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PREFACE

O God, thy arm was here;

And not to us, but to thy arm alone,

Ascribe we all! When, without stratagem,

But in plain shock and even play of battle,

Was ever known so great and little loss

On one part and on th’other? Take it, God,

For it is none but thine!

Whether ascribed to God or to the obsolete tactics and lack of discipline of the French Chivalry, the utter defeat of Charles VI’s army at Agincourt on 25 October 1415 was, indeed, astonishing. It was also, a contemporary French chronicler thought, the ‘most disgraceful event that had ever happened to the Kingdom of France’.

In this book I have tried to describe not only what happened, but how it happened. In doing so I have been able to draw on the unusual number of contemporary sources with which the historian of this particular campaign in the Hundred Years War is so well supplied. These chronicles are, of course, of varying degrees of authenticity and for this reason – though the book, as all books in the series, is intended for the lay reader rather than the student – I have shown by a small capital letter in the text the source of all the main quotations. I have not, however, attempted to explain the wearisome processes which have resulted in my reconciling conflicting statements in the chronicles, since although the reconciliation has led me to an interpretation of some events different from that reached by previous writers of books on the subject, I can make no claims that I have proved anything. We are all merely guessing and the points at issue are, in any case, only relatively minor ones of time and place.

All the accounts of the campaign in the contemporary chronicles are fairly short and, while I have included in the book every detail that it is possible to glean from them, there inevitably remains much that one would like to know but cannot discover. A fuller treatment could only be made by the elaboration of conjecture.

A note on the chronicles and on the more important of recent sources is given on pages 163–5.

For their help in a variety of ways I want to thank Mrs Joan St George Saunders of Writers’ and Speakers’ Research, Mrs Peter Crane, Sir Arthur Bryant, Mr Albert Makinson, Mr Jeffrey Herford, Mr Edward Billing, Mr J. W. Rillie, my son, Tom, and my wife.

I want also to thank Mr Peter Kemmis Betty for all his help in the collection of the illustrations.

My much missed mentor at Oxford, the late Captain Cyril Falls, sometime Chichele Professor of the History of War, was kind enough to read the first edition of this book in proof and made several valuable suggestions for its improvement.
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Note – In some of the plates in this book the men-at-arms appear in armour of the artist’s time rather than that of the scene depicted. By 1415 most of the knights were wearing complete plate armour (though less developed than that portrayed in the later illustrations), but some of the less wealthy knights and other ranks still retained the mail aventail (shown in the earlier illustrations), which hung down from the bascinet to protect the neck. This difference is clear in the line illustrations on pages 22 and 94 which are both taken from church brasses of 1415.


 

 

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.

King Henry V, Act IV Sc. iii
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PROLOGUE

Our Kyng ordeyned with all his myght

For to amende that is amys,

And that is all for Engelond ryght,

To geten agen that scholde it ben his;

That is, al Normandie forsothe y wys,

By right of eritage he scholde it have,

Thereof he seith he wyll nought mys,

Crist kepe his body sounde and save.

Wot ye right well that thus it was.

Gloria tibi trinitas!

Now are we well resolved; and, by God’s help,

And yours, the noble sinews of our power,

France being ours, we’ll bend it to our awe,

Or break it all to pieces: or there we’ll sit,

Ruling in large and ample empery

O’er France and all her almost kingly dukedoms,

Or lay these bones in an unworthy urn,

Tombless, with no remembrance over them:



 

1

On Passion Sunday, 1413, while snow and sleet fell through the cold wind outside, Henry V was crowned in Westminster Abbey. He was twenty-five. Three weeks before he had kissed his dying father for the last time in the Abbot’s house near by and had taken up the iron Lancastrian crown that was his dangerous inheritance. The responsibilities it imposed upon him already seemed to have changed his character. The gay, even foppish, youth had become a grave and thoughtful man. On the evening of his father’s death he had gone away by himself to think and to pray; and now as he was anointed with the miraculous oil of St Thomas of Canterbury his devout and humble behaviour impressed all who saw him.

He was considered a handsome man, though the long and prominent nose, the thin eyebrows, the high smooth brow, the very red and tightly compressed lips and the heavy, lantern jaw are features no longer admired. The back of his neck and the sides of his head were shaved, as the heads of soldiers were, so that his hair, thick, brown and uncurled, looked like a round fur cap. His ears were small and shapely, his teeth even and very white, his large hazel eyes clear and bright. He seemed, despite his solemnity, to be very much alive. Men looked at him and could find grounds for hope that his father’s reign, which had opened with usurpation, rebellion, plague and persecution and had ended in fear, lassitude and gloom, would be followed by a new age, as brilliant and adventurous as that of the young King’s great-grandfather, Edward III.

It was this King Edward who, sixty-seven years before, had won his great victory over the French at Crécy and ten years later his son, the Black Prince, had defeated them again at Poitiers. And it was to Edward III that Henry V, as well as his people, looked back in pride and admiration.

The series of wars that Edward had begun in 1337 – the wars that historians were later to term the Hundred Years War – were the outcome of a quarrel that had been festering for a long time. The quarrel had been inevitable if not ever since William, Duke of Normandy, a vassal of the King of France, had become King of England, certainly ever since the uneasy and complicated feudal relationships between the two kings had been further aggravated by the marriage of William’s great-grandson, Henry II, to Eleanor, the divorced wife of Louis VII. Henry, who was already Count of Anjou, acquired through his wife the additional territories of Poitou, Guienne and Gascony and so allied to the English crown dominions in France that rivalled the possessions of the French King himself who yet was still, in feudal theory, Henry’s overlord.

By the time of Edward II’s death these vast territories had been greatly reduced but the successful campaigns of his son Edward III had almost restored the balance. By the Treaty of Brétigny (1360) Edward III had gained much of what he had fought for – absolute control of great territories in the south-west that stretched almost from the Loire to the Pyrenees, and in the north Calais and Ponthieu (see map on p.2). Since then English fortunes had steadily declined. Edward III had drooped into dotage. His gifted son, the Black Prince, fell ill and died; while Charles V of France, helped by his brother Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy and by his highly gifted Fabian general, Bertrand Duguesclin, advanced to take back much of what their enemies had lately won. By 1375 the English had been pushed back into Calais and to strips of land round Bordeaux and the harbours of Brittany. And as the fourteenth century ended, the war died away in a series of indecisive raids and expeditions.

Edward III’s successor, Richard II, did not want to renew it at all, and Henry IV could not renew it with force. But Henry V soon showed himself determined to do so. Both the time and the mood of his people favoured him.

King Charles V of France had died in 1380. His brother, Philip the Bold, had lived on for a further twenty-four years. But Philip’s death in 1404 had left Charles’s son and successor, King Charles VI, without the support he so badly needed. Charles VI was only forty-four when Henry V became King of England but, plagued by a detested wife who flaunted her lovers in his face, he was already prematurely old and intermittently mad, one of his convictions being that he was made of glass and that if people came too near him he would break.

As well as being ruled by a sadly unstable King, France, although at the beginning of the century the strongest and most prosperous power in Europe, was now being torn apart by rivalries, resentments and jealousies. Philip the Bold’s son, John, the new Duke of Burgundy, whose dominion included not only Burgundy itself, but immense tracts of land in northern France and what are now Belgium and Holland, had violently quarrelled with his cousin, Louis, Duke of Orléans, who, as the younger son of Charles V, had formidable power in central and southern France. In 1407 the Duke of Orléans was murdered by agents of the Duke of Burgundy and the feuds which followed this terrible culmination of their quarrel crippled France for years to come and were an even greater encouragement to an English invasion than the incapacity of her demented King.

Soon after his accession Henry revived the claims of his ancestors. He demanded the return of territories that had been granted to Edward III at the Treaty of Brétigny and was later to revive Edward III’s claim to the French crown, maintaining that it was his by right of succession from his great-great-grandmother Isabella, daughter of Philip IV.* His aims were set forth by one of the priests of his chapel: ‘Those things that make for the honour of God, the extension of the Church, the freeing of his country, and the tranquility of Kingdoms, and especially of the two kingdoms of England and France which, from long and unhappy times past had damaged each other and caused deplorable effusion of human blood.’ [A]

In realising these ambitions, Henry was anxious to obtain the support of the devious and equivocal Duke of Burgundy whose dominions in Flanders and consequent concern for the maintenance of the English wool trade might make him a more reliable ally, or at least a more reliable neutral than he could otherwise have been expected to be. Negotiations were accordingly opened in an effort to discover grounds for mutual help. Just as Henry had need of the Duke of Burgundy’s friendship, so the Duke had need of his, for since the murder of the Duke of Orléans, three other royal dukes, Berry, Bourbon and Brittany, and Bernard, Count of Armagnac, had all drawn closer round the Orleanist cause.

While secretly negotiating with the Duke of Burgundy, Henry was at the same time openly negotiating with representatives of the rival Orleanists, hoping, no doubt, to increase the price of his friendship. He was also proposing marriage to King Charles’s daughter, Catherine. But neither the French nor the English diplomats seem ever to have expected their talks to result in a treaty satisfactory to both sides; and it appeared, indeed, that the English King did not even want them to be, for as the negotiations proceeded his demands increased until they went far beyond what a reversion to the terms of the Treaty of Brétigny would have given him. Certainly by the autumn of 1414, though the negotiations were still going on, Henry was preparing actively for war.

_______________

* A genealogical table, showing the relationship between the English and the French kings, is given in Appendix I.
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