Magna Carta: David Willison, A History of England, The Dryden Press: Hinsdale, IL (1972), 91-92.


John’s wars, though unsuccessful, were extremely expensive. The age was one of inflation, especially in soldier’s wages. Partly because the English barons were reluctant to fight overseas, John relied heavily on mercenaries- knights; men-at-arms, both mounted and unmounted; foreign crossbowmen; and other foreign mercenaries who were sometimes mere gangs of freebooters. They were all expensive, as were the construction and the repair of castles… It was the frequency and size of John’s demands that infuriated the barons. There were, of course, other abuses in his government: he distorted his feudal rights to his own advantage, his justice could be highly arbitrary, he employed dishonest persons as sheriffs and as other local officials; he used the laws of the forests to increase his revenues; and he demanded hostages from the barons and sometimes treated these hostages with great cruelty. Not only was there suspicion between him and the nobles; there was deep and bitter hatred.  


Even before John’s disastrous expedition to Poitou in 1214, a number of barons had met at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London to discuss means of curbing the King’s bad government. It was recalled that Henry I had issued a charter renouncing abuses, and it was proposed that some kind of charter might be extracted from John. Hence, when John returned from the Continent, defeated and shattered in prestige, and demanded further taxes, there was an explosion. A number of barons formed a coalition, pledged themselves to act together, renounced their allegiance in a formal defiance, occupied London, and compelled the King to set his seal to Magna Carta in the summer of 1215… Only the more enlightened barons saw that the problem went beyond feudalism, that the issue was the preservation of good government under an evil King… In later centuries Magna Carta was to become a guarantee of good government and a symbol of English liberty. It was to be praised and glorified and appealed to again and again. But men in succeeding ages, as they looked back at Magna Carta, usually found the things in it they wished to find. They gave it interpretations the document cannot bear. The barons of 1215 would have been bewildered indeed if they had been told that they were the founders of Parliament or of democracy or were advocates of the principle of not taxation without representation or of the right of all men to be tried by jury. These points were not in the charter. Our problem is to see what the barons did in Magna Carta and the contemporary significance of the document…

If Magna Carta had dealt only with the details of feudalism it would have lost significance as feudalism passed away. But it also laid emphasis upon the principle of a feudal contract between the King and his tenants in chief. This principle- that the barons could resist if the King broke his part of the agreement- was one that could be applied in the future long after feudalism had disappeared… The charter also passed beyond feudalism in its attempt to devise machinery by which the King could be forced to keep his promises. A representative council of twenty-five barons was established to watch John’s government and to bring to his attention any infringement of the charter. If the infringement was not corrected, the twenty-five barons should organize and lead an armed revolt against the King. This provision was crude because it legalized civil war, but it is difficult to see what else the barons could have done. The attempt to control the King, which was a step toward limited monarchy, was of great significance for the future. Moreover, it gave opposition a lawful place in the scheme of government. Basing their actions upon the feudal contract, the barons could now resist the Crown without incurring the stigma of treason.
The Manorial System- from World History: People and Nations, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc (1990), 229-230.


While feudalism was essentially a governmental and military system, the manorial system became the economic system. The manor, a large estate that included the manor house, pastures, fields, and a village, became the economic unit of the early Middle Ages, just as the fief had become the governmental unit. While a small fief had only one manor, large fiefs had several. Because no central authority or organized trade existed, each manor tried to be self-sufficient- or able to produce everything it needed. Most manors produced their own food, clothing, and leather goods. Only a few items, such as iron, salt, and tar, were imported. The lord and several peasants shared the land of a manor. The lord kept about one-third of the manor land, called the domain, for himself. The domain was often divided into several plots, although it might form one large block near the lord’s house. The peasants paid to use the remaining two-thirds of the land. In exchange they gave the lord part of their crops, worked on his land, performed other services on the manor, and paid many kinds of taxes… Most of the peasants on a manor were serfs, or people bound to the land. Serfs could not leave the land without the lord’s permission, and the price of his permission was usually more money than they could afford. Serfs were not slaves, for they could not be sold away from the land. If the land was granted to a new lord, the serfs became the new lord’s tenants. 

Chivalry- from An Illustrated History of Britain, p.45. Edward II and his eldest son, the Black Prince, were greatly admired in England for their courage on the battlefield and for their courtly manners. They became symbols of the “code of chivalry,” the way in which a perfect knight should behave… According to the code of chivalry, the perfect knight fought for his good name if insulted, served God and the king, and defended any lady in need… Chivalry was a useful way of persuading men to fight by creating the idea that war was a noble and glorious thing. War could also, of course, be profitable. But in fact cruelty, death, destruction and theft were the reality of war, as they are today. The Black Prince, who was the living example of chivalry in England, was feared in France for his cruelty. 

