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To what extent was the reign of Henry 1st a turning point in English history?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Henry 1st of England ascended to the throne in the year 1100 after the death of his brother William Rufus. Considered by many scholars to be an effective but ruthless king, his reign is considered an important mark in English history. The purpose of this paper is to determine how far Henry’s rule can be considered a turning point in history; as although he certainly reformed the English system in some areas, in others he suffered from the same flaws as his father and brother that stemmed from their Norman heritage. To accomplish this, his achievements in administration and law must be examined. Furthermore, his relationship with the church and the crisis around his succession must also be analysed. The conclusions I expect to reach are that, due to both his reforms and faults around his Norman heritage that the reign of Henry 1st was a crucial turning point in English history.
First, examining the administration of Henry 1st this is an area where many reforms were enacted by the king to consolidate royal power and strengthen local government. One of the most notable reforms was the advancement of lower class citizens to sheriffs and other agents with the administration. Though little is known about social mobility with the 12th century[footnoteRef:1] Henry 1st elevated low born men to great wealth. An example of this is Geoffrey de Clinton, the sheriff of Warwickshire who amassed such wealth that he built his own castle in Kenilworth.[footnoteRef:2] Though not the only monarch to raise men up (such as king Louis 6 of France)[footnoteRef:3], Henry enacted this form of advancement on a scale somewhat alarming scale for more traditional minds. As Orderic Vitalis calls them of “base stock”[footnoteRef:4] demonstrating clear contempt for the notion of low born elevated on level or in some case above those of noble birth. Such chroniclers distaste aside however, the elevation of low or middle classes to wealth demonstrate a clear change in society. Under his grandfather William the conqueror and brother William Rufus men achieved advancement by the sword, however under Henry new opportunities appeared due to the expanding administration to consolidate power and the growth of urbanised towns.[footnoteRef:5] New administrative jobs that required people with educated backgrounds were becoming available to people of lower classes that possessed the skills to perform them This demonstrates the critical nature of Henry’s reign as a turning point in English history as the merit based advancement of common people is one of the first step in England moving from a monarchy to a “bureaucratized state”.[footnoteRef:6] Though the king would still be the central authority, less power was held by noble families and distributed among administrative staff. [1:  J. Green, ‘The Government of England under Henry I.’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) pp.134-135]  [2:  E. King, ‘Medieval England, 1066-1485’. (Oxford: Phaidon, 1988) pp. 42-43]  [3:  Green, ‘Government of England’ p. 140 ]  [4:  Orderic Vitalis, ‘The Historia Ecclesiastica’, trans. David Burr https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/orderic.asp [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].]  [5:  Green, ‘Government of England’ pp. 144-145]  [6:  C. Hollister, . ‘Henry I | king of England.’ [online] Encyclopedia Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-I-king-of-England [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].
] 

The next fundamental part of Henry’s administration to consider is the exchequer. Their name taken from the checked table cloth, twice a year at Easter and Michaelmas Henry would sit down with his senior officials would review all sheriff accounts.[footnoteRef:7] The checked cloth was used as a visual aid to accurately account all coinage that sheriffs were expected to hand over.[footnoteRef:8] The purpose of the exchequer was to ensure that the sheriffs were not ignoring their obligations and taking money meant for the crown, to fill their own pockets. To assist them in this task the exchequer was imbued with the power to impose penalties and fines on sheriffs who were found to be not performing their tasks.[footnoteRef:9] This system differs from that of Henry’s brother William who used a group of ministers to handle his finances. Though on the surface they appear similar, the difference lies in that where as William’s ministers were attached to the royal household Henry’s exchequer were a separate institution[footnoteRef:10] Though Green argues against the idea of separation at this point in history, as many of the exchequer officials were considered part of the king’s household such as the treasurer and chancellor.[footnoteRef:11] I would argue that the knowledge that exchequer was granted their own powers and authority demonstrates that they were in fact considered a separate governmental department. The exchequer is another clear example why Henry 1st administration was a clear turning point in English history. His grandson would later improve upon this institution by moving the exchequer and the royal treasury from Westminster and establishing it in London, giving it a more central and permanent base of authority.[footnoteRef:12] With the exchequer Henry 1st crafted an administrative centre that could function without the royal household. His administrative achievements from the exchequer to the expansion of jobs within this early bureaucracy are clear signs of England’s future. This further strengthens the point that Henry 1st reign was a key turning point in England’s history as he laid the foundations that would see England shift from the control a personal monarchy and into a bureaucratic state. [7:  J. Bagley, ‘Life in medieval England.’ (New York: Putnam, 1971) p. 11]  [8:  Green, ‘Government of England’ p. 40]  [9:  Green, ‘Government of England’ p. 40]  [10:  Green, ‘Government of England’ pp. 42-43]  [11:  Green, ‘Government of England’ pp. 43-44]  [12:  Bagley, ‘Life in medieval England.’ P.11] 

The next part of Henry’s reign that need to be examined is his coronation charter. Wanting to distance himself from his brother’s unpopular rule, so constructed his charter to appease his barons, people of London and the church. The second point of Henry’s charter is that if an heir wishes would claim their fathers land they pay a “just and legitimate relief.[footnoteRef:13] Here Henry draws a distinction between his rule and his brother’s system where heirs had to buyback their lands from the king. The clear aim of this was to popularise Henry with the barons, by giving reducing the amount that they had to pay the king. However, as Garnett points out that the heirs ha to pay a relief demonstrates that Henry never considered the land to be theirs to begin with.[footnoteRef:14] This shows Henry’s manipulative side, as he crafted a response that would placated his barons whilst still giving him the power to set the relief at whatever he wanted. Another point of Henry’s charter that was a turning point in history is the fourth allowing female heirs to inherit land if their father or husbands die.[footnoteRef:15] Calling them “guardian of the land” this point within Henry’s charter is a vital point in his reign, as when his own son died he made his “baronage swear to accept his daughter Matilda”.[footnoteRef:16] The failure of his baronage to keep this oath is what led to the civil war in Stephens reign as they threw their support in behind him instead of Matilda. The main importance of Henry’s charter however is its impact upon later kings. Though as Garnett point out many of Henry’s promises were “self-denying”[footnoteRef:17] his grandson Henry 2nd reaffirmed “all other liberties and free customs” that his grandfather had laid out in his charter.[footnoteRef:18] This demonstrates the popularity and esteem that both future monarchs and the people of England had for his charter regardless as to whether he actually meant to keep to it. Furthermore, the magna carta created by King John was based on Henry’s Charta. Barlow describes the magna carta as a “modernization and expansion”[footnoteRef:19] of Henry’s laws and the document would prove to be a vital part of English history even still being used as a political icon even though many of its laws have been repealed or replaced. Without Henry’s Charta as a basis it more than likely that King Johns document would look radically different if it even would exist. That is why his Charta shows the importance of Henry’s reign as a turning point in history, as without it promise of liberties and freedoms many laws and policies would look either radically different or may have never existed until years after their original inception. [13:  ‘Charter of Liberties of Henry I, 1100’, edn + trans Albert Beebe White and Wallace Notestein (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1915) https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/hcoronation.asp [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].]  [14:  G. Garnett, ‘Conquered England, 1066-1215’. In Saul. N, ed: ‘The Oxford illustrated history of Medieval England’. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) pp.77-78]  [15:  ‘Charter of Liberties of Henry I,]  [16:  H. Jewell, ‘Women in medieval England.’ (New York: Manchester University Press, 1996) p. 133]  [17:  G. Garnett, ‘Conquered England’ p.77]  [18:  Bagley, ‘Life in medieval England.’ P.11]  [19:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ 4th ed. (Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2014)Top of Form pp. 419-420] 

Next, we must look at King Henry’s complicated relationship with the church. Most sources seem to agree that Henry was a more pious man then his brother William, but his piety often came into conflict with his desire to centralise and amass power. The 1st point of his Charta is renouncing the right of kings to claim and rent church lands to peasantry upon the death of their bishop or abbot.[footnoteRef:20] This was abused by his brother many times to swell his coffers, treating them as fiefs.[footnoteRef:21] This heavily affected his popularity with the church, as Peter of Blois says, the archbishop of Canterbury Anselm went into exile.[footnoteRef:22] Alternatively, Peter describes Henry with “greatest piety” seeming to overlook his argument with the returned Anselm. 1100 Pope Urban 2nd decreed that kings could no longer pick their bishops and Anselm stood by the decree. They began prosecuting laymen for moral crimes disregarding the boundaries between the king’s authority and their own. Also, the clergy were protecting several criminals from trial within the King’s secular court[footnoteRef:23] Though the matter was eventually settled with a compromise. The church recognised the king's power of making ecclesiastical appointments and the bishops paid homage for their estates; while Henry lost the right to invests his bishops with their insignia of office. He also stubbornly refused to let papal legates or letters circulate his kingdom without his permission.[footnoteRef:24] Henry’s relationship with the church was an important aspect of his rule, as he was living in a time of expanding papal power. His refusal to relinquish secular powers to the church and insistence to try criminal clerics eventually became scandal as Henry 2nd continued to push against the church on this matter.[footnoteRef:25] Some historians may argue that it was not necessarily a turning point, but Henry did prevent the church court from superseding the King’s court on political and civil matters. This would be an ongoing feud throughout the middle ages. [20: ‘Charter of Liberties of Henry I,]  [21:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ P. 149]  [22:  Peter of Blois, ‘Ingulf's Chronicle of the Abbey of Croyland with the Continuation of Peter of Blois’, trans. Henry T. Riley (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1854), pp. 229-37 https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/halsall/source/blois1.asp [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018]]  [23:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ Pp. 171-173]  [24:  A.D. Innes, (2018). The Reign of Henry I, History of Britain. [online] Britain Express. Available at: http://www.britainexpress.com/History/Reign-of-Henry-I.htm [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].
]  [25:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ Pp. 304-305] 

The last aspect of Henry’s rule that needs to be addressed is the crisis around his succession. The largest aspect of Henry’s reign that shows it to be a vital turning point in English history is also arguably one of his biggest failures. Here Henry demonstrates the same shortcomings as his father William the conqueror in that he attempted to carry out his succession “in Norman fashion.”[footnoteRef:26] After his son died in the White ship disaster of 1120, Henry named his daughter Matilda as his heir on his deathbed.[footnoteRef:27] It didn’t seem to matter to him at the time that she was supporting rebels in Normandy. Despite naming his daughter as his heir, his nephew raced across the sea from Normandy and snatched the crown from her, leading to the period of history known as the anarchy.[footnoteRef:28] Their multiple reasons for why the barons chose Stephen over Matilda, such as her marriage to Geoffrey of Anjou a traditional enemy of Normandy, and no precedent for a woman to succeed as sole ruler[footnoteRef:29]. Regardless the resulting civil war brought the reign of the Noman Kings to a close and helped open the door for the Angevin empire. It is for this factor that Henry’s failure to choose a suitable and accepted heir after the death of his son is why the final days of his reign is an important turning point in English history. [26:  G. Garnett, ‘Conquered England’ p.82]  [27:  G. Garnett, ‘Conquered England’ p.82]  [28:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ Pp. 201-202]  [29:  F. Barlow, ‘The Feudal Kingdom of England.’ Pp. 201-202] 

The reign of Henry 1st was a crucial turning point in English history, as he was the last stable Norman Monarch before the rise of the Angevin empire. His administration was more “stable and predictable”[footnoteRef:30] than his predecessors or even his successor and set the groundwork, for the social shifts that would inevitably occur. It is arguable that he foresaw this change as an aspect I couldn’t cover here was his London Charta gave the people some measure of power over their local government. Such as appointing their own sheriff.[footnoteRef:31] His expanded administration opened worked towards centralising and consolidating power, but the side effect was putting systems in place to remove the royal house from the function of the government. His Charta of liberties while insincere was revised, improved and implemented by future kings Henry 2nd and John in the form of the Magna Carta. His refusal to release secular power to the Church prevented England from becoming a complete Theocracy. However, he suffered the inherent flaw of all Norman kings and his failure to appoint a favourable heir saw the country plunged into civil war and the end of the Norman kings. His successor Stephen being the last. Taking all these factors into consideration the reign of Henry 1st heavily shape the future of England. [30:  Bagley, ‘Life in medieval England.’ P.12]  [31:  Bagley, ‘Life in medieval England.’ P.55] 
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