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Thomas Becket, 12
th

 century chancellor, Archbishop and martyr who enjoyed 

the trappings of an intimate friendship with royalty which he later exchanged 

for an austere life in the church. Becket was born on 21
st
 December 1118 (the 

exact year is unclear) in London of Norman parents who had settled in England 

some years before. His mother Matilda, was a native of Caen, she died when he 

was 21, his father Gilbert was from nearby Rouen. 

 

Becket received an excellent education first with the monks at Merton Priory in 

Surrey where he learned to read, then in London before moving to Paris where 

he studied theology. One of his tutors in Paris was Robert of Melun, a 

scholastic theologian who was English by birth and had studied at Oxford. He 

was recalled to England by Henry II in 1160, appointed Archdeacon of Oxford 

and in 1163, Bishop of Hereford. 

 

In London, following the death of his parents Becket was forced to work as a 

notary. He eventually prospered, acquired property and even held the office of 

sheriff. However it was friends of his father who in 1142 brought him to the 

notice of Theobold, Archbishop of Canterbury. Becket accompanied the 

Archbishop on a visit to Rome in1143 and to the Council of Reims in 1148. It 

was during this period that Becket studied civil and canon law at Bologna and 

Auxere. Becket became one of Theobold‟s most trusted clerks and in 1154 he 

was ordained deacon and appointed Archdeacon of Canterbury. 
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It was about this time that King Stephen died and the young monarch Henry II 

took to the throne. In 1155 Henry II, who was about 15 years his junior 

appointed Becket his chancellor. They formed an intimate friendship and 

Becket enjoyed all the hunting and the pomp and ceremony that came with his 

position. In 1159, the King laid claim to Toulouse as a fief for his wife Eleanor 

and Becket fought for the King in France where he was a prominent 

commander. On one occasion he distinguished himself when, single handed he 

unhorsed the French knight Engelram de Trie.  In May 1160 he successfully 

negotiated a peace treaty. 

 

As Chancellor, Becket impressed his contemporaries with his energy, 

administrative ability and diplomacy. He aligned his policies with those of the 

King but these were often contrary to the interests of the Church. He enforced 

heavy and disproportionate taxation against the Church in order to pay for King 

Henry‟s military operations abroad. 

 

Life changed for Becket in 1162 when he was elected Archbishop of 

Canterbury at the instigation of King Henry. Becket accepted the appointment 

with reluctance, knowing that a break from his old life and in particular with the 

King would be inevitable. He was ordained priest on Saturday 2
nd

 June and 

consecrated Archbishop the following day. He adopted, albeit secretly, an 

austere lifestyle of fasting and discipline, wore hair shirts and engaged in long 

vigils and constant prayers. During 1162 he rid himself of his previously lavish 

lifestyle and on 10
th

 August he travelled barefoot to meet the envoy form Rome 

who brought his pallium. He also resigned the chancellorship - he could no 

longer support the policies, particularly on taxation. 

 

A dispute then arose over clerics who were convicted of felonies. Jurisdiction 

for punishment lay with the ecclesiastical authorities. However, King Henry 

required the bishops to sanction his “grandfather‟s customs”, one object being 



3 

the transfer of the criminal cleric cases to secular courts under the „Constitution 

of Clarendon‟. 

 

Becket refused on a matter of principle, believing that this was an attempt to 

remove the independence of what the King felt was a too powerful church. 

Becket was subjected to reprisals and demands for large sums of money in 

settlement of the accounts during his stewardship as chancellor. Becket refused 

to pay the demand which amounted to nearly £30,000. As a result, the King 

required the council of Bishops to sentence Becket but he escaped in the 

confusion and on 2
nd

 November 1164 he sailed from Sandwich in disguise to 

France where he was welcomed by Louis VII.  

 

On 23
rd

 November, Becket threw himself at the feet of the Pope Alexander III, 

then at Sens but the Pope welcomed him warmly and refused his resignation. 

He then sought refuge with the Cistercians at Pontigny in Burgundy. 

 

In 1166 after seizing the archbishop‟s property and banishing all his family, 

King Henry threatened to expel all the Cistercians so Becket was forced to 

move on to the Benedictine Abbey at Sens which was under the special 

protection of the French king. 

Four years o negotiations followed between King, Pope and Archbishop, during 

which Becket excommunicated two bishops and in 1169 threatened England 

with an interdict. By 1170, King Henry and Becket reached some form of 

reconciliation but the truce was uneasy. The King promised to make amends for 

the coronation of his son by the Archbishop of York which was an infringement 

of the Archbishop of Canterbury‟s right to perform the ceremony. Meanwhile 

Becket sent Papal letters of suspension to the bishops who were involved in the 

ceremony.  

 

On 30
th

 November 1170, Becket crossed back over to England but he refused to 

absolve the bishops until they swore obedience to the Pope. The King was 
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furious and shouted out in a fit of rage. News of this travelled and four French 

knights were inspired to travel to seek revenge. Hugh de Morville, William de 

Tracy, Reginald Fitz-Urse and Richard de Breton set out on their mission to 

Canterbury. 

 

Arriving on 29
th

 December 1170, the knights demanded the absolution of the 

bishops but Becket would not comply. The knights left, only to return at 

Vespers with a group of armed men and they tried to drag Becket out of the 

church. They were unable to so they killed him where he stood and wounded 

his faithful companion Edward Grim during the struggle.  

 

The assassination provoked outrage and devotion to the martyred Archbishop 

soon spread quickly across Europe and the Christian world. On 21
st
 February 

1173, just over two years after his death, the Pope, Alexander III canonized St 

Thomas Becket.  

 

Numerous miracles were reported following his martyrdom and throughout the 

rest of the Middle Ages, his shrine in Canterbury was one of the wealthiest and 

most visited in Europe. In July 1174, King Henry did public penance at the 

shrine. 

 

In 1220, the saint‟s remains were relocated from their original resting place to 

Trinity Chapel where they stayed until the Reformation when Henry VIII 

destroyed nearly all the shrines in England. However there are those who 

believe that the skeleton found in the crypt  in January 1888 is that of St 

Thomas Becket. 

 

Today an altar stands on the spot where Becket was slain and archbishops 

celebrate the Eucharist there in memory of his martyrdom. His feast day is 29
th

 

December. 
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List of Encyclopaedias in the order consulted to gain a working knowledge of 

Thomas Becket: - 

 

The Catholic Encyclopaedia 1913, Volume 14, Herbermann, C.G., Pace, E.A., 

Pallen, C.B., Shahan, T.J., Wynne, J.J., (eds.) assisted by numerous 

collaborators (New York, The Encyclopaedia Press Inc.), pp. 676-678. 

 

The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 1957, F.L. Cross (ed.) 

(London: Oxford University Press), pp. 146-147. 

 

Encyclopaedia Britannica 1961, Volume 3, pp. 289 to 290  

 

The Catholic Encyclopedia, 1912, Volume XIV, (New York: Robert Appleton 

Company) online at http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/b.htm (accessed 20 

February 2007). 

 

The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition.  2001-05. (Columbia University 

Press) online at http://www.bartleby.com/65/th/ThomasaB.html (accessed 20 

February 2007. 
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