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It is 800 years since King John sealed the first version of the 
document that has since come to be known as Magna 
Carta.  The charter he was manoeuvred into sealing was 
effectively a peace treaty between him and rebel barons who 
could no longer tolerate his increasingly flagrant and 
unpredictable abuses of power.  One of the people who was 
instrumental in bringing it about was the Bishop of Hereford, 
Giles de Briouze (or Braose).  He was the only bishop to join 
the rebel barons, and bravely led a small delegation to treat with 
John just a month before Magna Carta was sealed.  His tomb is 
close to the high altar in Hereford Cathedral. 
A reading of the 1215 charter quickly reveals how many of its 
clauses were related directly to the moment, with (for instance) 
named hostages to be released and named Poitevin favourites to 
be removed from office.  One of those named favourites was 
Engelard de Cigogné, the Sheriff of Gloucester (whose 
responsibilities at that moment covered Herefordshire as 
well).  He was the recipient of the writ (we call it The King’s 
Writ) held by Hereford Cathedral, the only document known 
definitely to have been written at Runnymede in June 1215.  It 
was a note swiftly sent out to all sheriffs instructing them to 
make specific preparations for the new legislation (which would 
follow).  Hereford’s writ is the only one that has survived; it is 
on loan to the British Library for much of this year as part of the 
major national exhibition ‘Magna Carta: Law, Liberty, Legacy’. 
Within weeks the charter was overturned by John (with strong 
papal backing) and civil war broke out.  John died late in 1216 
with the war continuing, and was buried in Worcester; his nine 
year old son Henry III was swiftly crowned in Gloucester 
(there’s a gratifyingly strong Three Choirs connection here).  In 
an attempt to win support for the vulnerable boy king his 
guardians William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, and Cardinal 
Guala Bicchieri, the papal legate, swiftly issued a new version 
of the charter.  This is what now we call the 1216 Magna 



Carta.  It was a shorter document than the one John sealed at 
Runnymede because so much of the material that made that a 
peace treaty was no longer relevant and could be left 
out.  Slowly the tide turned in Henry’s favour, and with the 
decisive defeat of the remaining rebels and their French allies at 
the Battle of Lincoln, and a great sea victory over the French off 
Sandwich, his guardians had secured and firmly established his 
rule by the end of 1217. 
This was the moment for consolidating that victory and ensuring 
that those who had been in rebellion would remain firmly in the 
royal fold.  Thus a third version of Magna Carta was issued in 
the king’s name as part of the Treaty of Lambeth.  This is the 
1217 Magna Carta, and Hereford Cathedral possesses one (and 
indeed the best preserved) of the four surviving copies.  It 
resembled the 1216 charter, although some additional clauses 
were added to protect the rights of the barons over their feudal 
subjects, and restrictions on the Crown's ability to raise taxes 
were watered down.  The vexed question of the management of 
royal forests (which involved a controversial legal system that 
had made them a considerable source of royal revenue) was 
dealt with in a separate, smaller, document, the Charter of the 
Forest.  To distinguish the two charters, the term magna carta 
libertatum, ‘the great charter of liberties’, was used by the 
scribes to refer to the larger document, which in time became 
known simply as Magna Carta.  Strictly speaking, the 1217 
charter is the first that can properly be called Magna Carta.	  


