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The year is 1215, some time during the third week in September. The 
place is the renowned French abbey of Cîteaux near Dijon, the mother 
house of the Cistercian Order. The occasion is the Annual General 
Chapter which all abbots of the order are expected to attend in person 
or by proxy. We do not know precisely how many abbots are here, but 
potentially well over three hundred – the order has spread from its 
heartlands in Burgundy to other parts of France, to Italy, the Empire, 
the British Isles, Scandinavia, Poland, Spain, and as far as Cyprus and 
the Holy Land. In England and Wales alone, there are now over sixty 
houses. One English abbot who is apparently not present at this Chapter 
of 1215 is Hugh of Beaulieu. Beaulieu, founded by King John (1199–
1216) at Faringdon (Berkshire) and relocated to the New Forest in 
1204, is, in 1215, one of the latest additions to the Cistercian Order in 
England, and unique in being the only English house ever to be founded 
from Cîteaux itself. It may, therefore, be with some dismay (but perhaps 
with no small surprise) that the abbot of Cîteaux, Beaulieu’s father 
immediate (father abbot), hears various charges laid against Hugh. 
 

The abbot of Beaulieu in England who conducted himself 
inappropriately at table by drinking wassail with three earls and 
forty knights, and who has a dog with a silver chain to guard his 
bed, and who took about with him secular servants mounted on 
horseback who minister to him on bended knee and who by 
custom cause him to be served with silver vessels – and about 
whom many other things are said – is to present himself at 
Cîteaux, at the next Chapter, with no excuse allowed, to answer to 
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these charges and to other charges that may be brought. Let him 
know that otherwise he will be deposed. The abbot of Quarr is to 
announce this to him.1 
 
The phrase ‘about whom many other things are said’ has also 

appeared in relation to Hugh in chapter records seven years earlier, in 
1208, when the abbot of Cîteaux himself was to investigate his 
behaviour.2 Abbot Hugh of Beaulieu is getting himself noticed at 
headquarters, but not for the right reasons. His behaviour cannot seem 
to have been in keeping with a monastic order whose own ideology and 
self-image is one of seclusion and austerity. But consider Hugh’s 
position. He is a Cistercian abbot, to be sure, a member of this 
international order, closely bound together through its lines of affiliation 
like one big monastic family. He is, however, also the head of a 
monastery of the king’s foundation, a royal abbot, and the complaints 
heard by the Chapter suggest that he is perhaps more royal abbot than 
Cistercian abbot. 

This snapshot of the General Chapter of 1215 highlights the 
tensions between the different worlds that might be inhabited by 
Cistercian monks and abbots, as they were torn between conflicting 
demands that were not easily resolved or reconciled. Founders and 
patrons might make requests, for instance for the privilege of being 
accorded burial within a Cistercian monastery, a practice that was, in the 
early years at least, at odds with the expectations of the order. Moreover, 
to see Cistercians as withdrawing totally into the ‘desert’ of their cloisters 
is misleading and ignores their quite conscious engagement with society 
and its concerns: their notion of caritas spread beyond their own 
congregation and into the wider world.3 Competing demands and 
pressures were not new in King John’s reign, however. His royal 
predecessors could have told of occasions when the White Monks 
mounted – or seemed to mount – effective intervention in royal affairs 
to the detriment of the king. King Stephen (1135–54) had experienced 
the resolve of the northern Cistercians to challenge the election of 
William fitz Herbert, his favoured candidate for the archbishopric of 
York, in the 1140s. He had witnessed how the support they garnered 
among their continental colleagues, notably Bernard, abbot of 
Clairvaux, and the Cistercian pope, Eugenius III, had led to the 
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deposition of Archbishop William and his replacement by a Cistercian.4 
John’s father, King Henry II had been driven to threaten all Cistercian 
houses in England with confiscation of their lands should his exiled 
archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, continue to receive 
hospitality at a French house of the order, Pontigny.5 King John, 
accordingly, knew well that the Cistercian abbeys of his domains were 
not just powerhouses of prayer: they were also part of an international 
force capable of corporate action. He would also have been aware that 
by now some of them, despite their ideologies of poverty and seclusion, 
were very rich; they had become part of the establishment and as such 
targets for satirists such as Walter Map and Gerald of Wales.6 It is a 
combination of these two factors, the ability of the Cistercians to see 
themselves as, and to act as, a corporate body, and their wealth, that 
forms the backdrop to this brief discussion of relations between John 
and the Cistercians. This paper considers three themes: first, the clashes 
between king and monks, specifically over taxation; second, the 
activities of the Cistercians during the interdict placed on England by 
Pope Innocent III in 1208 which lasted several years, and finally routine 
interactions of the English White Monks with the king and with the 
order. 

 
Money, Money, Money 

The aspect of John’s relations with the Cistercians that most caught the 
attention of contemporary chroniclers was the king’s demand for 
money from them and this has dominated historical scholarship. In 
traditional monastic historiography John has suffered badly for his 
treatment of the monks. David Knowles, for instance, suggested that 
‘for the Cistercians the reign of John was one of almost continuous 
material misfortunes’.7 The word ‘continuous’ is, however, hard to 
sustain. In reality, there are two separate occasions on which king and 
the Cistercian abbots clashed. The first was right at the beginning of 
John’s reign when he was faced with a need for money to pay the relief 
of 20,000 marks demanded by King Philip Augustus of France under 
the Treaty of Le Goulet (May 1200) to allow John to succeed to his 
continental lands. The second was when John was preparing an 
expedition to Ireland in the spring of 1210.  
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The fullest source for the implications, for the White Monks, of 
the Treaty of Le Goulet, is the chronicle of Ralph, abbot of the 
Cistercian monastery of Coggeshall (Essex), and as this account 
originated in a Cistercian house we may expect the author to be at one 
and the same time well informed and eager to present a version of 
events favourable to the White Monks.8 Ralph’s account of the early 
years of John’s reign was probably completed in 1201 when events were 
still a recent experience.9 He records how after his return from France 
after making peace with Philip Augustus, John went to the province of 
York where he demanded financial aid from a number of Cistercian 
abbots who had come to greet him, determined on help from the order 
which, Ralph tells us, ‘hitherto had been held to be free from customs 
of this kind’.10 Ralph is here emphasizing the distinctiveness of his order: 
the Cistercians, within England, he claims, enjoyed immunity from royal 
demands. But he was not strictly accurate. Indeed, the phrase he uses 
echoes one employed by a number of chroniclers in their description 
some years earlier (1193) of the Cistercian reaction to the demand for 
contributions towards the ransom for King Richard I from the churches 
and monasteries of the realm. When the Cistercians claimed that they 
could not give the gold and silver required of them because they did not 
have such things, they were obliged instead to give one year’s wool clip, 
an exercise that Richard himself attempted to repeat the following year.11 
William of Newburgh, a Yorkshire Augustinian canon who enjoyed 
close connections with the White Monks, commented that ‘the monks 
of the Cistercian Order, who hitherto had been exempt from every 
royal demand, were then burdened the more because they had before 
felt less of the public burden’,12 and Roger of Wendover told how the 
Cistercian Order ‘which had hitherto been free of any exaction gave all 
its wool in order to redeem the king’.13 There was, therefore a precedent 
for King John’s financial demands on the Cistercians, and it is highly 
likely that John had the confiscation of the wool clip in 1193 in his mind 
when he met with the northern Cistercians early in his reign.   

So, how did the White Monks respond to John’s confrontation 
with the Yorkshire abbots? It seems that the northern Cistercians had 
to do some quick thinking. According to Ralph of Coggeshall, not 
having had chance to consult their fellow abbots, and anxious that by 
complying with the royal demand they would commit their order to 
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punishing customs in the future, they gave what was, in years to come, 
to be a standard Cistercian response: they were not able to offer the king 
any money without consent from the General Chapter.14 Here we see 
an appeal to the ruling body of their order, the Cistercian corporation, 
loyalty to which they implicitly placed above what John undoubtedly saw 
as their duty to the king. This was no longer simply about money, for 
this refusal could have undermined John’s authority, and the king’s 
response was to order his sheriffs to harass the Cistercians and to 
remove his protection for them. 

The White Monks then appealed to Hubert Walter, archbishop 
of Canterbury and royal chancellor, for his support. The archbishop 
pointed out to the king the way in which the Cistercians were venerated 
by the whole church for their piety and austerity, and by kings and rulers 
who had given lands and possessions to them and had protected them. 
He further attempted to mollify the king by offering 1000 marks on 
behalf of the order, on condition that John confirm all charters of liberty 
granted to the Cistercians by King Richard I.15 The king was not to be 
appeased, however, and more than once in the coming months the 
archbishop attempted to broker an agreement, summoning all the 
abbots to meet the king in Lincoln in November 1200, and promising 
to do all he could to help. The massed Cistercian abbots who 
congregated outside Lincoln before going to meet the king must have 
been quite a sight. The Cistercians themselves seem to have been 
divided, some wishing to placate the king by paying, others unwilling to 
compromise the ‘ancient liberty of the order’ or – by precedent – to see 
the ‘order little by little subjected to the secular power’.16 We can see a 
very real tension here, as the Cistercians tried to negotiate their way 
through the paths of a dual existence. 

It is noticeable – and probably quite deliberate – that Ralph as a 
Cistercian chronicler has so far spoken of the abbots collectively; this 
emphasizes the corporate nature of the order. It is at this point in the 
narrative that one – and only one – Cistercian abbot is mentioned by 
title if not by name. This is the abbot of Meaux in Yorkshire, whom 
Ralph tells us was a former notary of Hubert Walter and therefore well 
known to him (‘quondam domni archiepiscopi notarius, et idcirco ei 
semper valde familiaris’). The abbot makes a brief appearance in 
Ralph’s narrative, producing a transcript of letters sent to the archbishop 
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from the General Chapter, giving thanks for his previous support for 
the order, and asking him for his continued assistance and protection.17 
This had the effect of strengthening Cistercian resolve not to submit to 
the king’s demands or indeed to meet with him in person. After delays 
and discussions and with the mediation of the archbishop, the king 
eventually relented and agreed not to harm the order and indeed asked 
the abbots to intercede for him at the General Chapter, so that he might 
be taken into confraternity with the order. He promised to be a 
protector of the Cistercians and further to build a Cistercian abbey in 
England where, God willing, he would in due course be buried.18 In a 
later passage Ralph noted the foundation of Beaulieu in 1204 for thirty 
monks from Cîteaux;19 this was to be the only English daughter house of 
the head of the order.  

This is the fullest account of the dispute over taxation at the 
beginning of John’s reign. Indeed, other sources barely mention it. The 
annals of another Cistercian abbey, the Welsh house of Margam, 
record only that in 1199 the abbots of the Cistercian Order came to the 
king at Lincoln on the advice of the archbishop of Canterbury and 
received his grace, the king indeed falling to his knees to beg their 
pardon ‘because he had injured them’; the annalist further notes John’s 
promise to build a Cistercian house, which was begun in 1202 when the 
abbot of La Ferté and other Cistercians came to England and received 
seisin of Faringdon for the construction of an abbey; this process was 
completed in 1204 with the establishment of Beaulieu.20 

It may well be that the first clash between John and the Cistercians 
received comparatively little attention from the chroniclers – as indeed 
it has from modern historians – because of the way it seems to have 
fizzled out following the intervention of Hubert Walter. But, fast 
forward a decade and it was a different story. Both the Coggeshall 
chronicle and the Margam annals touch on a second flashpoint, again 
sparked by John’s need for money, this time in 1210, when John 
demanded an aid from the Cistercians for an expedition to Ireland. 
This second attempt to raise money from the White Monks had longer 
term implications. Ralph does not record a response, but the Margam 
annalist has the Cistercians refusing the royal demand and arguing that 
they could not make such a grant of their own will because to do so 
would have been against the libertas of their order.21 So incensed was 
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John that he violently extorted 27,000 marks, exempting only two 
houses. The first was Margam (the origin of this account) because the 
monks had provided hospitality for the king on his journeys to and from 
Ireland that year.22 Margam is indeed on the route across south Wales 
towards the west coast, and a likely place of hospitality. There was, 
however, another possible reason for John’s favour, for through 
marriage to his first wife, Isabel, daughter and co-heiress of Earl William 
of Gloucester (d. 1183), John had become earl of Gloucester and 
therefore patron of Margam. Even though, when he succeeded to the 
throne, he relinquished the earldom, he retained the lordship of 
Glamorgan in which Margam was located.23 The second house 
exempted was Beaulieu ‘which was of the alms of the king himself’ – 
his own foundation.24 

The continuation of William of Newburgh by a monk of Furness, 
dating from the late thirteenth century, credits the Cistercians with an 
even more robust response to John’s demand than that recorded in the 
Margam annals: 

 
But they, with one voice, responded that they did not have any 
money in their own control, nor did they wish to have any, but 
they were guardians and stewards of the alms of the faithful.25 
 

This source goes on to explain the responsibility of the White Monks 
to use these alms for monks and religious men, the poor and the weak, 
orphans and widows and ‘not for the revenues of the kingdom nor the 
pay of soldiers’ – but this seems to represent a later refinement of 
Cistercian arguments and does not appear in contemporary sources. 
John’s response was to revoke all the charters of liberty that had been 
granted by his predecessors to the Cistercians. The Coggeshall 
chronicle only alludes to the severe fine placed by John in 1210 on the 
religious houses of the land, which, it claims, fell particularly heavily on 
the Cistercians; the chronicle further records that the abbots were not 
allowed to go to the General Chapter that year.26 Matthew Paris draws 
attention to John’s oppression of the White Monks in 1210, noting the 
sum of 40,000 marks demanded of them, and also confirming the king’s 
refusal to allow the abbots to attend the General Chapter that year.27 
The annals of Cistercian Waverley note that the king’s violent extortion 
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of money led to the dispersal of a  number of abbeys, including his 
own.28 Such devastation was noted by a number of non-Cistercians. The 
annals of Cluniac Bermondsey (Surrey), for instance, also recorded the 
destruction and dispersal of a number of houses of White Monks.29 

It is in respect to this second attempt by the king to collect money 
from the White Monks that we return to the only abbot so far singled 
out and identified, the abbot of Meaux in the East Riding of Yorkshire, 
and to the chronicle of the house, compiled by Abbot Thomas Burton, 
nearly two centuries later, which enables us to put a name to him. The 
abbot in question was the fourth abbot of Meaux, Alexander, a former 
monk of Forde (Dorset), who governed the abbey from 1197 to 1210. 
His promotion is an example of how monks could be moved across the 
different Cistercian lines of direct affiliation, which must have 
reinforced the sense of belonging to a global family.30 Alexander is 
described in the Meaux Chronicle as ‘a good man, well-educated but 
unknown to all in that monastery [Meaux]’;31 he was, in other words, an 
outsider. However, he was well known to his father abbot of Fountains 
(Ralph Haget), who was evidently responsible for his promotion. 
Ralph’s reason for moving Alexander to Meaux is of great interest and 
provides a clue to his prominence in the Cistercians’ dealing with John. 
Having received the resignation of Abbot Thomas of Meaux in 1197 
the father abbot reckoned that Alexander could sustain the dangers that 
had threatened his predecessor ‘for this Alexander was well known to, 
and a familiaris of the said Hubert Walter, archbishop of Canterbury’ 
– he was an abbot with friends in high places.32 This confirms the link 
made by Ralph of Coggeshall between Abbot Alexander and Hubert 
Walter, who may well have been behind Alexander’s promotion to the 
Yorkshire abbey. Furthermore, we know from Gerald of Wales that 
Alexander, whom he describes as a member of the archbishop’s house-
hold and his chamberlain (commensalis et cubicularius), was one of the 
candidates put forward by his patron as a candidate for the see of St 
Davids so hotly contested and desired by Gerald of Wales, who himself 
found an enemy in Hubert Walter.33 In Alexander of Meaux we see the 
calibre of men being recruited into the Cistercian Order by the late 
twelfth century, and one whose background and career would enable 
him to consider opposing royal demands. We can see how the 
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Cistercians slotted into the ecclesiastical and political world under the 
Angevin kings. 

Once elected Alexander proved to be energetic in his pursuit of 
the interests of his abbey, making use of his contacts (his first act was to 
seek out Archbishop Hubert to request his assistance in the recovery of 
the abbey grange of Wharram), and acquiring powerful enemies, 
notably Archbishop Geoffrey Plantagenet of York, illegitimate brother 
of Kings Richard I and John.34 Turning to more general events, but ones 
that nevertheless affected his monastery closely, the Meaux chronicler 
noted, as one cause of the Interdict of 1208-14, ‘new and unheard of 
exactions’ placed by King John on the religious houses of the land. 
These, he claimed, Abbot Alexander alone had withstood, and his 
resistance led to the heavy fine of 1000 marks being placed on Meaux.35 

Now the chronology of Thomas Burton’s account is not clear. 
Although there is no explicit mention in his chronicle of the role played 
by Alexander in the first resistance of the Cistercians to taxation, noted 
by Coggeshall, it seems that the compiler has compressed into one the 
two disputes. Moreover, tensions between the king and the abbot were 
not limited to financial matters. The king’s anger over Alexander’s 
refusal to pay the fine demanded was exacerbated by the abbot’s 
opposition to Geoffrey Plantagenet, archbishop of York, and royal 
wrath seems to have been implacable.36 Alexander offered his 
resignation to his father abbot of Fountains, but it was refused, and he 
was persuaded that he could not alone resist the king’s demands. 
Nevertheless, Alexander persisted in his refusal to pay the fine, and it 
was not until royal servants had confiscated all the goods of his house 
and the monks and conversi had been dispersed, that he resigned and 
returned to Forde. The cellarer of Meaux reached an agreement with 
the king, although there was no relaxation in the demand for 1000 
marks. That Alexander resigned in 1210 and died two years later it 
would appear that he was resistant to the king’s demands both in 1200 
and again in 1210.37 This is corroborated by a later passage in which the 
Meaux Chronicle relates how before John went to crush the Irish 
rebellion he demanded money from all the English Cistercians towards 
a fine of 20,000 marks, and they replied that they could not give this 
without the consent of the abbot of Cîteaux, the capitalis abbas ordinis.38 
The king was angry and on his return squeezed the Cistercians so 
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severely – over 30,000 marks from the order – that some members left 
and others dispersed to other houses or went overseas.39 The enormity 
of the king’s financial exactions of the White Monks is revealed in the 
‘Red Book of the Exchequer’, which under ‘recepta a rege Johanne de 
episcopatibus, abbatiis, et aliis clericis Angliae tempore interdicti pro 
Stephano archiepiscopo Cantuariensi’ (i.e. between 1208 and 1214) 
recorded receipts from the ‘albi monachi’ of nearly 25,000 marks.40 

The reign of King John was in many ways a turning point in 
relations between the English king and the White Monks. The 
precedent set by the demand for taxation from the Cistercians in 1193 
and followed by John would be stepped up by Henry III. The various 
responses devised by the Cistercians: that they could not pay without 
permission from the General Chapter, would become refined, as they 
came to describe themselves as the body and the General Chapter as 
the head.41 For the king’s part withholding safe conduct for abbots to 
journey to the chapter also became a weapon. 

 
England Under Interdict 

In between these two royal demands that caused confrontation between 
the White Monks and the king came the papal interdict laid on England 
in March 1208, which was to last until July 1214, its cause the king’s 
refusal to accept the pope’s nominee, Stephen Langton, as archbishop 
of Canterbury. During this period, churches were closed, the 
administration of the sacraments was forbidden, and churchyards were 
closed for the burial of the dead. The Cistercian response to this 
extraordinary episode again highlights their propensity to appeal to the 
privileges of their order, which had the potential to pit them against the 
king. Matthew Paris notes in his account of the year 1208 that at the 
beginning of the interdict the Cistercians complied with the papal 
sentence by ceasing to celebrate the divine office, but later they 
‘presumed’ to do so at the command of their ‘principal abbot’, that is, 
the abbot of Cîteaux.42 In other words, the Cistercians began to follow 
the rulings of their order rather than papal commands. The Cistercian 
stance would appear to be based on Sacrosancta romana ecclesia, the 
confirmation of the Carta caritatis by Pope Eugenius III (1152), by 
which Cistercian houses were exempt from episcopal interdicts; this was 
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reiterated in four later versions of the bull.43 As a result of this 
‘presumption’ the English Cistercians were suspended by the pope ‘to 
their great confusion’.44 Their punishment continued, for in 1209, when 
the English conventual churches were allowed by Pope Innocent III to 
celebrate mass once a week behind closed doors, the Cistercians were 
not included in this relaxation because of their previous suspension.45 
The dilemma for the Cistercians, now caught not between the king and 
the order but between the order and the papacy, is also manifest in the 
records of the General Chapter, which in 1208 doled out a penalty of 
three days on light penance to the English abbots who, against the 
immunities of the order, kept the sentence of interdict, in other words 
refused to celebrate mass.46 Less easy to interpret is the proviso that 
three abbots alone were absolved from this penance because they had 
stood for the liberties of the order. In other words, there were three 
abbots who celebrated mass in contravention of pope’s sentence of 
excommunication. These were the abbots of the Welsh house of 
Margam – which would later offer hospitality to the king on his Irish 
expedition, Alexander of Meaux, who had fiercely opposed the king, 
and Hugh of Beaulieu, the royal abbot.47 Of these three, Alexander is 
the surprise element. In 1209, and again in 1211, the Chapter ordered 
money to be collected from the English abbeys which had been 
expended on the interdict.48 The Cistercians’ maintenance of their rights 
to rise above the interdict imposed by the pope meant that they – 
implicitly – supported the king. 

 
Day to Day, Year to Year 

In accounts of King John and the Cistercian Order there has been a 
tendency to concentrate on points of conflict, notably about taxation, 
and of conflict resolved, as John the ‘oppressor’ of the order became 
John, founder of a Cistercian house first at Faringdon (Berkshire) and 
better known on its second site of Beaulieu in the New Forest, which 
became the head of a small number of foundations, dependent on royal 
patronage, in the first half of the thirteenth century.49 A more balanced 
picture of routine instances of interaction between the king and the 
Cistercians emerges from investigation of the administrative records of 
the English crown. The patent, close, and charter rolls reveal the 



24 Janet Burton 

dominance of just one Cistercian monastery, Beaulieu. While this is not 
surprising in itself, it is certainly revealing about the mutual 
interdependence of founder and abbey through the person of Abbot 
Hugh.50  A number of routine orders from John relate to the foundation 
of the house, the provision of 30 marks’ worth of wheat to stock their 
abbey, a gold chalice, 100 marks for building work, and twenty cows 
and two bulls for the porter of the monastery.51 He further commanded 
the payment of 250 marks from the will of the bishop of Winchester;52 
requested all Cistercian abbots, for love of God and him, to help the 
abbey of Beaulieu of their order which he has begun;53 and authorized 
the expenditure of 500 marks for building the church.54 The king’s 
attention was rewarded by Abbot Hugh. In 1206 he received forty 
marks in expenses incurred on the king’s business at the papal curia and 
in 1213 he is again recorded on the king’s business.55 In 1214 and 1215, 
in the aftermath of the interdict the abbot was one of a number of 
churchmen charged with the filling of vacant benefices.56 Here we see 
Hugh the royal abbot in action, and the king’s demands go a long way 
to explaining his absence from the chapter: he was on his royal master’s 
business. 

Other records are routine and non-contentious in nature. The king 
issued confirmations of lands to houses in England: to Bruern, to 
Boxley, to Forde and others.57 To Woburn he granted licence to 
construct a new daughter house at Medmenham, and to William 
Briwere’s foundation at Dunkeswell he granted royal protection.58 Even 
Meaux – under its trenchant Abbot Alexander – received a confirm-
ation of lands and royal protection.59 Other documents show the king 
making a statement about his authority in Wales by issuing charters of 
protection and confirmation not only to abbeys like Margam and Neath 
in Marchia Wallia but also to those in Pura Wallia: to Strata Marcella 
and Strata Florida he granted exemption from tolls (1200) and he issued 
general confirmations to Whitland and Cwmhir in 1215.60 The records 
reveal John prepared to be generous to the White Monks. It was while 
he was staying at Bindon in 1213 that he ordered the abbot and convent 
to have three cartloads of lead from the issue of mines and tiles of oak 
for the monastery.61 Some give us a glimpse of the hinterland of the royal 
Cistercian foundation. On 2 February 1201, after being reconciled with 
the Cistercians, he wrote to the Cistercian Order in Yorkshire stating 



 The King and the Monks 25 

that he was sending W. abbot of Rievaulx (William de Punchardon) 
whom he had enjoined to explain something to them about ‘a certain 
abbey of the order that he proposes to build’.62  Cistercian houses were 
among those to whom the king entrusted his treasures (24-25 June 
1215); we have record of some of these being returned: on 3 July from 
Bindon came a staff with 19 sapphires and another with 10 sapphires 
which the king had entrusted to the abbot and convent for safe keeping, 
and on 5 July from Forde came precious objects, minutely described, 
by the hand of Brother Thomas and Brother Richard, their monks.63  

 
 

As English abbots, the heads of Cistercian houses enjoyed routine 
relations with the king, despite and indeed through periods of conflict. 
As Cistercian abbots they were embraced in the administrative 
structures of the order, that is, the system of annual visitation of 
daughter houses by their father abbot, and the General Chapter. They 
were the twin mechanisms that provided the uniformity and cohesion 
that so distinguished the order. This paper began with the Cistercian 
General Chapter and to the General Chapter it now briefly returns. 

From about 1180 the records of the General Chapter, giving 
evidence of how the order operated, start to become much fuller. The 
period covered by John’s reign shows over ninety rulings related to 
England and Wales. They mostly relate to the routine business of 
disciplining abbots, appointing judges to resolve conflicts, inspection of 
sites for new foundations, hearing petitions, and demanding attendance. 
There was some business relating to English and Welsh houses each 
year, and the range is between two and eight cases. The variation is 
slight. In one year, 1207, there were only two recorded incidents relating 
to English abbeys, the issue of the brothers of Pipewell who had 
allegedly furtively taken in (tulerunt clandestine – for burial?) a man 
who had been killed, which was referred for investigation to the abbots 
of Fountains and Rievaulx; and the complaint of William ‘Bergensis / 
Burgensis de Area’ against the abbot of Furness, which was committed 
to the father abbot of Savigny.64  Four cases relating to England and 
Wales appear in the Chapter records for 1200, 1201, 1205, and 1208; 
five are recorded in 1210, 1211, 1212, and 1215; six in 1202 and 1213; 
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seven in 1204, 1206, 1209, and 1214; eight in 1199 and again in 1216; 
and ten in 1203.65 No year therefore appears to be exceptional.66 

At first sight, it would even appear to have been ‘business as usual’ 
in 1210 when John forbad the English abbots to attend.67 A note of 
caution should be sounded, however: the appearance of a routine 
number of cases relating to England should not be taken to suggest that 
abbots attended despite the royal ban. Indeed, although the 1210 
chapter delegated several English abbots as judges in complaints relating 
to English houses, the task of announcing their duties to them fell to 
continental abbots, those of Clairvaux, Savigny, and L’Aumône, all of 
whom had daughter houses in England and / or Wales. Accordingly, 
the abbot of L’Aumône was to inform the abbot of Waverley, his 
daughter house, and the abbot of Forde, a daughter house of Waverley, 
of their delegation to investigate the complaint of Revesby against 
Cleeve; and the abbot of Savigny was to pass on the order to the abbots 
of Forde and Beaulieu to look into the complaint of the dean and 
chapter of York Minster against the abbots of the archdiocese. 68 

 
 
Like many rulers John saw the advantage – both spiritual and material 
– in supporting the monastic orders of his realm, but at the same time 
was wary of their potential to undermine royal authority. His fallout with 
the Cistercians in 1200 and again in 1210 does not seem to have been 
aimed at the White Monks per se; his attack was on what he perceived 
as a wealthy and privileged group which claimed immunity from the 
financial demands made of other sectors of the realm. So where did 
these claims come from? Unlike tithes from which papal concessions 
had freed the Cistercians, the question of taxation was less well defined, 
although a number of statutes of the General Chapter in the late twelfth 
and early thirteenth centuries reprimanded abbots for paying local 
exactions.69 However, it was custom – the liberties and freedoms granted 
by previous kings of England – on which the Cistercian case seems to 
have rested. John had no wish to persecute the Cistercians for 
persecution’s sake: he was generous to Beaulieu and found in Abbot 
Hugh a loyal servant. Despite disputes with the Cistercians royal alms 
to the order were paid throughout the reign, and John took two 
Cistercian abbots, John of Forde and Henry of Bindon as his 
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confessors. Perhaps the ambiguity, or shifting ground, is nowhere more 
apparent than in the case of the Welsh monastery of Strata Florida. In 
the first year of his reign, he confirmed the abbey in its possessions and 
granted freedom from tolls in transporting their goods. In 1212, he 
ordered the destruction of the abbey which, he claimed maintained or 
supported (sustentat) his enemies. Even then financial considerations 
seem to have overridden the king’s enmity: the abbey was not destroyed, 
but the monks were paying off a crippling fine imposed by the king for 
another forty years.70 
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