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    A boy-king inherits a fragile crown, and the conflict between the glitter of monarchy and the burden of governing a restless realm unfolds as a searching study of how pageantry, personality, and political necessity contend for mastery in the making of a sovereign.

Richard II by Jacob Abbott is a work of narrative history/biography set in late fourteenth-century England and written for a general readership, including younger learners, as part of Abbott’s mid-nineteenth-century Makers of History series. The book examines the reign of King Richard II within the broader world of medieval courts, councils, and customs. Abbott, a prolific American educator and author, presents the period through carefully selected episodes and explanatory commentary. Rather than dramatizing events for the stage, he organizes the material as a clear, instructive account, situating the young monarch within the institutions and expectations that defined English kingship in that era.

The premise is straightforward and engaging: a child succeeds to the throne, grows into authority under watchful guardians and ambitious nobles, and must learn what it means to rule amid ceremony, counsel, and contention. Abbott guides readers through the structures of royal power—household, council, and court—while introducing the social textures of medieval life that shape political choices. The voice is measured and explanatory, favoring clarity over flourish, with a steady, narrative momentum. The mood is reflective rather than sensational, inviting readers to observe causes and consequences as they accumulate around a sovereign whose youth magnifies every promise and peril.

Key themes emerge with consistency and care. Abbott contrasts royal image with effective governance, showing how processions, tournaments, and ritual can support authority yet also obscure practical necessities. He considers the tension between personal inclination and public duty, the risks of favoritism, and the perennial question of how a king balances prerogative with the demands of counsel and law. The book also dwells on formation: how early education, family example, and court culture shape a ruler’s judgment. Through these threads, the narrative explores what legitimacy requires beyond inheritance, suggesting that leadership rests on habits, restraints, and relationships as much as on rank.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its portrait of leadership under pressure and its attention to the interplay of institutions and individuals. Abbott’s lens—characteristic of nineteenth-century popular history—seeks moral clarity without collapsing complexity, offering a vantage from which to consider how public images are crafted and contested. The questions it raises feel current: How much can ritual sustain authority? What responsibilities temper power acquired by birth or office? How do advisors help or hinder when a leader is still learning to lead? By tracing these issues in a medieval setting, the narrative opens space for reflection on governance today.

Abbott writes with pedagogical intent, pausing to explain terms, customs, and procedures so that readers can follow the mechanics of medieval rule. The style is accessible and concise, building understanding step by step and emphasizing cause-and-effect over spectacle. Episodes are chosen not simply for drama but for what they reveal about institutions—coronation practices, feudal obligations, courtly etiquette—and how these shape decisions at the center of power. The result is an inviting point of entry for students and general audiences alike, balancing storytelling with instruction and encouraging readers to connect character, circumstance, and consequence without relying on technical jargon.

Approached as both history and historical pedagogy, Richard II offers a guided tour of a monarch’s world that rewards curiosity and close attention. It suits newcomers seeking orientation to the period and readers familiar with literary treatments who want a concise, contextual account. Abbott’s perspective reflects the values and methods of his time, making the book useful not only for its subject but also as a case study in how earlier generations narrated the past. Read on its own terms, it provides a thoughtful, spoiler-safe introduction to the dilemmas of youthful kingship and the enduring complexities of ruling a kingdom.
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    Richard II by Jacob Abbott is a concise historical narrative intended for general readers, tracing the life and reign of England’s king who ruled from 1377 to 1399. Abbott situates Richard’s story within the closing phase of the Plantagenet century, outlining the social, military, and political structures that framed royal power. Beginning with lineage and childhood, he explains the inheritance of a ten-year-old monarch and the implications of minority rule. The book proceeds chronologically, balancing court pageantry with governance, and emphasizing how personality, circumstance, and competing aristocratic interests shaped events. Its purpose is to present a clear account of Richard’s career and its consequences for the realm.

Richard was born in 1367 at Bordeaux, the son of Edward, known as the Black Prince, and Joan of Kent. Abbott sketches the chivalric environment that formed the boy’s outlook, noting the prestige and burdens attached to the royal house of Edward III. With the Black Prince’s death in 1376 and Edward III’s in 1377, Richard ascended the throne as a child. A great council and his royal uncles, especially John of Gaunt, dominated affairs, while ceremonies at Westminster projected stability. The narrative follows the arrangements for guardianship, the challenges of financing war with France, and the expectations placed upon a youthful sovereign.

The opening years of the reign unfolded amid the Hundred Years’ War and persistent fiscal strain. Abbott describes Parliament’s attempts to raise revenue, including successive poll taxes, and the friction these measures caused among townspeople and rural communities. He highlights the important role of London’s civic leaders and guilds, whose cooperation the Crown needed but did not always secure. Alongside financial anxieties, rivalries among magnates complicated policy. The author outlines John of Gaunt’s influence and absences, the limits of a regency’s authority, and the ways in which administrative routines struggled to keep pace with unusual burdens placed on a throne held by a minor.

In 1381 widespread discontent erupted into open revolt, bringing large bands of rebels to the gates of London. Abbott recounts Richard’s rides to confer with the insurgents at Mile End and the confrontation at Smithfield, where their leader, Wat Tyler, was slain and the king’s presence steadied armed citizens and officials. Temporary charters of freedom were issued, then revoked as order returned and retribution followed. The episode is presented as an early test of royal authority, showing both the persuasive power of ceremony and the constraints surrounding promises made under duress. It left enduring memories that affected later dealings between Crown and people.

Following the restoration of calm, Richard married Anne of Bohemia in 1382, cementing ties with the Empire and bringing a polished courtly culture to England. Abbott traces how the king increasingly relied on close companions, notably Michael de la Pole and Robert de Vere, who rose rapidly in rank and responsibility. Their prominence stirred opposition among established nobles and in Parliament, which pressed for accountability and reforms. The book details debates over expenditure, appointments, and foreign policy, as the young monarch asserted prerogatives while critics warned against favoritism. Tensions deepened into a constitutional struggle over who would direct the realm’s councils.

The conflict culminated in the formation of the Lords Appellant—senior nobles who claimed to act for the kingdom’s safety. Abbott narrates their victory over the king’s partisans at Radcot Bridge in 1387 and the ensuing Merciless Parliament of 1388, which prosecuted several of Richard’s advisers. Executions, exiles, and ordinances followed, curbing royal discretion and reasserting aristocratic oversight. Though the king’s person remained inviolate, his household and policies were reshaped by compulsion. The author underscores how legal forms and military force intertwined, marking a decisive moment when parliamentary procedure, backed by arms, set boundaries to a displeased sovereign’s immediate will.

After a period of accommodation, Richard gradually recovered control. From 1389 he governed more directly, cultivating able administrators and seeking peace abroad. Abbott describes the relative calm of these years, including judicial progress through the shires and a truce with France that culminated in the 1396 marriage to Isabella of Valois, following Queen Anne’s death in 1394. Court magnificence expressed ideals of kingship, yet questions of loyalty persisted beneath the surface. Policies toward Ireland, patronage, and the management of great magnates featured prominently, as the king balanced displays of authority with efforts to stabilize finances and reduce the burdens of war.

In the late 1390s a quarrel between Henry Bolingbroke, son of John of Gaunt, and Thomas Mowbray led to dramatic proceedings and both men’s banishment. Abbott recounts how Gaunt’s death in 1399 and the confiscation of Lancastrian estates transformed a dispute into a dynastic challenge. While Richard campaigned in Ireland, Bolingbroke returned to claim his inheritance and gathered wide support. The king’s position collapsed rapidly; he was taken into custody, compelled to abdicate, and Parliament recognized Henry as Henry IV. The narrative emphasizes procedure and consent as well as force, illustrating how political legitimacy shifted in a moment of weakness.

The book closes with Richard’s confinement and death at Pontefract in 1400, reported in various accounts that Abbott relates without embellishment, and with reflections on his legacy. The reign is presented as a study in the vulnerabilities of minority kingship, the dangers of reliance on favorites, and the emergence of parliamentary claims to steer governance in crisis. By following events from childhood to deposition, Abbott shows how ceremony, law, and military power interacted to define authority. The volume’s central message highlights the costs of political division and the gradual shaping of English constitutional practice through contested experiences under a troubled king.
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    Abbott’s Richard II unfolds in late fourteenth-century England, the Plantagenet realm centered on Westminster and London between 1377 and 1399. The kingdom, still recovering from the Black Death (1348–49), balanced a stratified feudal aristocracy with an increasingly assertive urban and mercantile society. Royal authority radiated from the court and council, while Parliament of lords and commons gathered intermittently to grant taxation and counsel. England retained Calais and a fragment of Aquitaine (Bordeaux, Bayonne) on the continent, and claimed lordship over Wales and Ireland. Ecclesiastical power remained formidable, with bishops in government and canon law shaping daily life. This milieu frames Richard’s minority, ceremonial kingship, and the tensions among crown, magnates, clergy, and commons.

Central to the reign was the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, sparked by successive poll taxes (1377, 1379, 1381) and long-standing controls on labor after the Statute of Labourers (1351). Rebels from Essex and Kent, led by Wat Tyler and inspired in part by the preaching of John Ball, surged into London in June 1381. They killed Simon Sudbury, archbishop-chancellor, and Robert Hales, treasurer, and burned legal records. Richard, age fourteen, confronted the crowd at Mile End (14 June) and again at Smithfield (15 June), where Tyler was slain by Mayor William Walworth. Abbott narrates these encounters to dramatize youthful kingship and the monarchy’s precarious reliance on promises, charters of manumission, and swift revocation under elite pressure.

Elite backlash against royal favorites culminated in the constitutional crisis of 1386–1388. The Wonderful Parliament (1386) forced the dismissal of Chancellor Michael de la Pole, while Robert de Vere, elevated as Duke of Ireland, rallied the king’s party. In December 1387 the Lords Appellant—Thomas of Woodstock (duke of Gloucester), Richard FitzAlan (earl of Arundel), Thomas Beauchamp (earl of Warwick), with Henry of Bolingbroke (earl of Derby) and Thomas Mowbray (earl of Nottingham)—defeated de Vere at Radcot Bridge. The Merciless Parliament (February–June 1388) condemned the king’s advisers: Chief Justice Robert Tresilian, Sir Simon Burley, and others were executed; de la Pole and de Vere were attainted in absentia. Abbott ties these proceedings to the dangers of factional governance and punitive parliaments.

Richard declared his personal rule in May 1389, ushering in a calmer interlude marked by diplomacy and ceremonious kingship. The Truce of Leulinghem (1389) eased Anglo-French hostilities, and in 1396 Richard cemented a 28‑year truce by marrying Isabella of Valois at Calais. Yet beneath courtly display, he built a coercive regime: a household guard of Cheshire archers, reliance on prerogative courts, and extraction of 'blank charters' and heavy fines. In 1397 he struck back at former enemies: Gloucester was arrested and died at Calais; Arundel was tried and executed; Warwick was banished. Abbott uses these episodes to portray the fragility of legal norms when royal resentment, memory of past humiliations, and selective justice converge.

In 1398 a quarrel between Henry of Bolingbroke and Thomas Mowbray led Richard to banish both—Bolingbroke for ten years, Mowbray for life—after aborting their trial by combat at Coventry. When John of Gaunt died on 3 February 1399, Richard seized the vast Lancastrian estates, denying Bolingbroke his inheritance. While the king campaigned in Ireland, Bolingbroke landed at Ravenspur in July 1399, gathering support from the Percies and other magnates. He captured royal councillors at Bristol—Sir John Bussy, Sir Henry Green, and the earl of Wiltshire—who were executed. Richard, lured from Conwy and taken at Flint, was brought to London, compelled to abdicate (29–30 September), and replaced by Henry IV. Abbott foregrounds the sequence as a lesson in legitimacy and usurpation.

The Irish expeditions frame the beginning and end of Richard’s decisive crisis. In 1394–95 he led a massive force to Dublin, receiving submissions from many Gaelic lords but failing to subdue Art MacMurrough‑Kavanagh in Leinster. The campaign mixed pageantry with punitive forays and heavy expenditure, yielding transient display rather than structural control. In 1399 Richard returned to Ireland to confront MacMurrough again; his absence enabled Bolingbroke’s landing and rapid advance. The book underscores the strategic miscalculation: an outward projection of authority across the Irish Sea that left the English political core exposed, revealing the limits of imperial claims when domestic consent and fiscal capacity were frayed.

Broader pressures shaped these crises. The Hundred Years’ War shifted into truces punctuated by raids; English holdings dwindled to Calais and parts of Gascony, while French and Castilian fleets struck the Channel coast in the mid‑1380s. On the northern frontier, border war with Scotland culminated in Otterburn (1388), where Henry 'Hotspur' Percy was captured. The Great Western Schism (from 1378) split Christendom between Roman and Avignon obediences, intertwining diplomacy and ecclesiastical patronage; England backed Urban VI and his successors. At home, Wycliffite critiques of clerical wealth (John Wycliffe died 1384) and urban guild politics fed social tensions. Abbott situates Richard amid these cross‑currents, showing how external strains magnified internal faction and fiscal demands.

Abbott’s narrative functions as a political critique by exposing how unstable revenue, regency politics, and favoritism warped governance. Heavy taxation, poll levies, and arbitrary fines illuminate class divides between court, magnates, and commons, while reprisals after 1381 and 1397 exemplify unequal justice. The book emphasizes the need for counsel bound by law—contrasting punitive parliaments and vindictive purges with negotiated authority—and underscores accountability when a monarch seizes inheritance or suppresses dissent through force. By tracing the boy‑king’s ceremonial promise and later authoritarian turn, Abbott indicts the perils of personal rule detached from broad consent, revealing the social costs borne by townspeople, peasants, and lesser gentry.
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King Richard the Second lived in the days when the chivalry of feudal times was in all its glory. His father, the Black Prince[2]; his uncles, the sons of Edward the Third, and his ancestors in a long line, extending back to the days of Richard the First, were among the most illustrious knights of Europe in those days, and their history abounds in the wonderful exploits, the narrow escapes, and the romantic adventures, for which the knights errant of the Middle Ages were so renowned. This volume takes up the story of English history at the death of Richard the First, and continues it to the time of the deposition and death of Richard the Second, with a view of presenting as complete a picture as is possible, within such limits, of the ideas and principles, the manners and customs, and the extraordinary military undertakings and exploits of that wonderful age.
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There have been three monarchs of the name of Richard upon the English throne.

Three Richards.

Richard the Crusader.

Richard I. is known and celebrated in history as Richard the Crusader. He was the sovereign ruler not only of England, but of all the Norman part of France, and from both of his dominions he raised a vast army, and went with it to the Holy Land, where he fought many years against the Saracens with a view of rescuing Jerusalem and the other holy places there from the dominion of unbelievers. He met with a great many remarkable adventures in going to the Holy Land, and with still more remarkable ones on his return home, all of which are fully related in the volume of this series entitled King Richard I.

King John.

Richard II. did not succeed Richard I. immediately. Several reigns intervened. The monarch who immediately succeeded Richard I. was John. John was Richard's brother, and had been left in command, in England, as regent, during the king's absence in the Holy Land.

After John came Henry III. and the three Edwards; and when the third Edward died, his son Richard II. was heir to the throne. He was, however, too young at that time to reign, for he was only ten years old.

Character of the kings and nobles of those days.

The kings in these days were wild and turbulent men, always engaged in wars with each other and with their nobles, while all the industrial classes were greatly depressed. The nobles lived in strong castles in various places about the country, and owned, or claimed to own, very large estates, which the laboring men were compelled to cultivate for them. Some of these castles still remain in a habitable state, but most of them are now in ruins—and very curious objects the ruins are to see.


[image: RUINS OF AN ANCIENT CASTLE.] RUINS OF AN ANCIENT CASTLE.

Origin and nature of their power.

The kings held their kingdoms very much as the nobles did their estates—[1q]they considered them theirs by right. And the people generally thought so too. The king had a right, as they imagined, to live in luxury and splendor, and to lord it over the country, and compel the mass of the people to pay him nearly all their earnings in rent and taxes, and to raise armies, whenever he commanded them, to go and fight for him in his quarrels with his neighbors, because his father had done these things before him. And what right had his father to do these things? Why, because his father had done them before him. Very well; but to go back to the beginning. What right had the first man to assume this power, and how did he get possession of it? This was a question that nobody could answer, for nobody knew then, and nobody knows now, who were the original founders of these noble families, or by what means they first came into power. People did not know how to read and write in the days when kings first began to reign, and so no records were made, and no accounts kept of public transactions; and when at length the countries of Europe in the Middle Ages began to emerge somewhat into the light of civilization, these royal and noble families were found every where established. The whole territory of Europe was divided into a great number of kingdoms, principalities, dukedoms, and other such sovereignties, over each of which some ancient family was established in supreme and almost despotic power. Nobody knew how they originally came by their power.

Natural rights of man in respect to the fruits of the earth.

The people generally submitted to this power very willingly. In the first place, they had a sort of blind veneration for it on account of its ancient and established character. Then they were always taught from infancy that kings had a right to reign, and nobles a right to their estates, and that to toil all their lives, and allow their kings and nobles to take, in rent and taxes, and in other such ways, every thing that they, the people, earned, except what was barely sufficient for their subsistence, was an obligation which the God of nature had imposed upon them, and that it would be a sin in them not to submit to it; whereas nothing can be more plain than that the God of nature intends the earth for man, and that consequently society ought to be so organized that in each generation every man can enjoy something at least like his fair share of the products of it, in proportion to the degree of industry or skill which he brings to bear upon the work of developing these products.

Beneficial results of royal rule.

There was another consideration which made the common people more inclined to submit to these hereditary kings and nobles than we should have supposed they would have been, and that is, the government which they exercised was really, in many respects, of great benefit to the community. They preserved order as far as they could, and punished crimes. If bands of robbers were formed, the nobles or the king sent out a troop to put them down. If a thief broke into a house and stole what he found there, the government sent officers to pursue and arrest him, and then shut him up in jail. If a murder was committed, they would seize the murderer and hang him. It was their interest to do this, for if they allowed the people to be robbed and plundered, or to live all the time in fear of violence, then it is plain that the cultivation of the earth could not go on, and the rents and the taxes could not be paid. So these governments established courts, and made laws, and appointed officers to execute them, in order to protect the lives and property of their subjects from all common thieves and murderers, and the people were taught to believe that there was no other way by which their protection could be secured except by the power of the kings. We must be contented as we are, they said to themselves, and be willing to go and fight the king's battles, and to pay to him and to the nobles nearly every thing that we can earn, or else society will be thrown into confusion, and the whole land will be full of thieves and murderers.

In the present age of the world, means have been devised by which, in any country sufficiently enlightened for this purpose, the people themselves can organize a government to restrain and punish robbers and murderers, and to make and execute all other necessary laws for the promotion of the general welfare; but in those ancient times this was seldom or never done. The art of government was not then understood. It is very imperfectly understood at the present day, but in those days it was not understood at all; and, accordingly, there was nothing better for the people to do than to submit to, and not only to submit to, but to maintain with all their power the government of these hereditary kings and nobles.

The power of kings and nobles was restricted.

It must not be supposed, however, that the power of these hereditary nobles was absolute. It was very far from being absolute. It was restricted and curtailed by the ancient customs and laws of the realm, which customs and laws the kings and nobles could not transgress without producing insurrections and rebellions. Their own right to the power which they wielded rested solely on ancient customs, and, of course, the restrictions on these rights, which had come down by custom from ancient times, were as valid as the rights themselves.

Disputes about the right of succession.

Notwithstanding this, the kings were continually overstepping the limits of their power, and insurrections and civil wars were all the time breaking out, in consequence of which the realms over which they reigned were kept in a perpetual state of turmoil. These wars arose sometimes from the contests of different claimants to the crown. If a king died, leaving only a son too young to rule, one of his brothers, perhaps—an uncle of the young prince—would attempt to seize the throne, under one pretext or another, and then the nobles and the courtiers would take sides, some in favor of the nephew and some in favor of the uncle, and a long civil war would perhaps ensue. This was the case immediately after the death of Richard I. When he died he designated as his successor a nephew of his, who was at that time only twelve years old. The name of this young prince was Arthur. He was the son of Geoffrey, a brother of Richard's, older than John, and he was accordingly the rightful heir; but John, having been once installed in power by his brother—for his brother had made him regent when he went away on his crusade to the Holy Land—determined that he would seize the crown himself, and exclude his nephew from the succession.

So he caused himself to be proclaimed king. He was in Normandy at the time; but he immediately put himself at the head of an armed force and went to England.

Case of young Arthur.

The barons of the kingdom immediately resolved to resist him, and to maintain the cause of the young Arthur. They said that Arthur was the rightful king, and that John was only a usurper; so they withdrew, every man to his castle, and fortified themselves there.

The King of France becomes his ally.

In cases like this, where in any kingdom there were two contested claims for the throne, the kings of the neighboring countries usually came in and took part in the quarrel. They thought that by taking sides with one of the claimants, and aiding him to get possession of the throne, they should gain an influence in the kingdom which they might afterward turn to account for themselves. The King of France at this time was named Philip. He determined to espouse the cause of young Arthur in this quarrel. His motive for doing this was to have a pretext for making war upon John, and, in the war, of conquering some portion of Normandy and annexing it to his own dominions.

So he invited Arthur to come to his court, and when he arrived there he asked him if he would not like to be King of England. Arthur said that he should like to be a king very much indeed. "Well," said Philip, "I will furnish you with an army, and you shall go and make war upon John. I will go too, with another army; then, whatever I shall take away from John in Normandy shall be mine, but all of England shall be yours."

Map showing the situation of Normandy.

The situation of the country of Normandy, in relation to France and to England, may be seen by the accompanying map.
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Philip thought that he could easily seize a large part of Normandy and annex it to his dominions while John was engaged in defending himself against Arthur in England.

Arthur, who was at this time only about fourteen years old, was, of course, too young to exercise any judgment in respect to such questions as these, so he readily agreed to what Philip proposed, and very soon afterward Philip assembled an army, and, placing Arthur nominally at the head of it, he sent him forth into Normandy to commence the war upon John. Of course, Arthur was only nominally at the head of the army. There were old and experienced generals who really had the command, though they did every thing in Arthur's name.

Arthur is defeated and made prisoner.

A long war ensued, but in the end Arthur's army was defeated, and Arthur himself was made prisoner. John and his savage soldiery got possession of the town where Arthur was in the night, and they seized the poor boy in his bed. The soldiers took him away with a troop of horse, and shut him up in a dungeon in a famous castle called the castle of Falaise. You will see the position of Falaise on the map.

John attempts to induce Arthur to abdicate.

After a while John determined to visit Arthur in his prison, in order to see if he could not make some terms with him. To accomplish his purpose more effectually, he waited some time, till he thought the poor boy's spirit must be broken down by his confinement and his sufferings. His design was probably to make terms with him by offering him his liberty, and perhaps some rich estate, if he would only give up his claims to the crown and acknowledge John as king; but he found that Arthur, young as he was, and helpless as was his condition in his lonely dungeon, remained in heart entirely unsubdued. All that he would say in answer to John's proposal was, "Give me back my kingdom." At length, John, finding that he could not induce the prince to give up his claims, went away in a rage, and determined to kill him. If Arthur were dead, there would then, he thought, be no farther difficulty, for all acknowledged that after Arthur he himself was the next heir.

There was another way, too, by which John might become the rightful heir to the crown. It was a prevalent idea in those days that no person who was blind, or deaf, or dumb could inherit a crown. To blind young Arthur, then, would be as effectual a means of extinguishing his claims as to kill him, and John accordingly determined to destroy the young prince's right to the succession by putting out his eyes; so he sent two executioners to perform this cruel deed upon the captive in his dungeon.

The name of the governor of the castle was Hubert. He was a kind and humane man, and he pitied his unhappy prisoner; and so, when the executioners came, and Hubert went to the cell to tell Arthur that they had come, and what they had come for, Arthur fell on his knees before him and began to beg for mercy, crying out, Save me! oh, save me! with such piteous cries that Hubert's heart was moved with compassion, and he concluded that he would put off the execution of the dreadful deed till he could see the king again.

Account of the assassination of Arthur.

Various accounts of the mode of Arthur's death.

John was very angry when he found that his orders had not been obeyed, and he immediately determined to send Arthur to another prison, which was in the town of Rouen, the keeper of which he knew to be an unscrupulous and merciless man. This was done, and soon afterward it was given out through all the kingdom that Arthur was dead. Every body was convinced that John had caused him to be murdered. There were several different rumors in respect to the way in which the deed was done. One story was that John, being at Rouen, where Arthur was imprisoned, after having become excited with the wine which he had drunk at a carousal, went and killed Arthur himself with his own hand, and that he then ordered his body to be thrown into the Seine, with heavy stones tied to the feet to make it sink. The body, however, afterward, they said, rose to the surface and floated to the shore, where some monks found it, and buried it secretly in their abbey.

Another story was that John pretended to be reconciled to Arthur, and took him out one day to ride with him, with other horsemen. Presently John rode on with Arthur in advance of the party, until late in the evening they came to a solitary place where there was a high cliff overhanging the sea. Here John drew his sword, and, riding up to Arthur, suddenly ran him through the body. Arthur cried aloud, and begged for mercy as he fell from his horse to the ground; but John dragged him to the edge of the precipice, and threw him over into the sea while he was yet alive and breathing.

A third story was that John had determined that Arthur must die, and that he came himself one night to the castle where Arthur was confined in Rouen on the Seine. A man went up to Arthur's room, and, waking him from his sleep, directed him to rise.

"Rise," said he, "and come with me."

Arthur rose, and followed his guard with fear and trembling. They descended the staircase to the foot of the tower, where there was a portal that opened close upon the river. On going out, Arthur found that there was a boat there at the stairs, with his uncle and some other men in it. Arthur at once understood what these things meant, and was greatly terrified. He fell on his knees, and begged his uncle to spare his life; but John gave a sign, and Arthur was stabbed, and then taken out a little way and thrown into the river. Some say that John killed him and threw him into the river with his own hand.

Uncertainty in respect to these stories.

Which of these tales is true, if either of them is so, can now probably never be known. All that is certain is that John in some way or other caused Arthur to be murdered in order to remove him out of the way. He justified his claim to the crown by pretending that King Richard, his brother, on his death-bed, bequeathed the kingdom to him, but this nobody believes.

League formed against him by his barons.

At any rate, John obtained possession of the crown, and he reigned many years. His reign, however, was a very troubled one. His title, indeed, after Arthur's death, was no longer disputed, but he was greatly abhorred and hated for his cruelties and crimes, and at length nearly all the barons of his realm banded themselves together against him, with the view of reducing his power as king within more reasonable bounds.

Portrait of King John.

[image: KING JOHN.] KING JOHN.

Magna Charta.

The king fought these rebels, as he called them, for some time, but he was continually beaten, and finally compelled to yield to them. They wrote out their demands in a full and formal manner upon parchment, and compelled the king to sign it. This document was called the Magna Charta[1], which means the great charter. The signing and delivering this deed is considered one of the most important events in English history. It was the first great covenant that was made between the kings and the people of England, and the stipulations of it have been considered binding to this day, so that it is, in some sense, the original basis and foundation of the civil rights which the British people now enjoy.

Runny Mead.

The place of assembly where King John came out to sign this covenant was a broad and beautiful meadow on the banks of the Thames, not far from Windsor Castle. The name of the field is Runny Mead. The word mead is a contraction for meadow.

The agreement afterward repudiated.

The act of once signing such a compact as this was, however, not sufficient, it seems, to bind the English kings. There were a great many disputes and contests about it afterward between the kings and the barons, as the kings, one after another, refused to adhere to the agreement made by John in their name, on the ground, perhaps, of the deed not being a voluntary one on his part. He was forced to sign it, they said, because the barons were stronger than he was. Of course, when the kings thought that they, in their turn, were stronger than the barons, they were very apt to violate the agreement. One of the kings on one occasion obtained a dispensation from the Pope, absolving him from all obligation to fulfill this compact.

New wars.

New ratifications of Magna Charta.

In consequence of this want of good faith on the part of the kings, there arose continually new quarrels, and sometimes new civil wars, between the kings and the barons. In these contests the barons were usually successful in the end, and then they always insisted on the vanquished monarch's ratifying or signing the Magna Charta anew. It is said that in this way it was confirmed and re-established not less than thirty times in the course of four or five reigns, and thus it became at last the settled and unquestioned law of the land. The power of the kings of England has been restricted and controlled by its provisions ever since.

All this took place in the reigns preceding the accession of Richard II.

Cruelties and oppressions practiced upon the Jews.

Besides these contests with the barons, the kings of those times were often engaged in contentions with the people; but the people, having no means of combining together or otherwise organizing their resistance, were almost always compelled to submit. They were often oppressed and maltreated in the most cruel manner. The great object of the government seems to have been to extort money from them in every possible way, and to this end taxes and imposts were levied upon them to such an extent as to leave them enough only for bare subsistence. The most cruel means were often resorted to to compel the payment of these taxes. The unhappy Jews were the special subjects of these extortions. The Jews in Europe were at this time generally excluded from almost every kind of business except buying and selling movable property, and lending money; but by these means many of them became very rich, and their property was of such a nature that it could be easily concealed. This led to a great many cases of cruelty in the
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