Henry The Second Of England

Henry the Second of England was one of the most influential monarchs in
English history. Reigning from 1154 to 1189, he is often credited with laying
the foundations for the English legal system and expanding the kingdom's
territories. His reign marked a significant turning point in medieval
England, characterized by ambitious reforms, power struggles, and historic
events that shaped the future of the nation. This article delves into the
life, reign, and legacy of Henry II, exploring his contributions to England
and the complexities of his rule.

Early Life and Ascension to the Throne

Henry II was born on March 5, 1133, in Le Mans, France. He was the son of
Count Geoffrey Plantagenet and Matilda, the daughter of King Henry I of
England. His early life was marked by the political turbulence of the
Anarchy, a civil war between supporters of his mother, Matilda, and her
cousin, Stephen of Blois, who had seized the English throne.

Claim to the Throne

Henry's claim to the throne was rooted in his mother's lineage. After years
of conflict, Stephen agreed to recognize Henry as his heir in the Treaty of
Wallingford in 1153, paving the way for Henry’s ascent. Upon Stephen's death
in 1154, Henry was crowned King of England, marking the beginning of a
transformative reign.

Political Reforms and the Legal System

One of Henry II's most significant contributions to England was his reform of



the legal system. He sought to establish a centralized government and enhance
royal authority, which had been weakened during the Anarchy.

The Common Law System

Henry II introduced the concept of common law, a legal framework that would
become the foundation of the English judicial system. This system aimed to
standardize laws across the kingdom and ensure justice was administered
uniformly. Key features of the common law system included:

e Royal Courts: Henry established royal courts to hear cases, which helped
diminish the power of local lords and barons.

e Juries: The introduction of juries allowed ordinary citizens to
participate in the legal process, providing a check on the power of the
monarchy.

e Legal Precedent: The principle of legal precedent ensured that past
rulings would influence future cases, promoting consistency in the
application of law.

These reforms not only strengthened the monarchy but also laid the groundwork
for the modern legal system in England.

The Assize of Clarendon

In 1166, Henry enacted the Assize of Clarendon, a pivotal legal reform that
established a system for investigating crime in the kingdom. This legislation
allowed for the appointment of royal officials known as "justice itinerants"
to travel and oversee the judicial process, further centralizing power and
promoting royal authority.

Territorial Expansion and Conflict

Henry II's reign was marked by significant territorial expansion. He
inherited a vast empire that included not only England but also large parts
of France, including Normandy, Anjou, and Aquitaine. His ambitions, however,
often led to conflict, particularly with his own family and the French crown.



Relations with France

Henry's relationship with France was complex and often contentious. His
marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152 brought vast territories under his
control, but it also created rivalries with the French monarchy. The
following points highlight the nature of his conflicts:

e Normandy: Henry constantly defended his territories in Normandy against
French King Louis VII, leading to a series of military engagements.

e The Treaty of Paris (1259): Though not during Henry's lifetime, the
seeds of future conflicts were planted during his reign, culminating in
the eventual loss of territories to France.

* Plantagenet Family Feuds: The relationships within the Plantagenet
family were fraught with tension, particularly between Henry and his
sons, who sought their own power and territories.

The Revolt of 1173-1174

Henry's sons, particularly Richard, Geoffrey, and John, rebelled against
their father in 1173, seeking to carve out their own kingdoms. This revolt,
fueled by their desire for autonomy and influenced by their mother, Eleanor,
resulted in a protracted conflict that ultimately ended in Henry's favor.
However, the rebellion exposed the vulnerabilities within his family and
foreshadowed future strife.

The Murder of Thomas Becket

One of the most infamous events of Henry II's reign was the murder of Thomas
Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, in 1170. The conflict between Henry and
Becket stemmed from issues of church versus state authority. Henry sought to
control the church's power, while Becket vehemently defended ecclesiastical
independence.

Consequences of the Conflict

The fallout from Becket's murder had profound implications, including:

e Public Outrage: The assassination sparked widespread outrage among the
clergy and the populace, damaging Henry's reputation.



e Papal Interference: Henry faced significant backlash from the papacy,
leading to his temporary excommunication and a loss of political
support.

e Canterbury's Martyrdom: Becket became a martyr, and his shrine in
Canterbury became a pilgrimage site, further complicating Henry's
relationship with the church.

Legacy of Henry II

Henry II's reign had lasting implications for England, shaping its legal
system, governance, and territorial integrity. His efforts to centralize
power and establish a common law system laid the groundwork for modern
democracy and the rule of law.

Influence on the Monarchy

Henry's reign set a precedent for future English monarchs. His struggles with
the nobility, the church, and his own family highlighted the complexities of
royal authority, and subsequent rulers would grapple with similar issues.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Henry the Second of England was a transformative figure whose
reign left an indelible mark on English history. His legal reforms,
territorial ambitions, and conflicts with the church and his own family
illustrate the challenges of monarchy in a turbulent era. Today, his legacy
is remembered not only for his accomplishments but also for the lessons
learned from his reign's trials and tribulations. Henry II's life serves as a
reminder of the intricate balance between power, justice, and the enduring
quest for authority in the annals of history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Henry II of England?

Henry II of England was King of England from 1154 to 1189 and is known for
his significant role in the development of the English legal system, as well
as for his conflicts with Thomas Becket and his sons.



What were some major accomplishments of Henry II?

Henry II is credited with establishing the common law system in England,
expanding the Angevin Empire, and reforming the legal system, including the
introduction of the jury system.

How did Henry II's reign affect the church?

Henry II's reign was marked by tensions with the church, particularly with
Archbishop Thomas Becket, which culminated in Becket's murder in 1170 and had
lasting implications for church-state relations in England.

What was the significance of the Constitutions of
Clarendon?

The Constitutions of Clarendon, established in 1164, aimed to limit
ecclesiastical privileges and assert royal authority over the church, leading
to the conflict with Thomas Becket.

Who were Henry II's notable children?

Henry II's children included Richard the Lionheart, King John, and Geoffrey,
Duke of Brittany, all of whom played significant roles in English history.

What led to the downfall of Henry II's reign?

Henry II's reign faced challenges due to his conflicts with his sons,
particularly Richard and John, and discontent among the nobility, which
culminated in a civil war known as the Great Revolt of 1173-1174.

What was Henry II's relationship with Eleanor of
Aquitaine?

Eleanor of Aquitaine was Henry II's wife, and their marriage brought vast
territories to the English crown. Their relationship was tumultuous and
marked by political intrigue and personal strife.

How did Henry II's death impact England?

Henry II's death in 1189 led to the ascension of his son Richard I, marking a
shift in focus towards the Crusades and further conflict with France.

What is Henry II's legacy?

Henry II's legacy includes the establishment of a more centralized and
efficient legal system, the expansion of royal power, and the historical
conflicts that shaped the relationship between the monarchy and the church.
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