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Author’s Note


To avoid using phrases like ‘my ancestor’ tediously often in the text, the names of my ancestors and their close families are displayed in italics, for clarity.




Foreword


While in Brussels in 2013 negotiating with Belgium’s great explorer, Alain Hubert, for his help over the removal of heavy snow vehicles and my team of five men from Antarctica, his wife took me to the Central Square and showed me a magnificent statue of my ancestor, Godfrey de Bouillon, the first King of Jerusalem, and to this day a hero of the Belgian people.


On the way back to the Huberts’ Polar Foundation we passed along Fiennes Street, a reminder of the importance of my family in medieval times in the complex world of war between the ‘French’ and the ‘English’.


Only a week later, back in England and with key Belgian support assured, I received a phone call from the editor of Hodder, part of the global French publishing group Hachette, to ask if I would be interested in writing a book about the Anglo-French Wars to coincide with the six hundredth anniversary of Agincourt, the great battle of 1415 made famous in Shakespeare’s Henry V.


Why me? was my immediate reaction. Surely a military historian would be a more apt choice for such a story? ‘You,’ replied my editor, ‘have the distinct advantage over most historians because of your direct Anglo-Norman ancestry whose members, during the Hundred Years War, commanded both the French and the English armies and were closely related to the kings and queens at the very nerve centre of all the Anglo-French wars. In fact it is undeniably arguable that your family members both started and later lost the war!’ Throughout this book I have put the names of my ancestors and their close families in italics.


So, with no polar expedition on the immediate horizon, I visited Martin Fiennes at Broughton Castle, where our family have lived since Norman times. He and his father, Nat Fiennes, the twenty-first Lord Saye and Sele, had helped me five years previously to delve into the extensive family records held in the castle attics, and at that time, although no professional archivist, I had found the study fascinating.


This opportunity to search further into the medieval Anglo-Norman wars and our family’s involvement therein was, to me, a gift from the gods.


Where most historians use the term ‘English’ to describe the medieval Anglo-Welsh armies, I have sometimes called them British. The various mongrel armies that opposed them across the Channel I have dubbed as either Norman or French.


In describing those bloody times when my ‘French’ cousins killed their ‘British’ relatives, I have tried to remain impartial – not always with success.


The enmity between France and England is an ancient one that can nowadays be treated with humour. On arrival at the London 2012 Olympic Games, President François Hollande thanked Britain for ‘rolling out the red carpet for French athletes to win medals’. This light touch of sarcasm was doubtless in retaliation for Prime Minister Cameron’s earlier comment that he would ‘roll out the red carpet for French businessmen fleeing the high rates of tax’ that Hollande had proposed for France. The truth is that the two countries have been jealous and suspicious of one another since the Norman Conquest of 1066, which was led by my direct ancestor Count Eustace of Boulogne, the army commander of William the Conqueror.


The series of wars involving Edward I and his successors, called the Hundred Years War by historians, was the direct outcome of the Conqueror’s victory at Hastings in 1066, where Eustace proudly carried the flag of the invasion. To be more specific, the Hundred Years War started as an argument between Edward III and Philip VI of France over feudal lordship principles, and this was caused by the fact that, after Hastings, the English (Anglo-Normans) owned huge areas of France through inheritance and/or marriage.


The war took place in two phases. Between 1337 and 1380 there was a series of invasions with the express Viking-type purpose of ravage, plunder and destruction in order to keep the French on the defensive, thereby safeguarding the Anglo-Normans’ possessions in France. For many years in Aquitaine and Gascony, the inhabitants preferred English rule and provided large numbers of soldiers for the English armies.


There were no standing armies in Britain until the seventeenth century, so an army had to be raised for a specific campaign, after which the soldiers would head back home with their pay and, hopefully, some worthwhile plunder, or even some ransom money.


During the 350 years between the battles of Hastings and Agincourt, the fighting skills and methods of both the two great armies underwent considerable change, as did the attitudes of their successive monarchs. So to understand Agincourt, you need to understand what leads up to it. The first chapters that follow detail the countdown to the incredible Battle of Agincourt and its aftermath.


Ranulph Fiennes


Exmoor 2014
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The French Connection
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25 October 1415


Before the cold gleam of daylight spread over the sodden trees and tents of Maisoncelles, France, King Henry V sent out orders to prepare for battle. The order for silence still held. The smell of woodsmoke as fires died down vied with the foul body odour of the soldiers scurrying through the gloom to the whispered orders of their sergeants.


Four men, all knights, were sheltered in a barn, unable to sleep. They were keen for action, any action, to break the dread anticipation of waiting for death or worse. They had all seen the horrendous wounds sustained in medieval battles. After donning their full battle armour with considerable help from their pages, they bade each other God’s blessing and went to the camps of their men.


These knights were Roger Fiennes, his brother James Fiennes, Roger’s brother-in-law John Holland and Roger’s stepfather John Cornwaille. All four were my direct ancestors.


If ever a single line of kinsmen had, over four centuries, a continuous influence on British history, then I claim that role for my direct ancestors and their immediate clansfolk.


In every age there have been aggressive monarchs and dictators who thrived on and lived for war, or who tried to focus their subjects’ minds on foreign conquests when things were bad at home.


Just as the spark that led to the great wars of the twentieth century involved a chance assassination in Sarajevo, so certain acts of favouritism to foreigners in the English court of King Edward the Confessor during the eleventh century caused intense jealousy to rage in the heart of the most influential baron in the land, the Viking descendant Harold Godwin of Wessex.


We, my direct ancestors that is, were the main foreign favourites who caused this rift and were thus directly the cause of the Anglo-Norman war that followed, including, in 1415, the bloody Battle of Agincourt where Fiennes blood flowed on both sides.


To understand the Battle of Agincourt we have to go back 400 years. To explain why Edward the Confessor was linked with the Fiennes clan involves a brief history of northern Gaul, the land of my ancestor King Pepin, his son the Emperor Charlemagne and the latter’s direct descendant Count Adelof of Boulogne (born AD 918).


Adelof’s fiefdom included the village of Fiennes a few miles south of Boulogne which, during the past millennium had been a local barony subject to successive sovereigns: counts of Boulogne, dukes of Burgundy and kings of England and France. A welter of counties, duchies, principalities, kingdoms and empires, positioned on what would become the international boundary between France and Germany, were involved.


The land of Fiennes is mostly low and level, but rises to a higher plateau and eventually to tableland. A series of plateaux are cut by river valleys. The terrain is traversed from south-east to north-west by low hills and forms the watershed between the basins of the North Sea and the English Channel. Côte d’Opal, which thrusts north-westwards towards England, and extends on its western side from Cap Blanc Nez to Cap Gris Nez, is known as the Boulonnais, the Bononia of ancient Gaul. Caesar fortified its principal city, which eventually became the see of the diocese of Boulogne. Its coastline is broken by many a port from which the Romans set forth in conquest.


This Boulonnais was an ancient county ruled over by sovereigns who held only nominal allegiance to the kings of France. For the most part, this region gives the impression of a charming Flemish landscape. In the midst of the general fertility, however, lies a vast moorland extending northwards, and on the border of this land of mystery there ran the Roman road over which royal entourages to the Field of the Cloth of Gold once travelled. Here nestles the village of Fiennes, and to the east of it the extensive forest of Guînes.


Charles de Gaulle called this part of the world the ‘fatal avenue’. Since the Treaty of Verdun in 843, when the Carolingian Empire was divided among the three grandsons of Charlemagne, the Boulonnais has suffered the ravages of warfare, from Agincourt to the Somme. Even before the division of the empire, Celtic Belgae had invaded the area. They were followed by Romans and by Germanic Franks, and eventually by the Valois kings of France who fought the English during the Hundred Years War. The wars of the seventeenth century to establish France’s international border continued into the Franco-Prussian War and two World Wars. The soil must be rich in blood and bone.


The county of Boulonnais now forms part of the French department of Pas-de-Calais. Its rulers from 879 through to 1160 stemmed from a junior line of the royal house of Flanders, and at that time it was an independent county. My ancestors, the Counts of Boulogne, rulers of the Boulonnais, were nominally feudal lords who rendered homage only to the kings of France. About 1059 Eustace II, Count of Boulogne and Seigneur of Fiennes built his castle in his parish of Tingry to consolidate his local power. The immediate region was heavily forested, the hiding place of wolves and bands of brigands. Boulonnais policy during this period was a calculated balancing of the spheres of interest exercised by the dukes of Normandy and the counts of Flanders on either side of the Boulonnais.


The earlier Counts of Boulogne had by then already acquired large feudal holdings in England. Eustace II left three legitimate sons as well as a bastard who acquired the title Count of Tingry. When that line ended in the person of heiress Sybil de Tingry, her husband Enguerrand de Fiennes then became the joint ruler of Fiennes and Tingry, as well as succeeding to an immense patrimony in England because of the influence of Matilda, the last heiress of Boulogne who was also his cousin and political supporter.


When Matilda married into the House of Blois, it was to Stephen, who was to become both sovereign of the Boulonnais and King of England.


Matilda’s uncle, Eustace of Boulogne, was married to Princess Goda, the sister of King Edward the Confessor, and the two men, King Edward and Count Eustace, were the best of friends. Quite why they had become acquainted in the first place, despite the then considerable geographical barrier of the English Channel, deserves explanation.


The Anglo-Saxon settlers of the ninth and tenth centuries fought waves of Viking raiders, their most successful leader being Alfred the Great. One of Alfred’s line, Ethelred the Unready, ordered the massacre of all Danes in England, but Viking reinforcements forced his exile to Normandy. While there, his daughter, Goda, married my ancestor Count Eustace of Boulogne.


After a brief spell of Danish rule under King Canute, Ethelred’s son, Goda’s brother, was recalled from exile and became King Edward the Confessor. He brought many Norman friends with him to the English court and placed them in positions of power, much to the annoyance of the English nobles, especially Lord Godwin of Wessex, the most influential baron in the land. Thus began a power struggle between Edward and his friends from his days in exile under Duke William of Normandy, ranged against the Viking English forces of Harold Godwin.


A third party then entered the ring in the person of my cousin Count Eustace of Boulogne. He had been threatened by the French emperor and decided that it would be wise to retire for a while to the English court of his brother-in-law, King Edward, where he soon learned to loathe Harold Godwin.


Following a scuffle in Dover, Godwin’s soldiers killed twenty of Eustace’s retainers, and this gave King Edward good reason to exile Godwin to Flanders (now Belgium).


A year later Godwin returned at the head of a Flemish army and Edward, a weak man, became a mere puppet king. It was later claimed by Duke William of Normandy that, while Godwin was in Flanders, Edward had promised William the throne of England on his death.


When King Edward, the last of twenty-five kings of the Wessex dynasty all based in England, died in 1066 with no sons, Godwin seized the throne. This enraged two would-be claimants, one of whom, King Harald Hardrada of Norway, attacked from the north while Duke William prepared an invasion fleet on the French coast. Count Eustace of Boulogne lent William many ships and agreed to be second-in-command of William’s army.


Godwin marched his army of Anglo-Danes north and defeated the Norwegians at Stamford Bridge. Only three days after that battle, Duke William and cousin Eustace landed at Pevensey. After a forced march south, Godwin’s army clashed with the Norman and Boulogne forces on a hilltop near Hastings.


Duke William’s chaplain wrote of the battle: ‘The Normans furiously carried out their attack on the main body of the English host. There were present in this battle, Eustace Count of Boulogne, William Count of Evreux, Rodulf of Tossey …’


Duke William, armed only with a broken lance, was more formidable than others who brandished long javelins. With a harsh voice, he called to his main army commander, Count Eustace of Boulogne, who, with fifty knights, was about to give the signal to retreat. Eustace came up to the duke and said in his ear that he ought to retire ‘since he would court death if he went forward’ and is depicted offering this advice on the Bayeux Tapestry.


If only Duke William had listened to cousin Eustace’s advice to retreat, then the Norman occupation would never have happened and nor would the long years of bloodshed of the subsequent Hundred Years War.


But William won the battle, Godwin collected an arrow in his eye and, sad day for the Anglo-Saxons, we Normans had arrived in Britain. William had himself crowned in London on Christmas Day as Saxon villages all around were torched by his soldiers. He ruled with immense cruelty, trampling the native English underfoot. By the end of his twenty-one-year reign, 5 per cent of the 2 million inhabitants of his British territories were Gallic imports appointed by the king to control a rigid caste system with a Stasi-type spy network and a meticulous census of all citizens and their possessions, known as the Domesday Book. This recorded the wealth of some 13,000 settlements down to the last goat and hen, so that an unavoidable tax burden could be levied, chiefly to pay for his mercenaries.


William stole some 5,000 estates from their Saxon owners along the borders of Scotland and Wales, and in the so-called Pale region of Southern Ireland and gave them to Normans in return for their pledge to fight for him whenever needed. Only the mountain regions of Wales remained as the last redoubt of the native British.


Despite the efficiency of the Norman occupiers, occasional revolts flared, especially when the King was in Normandy fighting the King of France or other neighbours. Late in 1067 the men of Kent decided to get rid of the Normans by the simple expedient of inviting my feisty ancestor Count Eustace to spearhead their revolt. By then he was fed up with his erstwhile Norman ally and saw no reason why parts of England should not become Boulogne, rather than Norman, controlled.


So in 1067 a second invasion force arrived from France and took the countryside around Dover from the Normans. Sadly, the key Norman bastion of Dover Castle held out against the Boulogner siege long enough for a superior Norman relief force to arrive, and Eustace sensibly hightailed it back to Boulogne. William was apoplectic and he confiscated land, including a huge chunk of south-east England, which he had nicknamed the Honour of Boulogne and awarded to Eustace after Hastings. Several years later with no further bad behaviour and professed loyalty to King William, cousin Eustace was given back most of the Honour.


The behaviour of the Normans in Britain mirrored that of whites in South Africa in the apartheid era. No intermarriage was allowed with Saxons, who had become second-class citizens in their own land.


Eustace and many other Boulogne or Norman lords lived mostly on their French, not British, estates, and they continued both to fight and to intermarry with each other. Important towns and major villages gave their names to their lords’ families, as was true of my ancestors who came from towns such as Boulogne, Fiennes, Saye, Guînes and Ardres, and all sooner or later married into each other’s ruling families.


Did Britain and its people actually benefit in any way from the Norman invasion? Were the new Norman aristocrats, who supplanted their Saxon counterparts, better for the well-being of the general populace? Was their governance from an economic and social viewpoint an improvement on that of the overthrown system of King Edward the Confessor and his English Saxon predecessors?


Economically, William did nothing to promote trade, other than to establish the first Jewish colony in London. In terms of the law, the Normans introduced their ‘trial by battle’ system, whereby the defendant and his accuser fought one another to establish who was guilty of the original crime. This seems to me to be no improvement on the existing Saxon method of establishing guilt by ‘trial by ordeal’, where the accused was thrown into a river to see whether they floated or sank. Normans had the considerable privilege of being able to select a third option of purging themselves via ‘an unbroken oath’.


Unfortunately these days, despite my Norman DNA, when caught speeding I do not automatically qualify to avoid the heavy fine or, worse still, points on my licence, as awarded to drivers of Saxon heritage.


William’s policy of ensuring internal security by building castles involved punitive taxes on local communities, while large numbers of Englishmen were recruited into Norman armies as mercenaries to fight William’s French enemies. French became the encouraged and socially acceptable language, even though the Saxons were probably a more civilised race in many ways and at most levels of society than were the Normans. Both groups shared a good mix of Viking blood.


Large numbers of Englishmen were recruited into Norman armies as mercenaries to fight William’s French enemies, and the status of English women suffered a considerable decline. Whereas the two sexes had, in Anglo-Saxon times, experienced a general state of equality, the Normans imported their firm belief as to women’s inferiority. After all, St Paul had clearly indicated that this was a Christian rule of life. Women should show blind obedience, first to their father and then to their designated husband.


Although Hastings is generally described as a battle between the French and the English, the reality was a struggle between a Norman duke, whose main enemy was the King of France, and Harold, a West Saxon Viking earl with zero English blood in his veins.


Hastings resulted in the union of two lands – England and the Duchy of Normandy. But a century and a half later the last of the Norman kings of England lost the duchy to the French. The result would be the Hundred Years War.
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The rise and rise of Eustace de Fiennes
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William of Normandy was to rule the British with a rod of iron for twenty-one of his sixty years, altering many of their existing laws and customs. Born illegitimate, he was known as William the Bastard, so he would be happy to learn that he is now generally remembered as William the Conqueror.


He treated the British as second-rate citizens, and his only claim to their throne was as great-nephew of Edward the Confessor’s mother, which made him that king’s second cousin once removed.


Like many of his British subjects, William was descended from Viking forebears, who had invaded northern France 150 years before and then spent their time fighting each other. As Duke of Normandy, William had conducted various campaigns against both the King of France and his immediate neighbours, including Brittany, Maine, Anjou and Boulogne, and had learned that aggression and cruelty paid dividends.


After his initial victory at Hastings, William took Dover and London with ease, burning several towns and bridges for good measure. To protect Londoners from invaders, he ordered the building of the Tower of London and, satisfied that the British would remain supine, if not grateful, he went back to Normandy only three months after the invasion.


While still under thirty years of age, William had fought off attacks by two of his own uncles who had armies and castles in different parts of Normandy, and in 1054 when attacked by the King of France he had, by laying waste to large swathes of Norman countryside, vanquished the French army and won the peace which a decade later enabled him to attack at Hastings without having to look over his shoulder.


One secret of William’s ongoing military success was his habit of confiscating the lands of his vanquished enemies and handing them over to his high-ranking key supporters who were often known as ‘the companions of the Conqueror’. These included several of my ancestors to whom he gave great chunks of land previously owned by Anglo-Saxon families.


His second-in-command at Hastings, Count Eustace of Boulogne, was granted various English estates including in the south-east the so-called Honour of Boulogne and, in Somerset, the manor of Martock, previously held by Queen Edith, widow of Edward the Confessor.


Another well-rewarded ‘companion of the Conqueror’ was Lord Eustace de Fiennes, who died four years after Hastings and whose progeny would later take over as heirs to the counts of Boulogne.


Yet another ancestor who was granted land in England by the Conqueror was a neighbour of Count Eustace called William de Saye who came from the local village of Saye (close to Fiennes). The subsequent fortunes and lands of the Sayes would be subsumed by the Fiennes family in the mid-fourteenth century.


Overall we did pretty well out of William’s land-grabbing habits and his rewards-for-the-boys schemes.


On the plus side, William’s rule included the founding of Norman buildings, both churches and castles, which remain among Britain’s finest. He also instituted some new and repressive laws that cut down a good deal of the existing crime throughout his realm in days when murder, rape and anarchy were commonplace.


The Bastard’s biographer, William of Poitiers, summarised his rule thus: ‘enforcing the Truce of God, he checked all outbursts of violence and he protected the poor, the widows and the orphans. The countryside, the castles and the towns found in him a guarantor of stability and safety for their possessions.’ This glowing report probably owes much to the biographer’s desire to please, and it should also be stressed that England was a larger, more fertile land than Normandy, and its Christian laws had been established in the seventh century, 300 years before the Christian conversion of the Normans. For twenty years prior to Hastings, Edward the Confessor had ruled over relatively prosperous, peaceful and cultured conditions compared with the ongoing internecine strife common to most of northern France.


In 1067 William left England to the tender mercies of two trusted aides, of whom an Anglo-Saxon journalist wrote: ‘They built castles far and wide throughout the land, oppressing the unhappy people, and things went ever from bad to worse.’


There were, during William’s personal absence, recurring local revolts. Uprisings in the south-west were easily subdued by the Norman armies (by then heavily bolstered by English mercenaries and press-ganged recruits). The northern English, the Welsh, the Scots and the Danes all tried their luck against the Normans during the six years that followed Hastings, but William’s network of eighty castles manned by loyal retainers and his army’s lightning-quick responses to each new threat invariably saw off all his enemies. For instance, two years after Hastings, a Danish army liberated the city of York from its Norman garrison. William’s vengeance was extreme. Even though the Danes fled at the approach of his army, he slaughtered the townsfolk. Local chronicles described the aftermath: ‘It was horrible to behold human corpses decaying in their houses, the street and on the roads, swarming with worms whilst they were consumed by corruption with an abominable stench … There was no village inhabited between Derby and York; they became lurking places for wild beasts and robbers and were a great dread to travellers.’


The year 1069 was William’s most dangerous due to uprisings on many sides, but his responses, according to one modern military historian ‘must rank as one of the most outstanding military achievements of the age’. The end result was the overall conquest of Britain within six years, at the end of which his rule of repressive terror saw a period of paralysis and peace with a backdrop of famine and devastation described by historian Sir Frank Stenton as ‘distinguished from ordinary warfare by a deliberate attempt to ruin the population of the affected districts … Within the country ravaged at this time, vast areas were still derelict after seventeen years.’


The Norman writer Ordericus Vitalis wrote: ‘William, in the fullness of his wrath … destroyed at once all that could serve for the support of life in the whole countryside lying beyond the Humber.’


None the less, William dedicated a great deal of time to establishing Christianity throughout his Norman empire on both sides of the Channel. He did his utmost to encourage total celibacy among all newly appointed priests, which was an extremely tall order since most priests at the time had one or more wives and, quite often, a number of mistresses. Prostitution was also rife and equally hard to suppress.


As his enemies in France increased their aggression in the 1070s, so William’s army included more British soldiers. Britain was a richer and more populous country than Normandy, with over a million people to tax and to use for armed manpower, and William did both with vigour.


Two of William’s uncles, his own son and heir Robert, rebellious dukes of Anjou and Brittany and at times King Philip I of France all led armies against William in Normandy at various points of his twenty-one-year stint as King of England. He needed eyes in the back of his head, as well as the instant armed forces that his feudal system reliably provided in both England and Normandy.


As to the specific tactics William’s armies used to overpower his opponents, massed cavalry charges with the lance, sword and crossbow backed up by mercenary bands of infantry were highly effective although, especially towards the end of his reign and in France, not invincible.


When, in 1085, Norman England was threatened by a Danish invasion coinciding with a number of internal rebellions, William needed to pay for mercenary forces from France to help out, but was faced with a lack of funds and so decided to investigate thoroughly the available wealth of his British subjects.


He sent out tax inspectors to complete meticulous records village by village and to list all property down to the scrawniest piglet. The result was the Domesday Book, the forerunner of today’s HM Revenue and Customs.


William, over two memorably awful decades from the viewpoint of the Anglo-Saxons, replaced their aristocracy, most of their social and economic systems, and even their official language, with those of the Normans.


The chronicles of Ordericus Vitalis summarised the effects of William’s reign on the Anglo-Saxons: ‘The native inhabitants were crushed, imprisoned, disinherited, banished and scattered beyond the limits of their own country while his own vassals and adherents were exalted to wealth and honours and raised to all offices of state.’


The Domesday records show that half the value of all England was then owned by a mere 200 men, including my ancestor Eustace of Boulogne. Most of these ‘honour’ liege-lords were absentee Normans with huge estates on the other side of the Channel.


By the end of William’s reign there was no question of any rift between the Anglo-Normans and the Normans of Normandy, for both sections of the Anglo-Norman Kingdom shared the same autocratic ruler, aptly named the Conqueror.


On campaign in France in 1087, William’s army ranged against his French enemies consisted of both Norman and British soldiers. William died that year after an accident when riding and, on his deathbed, told his priest: ‘I persecuted the native inhabitants of England beyond all reason. Whether nobles or commons, I cruelly oppressed them; many I unjustly disinherited; innumerable multitudes, especially in the county of York, perished through me by famine and sword … I am stained by the rivers of blood that I have shed.’


At the time of William’s death, his oldest son Robert was actively campaigning against him on the side of the French king, so William naturally bequeathed the kingdom of England to his second son, also William.


He would almost certainly have wanted to hand over Normandy to his son William as well, in order to ensure continued peace between the two parts of his prized kingdom. But Robert had, at an early age, been solemnly and irrevocably invested as the hereditary Duke of Normandy, and so, despite their many differences, William confirmed that Normandy was Robert’s.


To his third son, Henry, William left the sum of £5,000.


It would take a goodly slice of luck for William junior and, after his death, his brother Henry to keep the peace between the two halves of the Anglo-Norman union.


William Rufus, so called because of his florid face, never married and his English court ‘squirmed,’ it was said, ‘with fornicators and sodomites’. His rule in England was even harsher than his father’s had been and he was constantly at war with his elder brother Robert.


Out hunting in the New Forest one day in 1100 Rufus was killed by an arrow from an unknown source. His younger brother Henry was participating in the same hunt that day, and many people suspected him of the murder.


The obvious successor to Rufus was his brother Robert, but he was away crusading in the Middle East so Henry usurped the throne of England under the principle that possession is nine-tenths of the law. Nobody stood in his way, and certainly nobody mourned the passing of the obnoxious Rufus.
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It would take many weeks, Henry knew, for the news of his brother’s death to reach Palestine and for Robert to hear that he had been elbowed aside yet again, but Henry lived in fear of the revenge that Robert was likely to exact once he returned to Europe.


The fact that a fierce civil war between Henry I, King of England and Robert, Duke of Normandy was avoided can be attributed to the remarkable success of Duke Robert’s army commanders, two of the sons of cousin Eustace of Boulogne of Hastings fame, against the crusaders’ Muslim enemies. The elder of the two crusading brothers was Godfrey of Bouillon (whose statue in Brussels I have mentioned in the Foreword of this book).


Duke Robert, rightful heir to the English throne, was the titular head of the Norman crusading army commanded by my kinsman Godfrey, who had sold most of his French estates to payroll the 40,000 knights and infantry in his army, including bands of British, Flemish and German mercenaries.


Godfrey’s army was the first of various Christian armies to reach Constantinople, and from there, via Beirut, Jaffa and Bethlehem, their target city of Jerusalem where he and Robert of Normandy were at the forefront of the fighting, as was Lord Eustace Fiennes of Castle Fiennes near Boulogne.


The Fatimid Shias defended the Holy City with stubborn skill until Godfrey’s men finally broke through the defences in July 1099 and, in the ensuing two days of carnage, massacred 40,000 inhabitants, including women and children.


Eyewitness records of the occasion stated:


Wonderful sights were to be seen. Some of our men cut off the heads of our enemies, others shot them with arrows so that they fell from the towers, others tortured them longer by casting them into the flames. Piles of heads, hands and feet were to be seen in the streets of the city. It was necessary to pick one’s way over the bodies of men and horses … Our men discovered that the Saracens had swallowed gold coins. So they burnt great heaps of bodies so that the stomachs and intestines of the dead released the precious metal into the human ashes.


All Jewish survivors were collected in a synagogue and burned to death. As the main architect of this victory, cousin Godfrey was voted by the crusaders to be the First Keeper of the Holy Sepulchre, an honour that had been turned down by Duke Robert. The crusaders then moved on to take further Saracen strongholds with Godfrey and Robert ever at the front of the battle.


Soon after King Rufus was slain by an arrow in the New Forest, cousin Godfrey was killed in the same way, and his brother Baldwin took over with the title of First King of Jerusalem, which kept the Holy City in our family for a little longer. But Duke Robert headed back home, arriving just a few weeks after his brother Henry was crowned. Robert’s crusading successes were soon known throughout the land, and many of Britain’s most powerful Anglo-Normans supported his claim against that of the usurper, Henry.


But the latter was cunning and knew his brother well. He assured Robert that he could keep all Normandy and would be paid the huge annual sum of £2,000 in return for Henry being able to keep the English crown. This cosy deal suited Robert, since it gave him the money to continue his beloved crusading.


Once Robert, placated by the brotherly deal, was back in his Norman duchy, Henry began to plot his downfall, for he would never be safe with the rightful keeper of the English crown lurking just across the Channel.


The late William Rufus had, during his fairly short rule, alienated various powerful Anglo-Norman barons, and Henry handed out goodies to gain their support. He married the daughter of a Scottish noble, by whom he had a son, but as a sideline he sired more than twenty bastards, including half a dozen daughters who he married off to potential enemies, a royal policy described by historians as sex ‘for politics not pleasure’.


As soon as Henry was certain of enough baronial support in Britain, he invaded Normandy, captured Robert at the Battle of Tinchebray in 1106 and locked him up for the next twenty-eight years in Cardiff Castle. There is no proof, but contemporary journals suggest that Robert was murdered by unknown parties. This left England and Normandy once again sharing the same ruler.


With all likely claimants to his English throne out of the way, Henry, although the first Norman king to speak fluent English as his first language, spent very little time in England, as he focused on leading his armies against incessant attacks from his mainland neighbours, especially the King of France. For these wars, Henry raised troops and taxes in Britain where, in his absence, his carefully selected governing magnates and their bevies of Domesday civil servants maintained a reasonable level of peace and prosperity, at least in comparison with Henry’s predecessors.


Keen to avoid the family infighting of the previous three rulers, Henry cultivated his one son (another William) to be brought up in the image of his father, but, sailing back to England in 1120 after a campaign abroad, this young William’s ship struck a rock and all but one of the passengers were drowned. Henry, clearly a practical man and a pragmatist, then groomed his only other legitimate child, his daughter Matilda, to be his heiress, and he married her off to one of his chief rivals, the Count of Anjou, Geoffrey Plantagenet.


At this point, Henry could, he would have thought to himself, die at any point, safe in the knowledge that his daughter and her Plantagenet husband would rule England and Normandy with no nasty brothers lined up to usurp them.


But he then made a fatal error by giving great wealth and important estates to his favourite nephew and Matilda’s first cousin (the grandson of William the Conqueror). This lucky noble was Count Stephen of Blois who, in 1125, married none other than the granddaughter of my ancestor, Count Eustace of Boulogne. Her name was also Matilda, but she was often called Maud, so I will call her Maud for the sake of clarity. This Stephen of Blois was a sharp cookie who had a lot to live down, for his father of the same name was notorious throughout Europe as a deserter from the First Crusade.


Stephen junior happened to be in Boulogne with his wife Maud when, in the spring of 1135, his uncle King Henry died of food poisoning while on campaign in Normandy. Fortunately for Stephen, Henry’s nominated heiress, his daughter Matilda, and her husband Geoffrey Plantagenet were at the time in faraway Anjou. So, taking a usurper’s leaf out of the late Henry’s copybook, Stephen together with cousin Maud took the next ferry from Boulogne to Dover and thence to London where he knew that he had the support of key Anglo-Norman magnates, who preferred him as king rather than the female Matilda.


Stephen claimed that Henry had on his deathbed changed his mind about the succession and named him, Stephen, as his heir. Enough people in high places chose to believe him, and Stephen was crowned King of England. A few months later our Maud, heavily pregnant with yet another Eustace of Boulogne, was crowned queen, the first of my ancestors to sit on an English throne.


In contrast to William the Bastard and Rufus, King Stephen relied on compromise and diplomacy. To keep the rightful heiress to the crown, Henry’s daughter Matilda, quiet, he accepted highly unfavourable and temporary treaties with her and her powerful husband, Geoffrey of Anjou. This worked for a while but, only four years after Henry’s death, Matilda attacked Stephen’s army and at the Battle of Lincoln captured and imprisoned him. Queen Maud fought on and rescued Stephen, who continued to rule with an easy-going style.


For the next nine years a low-intensity civil war flickered on and off in England between the forces loyal to Stephen and Maud and those of the queen they had dispossessed, Matilda. The loyalty of my relatives was split between the two sides.


Meanwhile, in the Holy Land a new crusade was being fought which involved the King of France and his wife, a lady of legendary beauty and fierce temperament, Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine. During this crusade she conducted an adulterous affair with her own uncle, and her husband later divorced her. Only eight weeks later Eleanor married again, this time to Henry, the son of Matilda, the claimant to the English throne.


With the ex-Queen of France as his wife, this Henry Plantagenet was now in control of the vast Angevin empire of Anjou, Aquitaine and Normandy, an area almost half the size of modern France. In 1153 he and Eleanor forced King Stephen, by then sick and weary, into a treaty whereby on his death the crown of England would pass to Henry. This key agreement was the work of various court favourites, including Queen Maud’s nephew, my kinsman, Faramus of Boulogne.


Stephen duly died a year later and Henry became King Henry II of England and Duke of Normandy. His Plantagenet dynasty would rule through fourteen kings over the next 300 years.


So, in simple terms, the late Henry I’s nephew, Stephen, was peacefully succeeded by Henry I’s grandson, Henry II. This new King Henry kept in his royal court many of my ancestors and their kin who had emigrated from Normandy and Boulogne, being the family of Queen Maud.


When Henry II took the throne he was well aware that our family had fought and died for his mother as well as for Stephen, but he generously let bygones be bygones so that all retained the royal favour at the change of regime.


King Stephen had showered favours on those Fienneses who had stood by Queen Maud during his time in prison, awarding the queen’s nephew, Faramus of Boulogne, the key job of Warden of the Cinque Ports and Constable of Dover Castle, where for the next five centuries one of the main towers was named the Fiennes Tower. Stephen had also given to Faramus the lordship of Clapham and Carshalton in Surrey, and to his daughter Sybil the estates of Ash, Martock and Widdicombe in Somerset. On Stephen’s death, all the lands of the counts of Boulogne passed to Sybil and thence to her husband, Ingelram Fiennes.


By the time Henry II took over the crown of England and the dukedom of Normandy, the Fiennes family and their Boulogne predecessors had been in powerful positions of influence over the actions of all four Norman kings from the Battle of Hastings to the ending of the civil war.


Thanks to his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine, and his various other European connections, Henry was by far the most powerful monarch in Europe, ruling more land in what is today’s France than did the French king himself. On top of which he proved to be a wise and sensible ruler, quickly ridding Britain of the anarchy and on-off civil war conditions of the past two decades.


Although the King of France had declared Eleanor to be barren, she produced eight healthy children for Henry. Sadly, their four sons proved to be a treacherous, disloyal bunch who, throughout much of Henry’s successful thirty-four-year reign, caused him non-stop headaches with their plots against him, the final one even involving his queen, Eleanor.


Henry died a successful king but an unhappy man.


By the time of the 1086 Domesday records, the Fiennes family already owned major estates in eleven different counties, all appropriated from the Saxons. One, John Fiennes, who had ‘fought with valour’ at Hastings, also retained extensive properties in Normandy, as did most of his fellow Norman invaders.
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Prior to the arrival of Henry Plantagenet, many Anglo-Norman barons had taken advantage of the semi-collapse of royal authority under weak King Stephen for two decades, and had become petty dictators against a background of chaos and fear. Henry II’s father, Geoffrey of Anjou, from the point of view of Norman class hierarchy, was a mere count who had the good fortune to marry King Henry I’s daughter, Matilda. So when his son became their new king, many of the Anglo barons saw him as a comparatively low-born immigrant and, initially, a target of much snobbish hostility.


But, luckily for the Anglo-Saxons, their luck was about to change, for Henry II proved to be an exceptionally enlightened and successful monarch. Thanks to his parentage he succeeded, aged twenty-one, to the greatest empire in Europe, including all of the British isles and more of France than was ruled by the French king.


To correct the gross injustices that King Stephen had allowed through his laissez-faire attitude of compromise between powerful barons and bishops, Henry ruled that all grants of land, wealth and privilege made by his predecessor (to whom he always referred as ‘the usurper’) were null and void. He proved an extremely effective governor, strategist, administrator and minister of justice, and he gradually earned the respect, if grudgingly, of the barons. Many historians of today regard him as the founder of English common law.


Unfortunately, Henry’s life was to be blighted, as seems the norm with medieval ruling families, by his own children. His four sons were truly a nest of vipers who spent much of their lives fighting against their father and each other, especially John, the youngest and most treacherous. John started life as the least favoured royal son in terms of land, despite being Henry’s favourite of the brood, because Queen Eleanor was forty-five years old when she gave birth to him and, by then, all the couple’s vast territories from Normandy to Spain had already been designated to John’s elder brothers.


Naturally jealous that this huge chunk of French territory should be ruled by the kings of England, the French kings plotted to put matters right.


France had its origins in the division of my ancestor Charlemagne’s great Gallic empire back in 814, when the kingdom of the West Franks was created. Charlemagne’s successors were feeble and anarchy prevailed for the next century until in 987 the Count of Paris, Hugh Capet, announced himself as the ‘first King of France’. His dynasty, the Capetians (including their branch lines, the Valois and the Bourbons) ruled France until the abolition of the monarchy in 1793, enforced by the guillotine, not the English.


In King Henry’s day the current French king, Louis VII (whose ex-wife he had married), ruled Paris and the regions to the city’s immediate north and south. But powerful leaders, whose allegiance to the Capetians was often purely nominal, ruled huge fiefs much larger than those of the king. The greatest of these feudal vassals was King Henry II of England, so the French kings, Louis VII and especially his successor Philip II, did all they could to stoke up the rivalries between Henry’s four treacherous sons. This they did with considerable success, and key to King Philip’s diplomatic trickery were the ongoing strains between Henry and his son Richard Lionheart.
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