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      Introduction

      
      [image: image]APOLOGISE. THIS BOOK IS FULL of killing and death. But you knew that, didn’t you? The title is Beastly Battles of Old England. It is a sister volume to Strange Laws of Old England and Curious Cures of Old England. They, too, contain a certain amount of killing – through both judicial and medical malpractice. The other book in the series
         is Sex Secrets of Old England. Not much killing there, hopefully. These books are supposed to be light and humorous. That means, of course, most of the
         humour in this volume is necessarily the darkest shade of black, if you will excuse the tautology – or is it an oxymoron?
         I can’t decide.
      

      
      Throughout history the English have been a warlike lot, so there have been plenty of battles. Often we fight among ourselves.
         There have been a good few civil wars. When we were not slaughtering each other, we practised on our neighbours – the Scots,
         the Irish, the Welsh, the Vikings, the French. And, when that got too easy, we set off around the world to find other people
         to fight. This was usually done with a hubris that invited some ludicrous pratfall. But the occasional victory led to one small nation establishing the
         greatest empire the world has ever seen. How absurd was that?

      
      [image: image]

      
      Of course, battles, by their very nature, are beastly. People get killed, after all. But the English went into these conflicts,
         our enemies noted, as if they were playing some sort of sport. At the Battle of Tanga in East Africa in 1914, a victorious
         German said, ‘You English are really quite incomprehensible. You regard war as a game.’
      

      
      Even the Duke of Wellington noted, ‘The Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton.’

      
      What was particularly beastly about the Battle of Waterloo – apart from the fifty thousand casualties – was that it was a
         grudge match. While Napoleon had been in exile on Elba, Monsieur le Duc had been searching Paris for Boney’s mistresses and sleeping with them.
      

      
      British battles have also provided some wonderful moments of sangfroid. At the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, one of the last cannon shots of the day hit Lord Uxbridge. ‘By God, sir, I’ve lost my leg,’ he exclaimed. Wellington looked down and replied, ‘By God, sir, so you have.’
      

      
      More beastliness occurred after the battle. Teeth were harvested from the corpses left on the battlefield. These were used
         to make dentures and as transplants that were known as ‘Waterloo teeth’.
      

      
      Even the most dire defeat can produce odd ironies. Watching the Charge of the Light Brigade during the Crimean war, the French
         observer General Bosquet said famously, ‘C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre’ – ‘It is magnificent, but it is not war.’ The English have always patted themselves on the back, assuming this was a compliment
         to their gallantry. However, what Bosquet really said was: ‘C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre. C’est de la folie’ – adding ‘It is madness’ to show what he really thought. The English, it seems, could not take war seriously.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      We British love a good war. In all the years that I have been alive, the British Army has always been in action somewhere
         around the world. Not that there is anything funny about young men and women fighting and dying. But, traditionally, the troops
         have used gallows humour to keep themselves going. And nothing changes. Throughout British history there have been a large
         number of expeditions that should never have been undertaken. They were doomed from the start, but went ahead out of ambition
         or ineptitude. After all, God is an Englishman. What could go wrong? Well, just about everything. Even our first invasion of
         Afghanistan was a disaster. The second and third weren’t much better. Some people never learn – though, I suppose, the military
         thinking is, we are bound to get it right sooner or later.
      

      
      As a result, Beastly Battles of Old England is a cabinet of curiosities, a cornucopia of insufferable arrogance, reckless gallantry, stunning stupidity, massive misjudgements
         and general beastliness. Enjoy.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      [image: image]

      Ill-Advised Actions

      
      [image: image]S WELL AS BEING BEASTLY, British battles are often balls-ups, fought for incomprehensible reasons by men who should have
         known better. Even the weather can be against you.
      

      
      The way the wind is blowing

      
      The Battle of Towton, Yorkshire, in March 1461 was conducted in a blizzard with disastrous consequences for the Lancastrians,
         who had fielded 42,000 against the Yorkists’ 36,000. The Lancastrians also occupied the high ground, so they should have had
         the advantage. However, visibility was bad. The wind was blowing snow in their faces and aided the Yorkist archers, carrying
         their arrows further. After they had unleashed a volley into the Lancastrian ranks, they could easily fall back out of range
         of the Lancastrian archers, then advance again to pick up the enemy arrows that had fallen short.
      

      
      The close-quarters fighting was so bloodthirsty that, several times, the two sides had to stop and clear the bodies out of the way so that the front lines could get at each other.
         After ten hours, the Lancastrians found themselves outnumbered and outflanked. They were pushed back over the River Cock;
         it was said you could walk across the river on the bodies.
      

      
      In the rout, many men dropped their weapons and flung off their helmets so they could breathe more easily as they ran. They
         were cut down. Several bridges collapsed under the weight of fleeing men, dumping them in the freezing water. Those who made
         a stand at Tadcaster were also butchered. It was the bloodiest battle of the War of the Roses.
      

      
      The Lancastrian King Henry VI fled to Scotland, while those Lancastrian lords who had survived the battle tried to make peace
         with the Yorkist Edward IV. But that was by no means the end of it.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      
      The fog of war

      
      By 1470, the Earl of Warwick – ‘The Kingmaker’ who had started the War of the Roses in the first place by deposing Henry VI
         and putting Edward’s father on the throne – had changed sides again and restored Henry to the throne. But, in March 1471,
         Edward returned from France with an army and, at 4 a.m. on 14 April, battle was joined at Barnet, just north of London.
      

      
      It was a foggy morning and the two armies were slightly displaced laterally. This allowed the Lancastrian right wing, under
         the Earl of Oxford, to turn on the Yorkist left and chase them from the battlefield. When Oxford returned, through the fog,
         Warwick’s men mistook his ‘star with rays’ badge for the ‘sun in splendour’ emblem of Edward, and attacked them. In the confusion,
         the battle was lost. Warwick, who was fighting on foot to avert the suspicion that he might change sides again and desert
         his men, was killed while fleeing – a victim of what the great nineteenth-century military theorist Carl von Clausewitz would
         call ‘the fog of war’.
      

      
      
      Guerrillas in the mist

      
      During the Civil War, James Graham, the Marquess of Montrose, won a series of battles for the Royalists in Scotland. However,
         in 1645, Montrose and his cavalry had taken up quarters in Selkirk, while his infantry were camped two miles away at Philiphaugh.
         On 14 September, a Parliamentary army under Sir David Leslie managed to advance on them through the morning fog without being
         seen. Montrose was alerted by the sound of gunfire. By the time he arrived, it was too late. The camp had been overrun. Turning
         tail, Montrose managed to escape the slaughter with thirty men. He was unable to raise another army. The Royalist cause lost,
         he went into exile with Charles II, only to return to Scotland in 1650 with 1,200 men. After another defeat he was hanged
         in Edinburgh that May, all because of a morning mist.
      

      
      
      
Cádiz cock-up
      

      
      In 1588, the English navy under Sir Francis Drake and Sir John Hawkins defeated the Spanish Armada, partly because of a storm
         at sea. Thirty-seven years later, ambitious courtier George Villiers, the first Duke of Buckingham, decided that he would
         have another crack at the Spanish. Drake had opened hostilities with an attack on Cádiz. In just thirty-six hours, he had
         destroyed thousands of tons of supplies and shipping destined for the Armada in an action he called ‘singeing the King of
         Spain’s beard’. Buckingham thought he would do the same.
      

      
      But Buckingham was not an experienced sea dog like Drake, who had circumnavigated the world in 1577–80 and plundered the Spanish
         Main. A royal favourite and most likely the king’s lover, the handsome Buckingham was made Lord High Admiral because of his
         good looks and used his position to secure lucrative appointments for his family. At the time James I was trying to make an
         alliance with Spain and sent his son Charles to marry the King of Spain’s daughter. Snubbed by the Infanta, he returned home
         to demand that England declare war on Spain. When he came to the throne, Charles began raising money for the venture. However,
         the City and international investors had little faith in Buckingham and money remained a problem. Nevertheless, the expedition
         to Cádiz went ahead in 1625.
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Ill-armed armada
      

      
      Seeking to dispense his patronage, Buckingham appointed relations and friends to senior positions. Of the six commanders,
         not one had experience of maritime warfare. Under them were a fleet of ninety ships. Many were survivors of the Armada, now
         rotten hulks and with ragged sails. Others were Newcastle coal ships pressed into service. They were old and slow. This was
         not the fleet Drake had commanded.
      

      
      Nor was this going to be a hit-and-run action, a mere ‘singeing of the King of Spain’s beard’. Eager to outdo Drake, Buckingham
         planned a full-scale invasion. He assembled an army of ten thousand men. But these were no bristling redcoats. They were a
         ragtag rabble of pressed men. Wealthy recruits could buy themselves out, so Buckingham was left with jailbirds, beggars, simpletons
         and the dregs of society. Nor were they imposing physical specimens. When a senior officer inspected 2,500 of them, he reported
         that two hundred were physically defective. Twenty-six were over sixty. Twenty-four were seriously ill. Four were blind. One
         was raving mad; another a church minister. Others were maimed, simple-minded or deformed. One man had no feet; another had
         one leg nine inches shorter than the other. There was a sixty-year-old father of eleven children who had been picked because
         he had had a row with a local alderman. An elderly man, who was blind, had been sent because he had given evidence against
         the brother of a constable.
      

      
      Some of the officers complained that their men had ‘nothing to hide their nakedness’. They had no money, either. When the local farmers in Dorset and Devon they had been billeted on found this out, they refused to feed them. Riots
         ensued. Starving soldiers roamed the countryside, killing sheep to feed themselves. The authorities had to disarm them. Consequently,
         these raw recruits got no weapons training.
      

      
      There was relief among the ranks when Buckingham, who had intended to lead the expedition himself, grew sick and was forced
         to appoint Sir Edward Cecil instead. Cecil had proved his abilities as a soldier in campaigns in the Netherlands. However,
         he had one major drawback. He knew nothing of the sea.
      

      
      
      Ill-provisioned

      
      Despite everything, the fleet set sail from Plymouth on 5 October 1625, returning the next day because of bad weather. It
         set out again on 8 October. Just a few miles out, the king’s ship Lion was found to be leaking and had to return to port. After only three days at sea, it was found that the fleet did not have
         enough provisions and rations had to be cut to a quarter. The food that had been supplied by the foppish quartermaster Sir
         James Bagg, a Buckingham appointee, was largely mouldy and the water infected. Large numbers of men were poisoned.
      

      
      They had set out late in the season and gales blew up in the Bay of Biscay. Several ships sank. Cecil’s flagship, the Ann Royal, was badly damaged when her cannons broke loose and pitched freely across the gun decks. The damage was so extensive that
         she stayed afloat only with constant pumping.
      

      
      When the storm blew itself out, Sir Edward Cecil, the only experienced military man on board, called a shipboard council of
         war to assess the situation. Another ship was leaking so badly, she wanted to return to port. Cecil begged her to stay. Others
         reported that the gunpowder and food were soaked and the fresh water contaminated. Then it was found that the shot they had
         bought did not fit the muskets. The moulds for making new shot were warped and the muskets themselves were so badly made that
         they had no touch-holes.
      

      
      Not only were they practically unarmed, they had lost half their ships. During the storm the Earl of Essex’s squadron had
         become detached. Things became even more dire as they approached the Spanish coast and sighted what they took to be enemy
         ships. Fortunately, they sailed away and Cecil detached some of his fastest ships to give chase, thinking that they were treasure
         ships bringing gold and silver from South America. Cecil may have been a battle-hardened soldier, but he betrayed his lack
         of knowledge of the sea. The treasure convoys made the crossing earlier in the year and were already safely in port. The ships
         his ships were chasing were some of Essex’s missing squadron who had failed to signal.
      

      
      Reaching Cádiz, Cecil ordered Essex to enter the Puerto de Santa Maria opposite Cádiz and find an anchorage for the fleet
         where they could take on much-needed fresh water. Instead, Essex sailed into Cádiz and single-handedly attacked the twelve
         galleons and fifteen galleys that were at anchor there. Only the intervention of the entire fleet saved Essex from destruction.
         The English had now shown their hand.
      

      
      
      
Up the creek
      

      
      Seeing the size of the English fleet – if not its condition – the Spanish ships cut their cables and fled up the narrow creek
         of Puerto Real. Essex failed to follow them, now claiming that he had no specific orders to engage the Spaniards. Cecil called
         another council of war. Meanwhile, an English sailor who escaped from the port reported to Cecil that the Spaniards had been
         caught unawares and Cádiz was protected by only a small garrison. An immediate attack would take the city. With the Spanish
         galleons trapped in the Puerto Real, where they could be picked off by the English at their leisure, this seemed like a good
         plan. However, some of Cecil’s more cautious officers insisted that he take the fort of Puntales first.
      

      
      Three English men-of-war began the bombardment, while five ships supplied by England’s Dutch ally and twenty conscripted Newcastle
         collier vessels, which drew less draft, were sent inshore. But the collier captains, unwilling to risk their ships – and their
         livelihoods – hung back. The Dutch ships were badly shot up; one ran aground. Essex’s squadron intervened. Then, when the
         colliers reluctantly unleashed a few long shots, one of them took off the stern of Essex’s flagship. The bombardment ceased.
         Twenty-four hours later, a small landing party took the fort, only to discover that, though the English fleet had expended
         two thousand rounds bombarding it, the fort was undamaged.
      

      
      However, the bombardment had had one effect: it had roused the Spaniards for miles around. Spanish troops were now rushing
         to the defence of Cádiz. Even though he thought he was still up against a small garrison, Cecil decided to disembark his entire army. When he then heard that more
         Spaniards were on their way, Cecil led eight thousand men to cut them off at Zuazo Bridge, which connected the port to the
         mainland. They marched across the salt flats of Leon.
      

      
      Under a blazing sun and in the salty atmosphere, they built up a terrible thirst. They had brought no food or water with them
         and one regiment turned back. The rest camped for the night near a deserted building, which turned out to be a wine store.
         As the men had had nothing to drink or eat, Cecil took pity on them and ordered one barrel of wine to be issued to each regiment.
         With nothing in their stomachs, the men got wildly drunk. Eager to get drunker, they broke into the wine store. Mayhem ensued.
         In an attempt to restore order, Cecil commanded that the wine be poured away. The men scooped it up in their helmets and threatened
         any officer who tried to stop them. They then turned on Cecil, whose bodyguard had to fire into the mob. That night, Cecil
         wrote, his entire army could have had their throats slit and been routed by just three hundred of the enemy.
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      Hung over

      
      In the morning, the men were so hung over they had to return to Puntales. Around a hundred were left to sleep it off in ditches, where they were later butchered by the Spaniards. When he returned to the fleet, Cecil discovered that
         the Spanish had sunk four hulks across the mouth of the creek, preventing a naval attack on the Spanish ships trapped there.
      

      
      That night it poured with rain and troops spent a dismal night in the open in sodden fields outside Cádiz. Next morning they
         re-embarked, disheartened, and the fleet sailed out of the harbour – without even taking on fresh water or supplies – to the
         cheers and jeers of the citizens of Cádiz, who remained, that time, remarkably unsinged.
      

      
      
      Plague and penury

      
      On the voyage back to England, plague broke out on the ships. Some ships were so badly hit that no one was well enough to
         sail them. So Cecil came up with a brilliant plan. Two men from each of the healthy ships would be exchanged with two from
         the plague-ridden vessels. This had the effect of spreading the plague throughout the entire fleet. A storm then scattered
         the ships. On 11 December, the Ann Royal limped into Kinsale in southern Ireland with six feet of water in the hold. It was manned by 160 sick and 130 dead. Throughout
         that winter, other ships hobbled home, crewed by the dead and dying.
      

      
      The survivors were shunned. One commander wrote, ‘They stink as they go, the poor rags they have are rotten and ready to fall
         if they are touched. The soldiers are sick and naked, and the officers are moneyless and friendless, not able to feed themselves.’
      

      
      Sir John Eliot, formerly a supporter of Buckingham, told Parliament, ‘Our honour is ruined, our ships are sunk, our men perished,
         not by the sword, not by the enemy, not by chance, but … by those we trust.’
      

      
      But it was Cecil, not Buckingham, who shouldered most of the blame. Newly created Viscount Wimbledon, Cecil was lampooned
         as Viscount Sitstill for failing to take on the enemy. Nevertheless, he was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Surrey and Governor
         of Portsmouth, and made a Privy Councillor. At sixty-three, he married a seventeen-year-old, gave her a child and died soon
         after.
      

      
      
      Retreat from La Rochelle

      
      While the remnants of the disastrous Cádiz expedition were limping home, the Duke of Buckingham was making more trouble. He
         sent ships to aid the French, who were besieging the Protestant Huguenots in La Rochelle. When the Huguenot fleet was destroyed,
         Buckingham, who was suspected of being a Catholic, was blamed.
      

      
      Parliament sought to impeach Buckingham. To prevent this, the king simply dissolved Parliament. To counter the charges made
         against him, Buckingham decided to back the Huguenots and break the blockade of La Rochelle by invading the island of Ré,
         which dominated the approaches. With Parliament dissolved, the king had no access to money. Buckingham promised to pay for everything while relying on the king’s ability to raise funds by means of obtaining forced
         loans from unwilling citizens.
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      Bottomless Bagg

      
      Shortage of cash meant Buckingham would have to re-use the ships that had limped back from Cádiz, even those that had been
         veterans of the Armada. Sir James Bagg was called upon, once again, to provide the provisions. When this put him £10,000 in
         debt, Buckingham authorised Bagg to sell some cargoes of salt. However, he sold the contents of the Costly of Dover, which had been earmarked to salt the fleet’s victuals. Bagg made a considerable profit on the sale, earning him
         the nickname ‘Bottomless Bagg’.
      

      
      More troops were levied, but they turned out to be the same quality as before. Inland counties sent ‘poor rogues and beggars’,
         who were in poor physical shape and practically naked – ‘such creatures as I am ashamed to describe them’, one observer of
         the Hampshire levies said. Buckingham ordered the lords of the shires to ‘take more care to send young and able-bodied men,
         well-clothed and fit for service’. But none of the counties were going to send their best young men to die abroad when, traditionally,
         foreign expeditions had been a good opportunity to get rid of undesirables. Besides, Buckingham had no money and both his
         soldiers and crew went unpaid throughout. He even cut back on his personal preparations, spending no more than a few thousand
         pounds on silk, linen and his own favourite gold and silver buttons.
      

      
      
      
Looking the part
      

      
      Despite his lack of military experience, Buckingham did not invite Sir Edward Cecil, who had led the expedition to Cádiz,
         to join the attack on Ré. Instead he decided to compensate by at least looking the part.
      

      
      ‘His serious intention is also shown by the military costume which he wears, with an immense collar and magnificent plume
         of feathers in his hat,’ wrote an observer.
      

      
      He also took velvet and satin suits as leisurewear for the evenings, along with his personal harpist and £50 worth of books
         to keep himself entertained during lulls in the battle. While his men would have to survive on Mr Bagg’s mouldy and unsalted
         rations, Buckingham took goats, chickens, oxen and milch cows for his own personal sustenance. He also took a coach and horses
         with a full retinue of coachmen, pages and footmen. However, his most prized possession was an ornate icon of Louis XIII’s
         with Anne of Austria, the King of Spain’s daughter, which he worshipped daily aboard his flagship, which was named – inappropriately,
         as it turned out – Triumph. In all, Buckingham’s personal expenditure came to just £10,000 – enough to equip and maintain a regiment for six months.
      

      
      Seven regiments of a thousand men were assembled. They were led by experienced officers. Unfortunately, the officers had earned
         their experience at Cádiz. The Earl of Essex, who had done so much to screw up the attack on Cádiz, was offered a regiment
         but, fortunately, refused. Their sendoff from Portsmouth was accompanied by crowds booing from the dockside and chants wishing
         the fleet such speed as to lose the ‘graceless Duke’. In all, there were more than a hundred ships with his, forty supplied by the king. This may
         have looked impressive, but the warships were outrun by pirates they gave chase to in the Channel.
      

      
      
      Unimpressed

      
      The fleet landed off the southeast tip of Ré on 12 July 1627. Buckingham sent his personal secretary, Sir William Becher,
         to tell the Huguenots in La Rochelle that Buckingham had come to save them, but the Huguenots were enjoying a religious fast
         at the time and were unimpressed that help was at hand. Nevertheless, Buckingham was determined to go ahead with his plan.
         The capture of Ré, he was convinced, would be a humiliation to Louis XIII’s chief minister, Cardinal Richelieu, who was commanding
         the siege.
      

      
      He sent a boy to reconnoitre the situation. He was to swim ashore, then run a mile inland to see whether there were any French
         soldiers about. There were. They chased him back to the beach, but he managed to make it back to the Triumph to report that the coast was unfortified. Unfortunately, the sight of a naked boy running around had alerted the French to
         the fact that there was an English fleet offshore and, from the top of the mast, Buckingham’s lookouts could see formations
         of French soldiers drawing up. Now he was going to have to fight his way ashore.
      

      
      After being cooped up in a hold for weeks, all the first men ashore wanted to do was lie in the surf. This left them vulnerable
         when the French infantry advanced with fifteen-foot pikes. When Buckingham landed, he drove his men up the beach, clearing the French infantry from the sand. In response, the French cavalry galloped in to cut them down.
      

      
      The carnage continued until about a thousand English had landed. They formed themselves up into a square, protected by pikes,
         which the French cavalry could not penetrate. Musketeers within the square began shooting the French down. The French infantry
         returned to the fray but, after finding that their pikes were a good deal shorter than those of the English, they resorted
         to throwing stones.
      

      
      Eventually, the French commander Jean Caylar d’Anduze de Saint-Bonnet, Marquis de Toiras, later promoted Marshal of France,
         withdrew his men to the citadel of St Martin de Ré. Instead of pursuing the retreating troops, Buckingham ordered his men
         to dig in on the beach, losing the initiative. Had he gone on the offensive, he could have taken the whole island that day.
      

      
      Buckingham was no modern military man. He looked back to an older era of chivalry. When three injured French nobleman asked
         to be allowed to go to the mainland to have their wounds dressed, Buckingham sent his barge, which was lined with scarlet
         fabric, and musicians to soothe their passage.
      

      
      
      Sitting it out in the citadel

      
      Although several of Buckingham’s leading officers had already been killed, he quickly took possession of the town of St Martin
         de Ré. But Toiras was secure within the citadel and there was little Buckingham could do about it. The English siege engineer
         had drowned during the landing and the cannons they had brought were too few and too small. However, Buckingham’s master gunner assured him that everything would
         be okay once he had them set up. As a demonstration, he blasted away at some nearby windmills. Infuriated at this needless
         destruction, the French opened fire, silencing the English guns in a matter of minutes.
      

      
      Nevertheless, the French were short of water and provisions, and any attempt to supply them from the mainland was sure to
         be intercepted by the English fleet. So Buckingham could safely have left them there and gone on to relieve the Huguenots
         in La Rochelle. But he decided that the demands of chivalry required he take the citadel first, so he committed his men to
         a long and unnecessary siege.
      

      
      When they began digging in, the line of trenches were too far from the citadel walls, beyond musket range. For nearly six
         weeks, the English occupied them in perfect safety. On the other hand, they were unable to inflict any casualties on the garrison.
         Then, when they began to dig some more trenches nearer to the citadel, an English officer reported that the French ‘cheerily
         told us that they thought we had been lost and wondered where we had lain hidden the while’.
      

      
      As it was, the second series of trenches were of as little use as the first. The new chief engineer had been a humble labourer
         before being pressed into service and built the fortification on the wrong side of the ditch. Eventually, Buckingham got his
         own gardener to design the earthworks.
      

      
      It was a wet summer to spend in the trenches. The food was poor and disease started to take its toll. Sir William Becher had
         mustered another four hundred men in Portsmouth, but the transports needed to take them to France were held up in the Thames waiting for the munitions they had ordered to be released
         by the ordinance department. Buckingham seconded another five hundred men from the fleet, but the siege was still woefully
         undermanned. Nevertheless, Buckingham was on sure ground as long as he could prevent French supply ships reaching the garrison.
      

      
      To this end, he asked his engineers, who had already proved their incompetence, to find a way of blockading the harbour entrance.
         They devised a floating stockade of masts and timbers chained together. This was soon broken up by the waves. Next, they arranged
         a pontoon with ships lashed together. Buckingham was delighted, boasting that ‘not even a bird’ could get through to St Martin.
         A storm broke this up, too, ripping the ships from their anchors. Then they tried a floating island of upturned boats, which
         English soldiers were supposed to take shelter under and see off the French supply ships. The wind lifted them from the water
         and the waves smashed them to pieces.
      

      
      
      Cash strapped

      
      Buckingham then received news that no more money was going to be forthcoming from the king. Becher raised £10,000 of the £14,000
         Buckingham needed to keep his army in the field. Meanwhile, Buckingham grew so desperate that he wrote to his mother, but
         she had just bought a new house and had problems of her own. His wife sent £200 from the housekeeping, but reminded him that
         the roof needed fixing.
      

      
      Despite the shortage of money, the standards of chivalry must not be allowed to slip. While English lived in squalor in the
         trenches, the Marquis de Toiras sent a polite note asking whether there were any melons on the island. Buckingham sent him
         a dozen. In return the marquis sent him half a dozen bottles of fragrant orange-flower water and boxes of Cyprus powder, which
         was used as a cosmetic. Buckingham sent these on to his wife, but she threw them away, fearing they might be poisoned. Buckingham
         then grew petulant and had the island’s Catholic women and children forced into the citadel to put pressure on the garrison’s
         dwindling food supplies.
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      Some two thousand Irish reinforcements arrived in September. But a Scottish supply fleet carrying five thousand men was broken
         up by a storm off Norfolk. Nevertheless the arrival of more men convinced the French that the English were not about to leave.
         Toiras called for three volunteers to swim ashore and tell Richelieu of their plight. Only one made it, but he was able to
         inform the Cardinal of the garrison’s parlous state.
      

      
      
      Terms of surrender

      
      Meanwhile, the marquis sent an officer to negotiate the terms of surrender with Buckingham. Ever gallant, Buckingham praised the bravery of the garrison and asked the officer to return the following day. After giving the French twenty-four
         hours’ respite, Buckingham then asked Toiras to draw up his own terms of surrender. Three days later Toiras agreed, but asked
         for a further day to do so. Buckingham, chivalrously, obliged. That night, a fleet of French rowing boats slipped through
         the English blockade and reprovisioned the garrison. The next morning, the French taunted the English besiegers, appearing
         on the walls with turkeys and hams on the ends of their pikes.
      

      
      As Toiras was not about to be starved out, Buckingham’s commanders advised him to withdraw before the winter set in. While
         the French were assembling a new relief fleet, his men were being decimated by disease. Those who were fit enough to fight
         were still ‘bare-arsed’ from dysentery. Nevertheless, Buckingham sent them into battle. In one last desperate thrust, they
         quickly cleared the outer fortifications, then attacked the walls of the citadel itself. It was only then that the English
         found out that the ladders they had brought were too short. Those who tried to climb the ladders had heavy objects dropped
         on their heads, while those who milled around below were easy pickings for the French musketeers.
      

      
      Buckingham finally ordered the evacuation of the island. Meanwhile, the Marshal of France, Henri de Schomberg, landed with
         an army of six thousand men and tried to cut the English off from their ships. The English had to make their escape over a
         causeway to Loix. Buckingham had had the foresight to order his engineers to build a redoubt to protect it. Unfortunately,
         they had built the redoubt at the wrong end. The causeway was five hundred yards long, just four feet wide, with no handrail. Just
         as the first men set off down it, the French attacked. Caught in the bottleneck at the end, the English were forced, at pike
         point, into the marshes, where they drowned. Those who reached Loix began a desperate rearguard action. They managed to force
         the French back, but were in no hurry to pursue them. Instead, they quickly embarked and sailed for home, meeting a convoy
         of supplies and reinforcements on their way.
      

      
      Buckingham returned to Portsmouth with only two thousand of the seven thousand men he had set out with. A ballad circulated
         with the line, ‘These things have lost our honour, men surmise: Thy treachery, neglect and cowardice.’ And a poem was written
         commemorating his fresh failure. It read:
      

      
      
         Thou art returned again with all thy faults,

         Thou great commander of the all-go-naughts,

         And left the isle behind thee? What’s the matter?

         Did winter make thy teeth to chatter?

      

      
      But Buckingham would not give up. The following April, he sent another fleet under his brother-in-law, the Earl of Denbigh,
         who returned without a fight to Portsmouth, saying he had ‘no commission to hazard the king’s ships’. Parliament was recalled
         as the king was again short of money. Once again, it tried to impeach Buckingham. Charles heard its petition, then prorogued
         Parliament once more.
      

      
      By then, Buckingham had a new plan – to send in fireships packed with explosives to blow up the sea wall the French were constructing. This time he used his own money to
         assemble a fleet at Portsmouth. Meanwhile he was besieged by the hungry and destitute survivors from his previous expeditions.
         And his astrologer John Lambe, whom he frequently consulted, was denounced as the ‘Duke’s devil’ and hacked to death in the
         street.
      

      
      
      ‘I am the one’

      
      Buckingham was in Portsmouth, preparing to sail, when he was stabbed to death. The assassin was John Felton, a wounded veteran
         of Buckingham’s Cádiz and Ré adventures. He escaped in the confusion but later presented himself to the crowd and, perhaps
         expecting to be praised, announced, ‘I am the one.’
      

      
      He was immediately seized and taken to the Tower of London, where he was tortured. On the way, he was being taken through
         Kingston when an old woman cried out, ‘God bless thee, little David’, for he was thought to have slain Goliath. Felton was
         celebrated throughout the country. Stitched inside his hatband were two statements justifying his deeds. He explained that
         ‘the remonstrance of the house of parliament’ convinced him that by killing the duke he ‘should do his country great service’.
         He was, he said, prepared to ‘make himself a martyr for his country’. Copies of Felton’s hatband statements were circulated.
         Stories of his words and deeds were told in the streets or scrawled into newsletters. Toasts were drunk in Dover alehouses
         and Oxford butteries. Poems celebrated his actions, hailing him as a patriotic hero, God’s agent, England’s deliverer. Buckingham was portrayed as cowardly, effeminate and popish,
         while Felton was manly, brave and Protestant.
      

      
      Nevertheless, he was tried, convicted and hanged at Tyburn on 29 November 1628. His body was cut down and taken to Portsmouth,
         where it was hung in chains to rot. Buckingham, of course, was buried in Westminster Abbey, a national hero. His debts were
         cleared by the crown. Meanwhile ‘Bottomless Bagg’ died owing some £60,000, even though he had been accused of laying the cost
         of billeting the survivors of the Ré expedition on the country rather than using money left for this purpose by the duke.
         By then, Buckingham’s fleet had sailed under Robert Bertie, the Earl of Lindsey, who had already failed in a second expedition
         to seize the South American treasure ships heading for Cádiz. He failed to relieve La Rochelle in September 1628 and the Huguenots
         surrendered the following month.
      

      
      
      Breaking French windows with guineas

      
      In the late seventeenth century, the English continued their old rancour at the French by making ‘descents’ on French ports
         along the French coast or in the West Indies. This costly policy of harassment became known as ‘breaking French windows with
         guineas’. It was stopped when William of Orange came to the British throne in 1689. He had experience of fighting the French
         on the Continent and told the English that their attacks caused France no more damage than if Louis XIV had stubbed his toe.
      

      
      Victory in the Battle of La Hogue off the coast of Normandy in 1692 gave England command of the Channel, and the English were determined to prove themselves to their new king,
         so they planned an amphibious assault on Brest. The operation was not to be under the command of an experienced Dutch or German
         general, but an Englishman – Thomas Talmash, a rival of the famed John Churchill, Earl, later Duke, of Marlborough.
      

      
      Marlborough promptly wrote to the exiled James II, whom he had helped depose, telling him of Talmash’s expedition. James was
         a guest of Louis XIV at the time. Louis rushed an additional four thousand troops to the area and sent the famous military
         engineer Sébastien Vauban, who installed an extra three hundred cannons and ninety mortars. Meanwhile, the Royal Navy attacked
         a French convoy in Camaret Bay, just outside the entrance to Brest harbour. Vauban immediately assumed that they were spying
         out beaches for a landing, and increased the defences there too.
      

      
      Not only did the French know that the English were coming, the English knew they knew. London newspapers carried a daily ‘Letter from Brest’. On 4 June, it reported that four hundred cannons surrounded
         the port and the strength of the garrison had reached nine thousand. Nevertheless, Talmash set off from England with six thousand
         men, arriving in Camaret Bay on 7 June 1694. Almost immediately a huge mortar hit an English man-of-war two and a half miles
         out to sea. The bomb went straight through the deck and the keel. It was plain that the English ships would not be able to
         give any landing force covering fire.
      

      
      That afternoon, Talmash went ashore and, apparently, found no sign of any Frenchmen or entrenchments. However, on board ship, the admiral, Lord Carmarthen, recorded that the French were found to be ‘much better prepared on all sides,
         with mortars, guns and men, than we expected’.
      

      
      The following morning, Carmarthen began his bombardment as ordered. This, of course, proved ineffective. Once the smoke cleared,
         a flotilla of small boats under Lord Cutts set out. On shore, the French could hardly believe their eyes. The bay was full
         off undefended boats filled with English soldiers who could be picked off by cannon, chain-shot and musket fire, almost at
         will. Seeing the assault stall, Talmash jumped into a rowing boat. Nearing Cutts, he shouted out, ‘My lord, is this following
         of orders? Do you see how the boats are in disorder? Pray, my lord, let us land in as good order as we can.’
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