, son of the Empress Matilda and Geoffrey of Anjou, as Stephen’s heir; Stephen died in 1154, and Henry was crowned on 19 December. He razed adulterine castles, reasserted control of royal demesne, and replaced many sheriffs between 1155 and 1160. A Great Council backed measures to recover crown rights. These hard facts of dismantling private war underpin Green’s argument that the king’s first achievement was the re‑creation of a functioning monarchy capable of later legal, fiscal, and diplomatic initiatives that define the reign.

Henry’s legal and administrative reforms forged enduring institutions. The Assize of Clarendon (1166) and Assize of Northampton (1176) established jury presentment of crime, strengthened itinerant justices, and standardized procedure. The Inquest of Sheriffs (1170) purged abuses; the Cartae Baronum (1166) surveyed knight service; scutage was levied nationally in 1159 for the Toulouse campaign; the Assize of Arms (1181) regulated military duty. The Exchequer, described by Richard fitzNigel in the Dialogus de Scaccario (c. 1178–1189), and continuous Pipe Rolls recorded revenue. Green links these measures to the birth of the common law and a portable royal justice that curtailed baronial courts, reading administrative records as the architecture of political power.

The Becket controversy encapsulates church–state struggle. Appointed archbishop in 1162, Thomas Becket resisted the Constitutions of Clarendon (1164), which asserted royal customs over clerical jurisdiction and appeals to Rome. After exile and a fraught reconciliation, Becket was murdered in Canterbury Cathedral on 29 December 1170 by four knights—Reginald FitzUrse, Hugh de Morville, William de Tracy, and Richard le Bret. Henry negotiated the Compromise of Avranches (21 May 1172) and performed public penance at Canterbury on 12 July 1174. Green treats the quarrel as a test of legal sovereignty, showing how Angevin statecraft met papal monarchy, and how sanctity, penance, and politics intertwined in practical governance.

Continental rivalry and dynastic planning dominated Henry’s wider strategy. His 1152 marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine created an empire dwarfing Capetian royal lands. The Toulouse expedition (1159) failed, but the Treaty of Montmirail (1169) parcelled future inheritances: Henry the Young King to England–Normandy–Anjou, Richard to Aquitaine, Geoffrey (betrothed to Constance) to Brittany. Philip II’s accession (1180) sharpened conflict. The Great Revolt (1173–1174), backed by Louis VII and William the Lion, saw Young Henry, Richard, and Geoffrey rise against their father; William was captured at Alnwick (13 July 1174). Green uses these campaigns to illustrate the fragility of overmighty lordship and the logistical reach that held a composite monarchy together.

Wales and Scotland reveal Henry’s overlordship at Britain’s margins. Campaigns against Owain Gwynedd in 1157 and the abortive Berwyn expedition of 1165 showed limits of arms; subsequent diplomacy elevated Rhys ap Gruffydd as justiciar of south Wales (1171), using marcher lordships to mediate royal power. In Scotland, William the Lion invaded Northumbria in 1173 but was captured at Alnwick in July 1174; the Treaty of Falaise (December 1174) imposed humiliating homage and garrisons, only released in 1189 for 10,000 marks. Green reads these settlements as case studies in feudal suzerainty, where coercion, hostage‑taking, and chartered obligations transformed regional politics without permanent annexation.

The Anglo‑Norman entry into Ireland reshaped isles politics. Exiled Diarmait Mac Murchada of Leinster sought aid in 1167; Cambro‑Norman forces landed at Wexford (1169) under Robert fitzStephen and Maurice fitzGerald, and Richard de Clare (Strongbow) seized Dublin in 1170, marrying Diarmait’s daughter Aoife. Henry II landed at Waterford in October 1171 to assert royal control, granting borough charters and convening the Synod of Cashel (1172) to align church practice with Rome. The Treaty of Windsor (1175) recognized Ruaidrí Ua Conchobair as high king under Henry’s overlordship; Hugh de Lacy received Meath. Green, an Irish historian, interrogates “Laudabiliter” (c.1155) and portrays the lordship as an imperial project cloaked in reform.

Green’s narrative functions as political critique by exposing the costs of centralization and conquest. She highlights how royal justice curbed private violence yet risked overriding customary liberties; how scutage, forest policy, and incessant musters burdened communities; and how Becket’s fate revealed the perils of subordinating ecclesiastical order to raison d’état. Her treatment of Wales, Scotland, and especially Ireland indicts strategies that converted suzerainty into extraction, using law and charters to legitimize domination. While acknowledging administrative genius, the book questions a model of empire built on coerced homage, fiscal pressure, and punitive display, foregrounding social fracture between crown, baronage, clergy, and subject peoples in the twelfth century.
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HENRY PLANTAGENET

The history of the English people would have been a great and a noble
history whatever king had ruled over the land seven hundred years ago.
But the history as we know it, and the mode of government which has
actually grown up among us is in fact due to the genius of the great king
by whose will England was guided from 1154 to 1189. He was a foreign king
who never spoke the English tongue, who lived and moved for the most part
in a foreign camp, surrounded with a motley host of Brabançons[1] and
hirelings; and who in intervals snatched from foreign wars hurried for a
few months to his island-kingdom to carry out a policy which took little
heed of the great moral forces that were at work among the people. It was
under the rule of a foreigner such as this, however, that the races of
conquerors and conquered in England first learnt to feel that they were
one. It was by his power that England, Scotland, and Ireland were
brought to some vague acknowledgment of a common suzerain lord, and the
foundations laid of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. It
was he who abolished feudalism as a system of government, and left it
little more than a system of land-tenure. It was he who defined the
relations established between Church and State, and decreed that in
England churchman as well as baron was to be held under the Common law. It
was he who preserved the traditions of self-government which had been
handed down in borough and shire-moot from the earliest times of English
history. His reforms established the judicial system whose main outlines
have been preserved to our own day. It was through his "Constitutions"
and his "Assizes[2]" that it came to pass that over all the world the
English-speaking races are governed by English and not by Roman law. It
was by his genius for government that the servants of the royal household
became transformed into Ministers of State. It was he who gave England a
foreign policy which decided our continental relations for seven hundred
years. The impress which the personality of Henry II. left upon his time
meets us wherever we turn. The more clearly we understand his work, the
more enduring does his influence display itself even upon the political
conflicts and political action of our own days.

For seventy years three Norman kings had held England in subjection
William the Conqueror, using his double position as conqueror and king,
had established a royal authority unknown in any other feudal country
William Rufus, poorer than his father when the hoard captured at
Winchester and the plunder of the Conquest were spent, and urged alike
by his necessities and his greed, laid the foundation of an organized
system of finance. Henry I., after his overthrow of the baronage, found
his absolute power only limited by the fact that there was no machinery
sufficient to put in exercise his boundless personal power; and for its
support he built up his wonderful administrative system. There no longer
existed any constitutional check on the royal authority. The Great
Council still survived as the relic and heir both of the English
Witenagemot[5] and the Norman Feudal Court. But in matters of State its
"counsel" was scarcely asked or given; its "consent" was yielded as a
mere matter of form; no discussion or hesitation interrupted the formal
and pompous display of final submission to the royal will. The Church
under its Norman bishops, foreign officials trained in the King's
chapel, was no longer a united national force, as it had been in the
time of the Saxon kings. The mass of the people was of no account in
politics. The trading class scarcely as yet existed. The villeins[4] tied
to the soil of the manor on which they had been born, and shut out from
all courts save those of their lord; inhabitants of the little hamlets
that lay along the river-courses in clearings among dense woods,
suspicious of strangers, isolated by an intense jealousy of all that lay
beyond their own boundaries or by traditional feuds, had no part in the
political life of the nation.

But the central government had proved in the long run too weak to
check the growth of feudal tendencies. The land was studded with
fortresses—the homes of lords who exercised criminal jurisdiction
without appeal, and who had their private prisons and private gallows.
Their manor courts, whether they were feudal courts established by the
new nobility of the Conquest, or whether they represented ancient
franchises in which Norman lords succeeded to the jurisdiction of
earlier English rulers, were more and more turned into mere feudal
courts. In the Shire courts themselves the English sheriff who used to
preside over the court was replaced by a Norman "vicecomes," who
practically did as he chose, or as he was used to do in Normandy, in
questions of procedure, proof, and judgment. The old English hundred
courts, where the peasants' petty crimes had once been judged by the
freemen of the district, had now in most cases become part of the fief
of the lord, whose newly-built castle towered over the wretched hovels
of his tenants, and the peasants came for justice to the baron's court,
and paid their fees to the baron's treasury. The right of private
coinage added to his wealth, as the multitude of retainers bound to
follow them in war added to his power. The barons were naturally roused
to a passion of revolt when the new administrative system threatened to
cut them off from all share in the rights of government, which in other
feudal countries were held to go along with the possession of land. They
hated the "new men" who were taking their places at the council-board;
and they revolted against the new order which cut them off from useful
sources of revenue, from unchecked plunder, from fines at will in their
courts of hundred and manor, from the possibility of returning fancy
accounts, and of profitable "farming" of the shires; they were jealous
of the clergy, who played so great a part in the administration, and
who threatened to surpass them in the greatness of their wealth, their
towns and their castles; and they only waited for a favourable moment to
declare open war on the government of the court.

In this uncertain balance of forces in the State order rested ultimately
on the personal character of the king; no sooner did a ruler appear who
was without the sense of government than the whole administration was at
once shattered to pieces. The only son of Henry I. had perished in the
wreck of the White Ship[3]; and his daughter Matilda had been sent to
Germany as a child of eight years old, to become the wife of the Emperor
Henry V. On his death in 1125 her father summoned her back to receive
the homage of the English people as heiress of the kingdom. The homage
was given with as little warmth as it was received. Matilda was a mere
stranger and a foreigner in England, and the rule of a woman was
resented by the baronage. Two years later, in 1128, Henry sought by
means of a marriage between the Empress Matilda and Geoffrey, the son of
Count Fulk of Anjou, to secure the peace of Normandy, and provide an
heir for the English throne; and Matilda unwillingly bent once more to
her father's will. A year after the marriage Count Fulk left his
European dominions for the throne of Jerusalem; and Geoffrey entered on
the great inheritance which had been slowly built up in three hundred
years, since the days of the legendary Tortulf the Forester. Anjou,
Maine, and Touraine already formed a state whose power equaled that of
the French kingdom; to north and south successive counts had made
advances towards winning fragments of Britanny and Poitou; the Norman
marriage was the triumphant close of a long struggle with Normandy; but
to Fulk was reserved the greatest triumph of all, when he saw his son
heir, not only of the Norman duchy, but of the great realm which
Normandy had won.

But, for all this glory, the match was an ill-assorted one, and from
first to last circumstances dealt hardly with the poor young Count.
Matilda was twenty-six, a proud ambitious woman "with the nature of a
man in the frame of a woman." Her husband was a boy of fifteen. Geoffrey
the Handsome, called Plantagenet from his love of hunting over heath and
broom, inherited few of the great qualities which had made his race
powerful. Like his son Henry II. he was always on horseback; he had his
son's wonderful memory, his son's love of disputations and law-suits; we
catch a glimpse of him studying beneath the walls of a beleaguered town
the art of siege in Vegetius. But the darker sides of Henry's character
might also be discerned in his father; genial and seductive as he was,
he won neither confidence nor love; wife and barons alike feared the
silence with which he listened unmoved to the bitterest taunts, but kept
them treasured and unforgotten for some sure hour of revenge; the fierce
Angevin temper turned in him to restlessness and petulance in the long
series of revolts which filled his reign with wearisome monotony from
the moment when he first rode out to claim his duchy of Normandy, and
along its southern frontier peasant and churl turned out at the sound of
the tocsin[6], and with fork and flail drove the hated "Guirribecs" back
over the border. Five years after his marriage, in 1133, his first child
was born at Le Mans. Englishmen saw in the grandson of "good Queen Maud"
the direct descendant of the old English line of kings of Alfred and of
Cerdic. The name Henry which the boy bore after his grandfather marked
him as lawful inheritor of the broad dominions of Henry I., "the
greatest of all kings in the memory of ourselves and our fathers." From
his father he received, with the surname of Plantagenet by which he was
known in later times, the inheritance of the Counts of Anjou. Through
his mother Matilda he claimed all rights and honours that pertained to
the Norman dukes.

Heir of three ruling houses, Henry was brought up wherever the chances of
war or rebellion gave opportunity. He was to know neither home nor
country. His infancy was spent at Rouen "in the home," as Henry I. said,
"of his forefather Rollo." In 1135 his grandfather died, and left him,
before he was yet three years old, the succession to the English throne.
But Geoffrey and Matilda were at the moment hard pressed by one of their
ceaseless wars. The Church was openly opposed to the rule of the House of
Anjou; the Norman baronage on either side of the water inherited a long
tradition of hatred to the Angevin. Stephen of Blois, a son of the
Conqueror's daughter Adela, seized the English throne, and claimed the
dukedom of Normandy. Henry was driven from Rouen to take refuge in
Angers, in the great palace of the counts, overlooking the river
and the vine-covered hills beyond. There he lived in one of the most
ecclesiastical cities of the day, already famous for its shrines, its
colleges, the saints whose tombs lay within its walls, and the ring of
priories and churches and abbeys that circled it about.

The policy of the Norman kings was rudely interrupted by the reign of
Stephen of Blois. Trembling for the safety of his throne, he at first
rested on the support of the Church and the ministers who represented
Henry's system. But sides were quickly changed. The great churchmen and
the ministers were soon cast off by the new ruler. "By my Lady St.
Mary," said Roger of Salisbury, when he was summoned to one of Stephen's
councils, "my heart is unwilling for this journey; for I shall be of as
much use in court as is a foal in battle." The revolution was completed
in 1139, when the king in a mad panic seized and imprisoned Roger, the
representative alike of Church and ministers. With the ruin of Roger who
for thirty years had been head of the government, of his son Roger the
chancellor, and his nephew Nigel the treasurer, the ministerial system
was utterly destroyed, and the whole Church was alienated. Stephen sank
into the mere puppet of the nobles. The work of the Exchequer and the
Curia Regis almost came to an end. A little money was still gathered
into the royal treasury; some judicial business seems to have been still
carried on, but it was only amid overwhelming difficulties, and over
limited districts. Sheriffs were no longer appointed over the shires,
and the local administration broke down as the central government had
done. Civil war was added to the confusion of anarchy, as Matilda again
and again sought to recover her right. In 1139 she crossed to England,
wherein siege, in battle, in council, in hair-breadth escapes from
pursuing hosts, from famine, from perils of the sea, she showed the
masterful authority, the impetuous daring, the pertinacity which she had
inherited from her Norman ancestors. Stephen fell back on his last
source—a body of mercenary troops from Flanders,—but the Brabançon
troops were hated in England as foreigners and as riotous robbers, and
there was no payment for them in the royal treasury. The barons were all
alike ready to change sides as often as the shifting of parties gave
opportunity to make a gain of dishonour; an oath to Stephen was as easy
to break as an oath to Matilda or to her son. Great districts, especially
in the south and middle of England, and on the Welsh marches, suffered
terribly from war and pillage; all trade was stopped; great tracts of
land went out of cultivation; there was universal famine.

In 1142 Henry, then nine years old, was brought to England with a chosen
band of Norman and Angevin knights; and while Matilda held her rough
court at Gloucester as acknowledged sovereign of the West, he lived at
Bristol in the house of his uncle, Robert of Gloucester, the illegitimate
son of Henry I., who was still in these troubled days loyal to the
cultured traditions of his father's court, and a zealous patron of
learning. Amid all the confusion of a war of pillage and slaughter,
surrounded by half-wild Welsh mercenaries, by the lawless Norman-Welsh
knights, by savage Brabançons, he learned his lessons for four years with
his cousin, the son of Robert, from Master Matthew, afterwards his
chancellor and bishop of Angers. As Matilda's prospects grew darker in
England, Geoffrey recalled Henry in 1147 to Anjou; and the next year he
joined his mother in Normandy, where she had retired after the death of
Earl Robert. There was a pause of five years in the civil war; but
Stephen's efforts to assert his authority and restore the reign of law
were almost unavailing. All the country north of the Tyne had fallen into
the hands of the Scot king; the Earl of Chester ruled at his own will in
the northwest; the Earl of Aumale was king beyond the Humber.

With the failure of Matilda's effort the whole burden of securing his
future prospects fell upon Henry himself, then a boy of fifteen. Nor was
he slow to accept the charge. A year later, in 1149, he placed himself in
open opposition to Stephen as claimant to the English throne, by visiting
the court of his great-uncle, David of Scotland, at Carlisle; he was
knighted by the Scot king, and made a compact to yield up to David the
land beyond the Tyne when he should himself have won the English throne.
But he found England cold, indifferent, without courage; his most
powerful friends were dead, and he returned to Normandy to wait for
better days. Geoffrey was still carrying on the defence of the duchy
against Stephen's son Eustace, and his ally, the King of France; and
Henry joined his father's army till peace was made in 1151. In that year
he was invested with his mother's heritage and became at eighteen Duke of
Normandy; at nineteen his father's death made him Count of Anjou,
Lorraine, and Maine.

The young Count had visited the court of Paris to do homage for Normandy
and Anjou, and there he first saw the French queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine.
Her marriage with Louis VII. had been the crowning success of the astute
and far-sighted policy of Louis VI.; for the dowry Eleanor had brought to
the French crown, the great province of the South, had doubled the
territories and the wealth of the struggling little kingdom of France.
In the Crusade of 1147 she had accompanied king and nobles to the Holy
Land as feudal head of the forces of Aquitaine; and had there baffled
the temper and sagacity of Louis by her political intrigues. Sprung of
a house which represented to the full the licentious temper of the South,
she scornfully rejected a husband indifferent to love, and ineffective in
war as in politics. She had "married a monk and not a king," she said,
wearied with a superstition that showed itself in long fasts of more
than monkish austerity, and in the humiliating reverence with which
the king would wait for the meanest clerk to pass before him. In the
square-shouldered ruddy youth who came to receive his fiefs, with
his "countenance of fire," his vivacious talk and overwhelming energy
and scant ceremoniousness at mass, she saw a man destined by fate and
character to be in truth a "king." Her decision was as swift and
practical as that of the keen Angevin, who was doubtless looking to the
southern lands so long coveted by his race. A divorce from her husband
was procured in March 1152; and two months after she was hastily, for
fear of any hindrance, married to the young Count of Anjou, "without the
pomp or ceremony which befitted their rank." At nineteen, therefore,
Henry found himself the husband of a wife about twenty-seven years of
age, and the lord, besides his own hereditary lands and his Norman
duchy, of Poitou, Saintonge, Perigord, Limousin, Angoumois, and Gascony,
with claims of suzerainty over Auvergne and Toulouse. In a moment the
whole balance of forces in France had changed; the French dominions were
shorn to half their size; the most brilliant prospects that had ever
opened before the monarchy were ruined; and the Count of Anjou at one
bound became ruler of lands which in extent and wealth were more than
double those of his suzerain lord.

The rise of this great power to the west was necessarily the absorbing
political question of the day. It menaced every potentate in France; and
before a month was out a ring of foes had gathered round the upstart
Angevin ruler. The outraged King of France; Stephen, King of England, and
Henry's rival in the Norman duchy; Stephen's nephew, the Count of
Champagne, brother of the Count of Blois; the Count of Perche; and
Henry's own brother, Geoffrey, were at once united by a common alarm; and
their joint attack on Normandy a month after the marriage was but the
first step in a comprehensive design of depriving the common enemy of the
whole of his possessions. Henry met the danger with all the qualities
which mark a great general and a great statesman. Cool, untroubled,
impetuous, dashing from point to point of danger, so that horses sank and
died on the road in his desperate marches, he was ready wherever a foe
threatened, or a friend prayed help. Foreign armies were driven back,
rebel nobles crushed, robber castles broken down; Normandy was secured
and Anjou mastered before the year was out. The strife, however, had
forced him for the first time into open war with Stephen, and at twenty
Henry turned to add the English crown to his dominions.

Already the glory of success hung about him; his footsteps were guided by
prophecies of Merlin; portents and wonders marked his way. When he landed
on the English shores in January 1153, he turned into a church "to pray
for a space, after the manner of soldiers," at the moment when the priest
opened the office of the mass for that day with the words, "Behold there
cometh the Lord, the Ruler, and the kingdom is in his hand." In his first
battle at Malmesbury the wintry storm and driving rain which beat in the
face of Stephen's troops showed on which side Heaven fought. As the king
rode out to the next great fight at Wallingford, men noted fearfully that
he fell three times from his horse. Terror spread among the barons, whose
interests lay altogether in anarchy, as they saw the rapid increase of
Henry's strength; and they sought by a mock compromise to paralyse the
power of both Stephen and his rival. "Then arose the barons, or rather
the betrayers of England, treating of concord, although they loved
nothing better than discord; but they would not join battle, for they
desired to exalt neither of the two, lest if the one were overcome the
other should be free to govern them; they knew that so long as one was in
awe of the other he could exercise no royal authority over them." Henry
subdued his wrath to his political sagacity. He agreed to meet Stephen
face to face at Wallingford; and there, with a branch of the Thames
between them, they fixed upon terms of peace. Stephen's son Eustace,
however, refused to lay down arms, and the war lingered on, Stephen being
driven back to the eastern counties, while Henry held mid-England. In
August, however, Eustace died suddenly, "by the favour of God," said
lovers of peace; and Stephen, utterly broken in spirit, soon after
yielded.

The strife died out, in fact, through sheer exhaustion, for years of
anarchy and war had broken the strength of both sides; and at last "that
happened which would least be believed, that the division of the kingdom
was not settled by the sword." The only body of men who still possessed
any public feeling, any political sagacity, or unity of purpose, found
its opportunity in the general confusion. The English Church, "to whose
right
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