Henry II 1154-89
Henry was one of the most important rulers of the day with a kingdom stretching from Scotland to the Pyrenees. He spent much time fighting the King of France (Louis VII and Philip Augustus) for control of the lands.

He appointed a chief official to govern each area of his lands. He saw England as a special territory since it gave him the title of King but he only spent half of his reign in England.

He arranged influential marriages for his daughters to extend his power. They married the rulers of Saxony, Castile and Sicily whilst his cousins ruled in Champagne and Flanders.
When he first became King he set about establishing law and order. He was so successful that England remained peaceful until 1173 when his sons led a rebellion.

Henry developed a system of government in his reign. The great offices of state such as the Chancellor and Treasury established permanent buildings of their own rather than wandering around the countryside as part of the King’s court. A taxation system was established: Barons no longer had to provide military service but paid a tax instead. He also introduced a land tax to pay for the government. Most Sheriffs were replaced by trained officials loyal to the King.

Henry tried to extend the powers of the King’s court over the whole country making the King’s justice available to all people. Many Barons disagreed.

The Assize of Clarendon 1166 and the Assize of Northampton 1176 introduced these changes along with the greater use of a jury to round up criminals of all kinds. He also sent justices from his own court to every part of the country to hear cases and to impose his law. Thus a more centralized government was developed with the King in charge of each area of government.

Henry II and the Church

1164 the Constitutions of Clarendon claimed to explain the existing law concerning the Church and clerical offences. However Henry’s statement led to the most serious quarrel of his reign. Henry had chosen his great friend Thomas a Becket as his Chancellor in 1154 and for eight years they worked together really well. 1162 Henry chose Thomas to become Archbishop. He was well qualified for the job having worked in the household of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Henry felt he could trust him to carryout his will.
Becket took his new job very seriously. He supported the claims of the Church and the power of the Pope against the King and wished to keep the Church Courts separate.

The greatest arguments came about over the question of “criminous clerks”: clergy or priests who had committed crimes.

