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Thomas Becket (HPMS7006)
Assignment 3 How important were the constitutions of Clarendon in the breakdown of the relationship between Henry II and Thomas?
 	On 2 November 1164 Archbishop Thomas Becket left the port of Sandwich for the continent. This was the start of six years of exile for Thomas, but he had not been exiled by King Henry, rather he was leaving England in self-imposed exile. Differences between Thomas and King Henry had steadily grown during his time in office as Archbishop and culminated in Thomas being accused of false accounting and embezzlement when in office as Chancellor. The relationship between Thomas and Henry had completely broken down. Before he could be sentenced Thomas left the Council of Northampton and early the following morning fled. There is no record of what the sentence might have been but would have involved a lengthy imprisonment for the transgressions. Isolated with most bishops against him Thomas felt no choice but to seek exile.
Barely three years before it would have been all but impossible to foresee the dramatic change in circumstances that resulted in Thomas fleeing in disguise with just three companions under cover of dark and rain. The son of a Norman merchant living in London, Thomas started his career as a clerk. He subsequently entered the household of Archbishop Theobald of Canterbury where he began to distinguish himself in various offices. This led to him being recommended by Theobald to the new King Henry II for the vacant post of Lord Chancellor.   Thomas was appointed as Chancellor in January 1155 by Henry who had only just acceded to the throne the previous month.  
[bookmark: _Int_dW6iq30P][bookmark: _Int_tEI66UbJ][bookmark: _Int_6Xa7I1Q2]The young king then, not yet 22 years old, faced a tremendous challenge. The kingdom had endured decades of civil strife during which central administration had been eroded. Rival claimants had made their own appointments, castles built without due authorization, crown revenues lost, and royal prerogatives lapsed.  Henry’s priority was to reestablish the royal administration and authority and return stability to the kingdom.  ￼As Chancellor Thomas succeeded in carrying out the  wishes.  He helped to rebuild the royal administration and ensured that royal revenues were collected from all including from churches and bishoprics.  Some biographies, notably that of William Fitzstephen  note that Thomas and the king became close friends.  They feasted and hunted together, and Henry trusted Thomas with several important missions. One of those was when Henry asked Thomas to go to King Louis of France to ask for the hand of his daughter Margaret in marriage with Prince Henry.  Thomas with his access to the exchequer was able to utilize royal resources in his ￼his office evident in his retinue, fine clothes, horses, and lavish entertaining as the king’s right-hand man. Thomas also joined Henry on campaign in France with 700 knights of his own. ￼ Certainly, Henry held Thomas in sufficiently high regard to entrust his son the young Prince Henry to Thomas’ household for his education.
[bookmark: _Int_zHl1r6hG][bookmark: _Int_QmQ5lRon]Archbishop Theobald died in April 1161. It took a year for Henry to seek to fill the position during which time all income from the diocese flowed into royal coffers. His choice for archbishop fell on Thomas Becket who at first declined the role. In seven years as chancellor, Thomas helped the king recover lands and castles in England and cemented royal authority.  Henry now turned his attention to the English Church.  Perhaps he had noted how Frederick Barbarossa the Holy Roman Emperor had had his chancellor Rainald of Dassel succeed to the Archbishopric of Cologne.  Rainald was instrumental as Chancellor in championing the rights and power of the emperor, reducing the papal influence, and strengthening a more independent clergy in Germany.[footnoteRef:2737]   A recent case in Yorkshire where a dean was found guilty of accepting a bribe resulted in conflict between ecclesiastical and secular authorities over court jurisdiction.  The matter had been referred to the king who vociferously denounced clerics who transgressed the law. [footnoteRef:20794] Having a loyal and competent Becket in the Archbishopric would enable King Henry to now also dominate the church.  This was because the Archbishop of Canterbury was the Primate of all England and therefore the head of the Church to whom all the other bishops of the realm owed allegiance and obedience. Controlling the archbishopric would enable the king to effectively hold sway over the Church in England. A reluctant Becket was finally overruled by the king who sent him back from France where he was with the king to England under escort to be first elected, then invested as Archbishop of Canterbury.  Thomas’s reluctance to assume the post of Archbishop of Canterbury stemmed from his experience in seven years as the king’s chancellor and resided in what he had learned at first hand of the Henry’s character and ambitions and of those surrounding the king.  John of Salisbury wrote, [2737:   https://en.wikipedia.org › wiki › Rainald_of_Dassel [accessed 1 May 2023]
]  [20794:  J. Guy, Thomas Becket,  (London, 2012), p. 140] 

[bookmark: _Int_ewp3QvLe]He had by now learned to understand the king’s character and the wickedness and rapacity of his officials......if he were to accept the post offered to him, he would lose either the favour of God or that of the king. For he could not cleave to God and at the same time obey the king’s will or give precedence to the laws of the saints without making an enemy of the king.[footnoteRef:31980] [31980:  J. Guy, Tomas Becket, (London, 2012),  p. 142] 

Herbert of Bosham reports a conversation between Thomas and the king when the latter declared his ‘wish’ that Thomas become archbishop where Thomas said,
[bookmark: _Int_nNMkORBH][bookmark: _Int_8kOpeLbB]I know indeed that you would demand much, and even now you presume a great deal in ecclesiastical matters, which I would not be able to tolerate with equanimity. And so the envious would take advantage of the opportunity, and as soon as favour is extinguished they would stir up endless hatred between us. [footnoteRef:19949] [19949:  M. Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, (Manchester, 2001), p. 60] 

[bookmark: _Int_qFQJlbcg]The words above, written by John of Salisbury and Herbert of Bosham respectively, were written down after Thomas’ martyrdom and we cannot know that they were verbatim, but they do assist our understanding of why Thomas was not eager to assume the post of archbishop and indicate a foreboding of things to come. Thomas is being maneuvered into a role which he already feels he will be unable to fulfill to the king’s satisfaction. The relationship between Henry and Thomas was fracturing. The king was expecting Thomas to fall into line and Thomas was already aware that he would not be able to.  The quotes above certainly help to explain what then followed. Elected in May 1162 the consecration of Thomas as Archbishop did not take place until 10 August that year when the pallium, symbol of his office, had been obtained from the Pope. Once archbishop, Thomas resigned from his post of chancellor, arguing that his pastoral responsibilities as archbishop did not allow him time for both positions.  King Henry and not been consulted and was still in France when the news reached him. Henry’s reaction was one of anger and feeling that Thomas had betrayed him.[footnoteRef:20214] Henry’s plan to extend royal control into the ecclesiastical realm of the kingdom was now under threat. Despite the conversation reported between Thomas and the king being a warning that Thomas would not be able to carry out all the king’s wishes Henry either ignored what he heard or simply decided that he would be able to coerce and control Thomas. By resigning the post of chancellor Thomas would no longer be answering directly to Henry. As archbishop he was answerable to the Church. [20214:  J. Guy, Thomas Becket, (London, 2012), p. 147] 

Although Thomas’s time as chancellor was not completely free of disagreements with the king, he had carried out Henry’s wishes and was trusted by him. While the king had not changed in views, ambitions, or character the same could not be said of Thomas Becket. As archbishop, Thomas appeared to transform himself.
[bookmark: _Int_fxq5Y7Kf]Upon his consecration he immediately put off the old man, and put on the hairshirt and the monk, crucifying the flesh with its passions and desires. Going over the fact that he had taken on the office of teacher and pastor, he fulfilled the duty of preaching, and whatever time he could withdraw from pressing business he almost always gave to prayer and reading. [footnoteRef:3788] [3788:  M. Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, (Manchester, 2001), pp. 67- 68] 

Thomas soon continued what his predecessor Theobald had started in recovering land and castles lost during King Stephen’s reign. What he had done for the king Thomas now did for the diocese of Canterbury. Recovery of land included revoking leases where the rents were considered insufficient. As chancellor, he learned an authoritarian manner and proceeded aggressively in the recovery of property.  Reform within the Church had led to the idea that ministers were answerable first to the Pope and to God before they were to secular rulers. Church authorities in general were asserting independence from secular authority and Thomas, when called to royal courts to answer those whose lands he had recovered for the diocese, refused to respond. Rather, he expected any claims to be heard by his court in Canterbury. Understandably this led to considerable disgruntlement among the nobility and landowners affected. One of the many people affected was John the Marshall who was a prominent royal servant. This led to the king being lobbied by them and in the case of Ranulf de Broc, another close associate of the king, Henry intervened, and Thomas had to stand down leaving De Broc in possession of Saltwood Castle. Enemies were being made and 
Further dispute now began to directly affect relations between the king and archbishop. At Woodstock near Oxford the king held court on 1 July 1163. Henry presented his plan to increase taxation by taking the taxes paid to sheriffs, sheriff’s aid, and used for funding local administration, to the exchequer. This affected the Church since it made those payments to the sheriffs for their expenditure and not for the exchequer.  Thomas led the opposition to this, resulting in a public argument between Henry and Thomas. With the Church against the proposal and with little support from anyone else, the king had to back down. This was especially humiliating for Henry since it was in front of some of Henry’s closest associates. Rhys ap Gruffydd, Owain Gwynedd, both princes of Wales and Malcolm IV of Scotland were also present to pay homage to their lord. King Henry, now technically overlord of the whole of Britain was unable to impose his will and the architect of his defeat was the man he had had appointed as archbishop.  Henry was furious.                                                        
Soon after, Thomas, following canon law, refused a marriage license for the king’s brother to his cousin in third degree because of consanguinity. Although Thomas was completely within his rights this was now very much seen by Henry as an affront to himself. Coming close after the scene at Woodstock, things were now becoming personal for the king.
The king’s concern with criminous clerks who had been convicted of serious crime became a major cause of disagreement. The Church claimed that churchmen accused of crimes could only be accused and tried in church courts. Serious crimes such as murder and robbery would result in death or mutilation if convicted in a secular court. In an ecclesiastical court conviction would result in the clerk or priest being unfrocked and stripped of his living and may also be imprisoned within a monastery. The Church would not impose sentences of death or mutilation. Henry came to see this as immunity from justice and in a society where the religious community made up a sizeable proportion of the national population there were a lot of people who were simply not answerable to him. Thomas was personally involved in some of those cases. In one, a clerk who had killed a man to rape his daughter was put in the bishop’s prison and not handed over to royal authority on Becket’s orders.
A sermon delivered by Becket in July 1163 at which Henry was present focused on a passage from the bible where Peter had been commanded to sheathe his sword in the Garden of Gethsemane,
[bookmark: _Int_bNcPE62c]‘Lord,’ they said ‘there are two swords here now.’ He said to them, ‘That is enough!’[footnoteRef:6612] [6612:  Luke 22:38, The Jerusalem Bible, (London, 1968)] 

The interpretation of this had shifted over time. It was considered by some to mean that the Church governed in conjunction with secular leaders; the church seeing to spiritual needs and the temporal authorities to physical needs. Recent reforms and trends within the church meant that many within the Church saw it as signifying that the pope as the descendent of St Peter had authority over the State as well as the Church.  The gulf between Henry and Becket grew as the king increasingly saw Thomas as in opposition to himself promoting a state within a state.
Thomas’s became directly involved in other conflicts between the Church and secular authorities. Thomas appointed a clerk to the vacant church of Eynsford which stood on Church land. This was objected to by the lord of the manor who ejected Thomas’s appointee. The conflict was that the lord of the manor according to custom expected to appoint a priest himself. Thomas excommunicated the lord who appealed to Henry. Thomas was forced to back down as the king insisted that a tenant –in-chief could not be excommunicated without royal consent.
The king’s grievances against the Church and specifically Thomas Becket were now mounting. Clerical criminals were being protected from due lay punishment. The Church was actively persecuting lay people for moral offences, and there was growing disregard for ancient customs which had balanced the relationship between Church and State. 
At the Council of Westminster in October 1163 Henry demanded that future trials of criminous clerks be held in secular courts. Some bishops argued that canon law permitted convicted churchmen to be handed over to the secular authorities in extreme cases at the discretion of the bishop concerned. Thomas now prohibited any transfer of convicted clerics to secular courts arguing that God as the judge of all does not judge a person twice on the same charge. The bishops rallied around Thomas and the king was denied.
Henry then asked the assembled bishops if they would obey the king’s ancestral customs. This was a much broader albeit vague question. This was now turning into a question of loyalty to the king. After consultation and obtaining the bishops’ support Thomas answered for himself and for the bishops,
Yes, in every way – saving our order [footnoteRef:16237] [16237:  J. Guy, Thomas Becket, (London, 2012), p. 178] 

This phrase was to become a stock declaration of Thomas’s. Thomas had declared his and his bishop’s full allegiance to the king in all matters except those which contravened canon law or his and their position as churchmen. This was not what the king wanted, and he attempted to turn the bishops by speaking to them individually. Only one, Hilary of Chichester relented. Not having obtained the bishops as a body swearing to observe the ‘ancestral customs’ Henry left but not before shaming Thomas by having his son removed from the archbishop’s household and ordering Thomas to return all properties that he held from the crown.                                                                                                                                                                             		Further negotiations took place over the following months with both Henry and Thomas sending envoys to Pope Alexander seeking his support. Alexander still required King Henry’s support in the schismatic conflict and could not afford to alienate him by providing full blown backing to Thomas. The pope urged reconciliation with the king and advised Thomas to maintain a low profile to avoid antagonizing Henry further. Through a papal envoy's intervention, Thomas was advised that the king would be prepared to accept verbal assent, rather than an oath, that Thomas would observe the ancestral customs in good faith. Thomas met with the king at Woodstock in December 1163 to do so. This was now humiliating for Thomas; it represented not only a retreat but also signified that Thomas would need to trust Henry. King Henry had been snubbed in public at Westminster and now went further wanting Becket to give his assent in public at a new council to be held in the new year. This was not what Thomas expected or what he had been led to believe. One of the issues was that the ancestral customs had not been defined. This was about to change.
The Council of Clarendon took place over three or four days at the end of January 1164. Most of the bishops were present as well as many of the leading barons and royal officials. Thomas had performed a turnabout with the king and now had to persuade his bishops to do the same. Most did not wish to change their responses given at the Council of Westminster, where the ‘proviso ‘saving our order’ was used.  Thomas had promised to provide his assent and declared before the king to observe the customs in good faith the assembled bishop had no choice but to follow suit.  Henry then asked a delegation of barons and clerks to prepare a document detailing customs and laws under King Henry I. The written customs seem to have been prepared very quickly and the suggestion is that they had already been drafted before the council took place.  In that case this action was premeditated and carefully planned by the king. It contravened Henry’s own promise made to the pope’s envoys and to the Templars who had also been asked to intervene to persuade Thomas to give his assent that a simple verbal assent would be enough. Thomas had trusted the king to hold to his word. That had not happened, and Thomas had led the bishops and the whole church to this situation. Thomas had seen the king break his word before and with this there could be little or no trust between the two.
[bookmark: _Int_1GARZrKP]The redacted customs, the constitutions of Clarendon, were a curtailing of the Church’s rights and liberties. Criminous clerks were to be first registered at a royal court before being judged by a church court. Then unfrocked, after conviction they were to be returned to the royal court to be punished as laypeople. Cases involving debts, traditionally dealt with by the Church, were to be settled in royal courts. Bishops and priests required a license before being able to leave the country.  Appeals to the Pope could only proceed by royal license.  Vacant posts could only be filled with the king’s consent.  Thomas was trapped.  Having led the bishops to give verbal assent to what were undefined customs, he and his bishops were now faced with a codified set of customs which had been prepared by the king’s clerks and barons.  Neither Thomas nor the bishops wished to sign, arguing that their earlier verbal promise was sufficient.  Finally, a chirograph was prepared which detailed the council’s business and included the customs.  A chirograph was a legal document that did not need to be signed to be valid.  Three copies were made on the same parchment which was then cut into three parts.  One copy was retained by Henry, another given to Becket and the third to Roger de Pont L'Évêque, bishop of York.  For Henry, Thomas’s acceptance of the document was legally binding and demonstrated his public approval of the customs.  Thomas’s acceptance of the document came to be seen as his greatest error.  Since acceptance of a chirograph was regarded as binding and any attempt at reversal by Thomas would be interpreted as treason.  Thomas had been outmaneuvered.
The King, Thomas, and Roger sent to ask Pope Alexander to confirm the customs. Separately both the King and Thomas appealed to the pope. The King asked to have Roger de Pont L'Évêque appointed as papal legate with authority over the archbishop.  Thomas wrote to confess his mistakes. Pope Alexander condemned the customs which he believed contravened the rights and liberty of the Church and ignored the king’s request regarding Roger de Pont L'Évêque. He did, however, indicate that some of the customs might in future be tolerated.  The pope instructed Thomas not to accede to the king in anything prejudicial to the Church though at the same time to maintain a low profile.  Pope Alexander was himself in a demanding situation since this was a time of schism within the Church. A rival Pope supported by the German Frederick Barbarossa was installed in Italy while Pope Alexander was under the protection of King Louis at Sens in France.  King Henry was also one of Pope Alexander’s supporters. Alexander had to walk a political tightrope to survive, and he advised Thomas to do the same.
[bookmark: _Int_yrdL6zMN]Thomas and the king remained estranged and the death of the king’s younger brother for whom Thomas had refused a license to marry worsened the situation. The king refused to meet Becket, and the relationship between them was now completely broken down. Thomas had lost face with his bishops and Henry’s attempt to have the Bishop of York appointed papal legate with authority over Thomas caused him to consider exile. Thomas twice attempted to flee England for France in the summer of 1164 in contravention of the constitutions of Clarendon, specifically where no bishop or priest was permitted to leave the country without the king’s permission. The king appeared to overlook this breach of the constitutions of Clarendon and Becket was not held to account for trying to flee. 
The king had not finished with Thomas but needed to avoid conflict with the Pope over the liberty of the Church or with the ‘ancestral customs’ which the Pope had mostly rejected. The king needed Thomas completely out of the way. The opportunity came at the Council of Northampton where Thomas was summoned to answer a land dispute regarding John the Marshall. Once at Northampton Thomas was faced with charges of embezzlement and false accounting from when he was chancellor. Unable to provide financial accounts   the proceedings continued until sentencing.  Facing imprisonment or worse for treason Thomas refused to hear the sentence and left. That same night Thomas fled, and King Henry was denied his satisfaction.
By the time the constitutions of Clarendon were presented the relationship between Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, and King Henry II of England had already broken down. The friendship and trust reported to have prevailed while Thomas was the king’s chancellor faded once Thomas became Archbishop. King Henry’s expectations for dominating the English Church through a compliant Archbishop never materialized. As Chancellor, Thomas had been able to execute the king’s will successfully.  His role then was not a conflict for him. While Thomas did what the king wanted their relationship was functional.  As archbishop and with what that role entailed Thomas was no longer the king’s man in matters that went against his position. Thomas resigning the chancellorship was the first blow to their relationship. Henry had not been consulted and took it personally.  Thomas’s zeal and aggressiveness in recovering usurped properties for the Diocese of Canterbury made enemies among the king’s supporters resulting in the king’s intervention.  In diverse situations the king made Thomas back down.  Increasingly, however, Thomas’s actions directly contravened the king’s intentions.  Successful opposition to the king’s attempt to increase taxation by taking the Sheriff’s aid into the exchequer and determined defense of Church rights and liberties alienated the king further and further.  Things had become personal, and the king focused on forcing Thomas to agree to ‘ancestral customs’ in detriment of the Church.  There was no relationship left to speak of.  The purpose of the king’s maneuvers was to make Thomas submit to his will. The culmination of all this was the presentation of the constitutions of Clarendon.  This is where King Henry intended to ensure his domination of the Church through Thomas’s submission to his will. The constitutions did not cause the gulf between king and archbishop. The break was already there. The constitutions, however, effectively sealed the breakdown of their relationship and there could be no going back.  
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