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The Becket Dispute: Collateral Damage from the Time of Anarchy

The dispute between King Henry II and Archbishop Thomas Becket of Canterbury, which ultimately ended in Becket’s brutal murder, stems from multiple explanations. However, to begin to understand this historical quarrel, it must be put into in its historical context. To do this, one must look at how the battle space was prepared; thus, we need to go back to the reign of King Stephen. When Henry I, the grandfather of Henry died, there was a question of succession. His successor, King Stephen’s reign was contested from the start, leading to a civil war. This time of upheaval and chaos was the legacy that Henry inherited when he was coronated. One can imagine, the impact what participating in the Civil War had on Henry’s psyche as he watched his mother lose her claim to the throne, fought in the war himself, and witnessed firsthand the repercussions of being a weak king. So it is no surprise that when Henry took the throne, his priority was to reestablish royal authority.  Authority that extended to the Church as well, as it was undergoing a reform movement that pulled it away from the royal yoke. Assisting Henry II in this challenge was Becket; he was Henry’s agent of change in the early years of his reign, until his fateful appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury.  This paper will examine the ramifications of the legacy of King Stephen as it puts into context the conflict between Henry and Becket.
The Time of Anarchy
The death of King Henry I in 1135 resulted in a war of succession between his daughter, the Empress Matilda and his nephew Stephen of Blois. The 12th century history Gesta Stephani reveals just how brutal this almost two decade period in English history was. The anonymous author of Gesta tells us that  “England, formerly the seat of justice, the habitation of peace, the height of piety, the mirror of religion, became thereafter a home of perversity, a haunt of strife, a training-ground of disorder, and a teacher of every kind of rebellion” (Dalton, 2008, p. 224)  The Anglo Saxon Chronicle bleakly refers to this time when “men said openly that Christ and His saints slept”. It paints a picture of misery and chaos:
When the traitors saw that Stephen was a good-humoured, kindly, and easy-going man who inflicted no punishment, then they committed all manner of horrible crimes…For every great man built him castles and held them against the king; and they filled the whole land with these castles. They sorely burdened the unhappy people of the country with forced labour on the castles; and when the castles were built, they filled them up with devils and wicked men. By night and by day they seized those whom they believed to have any wealth, whether they were men or women; and in order to get their gold and silver, they put them into prison and tortured them with unspeakable tortures.(Anon., n.d.)

	
King Stephen was a weak and disputed king. He was not only having to deal with the challenge to his authority by Matilda, but he was also indecisive, allowing the nobility took great advantage of his meekness (Davis, 2022, p. 127) This lack of firm and steady leadership lead England down the path of chaos. Nobles, took advantage of this  and created little kingdoms sometimes even acting as tyrants over the local populations, who had little recourse.  This led to great social upheaval, the Anglo Saxon Chronicles further says: “In the days of this King there was nothing but strife, evil and robbery, for quickly the great men who were traitors rose against him.”
There were no decisive battles during the early years of the civil wars, it became a protracted affair, costing life and treasure. Tactics included siege warfare, raids and small skirmishes using mercenaries which devastated the land in which the brutalized peasantry were caught in the middle. As the war raged on, rebel barons acquired greater power to fill the vacuum left by the disputed throne.  Eventually, Matilda had her young son, Henry Fitz Empress (Henry II) join her in the fighting.  Though Stephen tried to make his son Eustace his successor, many nobles and barons did not agree to this. Finally, at the siege of Wallingford was about to turn into major battle in 1153, a peace was brokered by the Church resulting in the Treaty of Wallingford, that stipulated Henry would succeed Stephen. Stephen died a year later, and Henry inherited a throne over a ravaged land and a nobility and Church that had been unrestrained for the last decade.
The Nobility and Church Take Advantage of the Chaos
Besides the usual devastation that war brings, there were other factors that contributed to England’s upheaval. Barons and nobles often switched allegiances depending on who was winning. They went on a building spree and erected unlicensed castles with fortressed city walls, sometimes behaving like tyrants answerable to no one. Some even going so far as to mint their own coins (Warren, 1973, p. 58). Concurrently, there was a slow shift in the demographic landscape of England, the manorial system was still in place but begun to wane as rent tenures grew. Towns increased in size and importance as trade picked up, usually based on charters with a significant nod to self-rule and a system of communal arrangements giving them semi-autonomy.
Additionally, starting around 1100 there were significant changes in the English Church that was part of a wider European trend. The power of rulers to control the appointment of bishops had been eroding across Europe and England elections were no exception. They had become increasingly free of overt royal involvement, simultaneously there had been a growth in Church canon law, and the increasing dissemination of Gratian’s decretals (a collection of the canon and papal decrees). Monasteries and their monastic orders were growing and spreading, beginning with the Cluniac and Savigniac monastic orders. It was the Cistercians, however, who became the powerhouse. This growth in both canon law and monastic orders resulted in intellectual and religious revival across Europe and Britain.  As Church independence grew, it became an institution that could challenge civil authority and set up parallel communities thereby evading civil law and judicial actions. Stephen, who already had some quarrels with the Church, was consumed by the Civil War and did little to check the Church. However, once Henry took the throne things would change and reassertion of influence was on the forefront of Henrys task list.
Henry Takes the Reins
Theobald of Bec, the Archbishop of Canterbury was much involved in settling the long dynastic war, realizing the Henry’s star was rising, supported the Angevin succession. The English Church became a willing partner of Henry, which was an about face as it had previously backed Stephen’s claim to the throne in 1135.  The reform movement resulted in a growth in power and influence at the expense of royal authority during Stephen’s reign, bypassing many of the established customs that the Norman kings had wielded over it. The Church started to elect bishops without reference or consultation with the king. Given the importance of such positions to the government of the country, this could undermine royal authority. However, when Henry was crowned at Westminster by Theobald on 19 December 1154, the stage for a new church state relationship was set.
It was not only the Church, that took advantage of a distracted monarch, the exchequer system, had been undermined as well. This was of great significance as the ability of the central government to tax the kingdom, and keep records in the pipe rolls,- royal audits) was crucial to royal authority and the ability of the king to keep the nobility in place. The justice-in-eyre system, developed by Henry I as a program of royal visitations for checking up on governance, had also broken down. The promise to provide justice was a prominent feature in the coronation oaths took by English kings and the risk of having to rely on local officials was that they could easily be swayed and/or bribed by local barons.  This allowed for the creation of areas where the king’s writ, the formal written order/instructions via the chancery, did not run in  vast swathes of western and northern England during Stephen’s reign (Evans, 2016, p. 3). 
Sheriff’s being the king’s representatives in the English shires, represented royal authority in their jurisdiction. Henry I was careful to control their appointments, but again, under Stephen this control had diminished, and some were on the verge of becoming hereditary positions of the nobility, by-passing royal appointment. Many of the barons had installed sheriffs local and loyal to them, undermining royal authority. The sheriffs had financial as well as judicial functions within shire communities and were often the recipients of writs bearing royal instructions. It was, therefore, essential that the sheriffs were men who were trusted by the king. In 1155, Henry, to prevent the position of sheriff becoming hereditary or concentrated in the hands of a few of the nobility, dismissed approximately two-thirds of the sheriffs he had inherited and replaced them with trusted supporters. In 1163, Henry would transfer the Sheriff’s aid,-a two shilling tax on the landlord, to the Royal Exchequer instead of going to the local coffers. Of note, Becket, who was then Archbishop of Canterbury publicly opposed this idea, refusing to pay the Canterbury Estates’ obligations into the Exchequer. (Duggan, 2004, p. 38).
Thomas Becket as Chancellor Enforcer
Another vitally important institution regarding law and justice was the Chancery. This was the writing office that was originally part of the king’s household but had developed increasingly into a fixed part of central government. The Chancery, run by the chancellor, issued the aforementioned writs which gave the authority to the recipient to do justice in a particular case. Early on in his reign, in 1155, Henry, upon the recommendation of Archbishop Theobald, appointed Theobald’s protégé, Thomas Becket, as chancellor. Theobald hoped to secure more influence with the king through Becket (Barlow, 2002, p. 50). From serving Theobald for nine years, Becket had experience conducting business at the highest levels in the Latin Church. The young king and Becket were like minded and hit it off immediately (Duggan, 2004, p. 17).
These were the “good years” for Henry and Becket. He was in the king’s company, apart from brief missions out of court from Christmas 1154 until May 1162, when Henry dispatched him from Normandy to England to be elected as Archbishop of Canterbury (Barlow, 2002, p. 58). Their relationship blossomed as Becket became Henry’s trusted agent in all things. He was a member of the king’s council, attending meetings and being part of Henry’s entourage. He was the “most familiar” of the familiares, (the king’s intimate counselors), the closest to the king, in fact “second to the king” (Warren, 1973, p. 93). In financial matters, Becket he was given  freedom from account, an arrangement that would come back to haunt him when accusations of embezzlement would be made against him  at the court in Northampton.
Not surprisingly, during Stephen’s reign, barons had encroached on the royal lands all over England. Henry started his restoration of authority campaign by targeting the many castles built without royal consent (known as adulterine castles) and powerful barons including William of Aumale, Roger of Hereford and Hugh Mortimer who initially refused to surrender them to Henry II. Owain Gwynedd was at the height of his power in North Wales and causing headaches for Henry as well (Evans, 2016).  Thomas accompanied Henry on his fight against these dissident northern and Welsh marcher baron, raising castles, hearing and assisting royal justiciars and aiding Henry in various capacities. “The king was young masterful and energetic. He ruled by force and fear, and Thomas the Chancellor, who travelled with him throughout his dominion, became the principal agent of that policy of recuperation” (Duggan, 2004, p. 18).
A noteworthy jurisdiction case that illustrates the state of affairs in Henry’s kingdom, is the abbey of Battle v the bishop of Chichester in 1157.  The twelfth century, bishops, when attempting to establish orderly diocesan government, came up against claims of exemption from their jurisdiction by the monastic orders that had been spreading across Britain for the last century. Bishop Hilary of Chichester was trying to break one of these claims of exemption. Battle abbey had never received a papal exemption but was operating under its royal foundation by William the Conqueror as a propriety church of the king, meaning it was independent of the Chichester Diocese. The abbot of Battle Abbey had been operating under this exemption during the reign King Stephen, but when Stephen died, Hilary excommunicated the abbot and took control of the Abbey. The abbot appealed to the Pope, who ruled in the favour of Hilary, thus the Abbey remained under Chichester Dioceses  (Knowles, 2002, p. 62). But in 1157, the new abbot, who was brother to the chief Justicar, Richard de Lucy, took the case before Henry. A council was held in Colchester to settle the matter. Hilary argued that only a papal privilege could exempt a monastery from episcopal oversight and that was not granted to the abbey (Knowles, 1966, p. 589) . Hilary claimed that no king could grant such an exemption unless they had a license from the papacy. (Mayr-Harting, 1963, p. 209)  Henry though his reasoning hindered his royal authority.  Becket argued his case and was Hilary's main opponents at this council.  This may have been the moment that the seed was planted in Henry’s mind, for Becket to become the next Archbishop of Canterbury when the time came.
 It was under Henry I that the country was divided up into circuits made up of shires. Groups of justices toured each shire on their circuit to hear legal cases known as an eyre and therefore it was known as the ‘justice-in-eyre’ system. This system was meant to install royal authority and standardize justice according to a centralized system rather than relying on local officials, operating autonomously and who were susceptible to the pressures and influence of local barons. In 1166, Henry went further than Henry I had done by issuing the Assize of Clarendon Act, that would begin to transform English law. It allowed for cases concerning criminal law to cross jurisdictions and established hunts which crossed boundary lines for criminals, such as robbers, murderers, thieves or those who harboured criminals. To aid in tracking down suspects, the power of nobles to exclude the sheriffs from their properties was removed. Thus, the king was not doing justice personally; rather, he was discharging his duty by ensuring that else did it. It was not the intervention of the king’s court but the intervention of the king by means of executive order (Warren, 1973, p. 373). 
 Becket assisted Henry with his pacification of England. William Fitzstephen, a cleric and personal household clerk for Becket described their relationship as thus:
After Henry II had been crowned king of England Thomas was made the king’s chancellor in preference to all others. Being a man of diligence and industry, and experienced in many and great afairs, he discharged the onerous duties and obligations of his ofice to the praise of God and the well-being of the whole realm ... Through the energy and counsel of the chancellor and the wholehearted co-operation of the clergy, earls and barons, this noble realm of England enjoyed, as it were, a second springtime. Holy Church was respected; vacant bishoprics and abbacies were bestowed upon honest clerks without simony; the king, by favour of God, prospered in all his undertakings, the realm of England increased in riches. (Fitzstephen, 2006)

As Henry was shoring up his authority over the once embattled and fractured kingdom, he also wanted to get more control over the English Church. The Church played a central role in medieval English society in both religious a secular affairs. Since literacy was uncommon and most members of the clergy could read and write, they were employed in all levels of government administration, especially the key departments of the chancery and the exchequer.  As discussed, Henry II was working toward a centralized royal, one where he could trust the administration of his kingdom to trusted agents. Many posts were held by members of the clergy and of them, most were bishops and abbots. The clerics were major landholders since the Norman Conquest and behaved and were treated just like barons. Additionally, they acted as judges in the courts, local or traveling. The men who filled these posts needed to be loyal and capable of handling administrative and political functions. Since the Church was integral in the secular as well as episcopal arena,  Henry II had a huge stake in the appointment of these clerical positions. 
Unfortunately, he was up against that reform movement within the European Church to limit the influence of secular rulers in the election of bishops and abbots (Warren, 1973, p. 421) . Of note, the Church had played an important role in securing Henry II’s own accession to the throne. Pope Innocent II had supported Stephen’s claim to the throne against Matlilda and was a major factor in granting Stephen’s legitimacy. But after Innocent II died, both the papacy and the English Church became increasingly hostile to Stephen and his family and switched their support to the Angevins  (Knowles, 2002, p. 50) . Archbishop Theobald refused to crown Stephen’s son Eustace as his successor in 1152 and was subsequently exiled. Though the Church was instrumental in Henry II’s succession, he was also aware of how much it had become more independent during Stephen’s reign than it had been when his grandfather, Henry I, sat on the throne. Because royal authority had been much diminished during the time of Anarchy, the Church stepped into the vacuum to provide stability and direction. It had also been left alone to act independently of many of the Customs that the Norman kings had maintained to assert their authority over it. Royal controls over access for papal legates and communications with Rome had been relaxed and English bishops increasingly attended Church councils without asking for permission.
The reform movement also demanded that the election of bishops be free of secular input. Henry II regarded these developments as damaging to his royal authority. As in so many other areas, he was determined to restore the authority that he believed his grandfather, Henry I, had enjoyed over the English Church.
Thomas Becket As Archbishop Archenemy
Archbishop Theobald died in 1161 and it took Henry a year to choose a successor. Becket took advantage of this time and had diverted the revenues of the vacant archbishopric into the royal treasury. It was well known that Becket was Henry’s choice (Guy, 2012, p. 142). Prior Robert of Crickdale observed that Henry strove to make Thomas Archbishop “because he trusted him beyond all men to aid his heirs to the throne, in case he himself should be no more’ (Staunton, 2001).” Becket was reticent to accept the position, John of Salisbury, a cleric and friend of Becket says that he refused the position at first. ‘Being a man of great experience and well accustomed to measure the future, he had carefully considered the dangers of so great a charge, for by long familiarity he had learned what the burden and honor of that office comprised” (Guy, 2012, p. 146). Having served Archbishop Theobald for almost a decade during Stephen’s reign, he saw how the Archbishop was drawn into political affairs more than ever before, seeing Theobald pose as protector of the church, even as the king’s reign degenerated into tyranny (Guy, 2012, p. 147). According to John of Salisbury, Becket, because of his service as Chancelor started to fear him(Henry), but had to choose between God and King, “for he could not cleave to God and at the same time obey th King’s will, or give precedence to the laws of the saints without making an enemy of the king” (Guy, 2012, p. 145). Ultimately Becket accepted the position, and his election was ratified in 1162.
The original intention was the Becket would be dual hatted, he would keep his post as Chancellor and simultaneously serve as the Archbishop of Canterbury, so that he would act as de facto viceroy for England and Wales while Henry dealt with affairs on the continent (Guy, 2012, p. 144) . Becket, to Henry’s chagrin, resigned as Chancellor, and threw himself whole heartedly into his role as Archbishop of Canterbury.
This brings us back to theme of Henry and his commitment to reestablishing justice. His reforms of the legal process bled into the affairs of the Church. The Church had been exempt from the changes because matters involving members of the clergy were referred to ecclesiastical courts which was problematic as these courts were much more lenient than the king’s own courts. This therefore created resentment, and, in many cases, the leniency of the ecclesiastical courts caused a scandal (Evans, 2016, p. 5).  By placing Becket in the role of Archbishop of Canterbury, he was hoping to remedy this and gain even more influence in ecclesiastical affairs.
To Henry’s dismay, Becket wasn’t as pliable as Archbishop, as he was Chancellor. By 1163 at least three cases attracted the king’s personal attention, and he was not satisfied with the Church’s handling of them.  In Salisbury, a priest accused of murder denied his guilt but was unable to establish his innocence. In response, Becket announced that sentences of death or mutilation would no longer be carried out by Church courts within the ecclesiastical province of Canterbury (which was most of England). The offending priest merely had his benefices removed and was imprisoned in a monastery. (Evans, 2016, p. 12). The archbishop prevented a clerk from Worcester, who had been accused of killing a man in order to rape his daughter, from being tried in a royal court. To make matters worse, he had him put in the bishop’s prison so that the royal judges could not get hold of him. Becket also protected a clerk who was arrested for stealing a silver chalice from his old church, St Mary le-Bow in London. He did agree to the branding of the offender, but this only partially appeased the angry king (Leiden, 2012, p. 7). The most famous case of a so-called ‘criminous clerk’- a member of the clergy who had committed a serious secular crime- that is in this timeframe was that of Philip de Broi. He was a canon of Bedford who had been accused of murdering a knight. His innocence had initially been accepted by the bishop of Lincoln and by the King, but he had subsequently threatened and insulted a royal justice, Simon fitz Peter, who had sought to reopen the case. This was an outrage and personal insult to Henry who threatened severe consequences but was unable to enact them because Philip was protected by Thomas Becket (Guy, 2012, p. 177). Philip was eventually fined, flogged and sent into exile for two years but Henry II still regarded this as too lenient, exclaiming “ This judgement has failed to respect my honor!” (Guy, 2012, p. 178) and a clear insult to his royal authority.  Henry was now finding that his plans for reclaiming and or extending royal prerogative would not go as smoothly as he had devised.
By the early 1160s it obvious that the King and the Archbishop of Canterbury were on a collision course as the Constitutions of Clarendon and Becket’s flight into exile in 1164 were to clearly demonstrate. The Constitutions of Clarendon were a set of legislative procedures passed by Henry II of England in 1164. The Constitutions were composed of 16 articles and represent an attempt to restrict ecclesiastical privileges and curb the power of the Church courts and the extent of papal authority in England as Henry thought they had exceeded their jurisdiction during Stephen’s reign (projects, 2021). Henry claimed that he only wanted to restore and invigorate the ancient customs of law that had been in place since William the Conqueror, the customs that the Church had been ignoring since his predecessor’s reign. The customs were intentionally old fashioned in outlook. “They view the king as the real head and master of the English Church, the ultimate decisions always lie with him, the liberties of the church are what he concedes” (Duggan, 2004, p. 59). 
Clause Three was the most contested. It dealt with the aforementioned issue of ‘criminous clerks.’ Henry aimed to get rid of the “benefit of clergy" and make sure that a member of the clergy who committed serious offence were given a punishment that went beyond just defrocking. A complicated formula was to be put in place; if the culprit was a member of the cloth, the case was to be tried in the ecclesiastical court, but an officer of the King's Court was to be present. If the accused was found guilty, the officer had to conduct him back to the King's Court after degradation, where he would be dealt with as an ordinary criminal and adequately punished (Duggan, 2004, p. 57).
The king insisted that flogging, fines, degradation, and excommunication were often insufficient as punishment. However, Becket argued that save for the principle of clerical privilege, to degrade a man first and to hang him afterwards was to punish him twice for the same offence. Once degraded, he lost all his rights, and if he committed another crime, he might then be punished with death like any other felon. But he did not win his argument (Duggan, 2004, p. 50).
Becket and his fellow bishops tried as best as he could to resist the Constitutions. The bishops were shut up together for two days, while extreme pressure was put on them via threats and intimidation (Duggan, 2004, p. 44). Though he initally agreed to them when he assumed that the customs would remain an oral code, when Henry revealed that they would be written down, Becket realized he had been duped. After being presented the Constitution on parchment, Becket was forced to take his section of the chirograph, signifying his assent, yet he refused to append his seal to it.
Becket, regretting his acquiescence, ran off to the Holy See, and offered step down from his office to no avail. Pope Alexander II told him to remain in office but avoid confrontation with the King.  When Becket returned to England, Henry II put him up for trial at Northampton for embezzlement. Found guilty in the kangaroo court, Becket fled to France in exile. He remained in France for four years, until 1170, when he and Henry II came to terms and he returned to England. Not soon after, Becket excommunicated several Bishops who he felt infringed on his authority as Archbishop while in exile. The ongoing controversy between who had jurisdiction over what became so bitter that it ended with Becket’s murder on 29 December 1170, by four knights who thought they were doing the king a favor by ridding him of that meddlesome priest.
Conclusion
The causes of the Becket Dispute are many. But before one can examine the causes, one must understand the context into which it played out. For Henry II, the turmoil resulting from Time of Anarchy created an land in need of a “Leviathan”. He inherited a kingdom that needed restoration of order, as well as a Church whose reforms needed to be checked. Whether or not his tactics and targets for justice were valid, is up for debate. However, what is clear, both Henry and Thomas Becket were committed to re-establishing royal control and prerogative in the early years of Henry’s reign but when Becket put on the bishop’s mitre, he became the Church’s champion, rather than Henry’s second, colliding with Henry’s ambition and pride at every turn. The ultimate end of Becket, his murder at Canterbury Cathedral could be considered collateral damage of the Time of Anarchy.
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