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    A study of power won, wielded, and risked, Warwick, the Kingmaker explores how a single magnate’s will could shape a kingdom’s fate amid civil war, revealing the volatile interplay between personal ambition, shifting loyalties, and the tenuous legitimacy of rule in fifteenth-century England.

Charles Oman’s work is a historical biography set against the Wars of the Roses, examining the career of Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, whose political influence earned him the enduring epithet of “Kingmaker.” First published in the late nineteenth century, the book reflects the era’s commitment to clear narrative history while engaging with the complexities of late medieval politics. Oman, a British historian noted for his command of military and political subjects, situates Warwick within the wider structures of aristocratic power, royal authority, and the unstable conditions that made extraordinary interventions possible.

The premise is straightforward yet compelling: Oman follows Warwick from the midst of dynastic rivalry into the halls of counsel and the fields where decisions were sealed, tracing how patronage, alliance, and calculation positioned him at the heart of national crises. Readers encounter a measured, accessible voice that balances scene-setting with analysis, favoring a lucid narrative over technical digression. The mood is sober but dramatic, attentive to character without abandoning context. The result is a biography that reads as both a political study and a story of agency tested by the demands of a fractured realm.

Oman’s account foregrounds themes that continue to resonate: the fragility of legitimacy when institutions are strained, the ethical ambiguities of expedient leadership, and the costs of factionalism. He examines how chivalric ideals collided with practical statecraft, how regional power bases both supported and threatened the crown, and how reputation could function as a currency of governance. Warwick’s role becomes a lens for considering the boundaries between loyalty and strategy, principle and survival. Through this focus, the book prompts readers to reckon with the uneasy balance between personal ascendancy and the broader public good.

Stylistically, the biography exemplifies the clarity and compression characteristic of late Victorian historical writing. Oman synthesizes chronicles and administrative records into a coherent narrative, presenting debates and uncertainties with caution while foregrounding what the evidence can reliably sustain. His method privileges sequence and causation, mapping decisions to outcomes without overstating hindsight. Military movements and diplomatic maneuvers receive clear exposition, but they are consistently tethered to the political stakes that gave them meaning. The result is a portrait shaped by verifiable detail rather than conjecture, inviting readers to weigh the dynamics of power on their own terms.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its exploration of how influence operates when formal structures falter and personalities loom large. It raises questions about the mechanics of coalition-building, the endurance of institutions under pressure, and the moral calculus of disruptive action undertaken in the name of stability. By showing how networks, resources, and timing can determine outcomes as decisively as ideals, Oman encourages reflection on leadership in turbulent contexts. The analysis illuminates the persistent challenge of reconciling private ambition with public responsibility—a problem as urgent now as it was in the fifteenth century.

Approached as a biography, political case study, and narrative of crisis management, Warwick, the Kingmaker offers a disciplined, engaging entry into the Wars of the Roses through one of its most consequential actors. It does not rely on spectacle; instead it builds intensity from decisions, alliances, and their consequences, creating an experience at once instructive and absorbing. Readers new to the period will find a clear path through complex events, while those familiar with the history will appreciate the focus on mechanisms of power. Oman’s study remains a thoughtful guide to how kingdoms are steered—and unsteadied—by the hands that grasp the helm.
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    Charles Oman's Warwick, the Kingmaker is a focused biography of Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, set against the Wars of the Roses. Oman traces Warwick's rise, ascendancy, and fall, explaining how one magnate could tilt the balance between York and Lancaster. Drawing on chronicles, letters, and official records, he reconstructs campaigns, councils, and diplomatic missions in chronological order. The book emphasizes offices, resources, and affinities that underpinned late medieval power. Without romanticizing its subject, Oman presents Warwick's actions within the political constraints of Henry VI's troubled reign and Edward IV's consolidation, framing a narrative that links military episodes to the mechanics of governance.

The opening chapters sketch Warwick's lineage and inheritance. Through his marriage to Anne Beauchamp, he acquired the vast Beauchamp estates and the earldom of Warwick; from his father, the Earl of Salisbury, he inherited Neville connections in the north. Oman outlines the structure of these affinities, their retainers, and the leverage they gave at court. Early royal service, maritime duties, and the grant of Calais in the mid-1450s positioned Warwick as a leading Yorkist. The chapter also introduces the factional atmosphere around Queen Margaret, Somerset, and the Duke of York, establishing the pressures that pushed the kingdom toward open conflict.

Oman then narrates the first phase of civil war. At St Albans in 1455 the Yorkist lords broke Lancastrian dominance, but peace proved fragile. As Captain of Calais, Warwick developed a disciplined military base and sea power, engaging in Channel actions that reinforced his standing. After the Yorkists' setback at Ludford Bridge in 1459 and the punitive Parliament of Devils, Warwick held Calais and prepared a return. The 1460 expedition landed at Sandwich, defeated the royalists at Northampton, and secured King Henry VI's person, leading to the Act of Accord that recognized the Duke of York's claim after Henry's lifetime.

The momentum shifted abruptly with the disaster at Wakefield in December 1460, where York and Salisbury were killed. Oman charts Warwick's attempt to contain the Lancastrian advance, culminating in the Yorkist reverse at the second battle of St Albans. Edward of March's victory at Mortimer's Cross rebalanced affairs; soon after, London recognized Edward as king. The decisive battle of Towton in 1461 established Edward IV on the throne. Oman presents Warwick as essential to these transitions, highlighting his logistical capabilities, control of Calais, and influence over gentry networks, even when battlefield outcomes temporarily ran against the Yorkist cause.

With Edward IV crowned, Warwick occupied a central role in government and foreign policy. Oman follows his suppression of Lancastrian resistance in the north, his oversight of the marches, and his handling of naval security. Diplomatic chapters examine his preference for an understanding with France and King Louis XI, contrasted with merchant interests favoring Burgundy. The narrative reaches a turning point when Edward announces his secret marriage to Elizabeth Woodville in 1464, undermining Warwick's projected French match. The rise of the Woodville affinity at court narrowed Warwick's influence, setting the stage for a domestic rift within the Yorkist regime.

Strains developed into open unrest. Oman describes northern disturbances and the 1469 rising that led to the Yorkist defeat at Edgecote and Edward IV's brief captivity. Warwick attempted to govern through the king, but the experiment faltered amid disorder and lack of consent from magnates. Restored to freedom, Edward resumed control, and a renewed crisis in early 1470 left Warwick and his ally, the king's brother Clarence, isolated. Declared rebels, they failed to hold Calais, sought refuge in France, and opened negotiations that would realign the conflict. Oman emphasizes the administrative difficulties of ruling without broad baronial cooperation.

In France, Louis XI brokered an alliance between Warwick and the Lancastrian queen, Margaret of Anjou. The pact was sealed by the betrothal of Warwick's daughter Anne to Prince Edward of Lancaster. Oman recounts the invasion of 1470, the defections that greeted it, and Edward IV's flight to the Low Countries. Henry VI was restored in the readeption, with Warwick and his brother Montagu directing government. The book details measures to reestablish order and finances, the constraints imposed by dependence on French support, and the persistent uncertainties surrounding Clarence and other nobles whose allegiance remained conditional.

The final campaign closes the circle. Backed by Burgundian aid, Edward returned in 1471, landing in the northeast and gathering support as he advanced. Clarence rejoined his brother, tipping the balance. Oman's account of the battle of Barnet emphasizes confusion in fog, the collapse of Lancastrian formations, and Warwick's death in the rout. The subsequent victory at Tewkesbury extinguished organized Lancastrian resistance. The narrative concludes with the dispersal of Neville power, the redistribution of estates, and the consolidation of Edward IV's regime, which drew lessons from the dangers posed by autonomous magnates endowed with vast military followings.

In conclusion, Oman characterizes Warwick as the archetype of the overmighty subject: formidable in resources, administration, and naval reach, decisive in making and unmaking kings, yet ultimately constrained by the need for consensus and a stable royal center. The book's central message links Warwick's career to the mechanics of bastard feudalism, showing how affinities, offices, and patronage could both sustain and destabilize the crown. By tracing events from local feuds to national settlements, Oman illustrates the transition from factional civil war toward a more secure monarchy, with Warwick's rise and fall marking a pivotal stage in that evolution.
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    Charles Oman’s Warwick, the Kingmaker is set in mid-fifteenth-century England during the Wars of the Roses, a prolonged dynastic conflict between the houses of Lancaster and York. The backdrop includes the collapse of English fortunes in France after 1449, culminating in the loss of Gascony by 1453, and the governance crisis caused by Henry VI’s intermittent incapacity. Politically, the realm was dominated by magnate affinities—private armies bound by indenture—especially in the North where Neville–Percy rivalries destabilized Yorkshire. Economically, the wool trade and the Calais staple linked England to Burgundy and the Hanse, making Channel security vital. Key theaters include London, the Midlands, Yorkshire, and Calais, where Richard Neville’s power base was forged.

The breakdown of Lancastrian rule in the 1450s set the stage. Jack Cade’s Rebellion in 1450 exposed popular rage over corruption and military failure, while Henry VI’s collapse into catatonia (1453–1454) enabled Richard, Duke of York, to serve as Protector. Simultaneously, the Neville–Percy feud (notably the skirmish at Heworth Moor, 1453) exemplified how private wars eroded public order. In 1449 Richard Neville secured the earldom of Warwick by right of his wife, Anne Beauchamp, giving him vast estates and influence. Oman ties these upheavals directly to the rise of Warwick, arguing that structural weakness in royal governance created the conditions for a magnate to become a national power-broker.

Armed conflict began with the First Battle of St Albans (22 May 1455), where Yorkists led by York, Warwick, and Salisbury defeated Somerset’s Lancastrians and briefly captured the king. The attempt at reconciliation at the Loveday of 1458 failed to mend factional wounds. Warwick was appointed Captain of Calais (1455), controlling England’s only permanent standing garrison and a crucial fleet. From Calais he policed, and at times disrupted, Channel trade, provoking diplomatic incidents with Burgundy and Hanseatic cities. Oman emphasizes that Calais made Warwick indispensable: it provided trained soldiers, revenue from the staple, and leverage over foreign and domestic policy, elevating him beyond a regional magnate.

The political-military revolution of 1460–1461 forms the fulcrum of Oman's narrative. In June 1460, a Yorkist strike force landed at Sandwich; on 10 July 1460, Warwick, Edward Earl of March, and Fauconberg defeated the royal army at Northampton, capturing Henry VI. The Act of Accord (October 1460) recognized York as heir, disinheriting Prince Edward of Lancaster. Lancastrian resistance surged: at Wakefield (30 December 1460) York and Warwick’s father, Salisbury, were slain; York’s son Edmund, Earl of Rutland, was killed. Edward rallied in the west, winning Mortimer’s Cross (2–3 February 1461), while Warwick suffered a setback at Second St Albans (17 February 1461), where Margaret of Anjou recovered the king. Edward was proclaimed King Edward IV in London on 4 March 1461. The decisive battle followed at Towton on Palm Sunday (29 March 1461), fought in a snowstorm near York; with perhaps 50,000–80,000 combatants engaged and casualties often estimated above 20,000, it was the bloodiest clash on English soil. Key Lancastrian nobles fell and the Lancastrian backbone in the North was shattered. Oman links Warwick to each phase: his organization of the Sandwich landing, his negotiation and military leadership at Northampton, his holding action at Second St Albans, and his role in bringing Edward to London, where his prestige helped legitimize the Yorkist seizure of the throne. By demonstrating both Warwick’s strategic vision and his limits as a field commander, Oman frames the earl as the indispensable architect of regime change.

Edward IV’s early reign (1461–1468) consolidated Yorkist authority. Lancastrian resistance in the North ended with victories at Hedgeley Moor (25 April 1464) and Hexham (15 May 1464), largely through the efforts of John Neville, Lord Montagu, Warwick’s brother. Diplomatically, Warwick pursued an alliance with France’s Louis XI, including a proposed match with Bona of Savoy. Edward’s secret marriage to Elizabeth Woodville (1 May 1464; announced that autumn) transformed court politics, elevating the Woodville kin and marginalizing Warwick’s network. Oman traces the fracture from foreign policy to patronage: Warwick’s continental strategy and affinity-building were undercut by the Woodvilles’ rapid ascent, sowing the seeds of rebellion.

The crisis of 1469 saw Warwick challenge royal authority. He allied with George, Duke of Clarence—Edward’s brother—who married Warwick’s daughter Isabel Neville at Calais on 11 July 1469. Using the ‘Robin of Redesdale’ rising, Warwick engineered the Yorkist defeat at Edgecote Moor (26 July 1469), captured Edward IV, and ordered the executions of Earl Rivers and John Woodville. Yet governance collapsed without broad consent, forcing Edward’s release. Oman interprets the episode as proof that Warwick’s strength lay in destabilization and brokerage, not sustainable rule; the same affinity system that raised him also limited him, as peers hesitated to accept a magnate ruling through a captive king.

In 1470, a failed revolt led by Sir Robert Welles culminated in Losecoat Field (12 March 1470), exposing Warwick and Clarence. They fled to France, where Louis XI brokered the Angers accord (July 1470) between Warwick and Margaret of Anjou—former enemies—uniting to restore Henry VI. Landing in September 1470, Warwick forced Edward IV into Burgundian exile; Henry VI was restored in October, with Warwick as ‘Lieutenant of the Realm.’ Burgundy’s Duke Charles the Bold then backed Edward’s return. Edward re-landed at Ravenspur in March 1471, entered London, and met Warwick at Barnet (14 April 1471). In fog, Yorkists prevailed; Warwick and Montagu were slain. Tewkesbury (4 May 1471) destroyed Lancastrian hopes; Henry VI died in the Tower on 21 May. Oman presents this arc as the final demonstration of Warwick’s overreach and the primacy of stable kingship over magnate dominance.

Oman’s biography functions as a political critique of fifteenth-century England’s ‘bastard feudalism,’ exposing how overmighty subjects, private armies, and affinity politics corroded lawful governance. By detailing the paralysis of Henry VI, the nepotism following Edward IV’s marriage, and the factional capture of institutions, the book interrogates the fragility of royal authority and the social costs of dynastic war—dislocation, reprisals, and disrupted trade through Calais and the Channel. Warwick’s career becomes a case study in the dangers of personal rule by magnates and the volatility of patronage. The narrative implicitly endorses accountable monarchy and institutional checks, contrasting durable statecraft with the catastrophic politics of faction and vendetta.
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CHAPTER I

THE DAYS OF THE KINGMAKER

Of all the great men of action who since the Conquest have guided the course of English policy, it is probable that none is less known to the reader of history than Richard Neville Earl of Warwick and Salisbury[1]. The only man of anything approaching his eminence who has been treated with an equal neglect is Thomas Cromwell, and of late years the great minister of Henry the Eighth is beginning to receive some of the attention that is his due. But for the Kingmaker, the man who for ten years was the first subject of the English Crown, and whose figure looms out with a vague grandeur even through the misty annals of the Wars of the Roses[2], no writer has spared a monograph. Every one, it is true, knows his name, but his personal identity is quite ungrasped. Nine persons out of ten if asked to sketch his character would find, to their own surprise, that they were falling back for their information to Lord Lytton's Last of the Barons or Shakespeare's Henry the Sixth.

An attempt, therefore, even an inadequate attempt, to trace out with accuracy his career and his habits of mind from the original authorities cannot fail to be of some use to the general reader as well as to the student of history. The result will perhaps appear meagre to those who are accustomed to the biographies of the men of later centuries. We are curiously ignorant of many of the facts that should aid us to build up a picture of the man. No trustworthy representation of his bodily form exists.[1q] The day of portraits was not yet come; his monument in Bisham Abbey has long been swept away; no writer has even deigned to describe his personal appearance—we know not if he was dark or fair, stout or slim. At most we may gather from the vague phrases of the chroniclers, and from his quaint armed figure in the Rous Roll[3], that he was of great stature and breadth of limb. But perhaps the good Rous was thinking of his fame rather than his body, when he sketched the Earl in that quaint pictorial pedigree over-topping all his race save his cousin and king and enemy, Edward the Fourth.

But Warwick has only shared the fate of all his contemporaries. The men of the fifteenth century are far less well known to us than are their grandfathers or their grandsons. In the fourteenth century the chroniclers were still working on their old scale; in the sixteenth the literary spirit had descended on the whole nation, and great men and small were writing hard at history as at every other branch of knowledge. But in the days of Lancaster and York the old fountains had run dry, and the new flood of the Renaissance had not risen. The materials for reconstructing history are both scanty and hard to handle. We dare not swallow Hall and Hollingshead whole, as was the custom for two hundred years, or take their annals, coloured from end to end with Tudor sympathies, as good authority for the doings of the previous century. Yet when we have put aside their fascinating, if somewhat untrustworthy, volumes, we find ourselves wandering in a very dreary waste of fragments and scraps of history, strung together on the meagre thread of two or three dry and jejune compilations of annals. To have to take William of Worcester or good Abbot Whethamsted as the groundwork of a continuous account of the times is absolutely maddening. Hence it comes to pass that Warwick has failed to receive his dues.

Of all the men of Warwick's century there are only two whose characters we seem thoroughly to grasp—the best and the worst products of the age—Henry the Fifth and Richard the Third. The achievements of the one stirred even the feeble writers of that day into a fulness of detail in which they indulge for no other hero; the other served as the text for so many invectives under the Tudors that we imagine that we see a real man in the gloomy portrait that is set up before us. Yet we may fairly ask whether our impression is not drawn, either at first or at second hand, almost entirely from Sir Thomas More's famous biography of the usurper, a work whose literary merits have caused it to be received as the only serious source for Richard's history. If we had not that work, Richard of Gloucester would seem a vaguely-defined monster of iniquity, as great a puzzle to the student of history as are the other shadowy forms which move on through those evil times to fall, one after the other, into the bloody grave which was the common lot of all.

In spite, however, of the dearth of good chronicles, and of the absolute non-existence of any contemporary writers of literary merit, there are authorities enough of one sort and another to make it both possible and profitable to build up a detailed picture of Warwick and his times. First and foremost, of course, come the invaluable Paston Letters, covering the whole period, and often supplying the vivid touches of detail in which the more formal documents are so lamentably deficient. If but half a dozen families, as constant in letter-writing as John and Margery Paston, had transmitted their correspondence to posterity, there would be little need to grumble at our lack of information. Other letters too exist, scattered in collections, such as the interesting scrawl from Warwick himself, in his dire extremity before Barnet fight, to Henry Vernon, which was turned up a year ago among the lumber at Belvoir Castle. Much can be gathered from rolls and inquests—for example, the all-important information as to centres and sources of local power can be traced out with perfect accuracy from the columns of the Escheats Roll, where each peer or knight's lands are carefully set forth at the moment of his decease. Joining one authority to another, we may fairly build up the England of the fifteenth century before our eyes with some approach to completeness.

The whole picture of the times is very depressing on the moral if not on the material side. There are few more pitiful episodes in history than the whole tale of the reign of Henry the Sixth, the most unselfish and well-intentioned king that ever sat upon the English throne—a man of whom not even his enemies and oppressors could find an evil word to say; the troubles came, as they confessed, "all because of his false lords[2q], and never of him." We feel that there must have been something wrong with the heart of a nation that could see unmoved the meek and holy King torn from wife and child, sent to wander in disguise up and down the kingdom for which he had done his poor best, and finally doomed to pine for five years a prisoner in the fortress where he had so long held his royal Court. Nor is our first impression concerning the demoralisation of England wrong. Every line that we read bears home to us more and more the fact that the nation had fallen on evil times. First and foremost among the causes of its moral deterioration was the wretched French War, a war begun in the pure spirit of greed and ambition—there was not even the poor excuse that had existed in the time of Edward the Third—carried on by the aid of hordes of debauched foreign mercenaries (after Henry the Fifth's death the native English seldom formed more than a third of any host that took the field in France), and persisted in long after it had become hopeless, partly from misplaced national pride, partly because of the personal interests of the ruling classes. Thirty-five years of a war that was as unjust as it was unfortunate had both soured and demoralised the nation. England was full of disbanded soldiers of fortune; of knights who had lost the ill-gotten lands across the Channel, where they had maintained a precarious lordship in the days of better fortune; of castellans and governors whose occupation was gone; of hangers-on of all sorts who had once maintained themselves on the spoils of Normandy and Guienne. Year after year men and money had been lavished on the war to no effect; and when the final catastrophe came, and the fights of Formigny and Chatillon ended the chapter of our disasters, the nation began to cast about for a scapegoat on whom to lay the burden of its failures. The real blame lay on the nation itself, not on any individual; and the real fault that had been committed was not the mismanagement of an enterprise which presented any hopes of success, but a wrong-headed persistence in an attempt to conquer a country which was too strong to be held down. However, the majority of the English people chose to assume firstly that the war with France might have been conducted to a prosperous issue, and secondly that certain particular persons were responsible for its having come to the opposite conclusion. At first the unfortunate Suffolk and Somerset had the responsibility laid upon them. A little later the outcry became more bold and fixed upon the Lancastrian dynasty itself as being to blame not only for disaster abroad, but for the "want of governance" at home. If King Henry had understood the charge, and possessed the wit to answer it, he might fairly have replied that his subjects must fit the burden upon their own backs, not upon his. The war had been weakly conducted, it was true; but weakly because the men and money for it were grudged. The England that could put one hundred thousand men into the field in a civil broil at Towton sent four thousand to fight the decisive battle at Formigny that settled our fate in Normandy. At home the bulwarks of social order seemed crumbling away. Private wars, riot, open highway robbery, murder, abduction, armed resistance to the law, prevailed on a scale that had been unknown since the troublous times of Edward the Second—we might almost say since the evil days of Stephen. But it was not the Crown alone that should have been blamed for the state of the realm. The nation had chosen to impose over-stringent constitutional checks on the kingly power before it was ripe for self-government, and the Lancastrian house sat on the throne because it had agreed to submit to those checks. If the result of the experiment was disastrous, both parties to the contract had to bear their share of the responsibility. But a nation seldom allows that it has been wrong; and Henry of Windsor had to serve as scapegoat for all the misfortunes of the realm, because Henry of Bolingbroke had committed his descendants to the unhappy compact.
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