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This memorial at Runnymede was erected in 1957 by the American Bar Association to commemorate the moment Magna Carta was sealed here in 1215.
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IMPORTANT DATES




	1167

	The future King John is born in Oxford






	1189

	King Henry II dies; Richard I is crowned King of England






	1193–94

	Richard I is taken prisoner in Germany; John’s rebellion fails






	1199

	Richard dies; John is crowned King of England






	1200

	Peace Treaty of Le Goulet is signed with the French; John marries Isabella of Angoulême






	1202

	John is victorious at Mirebeau; Arthur of Brittany is captured and disappears






	1204

	King Philip of France conquers Normandy






	1205

	John abandons his invasion of France where more lands are lost






	1206

	Pope Innocent III rejects John’s choice of John de Gray as Archbishop of Canterbury; John refuses the Pope’s choice of Stephen Langton; John embarks on a campaign in Gascony






	1208

	England is placed under interdict






	1209

	Pope Innocent III excommunicates John






	1210

	John leads a large army into Ireland






	1212

	John abandons an expedition in Wales when he hears of a baronial plot






	1213

	John yields to the papacy; England becomes a fief of Rome






	1214

	Major defeats for John and his allies in France at La Roche-aux-Moines and Bouvines; John demands more taxes






	1215

	The English barons rebel and seize London; John agrees to have his power curbed through a Great Charter (Magna Carta); after reneging on the Charter, John takes Rochester Castle following a lengthy siege






	1216

	Prince Louis of France invades and claims the throne of England; John loses his baggage train in The Wash estuary; John dies at Newark; Henry III is crowned King of England











BAD KING JOHN:

KING OF ENGLAND 1199–1216

‘HE FEARED NOT GOD, NOR RESPECTED MEN.’

Gerald of Wales

[image: images]

‘A PILLAGER OF HIS OWN PEOPLE.’

The Barnwell annalist
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NO king in English history has such a terrible reputation as ‘Bad’ King John. Other kings were as incompetent (Edward II), or perhaps as cruel (Richard III), but in the eyes of his contemporaries John seems to have been uniquely both. Here we tell the story of John and how his disastrous and bloody reign led to one of the most famous documents in history: Magna Carta.
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A 12th-century fresco depicting King John with Isabella of Angoulême and Eleanor of Aquitaine.






PRINCE JOHN

JOHN was born in Oxford on Christmas Eve 1167. His father was the great Henry II and his mother the redoubtable Eleanor of Aquitaine, one of England’s most famous queens. John was their lastborn of four surviving sons and was never expected to be king. Although he seemed to live in the shadow of his older brothers – Henry, Geoffrey and the illustrious Richard the Lionheart – he was his father’s favourite. Henry indulged John, yet John was to repay him with treachery. As the youngest, John felt that he did not have ownership of as much territory from his father’s Angevin Empire in England, Ireland and France that he felt he deserved; hence he was known as ‘Lackland’.



Even as a young man and prince of the realm, John displayed some of the characteristics and tendencies that were to make him so notorious in later life. In 1185 in his role as Lord of Ireland (held since the age of 12), John visited the country. Here he squandered his money and offended the Irish lords by mocking their unfashionably long beards. Then in 1189, at the end of a long reign, his father King Henry II is said to have died from a broken heart when he learned that his beloved John had sided with the rebellion against him.
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King Henry II, John’s father (r.1154–89).
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Map of the dominions of the Angevins, c.1170. The Angevin Empire describes the collection of states (in Ireland, England and France) ruled by the Angevin dynasty (namely Henry II, Richard the Lionheart and King John).






IN THE SHADOW OF
THE LIONHEART

WHEN Richard became King of England in 1189, John found himself next in line to the throne, his other brothers Henry and Geoffrey having died by this time. Richard bestowed John with power and lands: marriage to the rich heiress Isabella of Gloucester; the counties of Nottingham, Derby, Dorset, Somerset, Cornwall and Devon; and he was made Count of Mortain in Normandy. But this was not enough for him. When Richard departed on the Third Crusade in 1190, John began plotting to take the English throne with the help of the French king, Philip Augustus. John had a great stroke of luck when Richard, on his return journey from the Holy Land, was shipwrecked and then captured in Germany by the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry VI. Henry wanted a large ransom to free his prisoner; John offered Henry money to keep him incarcerated.



England, loyal to their king, paid the ransom and Richard returned in 1194 to easily quell John’s attempted coup against him. When John knelt shaking before Richard seeking forgiveness, the king was dismissively lenient towards him: ‘You are only a child.’ (He was in his late 2os.) It was a humiliating putdown. Richard expressed his contempt when he told others: ‘My brother John is not the man to conquer a country if there is a single person able to make the slightest resistance to his attempts.’



John was forever in Richard’s shadow. Richard was respected and even loved by his subjects and his men. He had earned a reputation for generosity and, most of all, bravery; as a knight fighting in France and as a renowned crusader fighting in the Holy Land, Richard was famous for his glorious deeds across the known world. His fame was further spread when troubadours sang songs about him. He was everything that his brother was not, and John could never compete with him.
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Castle Dürnstein in the Danube valley, Austria; one of the places where Richard I was held captive in 1192.

In the immediate aftermath of his failed rebellion, John attempted to reassure his brother of his newfound loyalty. He quickly went to Évreux in Normandy and took the castle there. Its garrison did not know of his reconciliation with Richard: they thought he was still allied with King Philip of France. John massacred them. One report from the time claims he put their heads on poles. 
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Statue of Richard I outside the Houses of Parliament.





Even before he was king, John had earned himself a reputation for treachery. This reputation was to darken even further when, with the unexpected death of Richard I from a crossbow wound in April 1199, John ascended to the throne of England.
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Richard I (the Lionheart) arrives at Acre during the Third Crusade, 1191.





SUCCESSFUL FIRST YEARS
AS KING

JOHN’S reign started well with a successful show of force as he progressed with a large army across his lands in France. In May 1200 at Le Goulet he secured the peace treaty he wished for with King Philip of France. By this treaty he was acknowledging, as King Henry II and King Richard I had before him, Philip’s overlordship of English territories in France. However, the difference this time was that John agreed to pay the huge relief (monetary transaction) of 20,000 marks to Philip in order that the French monarch would recognise John as Richard I’s heir to these fiefs. By contrast, Henry II and Richard I had never handed over any money. Between the peace treaty and the financial sum involved, John quickly earned for himself a disparaging new nickname: ‘Softsword’.
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King John’s reign began successfully, but it was to go disastrously wrong.

Trouble soon flared elsewhere in France. John had his first marriage to Isabella of Gloucester annulled and in August 1200 married Isabella of Angoulême, who was barely 12 years of age. Chronicles attributed the move to John’s unhealthy lusts; in fact, John was cleverly ensuring that the marriage would bring him lands in a vitally strategic area. But Isabella had already been betrothed to a powerful local baron, Hugh the Brown, Lord of Lusignan. All might have been well had John suitably compensated Hugh’s loss of face with money and rewards; instead he acted spitefully and insensitively. He thereby earned the enmity of the Lusignans. They were soon to seek their revenge.
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Isabella of Angoulême, King John’s young bride.

John achieved even greater success in 1202. War broke out with France again and King Philip supported the 16-year-old Arthur of Brittany against John. Arthur was John’s nephew, the son of John’s deceased brother Geoffrey of Brittany. For many he was the true heir to the English Crown; at one point King Richard I had even named him as such. That summer Arthur, with the support of French and Lusignan troops, besieged John’s 80-year-old mother Eleanor of Aquitaine in the Castle of Mirebeau. John made a rapid forced march there and surprised the enemy while they were eating pigeon for breakfast. He defeated the opposing forces decisively. It was a huge victory, which saw him capture his leading foes. He wrote home elatedly that he ‘had got the lot’. The greatest prize was the contender to his throne, Arthur. John’s reign had had a good start.
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Arthur of Brittany, John’s nephew, pays homage to the French king, Philip Augustus.






MISTREATMENT AND MURDER

AT this moment of supreme triumph, John’s success was marred by his vindictive treatment of his prisoners. He held many of the knights in extremely poor conditions. Those placed in Corfe Castle rioted and refused to surrender; it is reported that some of them preferred to starve to death rather than surrender to John again. A consequence was that John alienated the prisoners’ relatives, many of whom were powerful lords in Normandy. In so doing, he pushed some of them into the French camp so that, when he later needed their help, it was not forthcoming.
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A prisoner of King John may have suffered in this way. 

Worse still were the rumours that John had murdered his nephew while held in prison. We do not know for certain of Arthur’s exact fate, but it is clear that something terrible befell him while in John’s custody. Chronicles variously tell that John had stabbed him in a drunken rage and dumped his body in the River Seine, or that he died after being castrated. Arthur was never seen again. Whatever the truth of the teenager’s fate, all were shocked and deemed that John’s hands had been tainted by royal blood.
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A depiction of the murder of Arthur of Brittany, at Rouen in 1203, allegedly on the orders of King John. 
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Corfe Castle, where captured knights rioted against King John’s harsh regime.
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