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   In the development of the English monarchy, the most dramatic events occurred 
during the reign of Henry II (1154-1189), the grandson of Henry I. The monarchy had 
fallen on troubled times, enduring a civil war and contrary claims to the throne. When 
Henry II came to the throne, he instituted a series of measures designed to consolidate 
power around the king. The most significant of these measures was the narrowing of 
privileges granted to the church and to the clergy. While William and Henry I had 
managed to gain privileges from the nobility, the church still remained relatively 
autonomous.  
 
   Henry's problem with the Roman church was that it existed outside of the legal 
system that the English monarchs were trying to impose across England. When a 
member of the clergy committed a crime, that criminal fell under the jurisdiction of 
the church rather than the king. The criminal would be tried in an ecclesiastical 
("church") court using canon law of the Roman church, rather than tried in a manorial 
or state court using the king's laws. The ecclesiastical judicial system of the Roman 
church was by and large highly corrupt (as its remnants in the present day still are)—
even the most heinous crimes, such as murder, resulted in minor penalties imposed by 
the church court.  
 
   This not only rankled the king, it threatened the social order and the peace that the 
king was trying to establish by centralizing the judicial system. Henry's biggest fight, 
then, was with the church. Henry tried to limit the church courts in 1164 by allowing 
the church courts to try a clerical criminal but demanding that the criminal be 
sentenced in a royal court. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, refused to 
yield—he would later be assassinated by four of Henry's knights.  
 
   Despite his failure to bring the church under a centralized judiciary, Henry was one 
of the most successful kings in European medieval history to consolidate monarchical 
power and develop the institution of monarchical government. He greatly expanded 
the role of the judiciary in the life of the English. In particular, he charged the sheriff 
of each region to call before itinerant judges any local person that he pleased in order 
to question them before the judge. The sheriff would ask these people if they knew of 
any crimes that had occurred since the last visit of the judge. This practice would 
eventually evolve into the judicial practice we know as the grand jury. He also 
introduced the original form of jury trials. In Henry's time, jury trials were only 
applied to civil cases involving property. When someone made a complaint of 
dispossession, the sheriff was empowered to bring before the judge twelve men who 
were familiar with the case. These men would then tell the judge what they knew of 
the case and would give their opinion as to the truth of the complaint or the defense. 
This twelve man testimonial would eventually develop into the civil and criminal jury 
trial.  
 
   These were significant innovations in many ways. First, they equalized the law in a 
profound way. People with little power could make complaints against more powerful 
people and prevail—this made the judicial something that people supported and 
sought after. In addition, the use of the twelve men expanded participation in the 
judiciary and in government to more than just the monarch, his ministers, and the 
powerful barons. Government was now partly in the hands of common people—thus 



would begin a growing interest among more and more classes in the conduct of 
government. Finally, Henry's innovations created a more or less independent 
bureaucracy that, in the hands of a well-trained administrative staff, could run the 
central government no matter who was king.  
 
   And that's what happened when Henry II died. He was succeeded by his son, 
Richard I (1189-1199), who, because of his interest in the Crusades, spent all of six 
months in England during his ten year reign. Even in his absence, the government ran 
efficiently. In fact, it got even more efficient as the administrative beauracracy was 
able to develop without the interference of the king. 


