AHMS5002 Medieval Britain from Edward the Confessor to Richard II (1042 – 1399)
To what extent was the reign of Henry I a turning point in English history?

Henry I of England ruled between 1100 and 1135, he succeeded his brother William II also known as William Rufus upon him death in a hunting accident, while his older brother Robert Curthose was on crusade[footnoteRef:1]. Unlike other kings, Henry had scholarly interests and preferred diplomacy over war, he caused tension between his older brothers during William’s reign.[footnoteRef:2] Because of this scholarly interest he was given the nickname Beauclerc.[footnoteRef:3] Within this essay, it will be addressed whether Henry’s reign of thirty five years left a lasting impression upon English history. While he created a bureaucracy to control England[footnoteRef:4] while he was in Normandy it can be argued against due to him using Anglo Saxon practices rather create his own. [1:  J.P, Sommerville, Normans, University of Wisconsin, (2018) [online] Available at
https://faculty.history.wisc.edu/sommerville/123/123%2091%20Norman%20II.htm ]  [2:  AngelDocs, (2012), Kings and Queens of England: Episode 1: Normans Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0PfoYkgoBZQ&index=2&t=0s&list=PLPndosjRqDLX2UKTZXsXOkmoXSpRTz_vj ]  [3:  Ibid]  [4:  Ibid] 


A way in which Henry’s reign was not a turning point in English history is that he used the Anglo-Saxon systems of sheriffs, shires, shire courts, hundreds and hundred courts, carucates, hides boroughs and markets as well as the institution of the monarchy itself[footnoteRef:5]. Using these Anglo Saxon practices, it allowed less opposition towards his reign due to drastic changes that would have met opposition. Early in Henry’s reign, the hundred courts and shire were held in the same terms and places as they were during Edward the Confessor.[footnoteRef:6] This would have allowed the Anglo Saxons of England to believe that they were not completely being replaced by the Normans and that their practices were still valued. An Anglo-Saxon ordo was more than likely used at Henry’s coronation.[footnoteRef:7] This would have also improved Henry’s image. Henry used the same taxation of danegeld that had levied from the reign of Ethelred the Unready[footnoteRef:8]. Henry also used the same coinage system that dates to reign of Edgar the Peaceable around 973, the coins changed types but still used the highly complex system, there is fifteen coin types attributed to Henry’s reign due to debasement and forgery causing conflict between Henry and his minters[footnoteRef:9]. While using the same system he also improved it by removing forgeries from circulation. Sally Harvey and James Campbell both agree that the Anglo-Norman Kings profited from the developed Anglo-Saxon government system.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, Henry’s reign was not a turning point in English history due to that they only developed upon a system that was already in place. [5:  C. Warren Hollister, Henry I pg. 351]  [6:  Ibid]  [7:  Ibid]  [8:  Hollister, Henry I pg. 352]  [9:  Hollister, Henry I pg. 354]  [10:  Hollister, Henry I pg. 355] 


A way in which Henry’s reign was a turning point within English history is his creation of the Royal Exchequer and the creation of a bureaucracy. Warren Hollister states that even though kings after Henry used the same system of administration, they however had a lower rate of success compared to Henry, possibly due to the fact henry had the ability to enforce peace where they did not[footnoteRef:11]. Henry eliminated private warfare and also reformed and reorganised the royal justice[footnoteRef:12]. In doing this henry was able to ensure peace and prosperity within his reign.  Historians believe that the reforms within Henry’s government allowed the state of England to change from a Carolingian state to a 12th century one[footnoteRef:13] showing that Henry’s change in government of the English state allowed the state to evolve and at the time to be seen as more modern. Thus, enabling the government of Henry’s England to become the foundations of future development. The main known part of the evolution of Henry’s administration was exchequer, the first known being Roger of Salisbury who improved and modernised the position[footnoteRef:14]. Henry would have all the money from his sheriffs brought to him to be counted and fraudulent coinage to be removed from the economy, twice a year[footnoteRef:15] allowing for economic growth. The exchequer was used to create a central institution for the collection and disbursement of royal revenue[footnoteRef:16]. It also allowed for local administration to be enforced, allowing for the system to gradually develop and become refined[footnoteRef:17]. Therefore, the creation of the exchequer was a turning point in English history as the exchequer is still a position within the government today, thus showing the true impact of Henry’s reign.  [11:  Hollister, Henry I pg. 349]  [12:  Hollister, Henry I pg.350]  [13:  Hollister, Henry I pg. 351]  [14: Hollister, Henry I pg. 356]  [15:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens]  [16:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens]  [17:  Ibid] 


Another way in which Henry’s reign was a turning point in English history is he allowed people of non-noble birth to climb up the ranks within his government. Roger of Salisbury was an example of this. He was a poor, illiterate priest serving at a church near Caen, he impressed Henry with his taking of Mass, while Henry was fighting in Normandy[footnoteRef:18]. Henry quickly placed him into a position of power when he took the throne. He became one of Henry’s closest and most trusted of his ministers, he was even given the custody of Robert Curthose after Henry took him prisoner in 1106[footnoteRef:19]. Roger was entrusted with running England administratively for Henry. When Henry was in Normandy, Roger was second only to Queen Matilda until her death in 1118, then Prince William till he left for Normandy and never returned[footnoteRef:20]. He was given regency of England between 1123 and 1126 when Henry was absent from England[footnoteRef:21]. Therefore, Henry’s reign was a turning point in English history by giving men of obscure ranks or men not born into nobility the opportunity to become part of the English government. [18:  B.R. Kemp, Roger of Salisbury, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (2004) [online] Available at http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-23956?rskey=aU0tf9&result=2 ]  [19:  Ibid]  [20:  Ibid]  [21:  Ibid] 


Henry also improved the relationship between the crown and church which shows his reign was a major milestone within English history. Henry had more flexibility and finesse over the church compared to his father and brother[footnoteRef:22]. But instead of reforming the church Henry became involved with the investiture controversy, however, Henry was more willing to work with the church and the papacy compared to the Holy Roman Empire and Emperor Henry IV who spent time being excommunicated from the church[footnoteRef:23]. Because Henry was more receptive towards the church he was allowed to receive homage from the ecclesiastical institutions[footnoteRef:24]. Bishops became more important players within the government[footnoteRef:25].Henry allowed bishops to improve their standing within the bureaucracy that he had created. Henry style of personal government and whose pragmatic and temper policies guaranteed the loyalty of his ecclesiastical servants in his lifetime but ultimately gave them the power and organisation to improve their position against Stephen and to challenge Henry II[footnoteRef:26]. Due to Henry recruiting from the church and having them for his advisors[footnoteRef:27]. Therefore, Henry’s strong relationship with the church was a turning point with English history as his legacy allowed them to try and improve kings after Henry. [22:  Hollister, Henry I pg.371]  [23:  Uta-Renate Blumenthal, Investiture Controversy, Britannica, Available:  https://www.britannica.com/event/Investiture-Controversy#ref236584 [Accessed 12th July 2018]]  [24:  J.P. Sommerville, Norman Church, University of Wisconsin, (2018) [online] Available at
https://faculty.history.wisc.edu/sommerville/123/123%2010%20The%20Norman%20Church.htm ]  [25:  Hollister, Henry I pg.372]  [26:  Hollister, Henry I pg.372 ]  [27:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens] 


Finally, another way in which Henry’s reign was a turning point in English history was Henry’s charter of liberties which saw a change in the relationship between king and subjects. Henry promised to end unpredictable taxes[footnoteRef:28] allowing the economy to flourish under his rule. He also promised to end the confiscations of church revenues that his brother had done[footnoteRef:29], thus improving his relationship with the church it also allowed monasteries to grow and develop under his reign.[footnoteRef:30] He also promised to not over tax the church[footnoteRef:31] which would have also improved relations. He also did not over tax his tenants in chief and in return expected them to treat their tenants as he had treated them[footnoteRef:32]. This would have gained him reverence from his barons, preventing uprisings and rebellions. Therefore, Henry’s reign was a turning point in English history as his idea of a promise to the people in the form of the charter of liberties was used by kings that succeeded him it was also used to create the Magna Carta[footnoteRef:33]. [28:  Ibid]  [29:  Ibid]  [30:  Sommerville, Norman Church]  [31:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens]  [32:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens ]  [33:  Ibid] 


In conclusion, Henry’s reign was a turning point in English history not only for his relationship with the church, the royal exchequer and the charter of liberties. He also promoted Normans to marry Anglo Saxon women to create unity within his kingdom, but he also colonised part of Wales, ending rebellions for the Welsh Princes and reasserting dominance[footnoteRef:34]. The kingdom grew under his reign, with law enforced harshly allowing for peace.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Sommerville, Norman]  [35:  AngelDocs, Kings and Queens] 
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