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PREFATORY NOTE.

The following sketch had its birth in the
mind of the writer through his accidental
possession of a copy of L'Histoire des
Dues de Normandie et des Rois d' Angle­
terre-an anonymous chronicle in ancient
French, which is supposed by competent
authorities to have been written in the first

.>t quarter of the thirteenth century. By so
distinguished an historian as Petit-Dutaillis
(whose Life of Louis VIII. of France has

.: been of invaluable aid in the preparation of
'" this essay), L'Histoire des Dues de Nor­
, mandie et des Rois d' Angleterre is believed

d"-to be the work of an eye-witness of the
scenes and events related. Careful study
has been given in the preparation of this
paper to the works of such chroniclers as
Matthew Paris, Matthew of Westminster,
Walter of Coventry, and especially Roger
of Wendover. Among modern histories,
in addition to La Vie et la Regne de Louis
VIII., by Petit-Dutaillis, Norgate's Life of
John Lackland, Ramsay's Angevin Empire,



and Milman's Latin Christianity have
been freely, consulted.

The writer desires to express his great
obligation, for valuable suggestions and the
use of rare historical works, to Professor
James Westfall Thompson, of the Univer­
sityof Chicago.

C. E. C.
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1Roger of Wendover, vol. 2, p.364. Norgate's
King John, p. 268.

2 Norgate, p. 10. Ramsay's Angevin Empire, p.
5°2.

N the twenty-first day of
May in the year of grace
1216,1 a horseman in full
armor drew rein upon the
beach where the ancient
town of Sandwich looks
out upon the sea. Though
short of stature, and lack­

ing the stately presence often associated
with long lineage and lofty rank, his broad
shoulders and well-knit frame suggested
physical strength, while the heavy jaw, not
whollyhidden by his tawny beard, bespoke
a man of iron will and a temper it were
wise not to rouse.2 Lifting his mailed
hand to his forehead to shield his eyes
from the glare of the morning sun, the
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rider looked eagerly to the eastward. For
two days and nights the coast had been
swept by a tempest so fierce that every
chronicler of the thirteenth century records
the story of its terrors. 1 But as the sun
rose on that memorable day, the almost
preternatural clarity of the atmosphere
which sometimes follows a furious storm
revealed across the English Channel the
outlines of the shores of France. It was
not, however, the distant coast-line, hardly
distinguishable from the yet troubled sea,
which fixed the attention of that early vis­
itor. Only a few miles from the British
coast, and rapidly sweeping before a favoring
wind toward that southeasternmost point
of England known as the Isle of Thanet, a
squadron of seven ships was plainly visi­
ble.2 Witnesses of that scene hav~ drawn
in vivid colors the picture of its effect upon
their leader. Turning to his trumpeter,
the horseman ordered him to sound. As
if the narrow streets of Sandwich and the
dunes of the shore had given birth to a
host of men, an army answered to the call.
Then, seized with indecision, the chief gave
the signal for retreat. As his puzzled
troops withdrew, he gave himself up to
impotent rage. Spurring his horse till its

1 Rist. des Dues de Normandie, p. 168. Petit­
Dutaillis, Vie de Louis VIII., p. 99.

2 Petit-Dutaillis, p. 100. Ristoire de la Marine
Franc;aise, p. 309.
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flanks were wet with blood, he rode at a
mad pace-now north-now south, up
and down the sands of Pegwell Bay, vent­
ing in an aimless gallop his mingled wrath
and terror. 1 Says one of the old chron­
iclers, portraying the same conspicuous
figure on another but similar occasion,
"His whole body was so contorted with
fury as to be. scarcely recognizable; a
scowl of rage furrowed his brow, his eyes
flashed fire, and his cC'lor changed to a
livid white." 2

Such, on that historic day, was John
Lackland, King of England. The seven
ships which he watched till they came to
anchor at Stonar,3 a few miles distant from
his point of view, were the vanguard of a
mighty fleet. On the evening of the twen­
tieth of May, eight hundred vessels had set
sail from Calais, bearing a vast host of the

, nobility and chivalry of France, with their
retainers, to conquer England, punish its
wicked monarch, and place upon the throne
Louis, the heir of the King of France.
Travelling backward over a period of nearly
two hundred years, the student of history
finds a parallel to this invasion. On the
twenty-eighth of September, 1066, William

1 Norgate's Life of John, pp. 268, 269. Rist. des
Duts, p. 169. Vie de Louis VIIL, p. 100.

2 NQrgate (quoting R. Devizes), p. 32.
Z Norgate, p. 268. Petit-Dutaillis, p. 100. Wen­

dover, vol. 2, p. 364.
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the Norman had set foot on English soi1.1
Contrasting the two military enterprises,
that of Louis gave by far the greater
promise of success. William had scant
grounds for counting upon support from
the people whose crown he coveted, 2

while Louis entered England only by the
urgent solicitation of the great lords and
powerful barons of the realm. The Nor­
man nobles hesitated long before commit­
ting themselves to the hazardous venture
of their war-lord, and only fear of his ter­
rible vengeance overcame their reluctance
at the last.3 But Louis was the idol of
the French, and his summons to rally to
his banner was answered with universal
enthusiasm. The great military chief
whose daring and strategy gained the vic­
tory of Senlac, and left his rival Harold
dead upon the field, was after all the
grandson of a tanner. His birth record
was smirched with shame, and when he
had besieged Alenc;:on, the mocking citi­
zens had hung out upon the walls hides
bearing the legend, "Work for the Tan­
ner. ,'. In strong contrast is the fact that
Louis was the eldest son and heir apparent
of the monarch whose political craft and
warlike prowess had revived in France the

1Green, Hist. Eng. People, vol. I, p. loa.
2 Ibid., p. 99.
3 Green, Hist. Eng. People, vol. I, p. 99.
4 Ibid., vol. I, pp. 95, 96.
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Ii. memones 0 ar emagne.1 ut t at w IC .~.;11·. i.'t: gives to .the.enterp~ise of Louis a peculiar f.1.!

tj conspicmty IS, that It was a reversal of thet~!
t current of history. The tide of conquest tl~
r had rolle~ the other way. William ~ufus, ~i;lJ
r Henry FIrSt, Henry Second, and RIchard ,.:11! of the Lion Heart,' had each in turn led pi

.11•..•..•... his armies across the channel, an? harri~d·; •.li•.· !.~.

.~.. the realm of France. But not smce W 11- lll~
1: liam the Conqueror landed at Pevensey .,:1,1

1 and fought at Hastings had a great Frenchl
t: armament whitened with its canvas the I ,Ij
I separating sea, and borne a mighty host to 111

invade the territory of an English king. ,\ i:

When all the precedents of two centuries \11.

are thus turned upside down, so excep- i L
tional a fact demands explanation as im- I i, I
peratively as would the reversal of the . j

current of some great river, or the back­
ward movement of a planet in its orbit.

Such explanation, amply adequate, is
found in the life and character of John
Lackland. No contemporary chroniclers
have given us what may be called a biog­
raphy of King John. But they have
reproduced certain isolated events in his
stormy life with all the vividness of instan­
taneous photography. This paper is de­
signed merely to provide the screen upon
which the light of historic study may throw

1 Petit-Dutaillis, p. 3.
2 Green, vol. I, pp. II4. II5. Wendover, vol. 2,

pp. 31,135,136.
II

}
\

~



1
I

I

these scenes, and to make them pass like
moving pictures in rapid succession be­
fore the mental vision. As we catch these
glimpses of the man from his early youth
until the hour when his dishonored body
lay stark in death, we shall behold such a
revelation of moral obliquity that we shall
cease to wonder that the English people,
driven to desperation, turned to a foreign
prince for deliverance from a tyranny sointolerable.

Noone of the ancient chateaux of
Touraine has a profounder fascination for
the lover of history than the Castle of
Chinon. The memories of kings and
queens cling like the ivy to its moulder'­
ing walls. Its desolate apartments seem
haunted by the ghosts of famous men and
fair women, who schemed and plotted, loved
and hated, fought and danced, in those
now lonely halls. It was the fourth day
of July in the year II89 that an aged
man, sick unto death, lay propped by
cushions in one of the smaller chambers of
Chinon, and fastened his eager eyes upon
a parchment scroll which his sole attendant
was about to read. Henry Plantagenet,
King of England, second of the name, had
reached the last stage of a hitherto brilliant
career. The morning of that fateful July
day had seen him bend his proud knee
to his great rival, Philippe Augustus of

12
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>Fr~nce, and surrender himself in abject
humiliation to whatever conditions the con­
queror might demand. 1 But-bitterest

ingredient in his cup of gall-Henry had
thrown down his arms in the full knowl­
edge that the French king could not have
humbled the sovereign of England, if
Henry's own son Richard had not allied
himself to Philippe in parricidal conspir­
acy.2 Through all the wretched rebellion
of his children, one spark of consolation
had been nurtured by Henry, till now, in
the awful chill of his dying hour, it warmed
his very soul. Whatever his other sons
had been, his youngest, his favorite, John,
could not be seduced from filial devotion.
Henry's passionate attachment to his latest
born had made the young prince, while yet
a boy, lord of Ireland, with the royal
pledge that he should be crowned king of
that island.3 One chronicler asserts that
Henry had declared a purpose to put John
in possession of the vast Angevin empire
which Henry ruled, save only Normandy
and England. Bound by such ties of
gratitude, one son of the crushed and
dying monarch could be trusted even in
the hour of his father's disastrous defeat
and shame. That night at Chinon there

1 Ramsay's Angevin Empire, p. 244. Wendover,
vol. 2, p. 76.

2 Rist. des Dues, p. 84.
3 Ramsay, pp. 228, 232.



had been placed in the hands of the chan­
cellor a list of the great nobles and princes
of the blood, whose treachery had contrib­
uted to the triumph of France.

"Read the names," said the king to
his companion. The chancellor hesitated.
The king repeated his command. "Sire, "
stammered the chancellor, with tears in
his voice, "the first name upon the list is
that of your son, the lord John." Henry
turned on his couch with a groan. "Now,"
said he, "let all things go as they will. I
care no more for myself, nor for anything
in the world." His heart was broken,
and his death-blow struck.1

The panoramic canvas moves, and an­
other glimpse is given us, revealing this
scion of the Plantagenet line farther on
in his career. Richard has become King
of England, and of all the splendid heri­
tage on the continent which Norman Wil­
liam bequeathed to his successors. Fren­
zied with the chivalrous enthusiasm of the
age, and possibly dreaming that he might
atone by deeds of heroism in the cause of
the Church for the crimes of his earlier
years, the king with the lion's heart had
gathered a huge armament, and· gone
across the seas to recover the Holy Sepul­
chre from the infidel Saracen. But not
until he had lavished upon his brother John

1 Ramsay, p. 244. Wendover, vol. 2, p. 76.
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stately castles and broad manors from
Cornwall to the Scottish border. Nor
were the flood-gates of the royal bounty
shut down before six great and wealthy
earldoms - Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire,
Dorset, Somerset, Devon, and Cornwall­
with all their enormous revenues, had
been laid at the feet of John.!

The story is familiar which relates how
Richard, returning from Syria, was impris­
oned by. Henry Sixth, Emperor of Ger­
many. Immured in the Castle of Speyer,
where the Rhine receives the tribute of the
Speyerbach, the fiery king of England had
been for eighteen months like an eagle
beating against the bars of its cage. The
2d of February, 1194, may have been
wintry in the valley of the Rhine. But to
King Richard it brought the warmth and
cheer of hope. On that day the emperor
led forth his captive, and with a splendid
cavalcade of the princes of the Empire, and
bishops and archbishops of the Church,
escorted Richard to Mainz,2 there to meet
the envoys of his brother John. Aware
that almost superhuman efforts had been
made by his subjects to gather a ransom
for the monarch whom they idolized,3 the
king must have felt that these representa-

1 Norgate, p. 27. Ramsay, p. 275·
t Walter of Coventry, p. 48.
3 Roger of Wendover, vol. 2, pp. 128,129. Ram-

say, p. 333.
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tives of England, coming direct from John,
could be none other than the bearers of the
price of Richard's liberty. But when the
public conference had closed, the emperor
showed his prisoner a private letter bear­
ing his brother's sign-manual. It did in­
deed proffer a great sum of money; but
not to ransom the king from his captivity.
It contained a pledge that if the emperor
would hold his prisoner for another year,
nntil John should be firmly seated on the
English throne, this loving and grateful
brother would pay thirty thousand marks
for the service thus rendered! 1

Four years pass by. A cross-bow bolt
has ended the strange, romantic, and half­
savage career of Richard. His body is lying,
by his own direction, at Fontevraud, buried
at the feet of the father whose gray hairs
he had brought down in sorrow to the grave.
The heart, which tradition says was of
larger mould than those of other men, rests
in a casket of gold under the high altar of
the cathedral of Rauen. John has reached
the goal of his long-cherished ambition.
As a wolf which at last has run down some
noble stag, and feasts his eyes upon his
prey before he rends it, so does John
Lackland· gloat over England, Ireland, and
nearly half of France, prostrate at his feet.
Yet like the favorite of the Persian Xerxes,

1 Walter of Coventry, pp. 46, 48. Ramsay, p. 333.
16



cried, "All this availeth me nothing,
long as Mordecai the Jew sitteth at the

gate," John realize~ that in his cup
success one bitter ingredient is mingled.

brother Geoffrey had left a son­
by name - who had inherited the
of Brittany. Though Arthur was

but a lad at John's accession, the crafty
Philippe of France had recognized the pos­
sibilities of the boy's future. At sixteen
years of age the young Duke of Brittany
became the husband of Philippe's daughter
Jeanne, and received at the hand of his
father-in-law the order of knighthood, with
the investiture of Anjou, Maine, Touraine,
and Poitou.1

Well did the new king of England know
that the law of primogeniture branded him
as a usurper, and made Arthur, as Geof­
frey's only surviving son, the true heir of
the English throne. Like hot coals in his
bosom was the recollection that when
Richard set out for Palestine, he had des­
ignated Arthur as his successor. 2 It does
not affect the moral quality of the tragedy
which followed, that the young prince,
conscious of the righteousness of his cause,
allowed the hot blood of his Angevin
ancestry to show itself in defiance of his

1 Ramsay, pp. 393, 394. Petit-Dutaillis, p. 5.
Norgate, p. 61.

2 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 95. Matt. of Westminste.r,
vol. 2, p. 81. Norgate, p. 308.
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uncle. 1 Captured at the storming of the
fortress of Mirabeau on the Vienne, Arthur
was imprisoned in the Castle of Falaise.
Thence, in order that he might be more
immediately under the surveillance of John,
he was transferred to Rauen, where the
king was then holding court. 2

From the hour that the drawbridge of
the Castle of Rauen was trod by the young
duke's entering feet, and the portcullis feU
behind him, Arthur, Duke of Brittany,
Count of Maine, Anjou, Touraine, and
Poitou, legitimate heir to the crown of
England, and son-in-law of one of the
greatest of the long line of the kings of
France, vanished from the knowledge of
men as completely as if the earth had
yawned and swallowed him up. That his
royal uncle murdered him with his own
hand was universally believed on both
sides of the British Channel. Though
John was publicly charged with the crime
again and again, neither he nor his partisans
ever contradicted the terrible accusation. 3

Even contemporary writers vary in their
stories as to the method of the assassination.
That which historians count as having the
most probability is sufficiently blood-cur­
dling. Under cover of the night a boat was

1 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 205. Norgate, p. 91.
2 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 205. Ramsay;p.396.
3 Ramsay, p. 396. Petit-DutaiJIis, p. 77. Roger

of Wendover, vol. 2, p. 206.
18
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towed at high tide to the water-gate of the
Castle, and moored to its stone stairs. The
warden was summoned, a few whispered
words were exchanged, and Arthur was
brought from his cell. In an instant John's
poniard was plunged in his nephew's heart.
A cry! A splash! Then the waters of
the Seine closed over the only rival that
John's jealous soul could fear. 1

Five years have passed since Arthur's
blood stained the dagger of his royal uncle.
It is Easter Sunday, the thirtieth of March,
1208. The sun shines, the hedge-rows
put on their spring greenery, here and
there the early flowers unfold their blos­
soms, the cattle dot the hillsides, from the
pastures comes the bleating of the flocks,
and little children are playing on the vil­
lage green. But from where the Cornish
coast thrusts itself out into the Atlantic,
northward to the Northumbrian hills, no
church bell sends out its Easter sum­
mons. Over cathedral and minster and
village Church alike broods a deathlike
silence. No skilful fingers press the organ
keys, the chaunting choirs are stricken
dumb; and the awful stillness itself be­
comes a pitiful "Deus Misereatur."

For King John had at last defied the
only power before which tyrants in that

1 Ramsay, p. 397. (Vide Ramsay's quotation
from Le Breton, same p') foot-note.)

I

I
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age.were forced to bow, and over the landl.:..!Pope Innocent the Third had flung theN!
black shadow of an interdict. From ami 1

end of England to the other, no public
prayer was offered, no sacrament cele~
brated, no message preached from pulpit
or wayside cross. The dying stretched
our their hands in vain pleading for priestly
offices, and the dead, barred out from
consecrated churchyards, were buried as
unblessed by religious rites as if men cov­
ered from sight the carcases of beasts. 1

Three bishops-they of London, Ely, and
Worcester-had pronounced the sentence
of the Pope on Palm Sunday, and then
"fled from the wrath to come. ' , 2 None
too early did they make their escape. In
uncontrollable fury John swore his favorite
oath, "by the teeth of God, " that he would
tear out the eyes and split the nose of any
priest who dared to proclaim the papal
edict.3 Every bishop in the realm, save
two abject pensioners of the king, followed
the three chief offenders into exile.i Every ~
priest was banished. The monks were
driven from their convents. Abbeys, pri- (
ories, and bishoprics were put in charge of r
laymen, and the entire revenue of the I,

1 Roger of Wendover, vol. 2, p. 246.
2 Wendover, vol 2, p. 246. Norgate, p. 127. '

Ramsay, p. 415.
3 Wendover, vol. 2, pp. 245, 246.
i Norgate. p. 130.
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1 Wendover, vol. 2, pp. 246, 247.
2 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 247. Ramsay, p. 416.
3 Norgate, p. 13I.
4 Rist. des Dues, p. 109.
6 Wendover, vol. 2, pp. 247, 248.
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¢¢clesiastical establishments was confis­
cated to the crown. 1 When a bandit who
had robbed and then murdered a priest
was brought before John as his judge,
HLet him go," was the monarch's decree,
nhe has killed one of my enemies." 2 But
the flames of John's wrath swept beyond
the bounds of the Church. In the mad­
neSS of his fury all men became his ene­
mies. He desolated the agricultural dis­
tricts, tearing away hedges and filling the
ditches which protected tilled fields, "so
that, " says one of the old chroniclers,
"while men starved, the beasts of the
chase should fatten on the growing crops. ' , 3

The unknown writer of "The Dukes of
Normandy and Kings of England" tells
us that the wild creatures "roamed as
freely through the fields and along the
highways as if they had been sheep, and
did not fly at the approach of men. " 4

Dark suspicion of the nobility brooded
in the mind of the king. He forced the
great families of the realm to place their
sons in his ward as hostages for the loyalty
of the distinguished houses that they rep­
resented. 6 William de Braose was the
lord of vast estates in England, Wales, and



Ireland.' One day in the year 1208 there
appeared at one of the many castles of de·
Braose a detachment of John's foreign
mercenaries demanding that the eldest son
of the family should be delivered up to the
guardianship of the king. As the royal
messengers delivered the mandate of their
master, the Lady Maud, the wife of de
Braose, could not restrain her indignation.
"I will not," she cried, "give up my son
to your lord, King John. His hands a,re
yet red with the blood of his own nephew
Arthur. " 2 Terrified at her own daring
words, she fled to Ireland, only to be ulti­
mately captured with her son, loaded with
chains, carried back to England, and im­
mured in the dungeons of Windsor Castle.
There, by John's command, the mother
and son were starved to death. 3 The con­
temporary chronicler describes with grew­
some detail the horrible appearance of the
corpses, when, after eleven days of agony,
the dungeon doors were opened. 4 De
Braose himself wandered from one hiding­
place to another, but within a year died of
a broken heart. 5

Such were the horrors which roused
the barons of England to a sense of their

, Ramsay, p. 416. Rist. des Dues, p. II I.
2 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 248. Norgate, p. 150.
3 Wendover, vol. 2, P.255. Norgate, pp. 156,288.
4 Rist. des Dues, pp. 114, 115.
5 Wendover, vol. 2, p. 256. Rist. des Dues, p.

115·
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