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      ‘She brings vividly to life scenes such as the ceremonial surrender of Harfleur at the outset of the campaign, or the extraordinary pageant mounted by the city of London to celebrate the victorious king’s return’ Richard Barber, Literary Review
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      ‘A gripping and accessible account of a battle that looms large in European history… This is so much more than a narrow military work and manages to evoke a portrait of the entire age, from the logistics of preparing to launch one of the biggest invasions seen at the time to the dynamics of daily life in peace and war’ Glasgow Herald
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      Why do we still remember Agincourt? The question seems particularly pertinent now, in 2015, when we are in the midst of commemorations in both England and France to mark the six hundredth anniversary of this most famous of medieval battles. That such commemorations should take place at all is remarkable. What possible relevance or meaning can a medieval pitched battle, fought with bows, arrows, swords and lances, maces and daggers, have in our modern world of mechanised warfare? What did Agincourt achieve that has engraved it so deeply into the national psyche? Unlike most other seminal battles still remembered today, it had no immediate or obvious impact on the course of history. It cannot compare in terms of outcome, for instance, to William the Conqueror’s defeat of King Harold at Hastings in 1066, Wellington and Blücher’s triumph over Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, or Montgomery’s victory against Rommel at El Alamein in 1942. On the other hand, there are so many other battles, equally famous in their own day, which have simply been forgotten over the course of the years. The Hundred Years War, of which Agincourt was a part, provides several striking examples: English victories at Crécy (1346) and Poitiers (1356), like those won by the French (with more far-reaching consequences) at Formigny (1450) and Castillon (1453), have faded from public memory and become the preserve only of professional historians and military enthusiasts. And who now remembers that ‘second Agincourt’, the duke of Bedford’s triumph at Verneuil in 1424?1

      Yet Agincourt continues to hold a special place in our collective memory. It would be easy to dismiss this as simply ‘the Shakespeare effect’. Phrases from the king’s speeches in Henry V, such as ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers’, have become part of the currency of the English-speaking world and are still instantly identifiable with Agincourt. Yet Shakespeare’s account of the battle itself is cursory, stylised and plain wrong in ways that cannot be attributable solely to the requirements of the stage. There were no Irishmen in Henry’s army, for instance, and though Scots were at the battle, they fought for the French. And where are the most iconic figures of all, the archers, without whom victory could not have been achieved?

      What Shakespeare’s play does have, however, is the ability to be reinterpreted for every new generation. At its heart lies the inspirational story of a charismatic leader who cajoled, bullied and galvanised a ragtag collection of cowardly bar-room braggarts, thieves and conmen into fulfilling their true destiny as ‘yeomen of England’ so that, against all the odds, they humbled the aristocratic pride and military might of France. Agincourt is pivotal to the play, just as it was to Henry V’s own reign. Samuel Johnson, however, was sourly dismissive of some of Shakespeare’s most famous lines, writing that ‘The prediction is not verified: the feast of St Crispin passes by without any mention of Agincourt’.2 This is undoubtedly true but the reason is that, since the Reformation, St Crispin’s Day has dropped out of our calendar, not because the battle itself has been forgotten. Indeed, it would be fair to say that it is actually Agincourt that keeps the memory of St Crispin’s Day alive.

      Long before Shakespeare wrote his play, however, Henry’s victory at Agincourt was already recognised as something extraordinary. As early as 1436 one of its participants, Arthur de Richemont, revisited the battlefield where he had been badly wounded and taken prisoner. He did not do so to exorcise painful memories, but so that he could point out to his men where the armies had been deployed and explain how and why the English had won. It was a salutary and practical lesson in military tactics, given in the field, but its significance lies in the fact that Richemont was now constable of France and his reforms to the organisation, training and discipline of the French army would revolutionise its capabilities and soon lead to the permanent expulsion of the English invaders from all but the enclave of Calais.3 Another visitor to the battlefield seeking to learn military lessons from the conflict – and to remind the French of its outcome – was Edward IV who, during his own invasion of France, spent two nights encamped there with his army in the summer of 1475. In the first half of the sixteenth century a new biography of Henry V, written for the first time in English, and an annual ‘solemn triumph’ at Calais celebrating the king’s victory at Agincourt by ‘going in procession, lauding God, shooting guns, with the noise and melody of trumpets and other instruments, to the great rejoicing of your subjects’ helped to prepare the way for Henry VIII’s wars against France.4

      The potency of Agincourt to rouse patriotic emotion was therefore recognised long before Shakespeare gilded the lily. The powerful hold of the story on the popular imagination made it all too easy to exploit for propaganda purposes, and it continues to be so to this day. This interpretation of the battle can be uncomfortable: xenophobia, jingoism and extreme nationalism are the unacceptable faces of patriotism and, just like Agincourt itself, Shakespeare’s play can be used to feed all three. There is an alternative view of the English victory, however, and that is to look beyond the ugly, dehumanising face of war to the individuals caught up in a conflict not of their own making. To them Agincourt offers hope in dark times: the possibility of overcoming the apparently insuperable and the knowledge that sometimes the humble common man can change the course of history. And that, surely, is a reason to remember Agincourt.

       

      Juliet Barker, 2015
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      This is the story of a battle.

      In many ways it is not a very important battle. It would require another five years of warfare before Henry won the concessions he wanted from the French and even then his premature death rendered those gains worthless. And Agincourt, like the other famous English victories of the Hundred Years War, did little to stop the inevitable French reconquest of the territories claimed by the English kings.

      Yet in all England’s long history no battle is so famous as Agincourt. There would be other victories like Waterloo and Trafalgar, but they were British achievements. Agincourt belongs to the English (though with a good deal of help from the Welsh).

      There is a popular version of the battle. It is remembered as the victory of the common man, the archer, over an aristocratic and arrogant enemy. It is the triumph of the small army against the great, and the battle’s soundtrack was added by Shakespeare who invested it with patriotic grandeur and poetic genius:

      
        
          
             

            This story shall the good man teach his son;

            And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by,

            From this day to the ending of the world,

            But we in it shall be remembered.

            We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;

            For he to-day that sheds his blood with me

            Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,

            This day shall gentle his condition;

            And gentlemen in England now-a-bed

            Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,

            And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks

            That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.

          

        

      

      It is a story that is told over and over, a story that bears repetition because it is such a thrilling tale. Yet what really happened? Is the story we know even a pale reflection of that ghastly day of butchery? Has Agincourt left the world of the real to become an imagined triumph?

      If you visit Azincourt (as the village is properly called) the pervasive image is that of the archer. On my last visit the road that bisects the battlefield was lined with plywood cut-outs of English archers drawing their longbows. Even the entrance to the lavish visitor’s centre is built to suggest a line of longbows launching their arrows into the sky. This reflects the most common idea of Agincourt, that it was a victory by the English archer, the common man, whose deadly weapon, the yew longbow, cuts down the chivalry of France. Yet Juliet Barker’s exhaustive and meticulous account of the battle demonstrates that the French men-at-arms, despite being struck by thousands of arrows as they trudged through thick mud, nevertheless succeeded in reaching the English line of battle. The victory of Agincourt, far from being won by arrows, was gained by brutal men using all the ghastly paraphernalia of medieval hand-to-hand fighting. Olivier’s famous film shows French knights charging on horseback, but very few men were mounted. The French came on foot and the battle was reduced to steel-clad men battering other armoured men with lead-weighted hammers, poleaxes, mauls and falcon-beaks. It is not a tale of chivalry. At the battle’s height, when Henry V expected an attack on his army’s rear, he ordered the newly-captured prisoners killed. They were murdered. Agincourt was a filthy, horrible and merciless slaughter, and it is still celebrated as a golden moment in England’s history.

      So what of those archers? Henry’s army appears to have numbered around 6,000 men of whom 5,000 were archers. They formed a line between the woods of Azincourt and Tramecourt where they were faced by three French battles, each containing about 8,000 men-at-arms. In the event only two of the battles advanced to the attack. The leading battle, which attacked first, suffered the most, yet still those 8,000 men succeeded in reaching the English men-at-arms at the centre of Henry’s line.

      That is astonishing. The French were heavily armoured, most men wearing plate that weighed between sixty and seventy pounds. They had to advance a distance of about two hundred and fifty yards, and that should have been no great problem except that it had rained torrentially the previous night and the field, which had been deep-ploughed ready for seeding with winter wheat, was a quagmire. The French were wading through thick mud. How long did it take them? A conservative guess is four or five minutes, though I suspect it took much longer, and all that time they were under attack by the feared English archers, being repeatedly struck by arrows so that they were forced to close their helmets’ visors. They can see very little through the tiny eye-slits, their breathing is stifled, and still the arrows come. The conventional verdict suggests that the French were cut down by those arrow-storms, but the chief effect of the arrows was to delay and, by forcing the men-at-arms to close their visors, half-blind the attackers.

      The French knew about English and Welsh archers. The longbow was capable of shooting an arrow over two hundred paces with an accuracy that would not be matched till the rifled gun-barrel was invented. A good archer could easily shoot fifteen arrows a minute, so five thousand archers could loose 75,000 arrows in one minute; over one thousand a second! Why did the French not deploy their own longbowmen? Because to shoot a longbow demanded two difficult skills; the first was an ability to draw an extraordinarily powerful bow (at least three times as powerful as a modern competition bow) and the second, because the string was drawn to the ear, the instinctive offsetting of the arrow’s aim. It took years for a man to develop the muscles and skill, and for reasons that have never been fully understood, such men emerged in Britain, but not on the continent. That gave England a weapon that could tear through enemy armies.

      The French understood the problem. The easiest solution was to avoid battle, but if battle was joined then two tactics offered the best hope of defeating the archers. The first was a quick and overwhelming cavalry attack, but that failed dismally at Agincourt, while the second was to fight on foot. Horses were especially vulnerable to arrows, but men wholly encased in plate armour could survive the onslaught. The English answer to plate armour was the bodkin, a long and slender arrowhead without barbs that was designed to punch through armour, and as the 8,000 men of the first French battle advance they are being struck repeatedly by armour-piercing bodkins. Even if a bodkin did not penetrate plate armour the force of its strike was sufficient to knock a man backwards. It is likely that about one thousand arrows were striking the attackers every second. If the advance took four minutes (and it probably took much longer) then something like 300,000 arrows would have struck the 8,000 attackers. Even if the English were short of arrows and cut their shooting rate to one third, then they would still have driven 100,000 arrows against the struggling 8,000 and if the legend is correct then not one of those Frenchmen should have survived.

      Yet they did survive, and most of them reached the English line and started fighting with shortened lances, poleaxes and war-hammers. The fight becomes a struggle of hacking and thrusting, slaughter in the mud. But if so many arrows had been shot, how did the French ever reach the English and start that murderous brawl? The answer probably lies in the eternal arms race. Armour technology had advanced and plate armour was mostly good enough to resist the English bodkin heads. And how good were those heads? Arrow-making was an industrial scale activity in England, yet few men understood exactly what happened when iron was hardened into steel (the usual technique was to add bones to the furnace, thus increasing the carbon content) and doubtless many of the English arrows simply crumpled on contact with the enemy’s armour.

      So the many reached the few, but the many were exhausted by mud, some were wounded and the English, enjoying the luxury of raised visors, cut them down. There would have been the ghastly sound of hammers crushing helmets, the screams of men falling, and suddenly the leading French rank is chopped down and its fallen men become an obstacle to those behind who, being thrust blindly forward by the rearmost ranks, trip on the newly fallen bodies and so become victims themselves. One eye-witness claimed that the pile of dead and dying was as tall as a man, an obvious exaggeration, but undoubtedly the first French casualties made a rampart which protected the English men-at-arms.

      The French had attacked the centre of the English line where the king, his nobles and the gentry stood. The French ambition had been to take prisoners and so become rich from ransoms, but now that centre was a killing ground and, to escape it, the French widened their attack to assault the archers who had probably exhausted their arrows. Yet the archers had been equipped with poleaxes and other hand-weapons, and they fought back. The bowmen wore little armour, and in the thick mud they were far more mobile than their plate-armoured opponents, and any man capable of hauling a war-bow’s string was hugely strong and a lead-weighted poleaxe in his hands would be a ghastly weapon. And so the archers joined the hand to hand fight and the tired French were killed in their hundreds.

      The second French line, another eight thousand men on foot, tried to support their beleaguered colleagues, but they too were cut down and the remainder of the French simply melted away. The extraordinary, awful battle was over. The field was now groaning with horribly wounded men; men lying in piles, men suffocating in mud, dead men, blood-drenched men. Perhaps as many as five thousand French died that day while English losses were in the hundreds, maybe not even as many as two hundred. The few had gained their extraordinary triumph and, despite those plywood archers on today’s battlefield, the victory was largely won by men hacking at other men with hand-held weapons.

      Why do we remember it? There were other victories, like Poitiers in 1356, that were more decisive. Shakespeare helped, but Shakespeare was playing to an audience that already knew the tale and wanted to hear it again. Agincourt was famous long before Shakespeare made it immortal and that fame must have started with the tales that the survivors told. They had expected annihilation and instead gained victory. The men in Henry’s army must have believed they had been part of a miracle and Henry, alert to the power of propaganda, encouraged the belief. The few had destroyed the many, but the crucial ingredient was the identity of the few. They were not only the lords and knights and gentry, but also the butchers, bakers and candlestick-makers from the shires. They were the ordinary men of England and Wales, and they had met the awesome power of France in hand-to-hand fighting and they had won. The battle is part of the binding of England, the emergence of the common man as a vital part of the nation, and those common men returned to England with their stories, their plunder and their pride. The stories were told in taverns over and over, how a few hungry trapped men had gained an amazing victory, and the story is still told because it has such power. It is a tale of the common man achieving greatness. It is an English tale for the ages.

      I wrote a novel about the campaign and battle, and, like all historical novelists, I went to the ‘real’ historians to research my tale. In Juliet Barker’s book I discovered pure gold, indeed I owe her a debt because so much of the material for Azincourt was drawn from her work. Her book is about far more than the battle. It tells how armies were raised, how they were led and, more crucially, how men and women behaved in an age that was both chivalrous and barbaric. It is the tale of a siege, and the story of a stubborn king risking disaster to rescue some small advantage from a failed campaign. Juliet Barker combines scrupulous scholarship with an imaginative sympathy to bring the world of Agincourt to vivid life and her book, like Henry’s unexpected victory on St Crispin’s Day, is a triumph.
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      As first light dawned on the morning of 25 October 1415, two armies faced each other across a plateau in an obscure corner of north-eastern France which was about to become one of the most famous battlefields in European history. The contrast between them could not have been greater. On one side stood the bedraggled remnants of an English army that had invaded Normandy ten weeks earlier and, in a major blow to French pride, captured the strategically important town and port of Harfleur. The siege had taken its toll, however, and of the twelve thousand fighting men who had embarked on the expedition, only around half that number were now assembled on the field of Agincourt. Of these, some nine hundred were men-at-arms, the human tanks of their day, clad from head to toe in plate armour and universally regarded as the elite of the military world.1 The rest were English and Welsh archers, who wore only the minimum of defensive armour and carried the longbow, a weapon virtually unique to their island. Many of them were suffering from the dysentery that had incapacitated their comrades: all were exhausted and half-starved after a gruelling eighteen-day march through almost two hundred and fifty miles of hostile terrain, during which they had been constantly harassed, attacked and deflected from their course by the enemy. Even the weather had been against them, biting winds and constant heavy rain adding to their misery as they trudged from Harfleur towards the safety of English-held Calais.

      Facing them – and blocking their route to Calais – was a French army that outnumbered them by a factor of at least three to one. Galvanised by the desire to revenge the loss of Harfleur, the chivalry of France had turned up in their thousands from every part of northern France and some from even further afield. So many men-at-arms had answered the call that it was decided to dispense with the services of some of the less well-equipped city militiamen and crossbowmen, but reinforcements continued to arrive even after the battle had begun. With a few notable exceptions, every princeling with a trace of royal blood in his veins was present, together with all the greatest military officers of France. Well rested, well fed, well armed, fighting on their own territory on a site that they had chosen themselves, this army could be forgiven for thinking that the result of the battle was a foregone conclusion.

      Yet some four hours later, in defiance of all logic and the received military wisdom of the time, the English were victorious and the fields of Agincourt were covered with what one observer graphically described as ‘the masses, the mounds, and the heaps of the slain’.2 Perhaps most astonishing of all was the fact that virtually all the dead were French: ‘almost the whole nobility among the soldiery of France’ had been killed,3including the dukes of Alençon, Bar and Brabant, eight counts, a viscount and an archbishop, together with the constable, admiral, master of the crossbowmen and prévôt of marshals of the French army. Several hundred more, among them the dukes of Orléans and Bourbon, the counts of Richemont, Eu and Vendôme, and the celebrated chivalric hero Marshal Boucicaut, were prisoners in English hands. The English, by contrast, had lost only two noblemen, Edward, duke of York, and Michael, earl of Suffolk, and around one hundred and twenty men, of whom only a handful were men-at-arms.

      The English victory was so unexpected and so overwhelming in its scale that contemporaries could only ascribe it to God. For Henry V, however, the battle of Agincourt was not just a divine affirmation of the justice of his cause. It was also the culmination of a carefully planned campaign, preceded by years of meticulous preparation. To see the battle in this context is to understand the determination and single-mindedness of the principal human architect of the victory and the reason why, against all the odds, he was victorious.

      For these reasons, therefore, this book is not merely a study of the battle, or even of the military campaign to which it was the dramatic denouement. Agincourt also aims to set the scene in which such a conflict was possible and to explain why, given the character of Henry V, it was almost inevitable. The book falls into three parts. The first deals with the inexorable countdown to war as Henry stamped his authority on his own kingdom, exploited the internal divisions caused by the French civil wars to his own advantage and engaged in diplomacy to ensure that France’s traditional allies did not come to her aid when he attacked her. Even when he was talking peace, he was preparing for war, building ships, stockpiling weapons and raising the largest army the country had seen since the beginning of the Hundred Years War seventy years earlier. The second part of the book follows the campaign itself, from the moment Henry gave the signal that launched the invasion, through the siege and fall of Harfleur, the increasingly desperate march to Calais, the battle and, finally, the formal concession of defeat by the French heralds. The third part examines the impact of the battle on the victors, on the families of those who lost their lives and on the prisoners, some of whom were to endure years in foreign captivity. It also looks briefly at the wider historical consequences of Agincourt and at the literature that this spectacular victory has inspired over the last six hundred years.

      It is no coincidence that many authors have been prompted to write about Agincourt in times of war. When national morale is low and victory seems uncertain or far off, it is useful to be reminded that resourcefulness and determination can sometimes be more important than sheer weight of numbers. On the other hand, writing in such circumstances makes it easy to fall into the propaganda trap and much of the historical and literary response to Agincourt has been one-sided, politically motivated or simply jingoistic, portraying the battle as a victory of stout-hearted, no-nonsense English commoners over lily-livered, unmanly, foppish French aristocrats. Writing in the aftermath of 9/11 and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq by the Americans, the British and their allies, it is impossible not to be struck by the echoes from six centuries ago. Human nature does not change, but the circumstances in which we live and fight our wars do, and it would be wrong to draw too close analogies between the past and the present.

      In writing this book, I hope to have done something towards creating a more balanced view of the battle and the events leading up to it. Inevitably, the fact that English administrative, financial and family records have been preserved in far greater numbers than similar ones in France (where most were destroyed during the French Revolution) means that greater emphasis is placed on the English experience, though this is not necessarily inappropriate, given that Henry V was the aggressor. The fascination of the English material is its detail: we learn of the young earl marshal’s purchase of new armour and equipment (including a pavilion to stable his horses and a new seat for his latrine) for his first military campaign; of the vast household, including everyone from heralds and minstrels to scullery servants and torchbearers, which accompanied the king himself; of the unprecedented expenditure in hiring armourers, fletchers and, most significantly, foreign gunners to operate Henry’s huge train of cannon and artillery.

      What we can piece together from the French sources makes it clear that, contrary to popular belief, there was a brave and concerted effort on the part of many of those living in northern France to resist the English invasion. The extraordinary story of the unsung hero Raoul, sire de Gaucourt,* is a case in point. If he is remembered at all, even in his own country, it is only as the friend and companion-in-arms of Joan of Arc. Yet a host of scattered references reveal that this former crusader succeeded in getting a relief force into Harfleur under the nose of Henry V and conducted a long and gallant defence of the town which foiled the king’s plans for the next stage of his invasion. His subsequent treatment by Henry V and his own sense of knightly duty, which obliged him to surrender himself into English custody because he had given his word to do so, make him a figure of compelling interest. The cult of chivalry has often been misunderstood, misinterpreted and derided as hopelessly romantic by historians, but Raoul de Gaucourt was a living example of the way that it informed and determined the conduct of medieval men-at-arms. And he was not alone. The great tragedy of Agincourt for the French was not just that so many of them were killed, but that so many of them had altruistically put aside bitter personal and political differences to unite in defence of their country and lost their lives as a result.

      Military historians, rightly, have an exhaustive interest in battle formations, positions and tactics but sometimes seem to forget that the chess pieces on the board are human beings, each with their own distinctive character and history, even if the future is not always theirs. All too often medieval men-at-arms are depicted as little more than brutal thugs, unthinking killing machines, motivated solely by lust for blood and plunder. Yet on the field of Agincourt we find many highly intelligent, literate and sensitive men: Edward, duke of York, and Thomas Morstede wrote the standard fifteenth-century treatises in English on hunting and surgery respectively; Charles, duke of Orléans, was a gifted writer of courtly love lyrics; Jean le Févre de St Remy and Jehan Waurin became the chivalric historians and chroniclers of their age; Ghillebert de Lannoy a celebrated traveller, diplomat and moralist. And who could forget the anonymous English chaplain, author of the most vivid, detailed and personal account of the campaign, who sat trembling with fear in the baggage train as the battle raged around him?

      At an altogether different level, we can occasionally catch a poignant insight into the impact of war on less notable people: an esquire desperately trying to raise money on the eve of the expedition by pawning his possessions; two Welshmen performing a pilgrimage ‘in fulfilment of vows made on the battlefield’; the unfortunate Frenchman left without heirs because his four sons were all killed at Agincourt; the mother of seven children who, six months after the battle, had no income and did not know whether she was a wife or a widow because her husband’s body could not be found. It is the personal stories of individuals such as these which make Agincourt live again for me.
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      In order to make the quotations from contemporary sources more easily understood, I have translated those in medieval French and Latin into English and modernised archaic English passages. For authenticity’s sake, however, I have kept the pre-decimal references to pounds, shillings and pence. In the fifteenth century, one pound sterling (£1) was divided not just into twenty shillings (20s), or two hundred and forty pence (240d), but also into six parts: one sixth (3s 4d) was known as a crown, a third (6s 8d) as a noble and two thirds (13s 4d) as a mark. To give the reader a rough idea of the current values of these sums, I have used figures supplied by the Office for National Statistics, which equate £1 in 1415 with £414 in 1999.
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              ‘Just rights and inheritapces’
            

          

        

      

      The last letter that Henry V sent to Charles VI of France before he launched the Agincourt campaign was an ultimatum. Its opening lines, which in most medieval correspondence were an opportunity for flowery compliments, were characteristically abrupt and to the point. ‘To the most serene prince Charles, our cousin and adversary of France, Henry by the grace of God king of England and France. To give to each that which is his own is a work of inspiration and of wise counsel.’ The letter continued in similarly stern vein. Henry had done everything in his power to procure peace between the two realms, he declared, but he did not lack the courage to fight to the death for justice. His just rights and inheritances had been seized from him by violence and withheld for too long: it was his duty to recover them. Since he could not obtain justice by peaceable means, he would have to resort to force of arms. ‘By the bowels of Jesus Christ’, he pleaded, ‘Friend, render what you owe’.1

      Henry V was undoubtedly an opportunist, in the sense that he was remarkably clever at identifying the chance to turn something to his own advantage. Was he also an opportunist in the more negative sense of the word, a man prepared to put expediency before principle? Had he really been deprived of his ‘just rights and inheritances’? If so, what were they and was it necessary for him to go to war to win them back? To answer those questions, we have to go back almost exactly 350 years before the Agincourt campaign, to another, even more momentous invasion.

      In 1066 the Normans conquered the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of England and crowned their duke, William the Conqueror, as king of England. Though the kingdom continued to be governed separately and independently from Normandy, socially, culturally and, to a much lesser extent, politically, England effectively became part of the continent for the next one and a half centuries. The king-duke and his Anglo-Norman aristocracy held lands and office on both sides of the Channel and were equally at home in either place. French became the dominant language in England, though Latin remained the choice of official documents and the Church, and Anglo-Saxon lingered on in vernacular speech, particularly among the illiterate. Cathedrals and castles were built as the visible symbols of a newly powerful and dynamic system of lordship in Church and state.

      The new technique of fighting which had won the battle of Hastings for the Normans was also adopted in England; instead of standing or riding and hurling the lance overarm, these new warriors, the knights, charged on horseback with the lance tucked beneath the arm, so that the weight of both horse and rider was behind the blow and the weapon was reusable. Though it required discipline and training, giving rise to the birth of tournaments and the cult of chivalry, a charge by massed ranks of knights with their lances couched in this way was irresistible. Anna Comnena, the Byzantine princess who witnessed its devastating effect during the First Crusade, claimed that it could ‘make a hole in the wall of Babylon’.2

      Intimately connected with these military developments was the equally significant rise of the feudal system of land tenure, which provided the knights to do the fighting by creating a chain of dependent lordships with the king at its head. Again, it was William the Conqueror who introduced feudalism to England from France. Immediately beneath him in the hierarchy were his tenants-in-chief, each of whom had to perform a personal act of homage, acknowledging that he was the king’s vassal, or liege man, and that he owed him certain services. The most important of these was the obligation to provide a certain number of knights for the royal army whenever called upon to do so. In order to fulfil this duty, the tenants-in-chief granted parcels of their own land to dependent knights upon the same conditions, so that a further relationship of lord and vassal was created. Though it quickly became the accepted practice that the eldest son of a tenant succeeded his father, this was not an automatic right and it had to be paid for by a fine. If the heir was under age, the lands returned to the lord for the period of his minority, but a vassal of any age could be deprived of his lands permanently if he committed an act contrary to his lord’s interests. The feudal system underpinned the entire structure of Anglo-Norman society, just as it did in France, but if abused it could cause serious tension.

      As far as England and France were concerned, the cracks took some time to show. Pressure began to build in the twelfth century. The marriage in 1152 of Henry II of England and Eleanor of Aquitaine created a huge Angevin empire, which covered almost half of modern France as well as England and Wales. It encompassed Normandy, Aquitaine, Anjou, Maine, Touraine and Poitou – in fact, virtually all of western France apart from Brittany. Such an extensive, wealthy and powerful lordship was a threat, politically and militarily, to the authority and prestige of an increasingly ambitious French monarchy, which launched a series of invasions and conquests. Over time, virtually all of the Angevin inheritance was lost, including Normandy itself in 1204. All that then remained in English hands was the duchy of Aquitaine, a narrow strip of sparsely populated, wine-producing land on the western seaboard of France. Otherwise known as Gascony, or Guienne, it had no exceptional value, except for the strategic importance of its principal ports of Bordeaux and Bayonne, but it was a constant source of friction between the French and English monarchies.3

      The status of the duchy increasingly became the subject of dispute. The French claimed that the duke of Aquitaine was a peer of France, that he held his duchy as a vassal of the French crown and that he therefore had to pay personal homage for it to the king of France – in other words, that a classic feudal relationship existed, binding the English king-duke by ties of loyalty to serve the French king in times of war and, more importantly, establishing a superior lordship to which his Gascon subjects could appeal over his head. This was unacceptable to the dignity of the kings of England, who counter-claimed that they held the duchy in full sovereignty and recognised no superior authority but that of God. The Gascons, not unnaturally, exploited the situation to their own advantage, relying on their duke to defend them against repeated French invasions and yet appealing against him to the ultimate court of France, the Paris Parlement, whenever they felt threatened by his authority.4

      A situation that had long been smouldering burst into flame in 1337 when Philippe VI of France exercised his feudal authority to declare that Edward III was a disobedient vassal and that Aquitaine was duly confiscated. This had happened twice before, in 1294 and 1324, resulting each time in a brief and inconclusive war. The difference this time was that Edward III’s response was to challenge the legitimacy not of the king’s decision, but of the king himself. He assumed the arms and title of king of France as his own and adopted the motto ‘Dieu et mon droit’, for God and my right, the right being his claim to the French crown. It was a move that transformed a relatively small-scale feudal conflict into a major dynastic dispute.5

      Edward III was able to claim the throne by right of inheritance from his grandfather, Philippe IV of France, but he owed it to a Templar curse. Philippe IV was ambitious, quarrelsome and always chronically short of money. Expedients such as expelling the Jews from France and confiscating their debts made temporary contributions towards replenishing his coffers and whetted his appetite for bigger game. His choice of his next victim was as bold as his action was ruthless. The Knights Templar was the oldest military order in Christendom, founded in 1119 to defend the fledgling Crusader states in the Holy Land. It was also one of the richest of all religious orders; the generosity of the pious had enabled it to amass enormous wealth in lands, property and goods throughout Europe, but especially in France. The raison d’être for these powerful monk-knights had disappeared, however, when the city of Acre, the last Christian outpost in the Holy Land, fell to the Saracens in 1291. Despite their years of experience fighting in the east, the Templars were unprepared for the ferocity of the onslaught that was about to befall them in France.

      Philippe acted swiftly and without warning: on a single night he seized the Temple treasury in Paris and ordered the arrest of every Templar in the country. With the aid of a reluctant but compliant pope (a French puppet whom he had installed under his thumb at Avignon), he set about the total destruction of the order. Its members were accused individually and collectively of sorcery, heresy, blasphemy and sexual perversion. As there was no evidence to support the charges, proof was obtained by confession extorted from the hapless Templars by the tortures of the Inquisition. Many died as they were tortured; some committed suicide; more than half of the 122 who admitted their supposed crimes later courageously withdrew their confessions and were burnt alive as relapsed heretics. Among this last group was Jacques de Molay, Grand Master of the order, who was burnt at the stake before the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris in March 1314. As the flames consumed him, de Molay’s last act was to defy his persecutors. He proclaimed the innocence of the Templars, cursed the king and his descendants to the thirteenth generation and prophesied that king and pope would join him before the throne of judgement within a year. The prophecy was spectacularly fulfilled. Eight months later, both Philippe IV (aged forty-six) and his tool Clement V (aged fifty) were indeed dead, and within fourteen years so were the three sons and grandson who each successively succeeded Philippe. The ancient line of Capetian monarchs died with them.6

      In 1328, therefore, the throne of France stood empty and there was no obvious candidate to succeed. Those with the strongest claim, because they were Philippe IV’s direct descendants, were his grandchildren Jeanne, the daughter of his eldest son, and Edward III, the son of his daughter Isabelle. In practice, however, neither was acceptable to the French: Jeanne because she was a woman and Edward because he was king of England. The unfortunate Jeanne had been deprived of her inheritance once before. When her brother had died, she had been only four years old and her uncle had seized the throne; ironically, a few years later, exactly the same fate would befall his own young daughters. Since no one wanted a minor sovereign, let alone a female one, the precedent set by these usurpations of 1316 and 1321 was later justified and legitimised by the invention of the Salic Law, which declared that women could not succeed to the crown of France. Nicely dressed up with an entirely spurious ancestry dating back to Carolingian times, the new law was applied retrospectively. It therefore excluded Jeanne permanently, but it made no mention of whether the right to succeed could be passed down through the female line. Edward III could therefore still legitimately claim to be the rightful heir.

      In 1328 his rights were purely academic. At the age of sixteen, he was not only a minor but also a powerless pawn in the hands of his mother, Queen Isabelle, and her lover, Roger Mortimer, a notorious pair who had compelled his father, Edward II, to abdicate and then procured his murder. Edward III was not in a position to enforce his claim to the French throne, but he was, in any case, pre-empted by yet another coup. Philippe IV’s nephew, the preferred candidate of the French, seized the moment and was crowned Philippe VI. It was the Valois dynasty, not the Plantagenets, who replaced the Capetians as kings of France.

      There was nothing unusual in this sequence of events. It was a drama that had been played out all over Europe many times before and one on which the curtain would rise many times again. But on this particular occasion, the consequences were to extend far beyond anything that any of those immediately involved could have imagined. Edward III’s decision to enforce his claim by force of arms launched the Hundred Years War, a conflict that would last for five generations, cause untold deaths and destruction, and embroil France, England and most of their neighbours as well. Even if Edward III’s claim to the French throne was only revived as a cynical counter-ploy for the confiscation of his duchy of Aquitaine, it was sufficiently valid to convince many Frenchmen, as well as Englishmen, of the justice of his cause. Undoubtedly some of them were ‘persuaded’ purely out of self-interest. Political intrigue, or even rebellion, could be justified by denouncing the Valois regime as illegitimate and inviting the king of England to take up his rightful inheritance in France.7

      Until Henry V came on the scene, the closest the English came to achieving their objectives was the Treaty of Brétigny. This was drawn up in 1360 when, as a result of Edward III’s spectacular victories at the battles of Crécy (1346) and Poitiers (1356), France was in turmoil and its king, Jean II, was a prisoner in English hands. In return for Edward III renouncing his claims to the French throne, Normandy, Anjou and Maine, the French agreed that he should hold Aquitaine, Poitou, Ponthieu, Guînes and Calais (captured by the English in 1347) in full sovereignty; Edward was also to receive an enormous ransom of three million gold crowns for the release of Jean II. The treaty was a diplomatic triumph for the English, but it had an Achilles heel. The all-important clause regarding the reciprocal renunciation of claims to the crown of France and to sovereignty was taken out of the final text and put into a separate document, which was to be ratified only after certain territories had been placed in English hands. Despite the clear intention of both kings that the terms of the treaty should be fulfilled, formal written ratification of this second document never took place. As a consequence, Bolognese lawyers acting for Jean II’s successor were able to argue that the treaty was null and void. It was a lesson Edward’s great-grandson, Henry V, would take to heart: his embassies would always include experts in the civil law to ensure that any future agreements were legally watertight.8

      Whether Edward III and his successors, particularly Henry V, were sincere in their belief that they were the rightful kings of France, or were simply using the claim as a lever with which to extract more practical concessions, has been the subject of much unresolved debate. Edward III muddied the waters by performing homage for Aquitaine to Philippe VI in 1329,9and even at Brétigny he was prepared to accept considerably less than he had originally demanded. Pragmatism was preferable to the unattainable. Until 1419, when Henry V began to achieve the impossible, the utmost extent of English ambition was the restoration of the old Angevin empire.10 In practice, they were prepared to settle for the terms of the Treaty of Brétigny. Edward III’s grandson Richard II, who succeeded him in 1377, had no use for the title of king of France, except as an empty verbal flourish on official documents, seals and coins. He was determined to obtain peace and to that end he was even prepared to make concessions on Aquitaine. His decision to separate the duchy from the crown by giving it to his uncle John of Gaunt, would certainly have got round the problem of an English king having to do homage to a French one, but this solution was completely unacceptable to the Gascons, who rejected it out of hand. The most Richard was able to achieve was a truce which was to last for twenty-eight years, until 1426, cemented by his own marriage to Isabelle, the six-year-old daughter of Charles VI of France. (Richard was then a twenty-nine-year-old widower.)11

      Had Richard survived and had children by Isabelle, peace with France might have been a genuine option, but in 1399 he was deposed in a military coup by his cousin Henry Bolingbroke, and died in prison suspiciously soon afterwards. As the son of John of Gaunt and grandson of Edward III, Henry IV inherited the claim to the French throne, but he had neither the means nor the leisure to pursue it. His first priority was to establish his rule in England in the face of repeated conspiracies and rebellions. Nevertheless, it was clear from the start that there would be no long-lasting peace. The French refused to recognise Henry as king of England, and the king of France’s brother Louis, duke of Orléans, twice challenged him to a personal duel over his usurpation. French forces invaded Aquitaine and threatened Calais and there were tit-for-tat raids on either side of the Channel in which undefended towns were burnt and plundered and enemy shipping was seized.12

      Henry IV’s usurpation also sealed the fate of Richard II’s poor child-widow. Like so many medieval women bought and sold into marriage as hostages for political alliances, she had served her purpose and, at ten years of age, was now redundant. Henry toyed with the idea of marrying her to one of his own sons (raising the interesting possibility that the wife of the future Henry V could have been the older sister of the woman who eventually did become his queen), but there was more to be gained from keeping the English princes available on the international marriage market. Isabelle was therefore sent back to France, where she was promptly betrothed to her cousin Charles, son and heir of Louis d’Orléans; married for the second time at sixteen, she died, aged nineteen, shortly after giving birth to his daughter.13

      Louis d’Orléans took advantage of Henry’s preoccupation with his domestic problems to invade Aquitaine in alliance with Jean, count of Alençon, and two disaffected Gascons, Bernard, count of Armagnac, and Charles d’Albret, constable of France: both Alençon and d’Albret were to play crucial roles at Agincourt some years later. Though they failed to take the principal towns, they succeeded in annexing large areas of the duchy and there was every possibility that English rule in Aquitaine would come to a premature end.14 It was at this juncture that an event took place which was to transform the fortunes of both England and France. In November 1407 Louis d’Orléans was assassinated. His murderer was his cousin John the Fearless, duke of Burgundy, one of the richest, most powerful and, in an age not noted for the delicacy of its morals, most unscrupulous of all the princes of France.

      The murder was the culmination of a bitter personal feud between the two dukes, both of whom had been ambitious to fill the vacuum at the heart of power in France caused by the intermittent madness of Charles VI.15 Louis, as we have seen, had married his eldest son to Charles’s daughter Isabelle; John the Fearless secured a double alliance, marrying his only son to another of Charles’s daughters, and his own daughter Margaret of Burgundy to the dauphin. Nevertheless, for some years before his murder, Louis d’Orléans had possessed the upper hand, controlling the king’s person, diverting royal revenues into his own pocket and, it was said, enjoying the queen too. (‘Monsieur le duc d’Orléans is young and likes playing dice and whoring’, a contemporary remarked.)16 John the Fearless was determined to acquire these benefits, including the queen’s favours, for himself. When his political machinations failed to achieve the desired objects, he resorted to murder.

      The action was so blatant and the murderer himself so shockingly unrepentant that the remaining French princes were reduced to paralysis. The duchess of Orléans demanded justice, but the only person in a position to enforce punishment against so powerful a magnate was the king and he was incapable. The dauphin, who might have acted in his father’s place, was son-in-law of the murderer and, in any case, a child of ten. As there was no one willing or able to take a stand against him, John the Fearless was literally able to get away with murder. He swept unopposed into Paris and by the end of 1409 he was king of France in all but name.17

      This monopoly of power would not go unchallenged for long; Burgundy had removed one opponent only for another, more fearsome, to rise in his place. Charles d’Orléans had been a day short of his thirteenth birthday when his father was assassinated. Though he had then been compelled to swear publicly on the Gospels in the cathedral of Chartres that he would forgive the murder, revenge was never far from his thoughts and actions. Within two years he had signed a military pact with Bernard, count of Armagnac, and within three he had engineered an anti-Burgundian alliance with the dukes of Berry, Bourbon and Brittany and the counts of Armagnac, Alençon and Clermont and led their combined armies to the gates of Paris to remove the king and the dauphin from John the Fearless’s control.18 This was merely a preliminary skirmish in what was to become a major civil war, pitting the Burgundians and their allies against the Orléanists or Armagnacs, as they were called by their contemporaries after Charles d’Orléans married the count’s daughter in 1410. The two sides were irreconcilable. This was not just a struggle for power but a bitter personal quarrel in which nothing less than the trial and punishment (preferably by death) of John the Fearless would satisfy the Armagnacs for the murder of Louis d’Orléans; such an outcome was, of course, unthinkable to the Burgundians. Their hatred of each other was so great that in their search for allies, both sides were prepared to overlook their shared dislike of the English. They were even prepared to buy the support of the king of England at the price of recognising his ‘just rights and inheritances’, including, eventually, his title to the throne of France.

      Such an opportunity was irresistible to the English, though deciding which party to aid was more difficult. In 1411, when the duke of Burgundy formally sought English assistance for the first time, Henry IV and his council were by no means unanimous in their opinion. Alliance with the Armagnacs offered the possibility of regaining through negotiation those areas of Aquitaine which had been lost to Louis d’Orléans, Charles d’Albret and the counts of Armagnac and Alençon in 1403–7. On the other hand, alliance with John the Fearless, whose Burgundian dominions included the Low Countries, might achieve the same object (though by military means) and would certainly give additional protection and advantages to vital English trading interests in Flanders, Brabant and Hainault.

      The decision was complicated by the fact that Henry IV, like Charles VI of France, was not in a position to exercise personal rule. Though he was not insane, like Charles, he had suffered many bouts of debilitating illness since 1405. What was actually wrong with him is a subject of speculation and it says much for the medieval frame of mind that whatever the diagnoses, contemporaries all agreed that his sickness was a divine punishment for having usurped the throne. The king himself seems to have thought so too, beginning his will with the self-abasing words, ‘I, Henry, sinful wretch’ and referring to ‘the life I have mispended’.19As a result of his incapacity, his eldest son, the future Henry V, had gradually come to assume a dominant role on the royal council. In the light of his later campaigns in France, it is significant that in 1411 it was his decision to intervene on behalf of the duke of Burgundy.

      Exactly what John the Fearless offered as an inducement is not clear, though Armagnac propaganda was quick to suggest that he had promised to hand over four of the main Flemish ports to the English, which would have been an attractive proposal if it were true. All that is known for certain is that negotiations were begun for a marriage between Prince Henry and one of the duke’s daughters, and in October 1411 one of the prince’s most trusted lieutenants, Thomas, earl of Arundel, was dispatched with a substantial army to France. These English forces played an important part in the successful campaign to lift the Armagnac blockade of Paris, participated in the Burgundian victory at the battle of St Cloud, and before the end of the year had entered Paris with a triumphant John the Fearless.20

      Having achieved so much militarily, it might have been thought that the English would reap the diplomatic and political benefits of their alliance with the duke. Yet before Arundel’s expedition had even returned home, Henry IV’s council had performed a quite astonishing volte-face and thrown in their lot with the Armagnacs. There were two reasons for this. The first was that the increasingly desperate Armagnac princes now made a better offer than the duke of Burgundy: they agreed to reconquer, with their own troops and at their own expense, the whole duchy of Aquitaine as defined by the Treaty of Brétigny, to hand it over to Henry IV in full sovereignty and to do homage to him for the lands they themselves held there. In return, the English were to send an army, four thousand strong, at French expense, to help them defeat the duke of Burgundy and bring him to justice.21

      The magnitude of what was on offer might well have been sufficient temptation to persuade the English to change their alliance, but there was a second reason that influenced the decision. Prince Henry’s domination of the royal council had come to an abrupt end in the winter of 1411 because, it would seem, the ailing Henry IV now suspected the loyalty and ambition of his eldest son. Colourful tales were certainly in circulation. According to one contemporary chronicler, the dying king told his confessor that he repented his usurpation but could not undo it because ‘my children will not suffer that the kingship goes out of our lineage’.22 Another story, which was later taken up by Shakespeare, was first reported by the Burgundian chronicler Enguerrand de Monstrelet in the 1440s. The prince, he said, had removed the crown from beside his father’s bed, thinking that Henry IV was already dead, only to be caught red-handed when his father awoke from sleep and challenged him for being presumptuous.23 Whether or not such incidents actually took place (and it is difficult to see how either chronicler could have obtained his information), they were anecdotal versions of an undoubted truth, which was that in 1412 the prince felt compelled to issue an open letter protesting his innocence and loyalty in the face of rumours that he was plotting to seize the throne.24

      Was there any substance to these rumours? Henry IV’s prolonged ill-health had already prompted the suggestion that he should abdicate in favour of his eldest son and he clearly resented Prince Henry’s popularity and influence at court, in Parliament and in the country. The prince, for his part, may have feared that, one way or another, he might be disinherited in favour of his next brother Thomas, for whom their father appears to have had a decided preference. It was Thomas, supported by Henry IV’s oldest friend and ally Thomas Arundel, archbishop of Canterbury, who now replaced Prince Henry as the key figure on the royal council, effectively excluding the heir to the throne from government and completely overturning his policies. Henry’s natural place as leader of the military expedition to France on behalf of the Armagnacs was first allotted to him, then taken away and given to his brother; shortly afterwards, Thomas was created duke of Clarence and appointed the king’s lieutenant in Aquitaine, even though Henry had been duke of Aquitaine since his father’s coronation. To add insult to these not insignificant injuries, Henry was also falsely accused of having misappropriated the wages of the Calais garrison.

      In the circumstances, it is not surprising that the prince suspected that there was an orchestrated campaign at court to undermine him and perhaps settle the succession on Clarence. Rumours that he had been plotting to seize the throne may have been deliberately circulated as part of that campaign, and the fact that the prince felt the need to deny them at all, let alone publicly and in writing, suggests that he was fully alive to the seriousness of his situation. In his open letter, he demanded that his father should seek out the troublemakers, dismiss them from office and punish them, all of which Henry IV agreed to do, but did not. Yet despite all the provocation, Prince Henry did not resort to violence. Always a patient man, he had no need to grasp by force what would eventually come to him in the course of nature. In the meantime, he could do nothing but await with trepidation the outcome of his brother’s expedition to France. A brilliant success would enhance Clarence’s reputation and might threaten his own position further; an abject failure might vindicate his own decision to side with the Burgundians but would have serious repercussions at home and abroad.25

      Clarence sailed from Southampton on 10 August 1412 with one thousand men-at-arms and three thousand archers and landed at St-Vaast-la-Hougue in Normandy. Among his commanders were three members of the extended royal family who were to play a leading role in the Agincourt campaign three years later: his father’s cousin Edward, duke of York; his father’s half-brother Sir Thomas Beaufort, newly created earl of Dorset; and his uncle by marriage Sir John Cornewaille,26 who was one of the greatest knights of his generation. Such a prestigious army should have carried all before it, but Clarence was never the luckiest of leaders. Even before he set foot on French soil, the Armagnacs and Burgundians had secretly come to terms with each other and there was no need for his services. By the time he learnt that the Armagnac princes had unilaterally renounced their alliance it was too late; he was already at Blois, their appointed rendezvous, and he angrily demanded that they honour their obligation. To buy him off the Armagnacs had to agree to pay a total of two hundred and ten thousand gold crowns, offering as immediate security plate, jewels and seven hostages, including Charles d’Orléans’ unfortunate twelve-year-old brother, Jean, count of Angoulême, who was to remain a prisoner in English hands, forgotten and unredeemed, until 1445. Clarence then marched his army, unopposed and living off the land, to Aquitaine, where he spent the winter negotiating alliances with the local Armagnac leaders and preparing for the possibility of another campaign the following spring.27

      Clarence’s expedition was not the military and political triumph he and his father had hoped for, but neither was it a complete disaster. He had failed to realise English ambitions for the restoration of a larger Aquitaine and it would prove well-nigh impossible to extract the sums promised by the Armagnac leaders. On the other hand, he had demonstrated the weakness of a divided France and that it was possible for an English army to march unscathed and without resistance from Normandy to Aquitaine. If nothing else, he had provided his more able brother with a model for the Agincourt campaign.
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