English Monarchy Established 

In the A.D. 800s the island of Great Britain was divided among several small kingdoms. Like the rest of Western Europe, these small kingdoms faced significant threats from the Vikings in the North. These kingdoms were made up of the Anglo-Saxons. They shared a common language and culture. In A.D. 886 an Anglo-Saxon leader by the name of Alfred The Great was able to unite these kingdoms into one nation, which he called Angleland. This would later be changed to England. Alfred The Great created a strong central government, and was able to use his strength to defeat the Vikings, as well as other threats in the area. 

Alfred sought to bring about cultural reform in his kingdom. To do this he established schools, and had a number of literary works translated into the language of the Anglo-Saxons. 

The Anglo-Saxon kings would rule England for the next 200 years. In A.D. 1066 the last Anglo-Saxon king of England died. His name was Edward The Confessor. After his death, three different individuals claimed the right to rule the nation. 

William The Conqueror 

In A.D. 1066, after the death of Edward The Conqueror, king of England, a man by the name of William The Conqueror asserted his right to rule England. William was Edward’s cousin, and lived in Normandy, France. He was a vassal, or lord to the king of France, and had many vassals, or lords under himself in Normandy. Using his influence, William gathered an army of 6,000 soldiers, which he used to conquer England. After placing himself on the throne, he rewarded his vassals from Normandy with the lands of many of the English nobles. 

William the Conqueror began to raise funds by enacting a tax on his people. In order to find out how much he could tax them, he established a census. This census was very thorough and counted everything in the kingdom, down to the last chicken (The Domesday Book)

Henry I And Henry II 

Under the rule of William’s son, Henry I and the subsequent rule of his great grandson Henry II, the authority of the English monarchy was further strengthened. Henry I setup a system of royal courts to judge the people who were accused of crimes, and to settle disputes between individuals. Henry II established a set of common laws, which applied throughout the kingdom. 

This was an important accomplishment. Prior to this time, laws were different from manor to manor, and depended on individual lords. Now, under the rule of Henry II, laws were unified throughout his kingdom. 

Henry II also established the practice of trial by jury, and an attempt to make sure that the guilty were punished, while the innocent went free. 

The Magna Carta 

After the death of Henry II, the rule of England fell to his son, Richard I, and later to another of his sons, John. These leaders were not effective. John lost territory to the French, which upset many. He also increased taxes, and oppressed many of his people, arresting them without trials. In A.D. 1215 many of the nobles in England who were tired of losing their power, and who were concerned by the tyrant-like behavior of John, came together, and wrote a document called the Magna Carta. The Magna Carta is one of the most important documents in history. It guaranteed the people certain rights, and bound the king to certain laws. 

After writing the document, these nobles forced King John to sign it, on the threat of civil war. Their intention was only to protect the rights of nobles. They did not care so much about the poor peasants. Nevertheless, in time, the rights established by the Magna Carta were also extended to commoners. 

Parliament Takes Shape 

After the death of King John, his son Henry III began to rule on the throne of England. King Henry III expanded the council of his advisors to include certain members of the clergy, and important members of the various cities and towns. This great council began to be known as Parliament. King Henry III’s son King Edward I expanded parliament still further, and began to rely on Parliament for guidance. He encouraged them to meet often to debate important issues, and to give him suggestions in what laws should be passed, and in what direction the kingdom should be taken. 

By A.D. 1400 Parliament had been divided into two separate houses. The clergy, and nobles met in the House of Lords, while knights and important towns people met in the House of Commons. 

