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Magna Carta: The King’s Compromise with Rebellious Barons
“[The Magna Carta] is a story, in short, about the heroic defense of freedom and justice against
tyranny.”!
-Dr. Sophie Ambler, renowned medieval historian

Introduction

King John has been described as one of the worst kings in English history due, in part, to high
taxes and fighting with the Catholic Church. Despite this, he is still remembered 800 years later for
putting his seal on the Magna Carta. The Magna Carta is perhaps one of the greatest compromises born
of conflict. This conflict, between King John and the wealthy and powerful English barons, was, at its
heart, due to the barons’ anger over the king’s excessive taxation and their belief that King John thought
he was above the law.? In May of 1215, this anger came to a head leading the barons to organize and
capture London. The capture of London was a huge risk, but it paid off. This act of rebellion not only
forced King John to acknowledge the growing conflict between the barons and himself, it also led the
king to compromise by signing the Magna Carta on June 15th, 1215. Significantly, the Magna Carta led

to the formation of the ideas of limited government and human rights shaping western ideals for

centuries to come.

1 Ambler, Sophie, Dr. "The Making of the Magna Carta." The Historian, vol. 125,
Spring 2015, p. 6.

2 Magna Carta and the Emergence of Parliament. UK Parliament, 2014.



Grievances of The Barons

The grievances the barons had against King John were many, including the high taxes he levied
against them. The reason John raised taxes was two-fold. First, King Richard, John’s brother who
reigned from 1189-1199, left debt from England’s involvement in the Crusades that needed to be paid. *
Then, when John took the crown in 1199, he created more expenses by living a life of comfort compared
to the rest of the country*. England didn’t have the money needed to support John’s lifestyle and pay the
debt from the Crusades at the same time. Instead of lowering his standard of living, however, King John
solved the problem of how to pay for both his lifestyle and the debt by raising taxes tremendously.’ This
large raise in taxes meant some barons were now unable to pay their tax bill, leading the king to
repossess their homes and land. ¢

The repossession of homes and land certainly bothered the barons, however, the fact that King
John raised taxes without consulting them bothered them even more. The Feudal System that was in
place at the time made it so John typically talked to the barons before raising taxes. When this didn’t
happen, the barons became furious and felt that their power was being challenged by the king.

While not being consulted over taxes made the barons feel that their power was being
challenged, King John’s presence in the country was actually a bigger part of the threat. The barons had
become used to holding most of the ruling power during King Richard’s reign. According to some

historians, Richard spent as little as 6 month in England during his entire 10 year rule.” His long

3 "Richard I, the Lionheart." Biography, Gale, 2011. Gales Databases,
link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EJ2108101926/
MSIC?u=va0040_002&sid=MSIC&xid=7ed442fc3. Accessed 12 Feb. 2018.
4 John, King." UXL Biographies, UXL, 2011. Research in Context,
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EJ2108101176/MSIC?u=va0040_002&sid=MSIC&xid=7aea9f53. Accessed 12 Feb. 2018.
5 Vincent, Nicholas, Professor. "The Origins of the Magna Carta." British Library,
13 Mar. 2015, www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/the-origins-of-magna-carta.
Accessed 12 Feb. 2018.
 Magna Carta and the Emergence of Parliament. UK Parliament, 2014.
7 Richard I, the Lionheart." Biography, Gale, 2011. Gales Databases link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/EJ2108101926/
MSIC?u=va0040_002&sid=MSIC&xid=7e442fc3. Accessed 12 Feb. 2018.



absences meant that the he had to defer to the barons to run the country. When John became King,
however, he stayed in England more. This limited the barons power and influence and caused conflict
between them and John. ®

High taxes and challenges to their power were not the only grievances the barons had with King
John, however. As John took the crown, instead of rewarding the people who had backed him as a youth
in rebellions against his family, he dismissed the majority of his followers. To the barons, this showed
that the king was unreliable. They felt they could not trust him.’ The barons also disliked that King John
would force widows ,mainly the barons sisters, into marriage and treat them badly. In the Magna Carta
the barons voiced their anger with how King John treated the women. '

“No widow is to be distrained to marry while she wishes to live without a husband, as long as
she gives security that she will not marry without our consent, if she holds of us, or without the consent
of her lord of whom she holds, if she holds of someone else.

“After the death of her husband a widow is to have her marriage portion and inheritance
immediately and without difficulty, nor is she to give anything for her dower, or for her marriage
portion, or for the inheritance which she and her husband held on the day of his death, and she may
remain in her husband’s house for forty days after his death, during which she is to be assigned her
dower.”"!

Even worse to the barons then the way John treated his followers and widowed women, was his
loss of the English control of Normandy to the French.'? This was one of the main reasons the barons

finally rebelled. People at the time believed the king was backed by God and would be rewarded with

victories in battle if he was favored by God. If a king lost, though, it was a sign that he had lost favor
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with God. Therefore, the large loss of land in Normandy made the barons, and much of the country,
believe King John had lost God’s favor."

Adding to the belief that King John had lost God’s favor were his arguments with Pope Innocent
III. One of these arguments focused on the appointment of the new Archbishop of Canterbury. King
John wanted John De Gray to become the new archbishop while the pope wanted Stephen Langton.
King John refused to let Stephen Langton into England, though.This fight with the church got England
excommunicated and brought morale in the country down.'* The fight with the pope made the barons
extremely mad. People’s lives revolved around religion. The barons were taught without the Roman
Catholic Church you would go to hell; so when churches were closed in 1207 it worried many people.
The Army of God

The barons decided to organize and make their voices heard. They organized themselves into a
group in May of 1215 with the help of Archbishop Stephen Langton and Robert Fitzwalter. It is
understandable that both Archbishop Langton and Robert Fitzwalter helped lead the rebellion as both
had problems with the King'". John would not let Stephen Langton into England,as stated earlier, when
he was chosen as Archbishop of Canterbury. Eventually, though, he did become Archbishop and he did
get into England. His role in the Magna Carta is quite interesting because he helped the barons organize,
but he was listed as a loyalist on the Magna Carta'®. This suggests that he tried to stay as neutral as
possible and not actually choose a clear side. As for Robert Fitzwalter, he clearly was on the side of the

barons and for good reason. It is speculated that King John poisoned Matilda Fitzwalter, Robert’s

'3 Magna Carta: The Road to Magna Carta." Hosted by Melvyn Bragg. Magna Carta,
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daughter’. The two men organized the barons into a group called the Marshals of the Army of God,
known simply as the Army of God. They believed themselves to be doing God’s work'®. In the
Crowland Chronicles it states:

“Therefore, those who had come together at first with uncertain spirit, raised their many
complaints against the King, and having accused him, condemned him, saying that they should no
longer have him for King... And so, a true conspiracy arose against him. Having appointed leaders of
the army whom they called 'marshals of the army of God'"*

The Army of God had the support of Prince Louis VIII of France. He offered military support if
needed, which it eventually was in the civil war that followed suit.?® This support that the barons found
abroad, however, did not equate to having everyone’s support inside the country. The Earls of Warenne,

Arundel, Chester, Pembroke, Derby, and Salisbury stayed loyal to the King. These earls, being in higher

positions, had much more to lose then their peers.?'

The Capturing of London
The Army of God decided to act while led by Robert Fitzwalter.”> The decision to act was
fraught with risk. If the barons failed, King John could have them charged with treason.”® Despite this,

they proceeded with their plans and captured London on 17 May 1215.2* With 500 knights and little
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resistance from the common folk, who had also felt the impact of King John’s reign, the city was
captured with ease. The people of London described how the capture of their city happened, ““ Going
ahead of the others, scaled the wall by means of steps that had been made for the wall's repair. Opening
one gate, they let their men in through another.”” This description has been disputed, however.
Historians actually believe that the citizens of the city openly let the barons in because of their disgust
with the King. The citizens did not want King John to know this, though, because they feared he would
punish them.

In order to further get the King’s attention during the seizure of the city, the barons captured his
supporters and took their goods. In the Crowland Chronicles, it states,

“Occupying Northampton, they attacked various of the King's castles, boldly seizing as their
prey those things that the King himself had preyed upon. With alliances sworn with the citizens of
London via go-betweens, and with the earl of Salisbury approaching the city, on Sunday morning, 17
May, having prepared their manoeuvres, the barons came to London and seized it without opposition,
the citizens being busy at Mass. Having entered, the barons captured all of the King's supporters whom
they found, depriving them of their goods. *°

These tactics worked and helped the barons meet with King John, but this was not the only
reason the king agreed to meet. John realized that he could not win in this conflict. Even at that time,

London was a city of considerable size and one man could not capture it back. If John desired peace he,

would need to compromise. This lead to the king and the barons meeting in Runnymede.*’

25 "Magna Carta: The Road to Magna Carta." Hosted by Melvyn Bragg. Magna Carta,
episode 1, BBC Radio 4, 5 Jan. 2015.
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27 "Magna Carta: The Road to Magna Carta." Hosted by Melvyn Bragg. Magna Carta,
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Sealing the Magna Carta

King John met with the barons in June of 1215 for negotiations in Runnymede (Appendix I).
The main negotiations were done by Archbishop Stephen Langton and The Magna Carta was sealed
with the King's seal on 15 June®. While it is not certain who wrote the Great Charter, it is certain that
John bent to the will of the barons, in an effort to avoid civil war and keep his crown, and placed his seal
on it.”” In Flowers of History it stated,

Accordingly, at the time and place pre-agreed on, the king and nobles came to the appointed
conference, and when each party had stationed themselves apart from the other, they began a long
discussion about terms of peace and the aforesaid liberties. . .. At length, after various points on both

sides had been discussed, King John, seeing that he was inferior in strength to the barons, without
raising any difficulty, granted the underwritten laws and liberties, and confirmed them by his charter

230
By sealing the Magna Carta, John helped introduce many new ideas into English governance. It
put forth the notion that no one is above God's law. It also introduced the idea of the twenty-five barons.
This concept, which was considered radical, consisted of creating a group of twenty-five barons who
would watch over John to make sure he was obeying the charter as well as deal with minor problems.

There were also quite a few clauses in the Magna Carta that were written with the citizens of London in

mind and benefitted them specifically.’'

B "Magna Carta: Runnymede, 1215." Runnymede, 1215, episode 2, BBC 4, 6 Jan. 2015.
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Magna Carta Annulled

Unfortunately, only 10 weeks after it was put into place, Pope Innocent III declared the Magna
Carta invalid. The king, who had awarded the church power to heal the the broken relationship between
the barons and himself, sent a letter requesting the pope invalidate the charter. John made the request
after being embarrassed that the 25 barons would not come to his bedside when he was ill and desired
them to do so, instead insisting that he come to them. The document being declared null plunged
England into a civil war, called the Barons First War. King John died in the middle of the war on 19
October 1216. *
Effects

History was made with the Magna Carta. Even though some the clauses are now considered
futile, few other documents have stood the test of time like it has. The Magna Carta may have failed at
its original goal of ending a civil war before it began, but it served as an inspiration to the founding
fathers when writing the Declaration of Independence and Constitution™. It has also been used in many
court cases throughout English history** and is still a part of English law today after being reissued in
both 1225 and 1297%. A few important concepts affecting modern English law can be seen in clauses
39 and 40 of the Magna Carta. Clause 39 states, “No free man is to be arrested or imprisoned, or
disseised, or outlawed, or exiled, or in any other way ruined, nor will we go against him or send against
him, except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land,” and clause 40 states, ” We

will not sell, or deny, or delay right or justice to anyone.”*® Most of the effects of the Magna Carta were

32 "Magna Carta: The Aftermath of Runnymede." Magna Carta, episode 3, BBC Radio 4, 7 Jan. 2015.
33 Musson, Anthony. "Magna Carta- Foundation of Freedom." Royal Historical Society,
22 May 2015, royalhistsoc.org/
i Rozenburg, Josh. "Magna Carta in the Modern Age." British Library, 13 Mar. 2015,
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Feb. 2018.
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35
36



not immediate, but there were some effects that took place almost immediately. For example, the Magna

Carta almost completely stopped the forced marriage of women shortly after it was sealed by the king.*’

Conclusion

King John’s institution of high taxes, loss of large amounts of land, and unreliability pushed the
barons to the point of rebellion. Forming the Army of God and seizing London succeeded in capturing
the King’s attention. After coming to the conclusion that he could not win the battle, King John met with
the barons at Runnymede. Several days of discussion produced a compromise and the Magna Carta was
signed. The Magna Carta introduced current western ideals, such as human rights and limited
government, making it one of the greatest compromises in history. Our world would not be the same

without the Magna Carta.

magna-carta-english-translation. Accessed 12 Feb. 2018.
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This is map explaining why Runnymede was chosen it was created by Simon J Reid my father who has

a master in geography and is a professional cartographer. Reid, Simon Jeffery. Magna Carta at

Runnymede. 2018. Map
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