To what extent was Richard I's war mongering the main factor in the loss of the Angevin Continental territories from 1154 to 1216?
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Modern historians place much of the blame for the loss of the Angevin dominions in France on king john but as graham E. Steel suggests ‘there must be other reasons other than the qualities of john for the loss of the continental territories in France’ (P.36 king john an underrated king, Graham E. Steel, Anthem press 2012) Modern historians are evidently influenced by biased contemporary sources, for example the way in which they depict Richard I in comparison to the depictions of King John. Which brings into question what hope did john have with a damaged “empire” which had been financially chocked to pay for Richards’s crusade, ransom and campaigns in France, which I feel brings into question views such as that of Simon Hall ‘the disintegration of the Angevin empire began at Richards death’ (P.11 The Hutchinson illustrated encyclopaedia of British history, Simon Hall, Taylor and Francis 1999) although Simons point does have some merit Historians should look at the full picture from the beginning of Henry I reign in 1154 to the death of King John in 1216, as multiple factors begin to appear to name but a few, the shift in power balance in favour of the Capetians, the troubles caused by the Luisgnan family, military problems out of johns control and arguably Henry II’s agreement to split his continental territories between his sons. Only then can you begin to look at king john and why he played a role in the loss of the lands on the continent.
History depicts Richard as the ideal medieval ruler, he is depicted as religious, a great warrior, and the ability to inspire his subjects beyond their feudal obligations. But his reign cost the Angevin Empire dearly. In this period there is a noticeable increase in the frequency of levies and tythes, for example the new saladintythe. He also showed a distinct distain for England, having historically he would sell London if he could find a bidder, to pay for his crusade. Again not only was the “Empire” squeezed to pay for his crusade when returning to England he was captured by duke Leopold of Austria and ransomed for the fee of 100,000 marks further crippling the Empire financially and again when he returned to the Angevin lands he had to pay for his campaigns in France all of this meant that when john took the reins in 1199 he took over an “empire” which has been financially crippled meaning whatever money he had to raise would make him very unpopular which lead to a lack of support when he was preparing to retake the lost lands on the continent. Showing that Richards “warmongering” played a devastating role in the loss of the Angevin continental territories. Richards warmongering also played a role in his death in 1199. Richards’s death in 1199 I feel was due to a reckless decision by a ruler who felt he was an invincible knight in one of the contemporary tales of chivalry and heroic deeds. ‘Richard, king of the English, after nine years, six months and nineteen days, on 26 April was wounded by an arrow from Peter Basilius at the castle of Chalus in the Limousin in the duchy of Aquitaine, and afterwards passed away at the castle’ (P.252 The Plantagenet chronicles, Elizabeth Hallam, Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1986) Chalus was no key strategic point which would have helped turn the tide against Philip but to Richard this was a folly. There were rumours of a hoard of roman coins within the castle. When hearing this Richard made movements against the castle. Admittedly the gold would have helped to financially stabilize his “empire” but he was basing his actions on rumours putting himself in danger without an heir. Even fatefully charging the gates of the castle without wearing his mail or helmet. This is when he was struck by the crossbow bolt. All of this meant that Richard was leaving an “Empire” which had been financially choked with no son to become king beginning the following “succession crisis” between Arthur of Brittany backed by Phillip II king of France and the then Prince John youngest brother of Richard which john would have to focus on first before he could even begin to prepare for any actions against king Philip II. So in summary Richard had left a kingdom which had been financially crippled and at his death, due to his reckless behaviour due to his warmongering began one of the most feared events during the medieval era a succession crisis especially as England had only pulled itself from the last succession crisis, the Anarchy between Mathilda and Stephen. 

If you look at the broader reasons for the fall of the continental territories the obvious heterogeneity can be seen as a contributing factor as the kings of England had to pay homage to the king of France for their lands on the continent, which played a major part in the fall of the Angevin patchwork “empire”, the differences in these lands are significantly visible for example Normandy in the reign of Richard I did not share the same ideals as that of Aquitaine. Aquitaine’s court was one of troubadours singing songs of love and chivalric tales of modern knights which Richard had grown up hearing, living his life as if he was a heroic knight in one of these poems or tales basing his exploits during his life on the new Aquitaine style of chivalry. This patchwork “empire” of England, Normandy, Brittany, Maine, Anjou, Poitou, Aquitaine and Gascony meant that could be held in England and on the continent meaning many of the nobility were placed in a difficult situation after the French took Rouen in 1204 and then swept across the rest of the “empire” bar Gascony, as the nobles would have to pay homage to Philip for those lands on the continent meaning they could not fight for john risking their lands, adding to this was the fact that the English barons did not have any incentive to fight for john other than their feudal obligations ‘These barons had no interest in johns confrontations with the French king over rights to lands in France which they had no stake. Their feudal obligations made them duty bound to provide the king resources for his wars in France, but it was his fight, not theirs.’ (P.13 Punishing the prince: a theory of interstate relations, political institutions and leader change, Fiona McGillivray, Alastair smith, Princeton University press 2008)


Arguably the way in which Henry II split his lands between his sons in 1169 ‘the young king was to take Normandy, England and Anjou; Richard was to have the duchy of Aquitaine, his mother’s lands; Geoffrey was to hold Brittany as the vassal of the young king… john was excluded from the equation and thereby acquired the nickname “lackland” (P.125 The Plantagenet Chronicles, Elizabeth Hallam, Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1986) although this is not a direct catalyst as to why the Angevins lost their continental territories, it aided in the build-up of tensions which boiled over whilst Richard was imprisoned in Austria as John colluded with king Philip of France to attempt to snatch lands from Richard and came close to challenging his kingship if Richard had to returned and forgave his brother saying that john “is young and he does not know what he does”, which must have infuriated john. All of this destabilised the Angevin rule due to the somewhat of a civil war, this meant the capetians could take advantage and invade the Vexin which was a key buffer zone between France and Normandy which had been given to the Angevins during the reign of Henry II as part of a wedding dowry for the daughter of the king of France to marry the then young king. ‘With Gisors, Neaufle had also fallen, and Philip occupied the Vexin. The French king, save during one short period, never again gave up his claim upon the Vexin’ (P.145 The loss of Normandy (1189-1204) F.M Powicke Manchester university press 1913) meaning Richard spent the rest of his reign in conflict with Philip to try and retake the Vexin and protect Normandy from any further French incursions 





The Luisgnan family plays a major role in all three of the Angevin ruler’s reigns during the period 1154-1216 acting as catalysts for internal conflicts destabilising their reigns and arguably played a role in the ultimate downfall of the continental territories under john. One example of the internal destabilisation is in 1188 when ‘Geoffrey de Luisgnan, and had sent him subsidies led to the final break between father and son, turning the lion heart into an ally of Philip Augustus’ (P.70 The reign of Richard Lionheart: ruler of the Angevin Empire, 1189- 1199, Ralph V Turner, Richard Heiser, Routledge 2000) this destabilised the “empire”, dramatically changing the power of the capetians monarchy in the area. Another way in which the Lusignans arguably destabilised the Angevin empire is in the year 1200 with the marriage crisis of Isabelle of Angouleme but I will go into depth on this fact when I reach johns personal failings.

During the reign of Phillip II there is a clear change in power balance between the capetians and Angevins in favour of the capetians. For example when you compare the state of affairs in 1154 to that of 1200 you can see a notable change geographically and politically. In 1154 when Henry had been appointed king of England, after the death of Stephen, he controlled what is now the western half of modern day France with unrivalled power and no challengers to royal authority. Over the following 46 years the Norman Vexin had changed hands frequently, rebellions rose in johns “empire” and his royal power was being challenged by Arthur of Brittany, son of Geoffrey johns older brother, which would have meant that Arthur had a stronger claim to the throne in comparison to john, Richard added to this crisis when he was in Cyprus as he is supposedly to have announced Arthur as his successor in place of john. Arthur’s rebellion, which ended with his mysterious disappearance while being imprisoned by john in 1203, was being backed by Phillip as it would hinder the Angevins giving Philip the opportunity to build his power base. This meant john was having to spend more resources to squash this rebellion adding to this at the end of the conflict john paid 30,000 marks in the treaty of la Goulet ‘Ralph abbot of Coggeshall. He, like Diceto, tells of the peace made between john and Phillip II of France in 1200 and gives more details. John, he says, conceded lands and castles and granted Phillip 30,000 marks (£20,000). He also did homage for his French lands’ (P.262 The Plantagenet chronicles, Elizabeth Hallam, Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1986)    another clause within this treaty was that john was forbidden to make any more attempts to restart the northern alliance between the count of Flanders and burgundy which had been made during the reign of Richard I, ‘in the same year Baldwin IX of Flanders relinquished all his rights over the Amienois, Artois and the counties of Saint-Quentin and Peronne to Philip. By the end of 1200 the French royal lands had grown considerably in size (P.169 Capetian France 987-1328, Elizabeth Hallam, and Judith Everard. Routledge 2014) all of this meant that while destabilizing the Angevin rule the Capetian monarchy placing Phillip II in a stronger position to attack Normandy and take johns continental lands 








It is evidently clear that the Capetian monarchy had an engraved sense of purpose to destabilize the Angevin rule on the continent as the Angevins posed a direct threat to their rule. Meaning any opportunity the kings of France could seize to spread chaos they would gladly take. Notably Louis VIIs support of Henry IIs sons during their final rebellion against their father in 1188-89, again in 1192 when Richard was imprisoned. Phillip II had invited john to Paris to pay homage to him for the lands in France, Eleanor of Aquitaine was able to stop john on his first attempt to reach Paris, but john was able to sneak away to Phillip II on his second attempt. John then began to attack some of Richards’s lands namely the castle of Evreux while Phillip II began taking parts of the crucial Norman Vexin. 
 ‘Military inept, king john was no match against king Phillip of France’ (P.82 Lives of England’s monarchs: the story of our American English Heritage, H. E. Lehman, Authorhouse 2005) only with hindsight can this statement be made. As at the time of Philips attack on Normandy it is recorded that john attempts first to start negotiations with Philip to bring this conflict to a swift conclusion, when these negations failed john instantly began to prepare a war chest of 14,000 marks to attempt to retake his lost continental lands. Writing some thirty years after the reign of king john but lived through king johns reign the chronicler Roger of Wendover says john was ‘incorrigibly idle’ (Roger of Wendover writing some thirty years after the death of king john) but we know that this was not the case as he began to call on England to raise funds for his war chest which angered many of the English nobility of England due to the increase in the amount asked for Scutage and relief fees. If john had been being lazy it is likely that the Magna Carta would not have been drawn up as it is probable that john would not have alienated his nobles leading to a lack of support in his endeavours to reclaim the lands on the continent. 

King John is arguably the most politically naive ruler in English history. His treatment of the Luisgnan family, the harsh terms of the treaty of La Goulet in 1200 and the treatment of the English barons all of which added to the image of an incompetent ruler. His treatment of the Luisgnan family I feel that this was the final nail in the coffin for johns already loose grip on his continental territories. As due to the treaty of La Goulet the heads of the Angevin empire again paid homage to the kings of France for the dominions on the continent, meaning that when john married Isabelle of Angouleme in august of 1200, who had previously been betrothed to Hugh de Luisgnan, this john must have known would aggravate the Luisgnan family who then took their grievances to Phillip II who then called John to Paris to answer for his crimes as was Philips right and johns duty as his vassal. But john refused in 1202 Phillip in retaliation declared all of johns rights to his lands held under Phillip forfeit. These events spiralled into losing his lands on the continent as Phillip II invaded all of his lands bar Aquitaine as Eleanor had payed homage to Phillip in 1199 for Aquitaine but on hearing of the fall of Rouen in 1204 Eleanor died so the lands passed to Phillip II after the catalyst of the marriage to Isabelle of Angouleme john only held Gascony.




In the johns reign he called on ‘eleven Scutages in sixteen years, compared to three in Richards ten year reign’ (P.542 The Middle Ages: Dictionary of world Biography, volume 2, Frank N. Magill, Routledge 2012) johns increase in taxes and financial aids such as reliefs were harsh but can be seen as necessary as he had only England and Gascony to collect funds for his war chest. But this alienated the nobility of England. John was also prone to taking “political hostages” as ‘when he suspected a Baron of treason or simply of insufficient loyalty, John demanded hostages to ensure faithful service. In 1205 roger de Montbegon gave the king four hostages’ (P.95 Medieval Hostageship C.700-c. 1500: hostage, captive, prisoner of war, Guarantee, peacemaker. Matthew Bennett, Katherine Weikert. Taylor and Francis, 2016) this behaviour obviously angered the English nobility. It is famously rumoured that William the Marshall, who had served all three Angevin kings, said to john “Sire you are not well liked”. All of this paints the picture of a nervous Despot and as I have referenced previously this meant that the barons would not commit their swords to John’s attempts to reclaim Normandy. Meaning after the crushing defeat at the battle of Bouvines and the arrival of the “magna carta” john would have to abandon his attempts to retake his continental lands till after he had dealt with his Barons. This has clear implications on the loss of the territories as without support of his barons John had no secure power base to launch his attacks. 

To summarise Richard I’s war mongering certainly did play a role in the loss of the Angevin continental territories due to the state he left the empire in 1199 but I feel that when compounded with King Johns political naivety and despot behaviour my view is that the reason why the continental lands territories fell is due to a “snowball effect”, Beginning with Richards ransom fee which then built up resentment in johns reign due to his aggressive taxing on an already squeezed dry nation, creating a problematic situation when john married Isabelle of Angouleme, the conflicts with France which then followed meant John was forced to raise further funds to fund his campaigns, increasingly alienating his barons, which reached its peak in 1216  when Louis VIII ,Phillip II’s son  was invited to rule in place of John. To conclude my view is that the financial implications of Richard I’s warmongering began a “snowball effect” instead of being the main factor in the loss of the Angevin continental territories. 
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