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About This Book
Long ago, in England, a king named John put his seal on a long paper in a wet field by a 
river. The paper is called Magna Carta. Those words are Latin. They mean Great Charter. 
The day was 15 June 1215. The field was called Runnymede.

This booklet is not a fairy tale about a kind king. It is not a speech. It is a story about a rule 
written down because armed men would not trust the king anymore. The king sealed it 
because he had no army left. The Pope said the paper did not count, only ten weeks later. 
The paper still  mattered, because later kings copied it,  and later countries borrowed its 
ideas.

WisdomForge already has sittings for this story. The six chapters in this book match those 
sittings: the field, the king under the law, a fair day in court, asking before you take, who 
was left out, and the chain to later rights.

You will hear real words from the charter. The words are old. They are still real. This book 
will not pretend the barons were fighting for every child in England. They were fighting for 
their own class. The idea that even a king has limits grew bigger than they were.

Each chapter has a story, words to remember, a big idea, something to try, and a question to 
ask a grown-up. The questions are not tests. They are doors to walk through together. A 
grown-up who wants Coke, Locke, or the 1354 statute should use the middle or high booklet.

———



Chapter 1: The Field at Runnymede

Illustration for Chapter 1

Imagine two teams who will not come into each other's houses. They meet in a field in the 
middle. That is Runnymede. It is a water meadow on the Thames, between Windsor Castle 
and the barons' camp at Staines. It was not a hall with banners. It was mud, grass, and a 
river.



King John had lost lands in France. He had taken a great deal of money from the barons. He 
had fought with the Church. The barons took London. John had a crown and a seal. He did 
not have an army that could stop them.

The paper they made had 63 clauses. A clause is a rule written down. Most of those rules 
are about things we do not use now: fish traps in the river, payments when a lord dies, who 
may marry a widow. Four ideas lived longer than the rest. The king is not above the law. 
The king should not take certain money without asking. The king should not grab a free 
man without a lawful judgment. The king should not sell, delay, or deny justice.

The barons were not writing a gift. They were writing a demand. John sealed the charter 
because he had to. Sealing is not signing your name with a pen. A king pressed a great wax 
seal onto the paper. The seal was his power made physical. The legal form said: the king 
grants this. The real story said: the king had no choice.

Think of a playground rule written only after someone keeps breaking the game. The rule is 
still a rule. The person who wrote it down may not love it. That is this meadow.

A child might ask: if the king did not want it, why does anyone still care? Because the paper 
could be copied. Sheriffs were told to read it in the county courts. Four copies from 1215 
still exist. Later, when John was gone, other kings put the same ideas on new paper. The 
field was a standoff. The copies are why we can still read the words.

Go back to the two teams. One team has a crown. The other team has London. Neither team 
has a classroom. They have a meadow. What they write in a meadow can still become a rule 
people point to later. That is the first surprise of this book.

The negotiations were not one afternoon. They ran across several days. Clerks wrote the 
Latin.  Archbishop  Stephen  Langton  helped  keep  the  talking  from  collapsing.  William 
Marshal, a famous knight, stood near both sides. A papal man named Pandulf was there too. 
His presence hints at the next chapter of trouble: Rome would soon say the paper did not 
count.

The parchment was about the size of a small poster, packed with words and no numbered 
list. Later scholars added the numbers so we can say "clause 39." John did not write "clause 
39" on the grass. If a grown-up talks as if the meadow came with a table of contents, they 
are mixing the later study tools with the day itself.

Four copies from 1215 still  survive: one at Lincoln,  one at Salisbury,  two in the British 
Library. They are not word-for-word twins in every mark. That is normal for handmade 
copies. The field is one story. The copies are the evidence.



Words to Remember
"John, by the grace of God, king of England…" — Magna Carta 1215, opening (British 
Library English)

That means: the paper speaks in the king's voice, even though the barons forced the words.

Big Idea
Magna Carta was not a present from a good king. It was a demand in a field. The king 
agreed because he had no army.

Try This
1. Draw the meadow. Put the king on one side and the barons on the other. Label what each 
side has: seal, crown, no army; army, London, no crown. 2. With a grown-up, press a coin 
into play dough. That is a seal. Talk about why a stamp can mean "this is official." 3. Write 
three things the barons wanted, in your own short words: ask before taking money, a fair 
judgment, justice that is not for sale.

Ask a Grown-Up
If someone agrees only because they are stuck, is the promise still a promise?

———



Chapter 2: The King Is Not Above the Law

Illustration for Chapter 2

Some games have a person who makes the rules and also plays. If that person never has to 
follow the rules, the game stops being a game. It becomes "whatever I say."



King John used the king's courts, the king's money system, and the king's officers. Those 
tools can help a country. They can also hurt people if the king uses them any way he likes. 
The barons said: even you must follow the law of the land.

The law of the land in 1215 was not a little booklet like this one. It was the customs, courts,  
and habits of English law. It meant there is a way things are done, and the king should not 
skip it.

Two short rules did a lot of work. One said a free man should not be taken, locked up, or 
thrown off his land except by lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land. The 
other said the king would not sell justice, deny it, or delay it.

The barons were not writing a poem about fairness. They were tired of being squeezed. 
They wanted the king to stop grabbing first and explaining later.

A child can hold two true things. First, writing a limit is a big deal. Second, writing it does 
not make the king keep it. John asked the Pope to cancel the charter. The Pope said it was 
void. Then there was a war. The paper still taught a sentence people could repeat: the king 
is under the law too.

Think of a family rule on the fridge. If the grown-up who wrote it never keeps it, the fridge 
paper is weak. If later grown-ups keep copying the same sentence, the sentence can outlive 
the first grown-up. Magna Carta did both. It failed as a peace deal. It lived as a sentence.

You do not need the whole history of later kings in this chapter. You need the landing: a 
crown does not mean "no rules."

John was not only "unlucky." He lost Normandy in 1204. He fought the Church so hard that 
England was under an interdict — church doors shut — and he was excommunicated. He 
gave the kingdom to the Pope in 1213 to get cover. Then he lost a great battle at Bouvines in 
1214. The barons who had paid for the war said: enough. A grown-up book can argue about 
whether John was a monster or a hard administrator. This book keeps a child's measure: he 
broke trust, and the field was the bill.

The rule-of-law sentence is easy to chant and easy to fake. Chanting "no one is above the 
law" does not tell you who the "no one" includes. In 1215 the "someone" in the famous 
clauses is a free man. Keep the chant and the limit in the same pocket.

Words to Remember
"To no one will we sell, to no one will we deny or delay right or justice." — Magna 
Carta 1215, clause 40 (standard English)

That means: justice is not a toy you buy, hide, or put off.



Big Idea
A king can be told, in writing, that the law is above him too. Writing it is not the same as  
keeping it. The sentence still matters.

Try This
1. Make a two-column list: "Things a king might want to do" and "Things the law should 
stop." Keep it simple and kind. 2. Act out a tiny court. One person is the king. One person is 
a judge who says, "You still have to wait your turn." 3. Find a rule in your house that applies 
to everyone, including grown-ups. Say it out loud.

Ask a Grown-Up
Who makes sure a rule still counts when the person in charge does not like it?

———



Chapter 3: Your Day in Court

Illustration for Chapter 3

Imagine someone takes your coat and will not talk about it. No meeting. No listener. No 
chance to say,  "That  is  my coat."  That  feeling is  why due process matters.  Due process 
means: before the government takes your freedom or your things, there is a fair way.



Magna Carta's famous clause is number 39 in the scholars' numbering. It does not use the 
modern words "due process." It talks about lawful judgment of peers and the law of the 
land. Peers here means people of the same rank, not "friends at school." Law of the land 
means the known way, not a sudden new way the king invents this morning.

The clause protects a "free man." That is a hard, honest limit. Many people in England were 
not free in the legal sense. They were villeins, bound to the land. This book will not skip 
them. Chapter 5 is their chapter. This chapter's job is the promise itself.

Later, in 1354, a king named Edward III put the idea in newer words. He said no man of 
what estate or condition should be put out  of  land,  taken,  imprisoned,  or put  to death 
without being brought in answer by due process of law. That later sentence is wider than 
1215. The Fifth Amendment of the United States later says no person shall be deprived of 
life, liberty, or property without due process of law. This booklet is not a law class. It is a 
chain of sentences. Keep the dates apart so they do not melt.

A day in court is not a magic wand. It is a path. Notice. A hearing. Someone who is supposed 
to listen. A chance to answer. Magna Carta did not invent all of that. It wrote a seed: do not 
destroy a free man by will alone.

Think of a school rule: you cannot take a friend's drawing without talking. The talking is the 
process. The drawing is the thing. Both matter. If you only talk and still take every drawing, 
the process is a show. If you never talk, there is no process at all. Grown-ups argue about 
which kind of fairness matters more. This band keeps the simple landing: you get a chance 
to answer.

Clause  39  lists  many  harms:  taken,  imprisoned,  thrown  off  land,  outlawed,  exiled, 
destroyed. It also says the king will not "go upon him nor send upon him" except by that 
lawful path. In kid words: the king should not send men to wreck you as a shortcut. That is 
still not a modern jury of twelve neighbors. "Judgment of his peers" meant equals of rank. 
Do not paste a TV courtroom onto 1215.

A second famous sentence sits next door in clause 40. It is only a dozen words, and it does 
not say "free man." It says "to no one." Children can hear the difference. One clause names a 
class. One clause sounds like everyone. Historians still argue how wide the second one was 
meant to be. This book lets you hear both sentences without mashing them.

Words to Remember
"No free man shall be taken or imprisoned or disseised or outlawed or exiled or in any 
way destroyed… except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land." 
— Magna Carta 1215, clause 39 (standard English)



Disseised means thrown off your land. Outlawed means put outside the law's protection.

Big Idea
A fair path before harm is a kind of safety. Magna Carta wrote that path for free men. Later 
papers widened the words. The seed is still the seed.

Try This
1. Play "coat court." One person loses a coat. One person took it. A third person listens to 
both. No yelling. Then switch jobs. 2. Draw four boxes: taken, locked up, land taken, sent 
away. Under each box write "needs a fair way." 3. With a grown-up, read clause 39 slowly. 
Circle the words you do not know. Look up one of them.

Ask a Grown-Up
Why is it better to hear both sides even when you think you already know who is right?

———



Chapter 4: Ask Before You Take

Illustration for Chapter 4

If a person always takes the last cookie without asking, the jar is not a shared jar. It is a raid. 
Magna Carta has a cookie-jar rule for a special kind of king's money.



The money was called scutage or aid. Scutage was pay instead of going to fight. Aids were 
extra feudal payments. King John asked for them often and high. Clause 12 said he should 
not impose those things except by the common counsel  of  the kingdom, with three old 
exceptions: ransom if the king is captured, making his eldest son a knight, and marrying his 
eldest daughter once.

Common counsel did not mean every farmer voted. It meant the great men of the kingdom 
— barons, bishops, abbots — should be asked. That is not modern democracy. It is still a 
seed of "ask first."

This clause did not stay in later copies of the charter. Later kings would not keep a written 
lock on that tax. The idea lived another way. Parliament grew. Kings needed money. The 
community learned to say: not without us. Much later, American colonists said "no taxation 
without  representation."  That  later  shout  is  not  clause  12  copied  onto  a  poster.  It  is  a 
grandchild of the ask-first idea.

A child can keep the family tree honest. Grandchild is not grandfather. The meadow is not 
Congress. The barons were not voting for you. They were saying: do not stretch the old 
payments into a bottomless bag.

Think of a class treasure box. The teacher should not empty it for a trip without talking to 
the class. Talking is not the same as every child getting one vote. Talking is still different 
from grabbing.

The  three  exceptions  matter.  The  barons  were  not  burning  the  old  system.  They  were 
saying: keep the old, named payments. Do not turn them into "whatever the king wants this 
year."

Why did John need so much money? War is  expensive.  Losing war is  more expensive. 
Richard,  John's  brother,  had  already  squeezed  England  for  crusade  and  ransom.  John 
inherited the squeeze and then lost the French lands that made many barons rich on both 
sides of the water. When a king keeps asking after a loss, people stop hearing "need" and 
start hearing "grab."

Ask-first is not the same as "the people rule." If your class treasurer asks only the three 
tallest kids, that is still asking someone, and it is still not the whole class. Magna Carta's 
counsel is the three tallest kids of the kingdom. Later history is the long fight to widen the 
circle of who counts as "someone." This chapter plants the seed. Chapter 5 names who was 
not in the circle. Chapter 6 shows later papers. Keep the three chapters from collapsing into 
one cheer.



Words to Remember
"No scutage or aid shall be imposed in our kingdom except by the common counsel of 
our kingdom…" — Magna Carta 1215, clause 12 (standard English)

That means: for these payments, the king must ask the great counsel first.

Big Idea
Taking without asking makes power feel endless. Magna Carta wrote "ask the counsel" for 
certain taxes. Later ages widened who must be asked.

Try This
1. Put six buttons in a jar. One person is the king. The king may take two buttons only after 
asking two counselors. Try it with asking and without asking. How does it feel? 2. Draw a 
tree. Label the root "ask the barons," a branch "Parliament," and a leaf "no taxation without 
representation." The leaf is later. Do not glue it onto 1215. 3. Practice asking before you 
borrow something at home. Notice the difference between asking and grabbing.

Ask a Grown-Up
Who should get a say before money is taken for everyone?

———



Chapter 5: Who Was Left Out

Illustration for Chapter 5

A promise that names "free men" is also a promise that does not name everyone else. That 
silence is part of the history. This chapter is the honest chapter.



Most people in England in 1215 were not the barons. Many were villeins. A villein was 
bound to the land and to a lord. The charter's famous safety net in clause 39 is for a free 
man. Villeins were mostly under manorial courts, not the king's grand story.

The charter does mention villeins in places about fines. It says, in effect, do not fine them so 
hard that they cannot keep the tools they farm with. That is not a speech about equal rights. 
It is also about keeping the farm working. Scholars argue about whether the barons meant 
to shut people out, or whether villeins were simply outside the paper's job. Both readings 
can be true at once. This band does not pick a team. It names the gap.

There was another paper in 1217 called the Charter of the Forest. Forest did not just mean 
trees. It meant land under the king's forest law — maybe a third of England. That law could 
punish people harshly for hunting or using the land. The Forest Charter cut some of those 
teeth.  For  ordinary  people,  forest  rules  could  matter  more  than  a  baron's  inheritance 
payment.

A child might want the story to be: the good knights freed everyone. That story is a costume. 
The real  story is  harder and better.  A limited promise can still  plant  a sentence.  Later 
people can fight to widen the sentence. Widening is work. It is not automatic.

Think of a club sign that says "members only." The sign tells you who is in. It also tells you 
who is standing in the rain. Magna Carta is a members-only paper that later readers tried to 
turn into a town square. This book will not pretend the town square was already there in 
the meadow.

Women in  the  1215  text  appear  mostly  as  noble  widows,  with  rules  about  dower  and 
remarriage. That is not a girls' bill of rights. Name it and keep going.

The Forest Charter is the other half of the honest picture. In 1217 the forest rules were split 
into their own paper so the Great Charter could be "the bigger one." Forest law had its own 
courts. A community could be fined if a wounded deer was not reported. Dogs might have 
to be "lawed" so they could not hunt. Those details sound small until you live inside them. A 
baron's fight over inheritance is not the same as a village's fight over firewood. Both can be 
true. Only one of them is the poster of 1215.

If a grown-up says "Magna Carta gave rights to everyone," you now have a kind reply: it 
gave written limits for free men, and later people had to argue the rest. Kind is not the same 
as cute. Kind is accurate.

Words to Remember
"No free man shall be taken or imprisoned…" — Magna Carta 1215, clause 39 
(standard English)



The word to hear is free. The booklet will not skip it.

Big Idea
Who a paper names is as important as what it promises. Magna Carta named free men. 
Many people were left out. Later generations had to widen the circle.

Try This
1.  Draw  a  circle  labeled  "free  men  in  1215."  Draw  a  bigger  circle  around  it  labeled 
"everyone who lived in England." Talk about the space between the circles. 2. Make two 
cards. Card A: "What the charter promised." Card B: "Who was not in the promise." Keep 
both cards.  Do not throw B away.  3.  With a grown-up,  look up "villein" in a children's 
history book or a trusted site. Write one honest sentence.

Ask a Grown-Up
If a rule helps some people and forgets others, how should we tell the story without lying?

———



Chapter 6: The Chain to Your Rights

Illustration for Chapter 6

A chain is not one ring. Magna Carta is an early ring. Later rings are the English Bill of 
Rights  (1689),  the  American  Declaration  of  Independence  (1776),  the  United  States 
Constitution and its Fifth Amendment (1791), and still  later the Fourteenth Amendment, 



which aimed due process at the states. This booklet is not those other papers. It is the first 
link you can hold in your hand as a story.

How did a failed peace paper become a chain? John died in 1216. His son Henry was a child. 
William Marshal, a respected knight, reissued a shorter charter to win peace. In 1217 they 
split  off the  Forest  Charter.  "Magna Carta"  at  first  meant  "the  bigger  charter,"  not  "the 
magnificent  one."  In  1225  Henry,  older  now,  issued  the  version  that  became  law,  in 
exchange for a tax. In 1297 Edward I confirmed it onto the statute roll. The wildest 1215 
piece — twenty-five barons allowed to seize the king's castles if he broke the deal — was 
dropped and never came back.

Ideas can travel even when clauses die. Clause 12 on scutage dropped. The ask-first idea 
lived in Parliament. Clause 39's "law of the land" was later heard as "due process of law." 
American founders read English legal history. They did not photocopy the meadow. They 
built a new machine that still used some of the old sentences.

The last honesty of this book: a chain can skip people for a long time. Magna Carta skipped 
villeins.  The  Declaration  said  "all  men"  while  slavery  lasted.  The  Constitution  had  a 
counting rule that treated enslaved people as a mixed quantity for seats. The Fourteenth 
Amendment is a later answer in the same civic chain. This elementary book will not teach 
that later answer. It will not pretend 1215 finished the work.

You can love a sentence and still tell the truth about its first home. That is grown-up work, 
started young.

The security clause is the missing tooth in the smile. In 1215, twenty-five barons could seize 
the king's castles if he broke the charter and did not fix it in forty days. That was the teeth. 
No later king kept those teeth in the text. A paper without teeth is easier to praise and 
harder to use. Later countries built different teeth: courts, elections, amendments. Do not 
pretend the meadow already had a Supreme Court.

One more link, said softly: WisdomForge's civic chain does not stop at Runnymede. The 
Declaration,  the Constitution,  the Federalist  essays,  and the Fourteenth Amendment are 
later rings. Each ring has its own ugly parts. This book will not steal their chapters. It will 
only say: start here, and do not stop here.

Words to Remember
"We have granted to God… that the English Church shall be free…" — Magna Carta 
1215, clause 1 (standard English)

That means: even a king was told there is a zone he does not run. Church freedom in 1215 is 
not the same as modern religious liberty. It is still a boundary.



Big Idea
Magna Carta is a first link, not the whole necklace. Later papers borrowed, changed, and 
widened. The meadow is the start of a story, not the end of fairness.

Try This
1. Cut six paper rings. Label them: Runnymede 1215, reissues, 1689, 1776, Constitution, later 
amendments. Hook them in order. Do not hook 1776 onto 1215 as if they are the same ring. 
2. Tell the story of the meadow to someone in one minute. Include one hard fact: the Pope 
said no, or many people were left out.  3.  Draw a seed and a tree. The seed is the 1215 
sentence. The tree is later rights. Seeds are not trees. Trees still need seeds.

Ask a Grown-Up
Which right in our life feels like it needed many years of people keeping a sentence alive?

———

For the Grown-Up Reader
This band matches the WisdomForge Magna Carta sittings: Runnymede, the king under law, 
due process, consent, who was left out, and the civic chain. It keeps the little-band omit list. 
It does not teach Coke's ancient constitution, Locke's right of revolution, the 1354 statute as 
a close-reading task, or Federalist 54. Those belong in older bands.

Quotes are standard English of the 1215 Latin, as in the British Library / Holt numbering 
used in Harry's  pack.  Clause numbers are scholarly numbering;  the parchment had no 
numbers. No invented sayings. No family names. No medical, legal, or pastoral advice.

The hard edges from the sittings hold here: the barons were not democratic saints; John did 
not merely "refuse"; he obtained a papal annulment (24 August 1215); villeins are named as 
a gap, not a footnote.

Harry's research files under `content/magna-carta/` are the source spine: 1.1–1.4, 2.1–2.3, 2.6, 
3.1, 3.3, 5.1, 7.1–7.2, 7.5, 6.1. This booklet is typeset prose, not gold.

———

About WisdomForge
WisdomForge turns founding documents and great thinkers into booklets for every age. 
Each figure or document gets four booklets: ages 5–10, 11–14, 15–18, and adults. The same 
text, told at the right depth. Because Magna Carta is not a costume of liberty. It is a meadow, 
a seal, and a long afterlife, and every generation has to read it again.
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