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Preface





In the early fifteenth century France, the strongest and most populous nation state of medieval Europe, suffered a complete internal collapse and a partial conquest by a foreign power, something for which there was no precedent in its earlier history, or indeed later until 1940. The history of these years is framed by two political murders. In November 1407 Louis Duke of Orléans, the King’s brother and the effective ruler of France, was battered to death in a Paris street by a band of killers hired by his cousin John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy. Twelve years later, in September 1419, John was in turn cut down on the bridge of Montereau in a carefully planned operation authorised by the Dauphin of France and carried out by his closest associates, most of whom had been Louis’ protégés in his lifetime. These assassinations unleashed a civil war in France which lasted for a generation and for bitterness and savagery matched the religious wars of the late sixteenth century and the revolutions of 1789 and 1870. The catastrophe put France at the mercy of one of the most remarkable rulers of the medieval period, Henry V of England, who occupied first Normandy and then Paris and much of northern France. English readers have naturally seen Henry’s victories through English eyes, but they were in reality a chapter in a French tragedy.


These extraordinary events are overlaid in both France and England by the enduring power of myth. In France they marked the birth of a new patriotism, the point of departure for some of the seminal national myths which continue to influence perceptions of the period to this day. In England later generations would look back on an age of brief but spectacular achievement as the measure of their own rulers’ failure. Even now it is difficult to think of England’s fifteenth-century history without the arresting imagery of Shakespeare, who transmitted his own idealised account of the period two centuries later to a country still uncertain of its place in the world.


The story is dominated by the life and death of the city of Paris, which attained the highest and lowest points of its medieval history in the period covered by this volume. It was in Paris that the French princes pursued their struggle for power around the inert figure of a witless king. It was in the old Palace, the Louvre, the Hôtel Saint-Pol and the Hôtel de Bourbon that some of the most significant diplomatic encounters occurred. It was the prisons of the Châtelet and the Conciergerie which witnessed the worst scenes of mass murder in France’s medieval history. It was in the streets and lanes of the crowded right-bank quarters and beneath the shadow of the Bastille Saint-Antoine that mob violence determined the fate of governments. And it was in Paris that an English king took control of the institutions of the French state, installing his soldiers in its barracks and his functionaries in its offices, thus fulfilling a dream which his forebears had never dared to take seriously.


The rituals of legitimacy and the outward forms of authority mattered in the middle ages, but few rulers of the period were equal to their great offices. Who were the ‘cursed kings’ of this volume’s subtitle? The saddest of them was undoubtedly the benign but mentally defective Charles VI of France, a mannequin of authority, at once indispensable and useless, whose powers were usurped by those around him for their own purposes. Almost as tragic a figure was his Bavarian queen, Isabelle, driven into politics to defend the interests of her sickly children, but outmanoeuvred by cleverer men – her brother-in-law and supposed lover Louis Duke of Orléans, Louis’ murderer John the Fearless, and the rebarbative Gascon dictator Bernard Count of Armagnac. There were others: the inexperienced Dauphin Charles of Ponthieu, the future Charles VII, Isabelle’s last surviving son whom she finally renounced and disinherited; that naive romantic Sigismund of Luxembourg King of Germany, a powerless bankrupt with pretensions to reorder the state of Europe; the sometime paladin of European chivalry Henry IV, who had seized the throne of England in a ruthless coup but, weakened by sickness and racked by guilt, found himself only intermittently able to govern; the pathetic child-king James I of Scotland, captured at sea and held for nearly two decades in English prisons to serve as the pawn of his jailers. Even Henry V found himself carried forward by the current of events which he could not control, assuming a burden beyond the resources of his kingdom which none of his successors could sustain. He died of dysentery in a French royal fortress at the age of thirty-six, just two months before he would have become King of France.


Like previous volumes of this history, this is a narrative, within an analytical framework supplied by the great themes of the time: the rising democracy of the streets, the nascent forces of nationalism, the disintegration of traditional forms of authority, the invasion of a great nation by a smaller and poorer but better-organised neighbour. The narrative sources for the period are unusually rich and varied. The shrewd and opinionated Michel Pintoin, cantor of the royal abbey of Saint-Denis and official historiographer of the monarchy; the Picard nobleman Enguerrand de Monstrelet, who continued Froissart’s great chronicle with a high level of accuracy but none of his model’s literary verve; the French herald Jean Le Fèvre who watched the battle of Agincourt from the English camp; the anonymous Parisian clergyman who for more than four decades recorded in acerbic tones the life of the city as seen from the streets; the English soldier John Page, probably a humble archer, who wrote the story of the siege of Rouen in doggerel verse with an immediacy matched only by the private letters home that now survive in growing numbers: these men, and others like them, watched events as they unfolded, representing different poles of contemporary experience. I have made extensive use of them and other contemporary writers, but the present narrative is shaped mainly by the abundant records, published and unpublished, of the English and French governments and the rich archives of the Valois Dukes of Burgundy. In this and other respects, the principles on which this volume is written are the same as in previous volumes.


I am often asked how many volumes there will be. The answer is that the next one, which will carry the story to the effective end of the English presence in France in the 1450s, will be the last. Calais remained in English hands for a century after that, and the English kings continued to call themselves kings of France until 1802. A final chapter of that volume will trace this curious afterlife of England’s longest and most debilitating war.


This volume is dedicated to my eldest daughter, who was born in 1979, the year that I embarked upon this venture.




 





J. P. C. S.           


Berbiguières       


September 2014 

















CHAPTER I


Paris 1400: A Time of Fortune





On 3 June 1400 the Byzantine Emperor Manuel II Paleologus entered Paris. By the showy standards of contemporary state visits Manuel cut a sorry figure. Accompanied by fewer than sixty of his own attendants, speaking nothing but Greek, mounted on a borrowed white charger and dependent for his travelling expenses on his hosts, he had come to beg for money and troops in the hope of preserving his shrunken domains from the Ottoman Turks. Yet what Manuel lacked in power and wealth he more than made up by the prestige of his crown, a vestigial relic of the last empire to unite all Christendom under a single government. The rulers of France were determined to enjoy the reflected light and to show off the magnificence of their capital. Two thousand prominent citizens lined the road from the fortified bridge of Charenton east of the city by which the Emperor approached. The presidents and judges of the Parlement received him in a body by the roadside, wearing their robes of office and surrounded by 500 attendants. Three French cardinals came forward to meet him, each with his own impressive entourage. The King, Charles VI, then enjoying an interval of lucidity, waited in front of the Porte Saint-Antoine beneath the walls of the Bastille, accompanied by his family and councillors and surrounded by a dense crowd of noblemen and massed trumpeters and bandsmen.


The two monarchs embraced, exchanged a kiss of peace and then rode together at the head of the cavalcade through the city gate, passing the ramparts which Charles V had built four decades before to enclose the rich new suburbs of his expanding capital. Crossing the drawbridge they entered the Rue Saint-Antoine, the broadest thoroughfare of medieval Paris. On their left as they passed along the street stood the rambling buildings, courtyards and gardens of the Hôtel Saint-Pol which had been the home of the French monarchy since the 1360s. A little further on they penetrated the older wall of Philip Augustus, dating from the beginning of the thirteenth century, and then the eleventh-century Porte Baudoyer, where a gateway and a fountain marked the line of a yet earlier wall. At this point the procession was swallowed up by a maze of narrow, irregular streets, lined with tall timber houses whose projecting upper stories and roof corbels crowded out the sky. The Emperor’s route took him along the Rue de la Tixanderie, once the territory of the weavers, now lined by the mansions of the Dukes of Anjou and Berry and the houses of some of the richest merchants and officials of the city. An opening on the left gave onto the Place de Grève, the largest open space in the city. Overlooked by the seat of the municipality, it sloped down to the strand of the Seine with its beached barges and busy cereals market. A little further on the procession passed under the arch of the Grand Châtelet. This austere building had served as the outer gate of Paris at a time when the city covered no more than the Île de la Cité. Stranded by the expanding city, it now housed the grim prison where the royal provost presided over the city’s main civil and criminal courts. For Manuel the successive lines of walls, marking the ceaseless expansion of Paris over five centuries, must have made a painful contrast with Constantinople, once a much larger city, whose shrunken population now occupied only a small fraction of the immense area enclosed by its fourth-century walls.


Emerging onto the quays of the Seine the Emperor and his host entered the Grand Pont. The largest bridge of medieval Paris was a narrow thoroughfare lined on both sides with the shops of the goldsmiths and money-changers. It brought the cavalcade across to the Île de la Cité, the Roman kernel of Paris. In the centre of the island lay a densely populated quarter comprising a mass of churches and chapels surrounded by hovels and dark filthy lanes, dominated from the east by the towers of Notre-Dame cathedral and from the west by the high walls and spires of the royal Palace. At the southern end of the bridge stood the square tower of the Palace, built half a century before, whose clock, ringing out the intervals of the day, could be heard all the way across Paris. The vast walled enclosure of the Palace covered the whole of the western part of the Île de la Cité, about a third of the island. It had been the scene of some of the most terrible moments of the revolutions of the 1350s. Charles V, who had witnessed the worst of them, had hated the place and abandoned it at the outset of his reign to judges, lawyers and officials. But it remained, as it always would, one of the principal theatres for the great occasions of the state. The King and the Emperor entered the enclosure beneath the gatehouse opposite the Rue de la Vieille Draperie, one of the most ancient thoroughfares of medieval Paris, today buried beneath the impersonal buildings and windy spaces of the Préfecture de Police and the Tribunal de Commerce. Here the Emperor was entertained at a banquet in the Grand’ Salle, the largest hall of western Europe, dominated from the upper walls by the painted statues of the kings of France from Clovis to Philip the Fair.1


With about 200,000 permanent residents and a mass of uncounted vagrants from every other part of France, Paris was by far the most populous city in Europe and almost certainly the richest. Writing in the 1430s in a city looted by the partisans of a bitter civil war, abandoned by the monarchy and the nobility, and occupied by the soldiers and officials of a foreign power, an ageing professional scribe remembered the Emperor’s state visit as the high point of the capital’s lost greatness. This man needed to remind his readers that Paris had once been the centre of the political world, buzzing with gossip and decked out with the symbols of power; where the kings of France, Navarre and Sicily had spent much of their time; where they had rubbed shoulders with princes, dukes, counts and bishops; where an army of France’s finest craftsmen had laboured to feed their appetite for luxury; where Christendom’s finest scholars and orators had lived in the rambling buildings of Notre-Dame and the colleges and religious houses of the left bank; where the press of people crossing the Grand Pont had been enough to crush a horse; where the treasuries of the churches were worth a kingdom and the streets offered ‘more riches and wonders, more ceremonies and excitement than any one man could recount’. Guillebert de Metz was not alone in looking back on these scenes with nostalgia. Misfortune begets myth. One of those who had waited upon the Byzantine Emperor was the French King’s uncle Louis II Duke of Bourbon. Three decades later, when Louis’ old standard-bearer came to dictate his memoirs, he too looked back on Manuel’s visit as a symbolic moment before the onset of civil war when ‘peace and good fortune reigned in France’ and the country was at the height of its power and influence. Another elderly memoir-writer of the 1430s, Perceval de Cagny, who had been a squire of the Count of Alençon, remembered it as a time when Parisians slept easy in their beds although no watches were kept from the walls and the city gates were left open day and night. Even as a young man of sixteen Gilles le Bouvier, the future Berry Herald, believed that ‘in that hour the noble kingdom of France and the good city of Paris enjoyed power, renown, honour and wealth beyond every other Christian realm’.2


These were golden years for France. French troops defended Constantinople against the Turks. In Italy Asti, Genoa and Naples were French cities. A band of Norman adventurers had conquered the Canary Islands in one of the earliest European colonial ventures. Some of the greatest literature in early French was being written: the chronicles of Froissart, the ballads and rondeaux of Eustache Deschamps, the poems and polemics of Christine de Pisan and the exuberant verses of the aristocratic authors of the Cent Ballades all of which found patrons, readers and imitators in France and translators abroad. Around the College of Navarre, among the intimates of the royal princes and in the upper reaches of the civil service, a self-conscious literary culture grew up founded on a stylised Latin moulded by classical forms and the rhetoric of the Augustan age of Rome. A generation of outstanding Parisian craftsmen inspired by French, Flemish and Dutch artistic traditions was responsible for some of the most beautiful painted manuscripts of the European middle ages. In Dijon the sculptor Claus Sluter was creating works of emotionally charged realism twenty years before the earliest works of Donatello in Italy. These are the chance survivals of a prolifically creative moment in French history most of whose monuments have perished: the grand Parisian mansions of the royal princes, demolished in the subsequent development of the city; the remarkable creations of the Parisian jewellers whose descriptions fill the inventories of the King and the nobility, almost all of them looted, dismantled or melted down for ready cash in the troubles of the following years; the carved tombs of wealthy prelates and officials, smashed by the revolutionaries of successive generations; the beautiful images in wood and stone which once decorated countless churches proclaiming a new, intense religious sensibility, only to be mutilated by the self-confident puritanism of the sixteenth century or discarded by the refined taste of the eighteenth.


It was above all a Parisian moment. ‘Adieu Paris, adieu petits pâtés’, sang the poet Eustache Deschamps as he left the capital for Languedoc, listing all the luxuries that he would miss in the austere southern provinces: baths, brothels, soft beds, embroidered fabrics, fancy clothes, dancing and fine wine. There was a good deal more to this than the familiar contrast of urban sophistication and rural simplicity. Paris reached the apogee of its fortunes at a time when the rest of France, like most of Europe, was suffering from a prolonged economic depression. The country had been at peace since the truce of 1389 with England and there had been no major campaign on French soil for six years before that. But brigandage remained a serious issue, especially in the south. It took decades for rural communities to recover from war damage, uprooted vines, lost cattle and draught animals and burned-out buildings, all of which required scarce capital to replace them. The effects were aggravated by a declining rural population as war, internal migration and bubonic plague took their toll on the inhabitants of Europe’s richest kingdom. The result was a persistent fall in agricultural yields and prices and a general decline in economic activity. Marginal land went out of cultivation, returning to forest or scrub. The revenues of the nobility, the Church and the mass of peasant smallholders, all founded on agricultural production, fell away. So did the profits of industrial products like textiles, the staple of the northern towns. In the 1350s and 1360s wage-earners had experienced a brief improvement in their standard of living as labour became scarce and wages rose in the aftermath of the first great plague of 1348. But the impact of this one-off adjustment was exhausted by the 1370s. By the end of the fourteenth century shrinking demand had checked the upward pressure on wages. The long reign of Charles VI (1380–1422) was characterised by stagnation and persistent economic recession.3


Between 1398 and 1403 France suffered the last major outbreak of bubonic plague of the late middle ages. It was the most virulent and prolonged epidemic for a generation. Statistical evidence is fragmentary and often hard to interpret. But, such as it is, it suggests that the population may have fallen by as much as a quarter in the space of five years. Judging by the complaints of the tax farmers, whose income depended on the yield of sales taxes, economic activity fell by about a third in the same period as people died or fled and markets were deserted. The immediate effect was most pronounced in the towns, where mortality was highest. But in the longer term it was the countryside that was hit hardest as men abandoned the land and migration to the cities accelerated. When, in January 1406, the royal council considered a new flat-rate tax on towns and villages, the technical experts in the Chambre des Comptes advised that out of an estimated 1,700,000 settlements in France no fewer than 700,000, or more than 40 per cent, would have to be exempted because war damage and plague had left them too poor to pay. The indirect consequences of a declining population proved to be even more persistent: falling demand for manufactures; declining international trade; shrinking credit and a diminishing money supply. All of these things were aggravated by the rise in the value of the silver coinage resulting from the secular decline of European silver production.4


France in 1400 remained the varied patchwork of regions which it had always been and would remain until the nineteenth century: a land of many languages, disparate laws and cultures, and intense local patriotisms. Over a period of some three centuries the kings of France had progressively intensified their power over their diverse realm, assisted by the Church, an ambitious civil service and a professional judiciary with a developed sense of royal authority. Philip Augustus had established the main organs of the state permanently in Paris at the end of the twelfth century. Two centuries later government had become the city’s main industry. Its economy was sustained by the service of the king, the noblemen and ecclesiastical princes who attended on him, and the judges, lawyers, officials and courtiers who administered Europe’s most intensely bureaucratic state. Philip Augustus, Louis IX, Philip the Fair and his sons, and Charles V had all been pre-eminently Parisian monarchs, living in the city by choice and embellishing it with many of its finest buildings. Charles VI was born and died there, held court there for the first twelve years of his reign and passed most of his remaining twenty years confined there by illness. Paris was the scene of all the theatrical moments of the French monarchy. The king marked his accession with an extravagant joyeuse entrée. A frightened populace mounted processions through its streets to claim the intercession of God at times of national peril. More than a hundred bell-towers tolled the great occasions of the political and ecclesiastical calendar. Bonfires and street parties marked the news of victory or peace, the birth of the king’s children or his recovery from illness. Laws and proclamations were announced from the steps of the Châtelet and the old Palace and repeated to the sound of trumpets at street crossings. Paris was the scene of the meetings of the Estates-General and all the other elaborately stage-managed assemblies by which the Valois kings sought to associate their subjects with momentous political decisions. Crowds crammed into the small space among the booksellers’ shops in front of Notre-Dame cathedral to witness the burning of books and the public statements of a highly politicised ecclesiastical hierarchy. And at the end of every reign the king’s body was carried up the Rue Saint-Denis escorted by the liveried officers and household of the dead man and by tens of thousands of mourners.


The city’s political role was everywhere visible in its buildings. The courts and halls of the Hôtel Saint-Pol by the Bastille were filled with the domestics of the royal household. Its officers and their staffs occupied every corner of the vast and rambling collection of buildings and spilled out into the houses in the streets around. In his prime Charles VI had employed forty-five chamberlains and some 700 or 800 gentlemen about his court, in addition to a multitude of menials. The secretaries, notaries and clerks of the Chancery, nearly three times as numerous as they had been a century before, were packed into the halls of the Palace and the mansions of successive chancellors. The tower of the Louvre, dominating the urban landscape from the west, its entrance surmounted by a statue of King Charles V, now served as a subsidiary palace, a ceremonial theatre for state occasions and a royal treasury, library and arsenal. The cramped buildings of the Châtelet at the northern end of the Grand-Pont accommodated a growing staff of judges, examiners, clerks, notaries, sergeants, executioners and jailers. On the Île de la Cité opposite, behind the tall, fortified facade of the Conciergerie, lay the buildings, courts and gardens of the former royal palace, largely rebuilt by Philip the Fair at the beginning of the fourteenth century. The northern part of this administrative quarter, overlooking the right branch of the Seine, housed a growing mass of functionaries in the offices, towers and galleries around the Grand’ Salle. These officials staffed the judicial services of the royal household, responsible for dealing with petitions, as well as the various chambers of the Parlement de Paris, the highest court of the land, and a number of political and administrative offices in the royal government. Squeezed into the remaining spaces were the offices and archives of the vast and complex financial services of the Crown: the three Treasurers of France, responsible for the management of the royal domain and the administration of receipts and payments; the councillors and auditors of the Chambre des Comptes and the incipient Cour du Trésor; the Généraux-Conseillers of the royal finances with their ample staffs; the Receivers-General of taxes with their subordinate officials answerable for the collection of the aides and the gabelle du sel.5


The princes and prelates of the realm, by convention the closest advisers of the King and the dominant figures in his council, passed much of their time in the capital close to the centre of affairs, far more than their forebears had done. On the left bank the dukes of Orléans occupied the Hôtel de Navarre by the Porte de Buci in the Rue Saint-André-des-Arts, close to the mansions of the counts of Eu, the dukes of Brittany, the dauphins of Auvergne and half a dozen lesser noblemen as well as some twenty-five prominent bishops and abbots. Wedged between the city wall and the strand of the river opposite the Louvre, on the site presently occupied by the Institut de France, stood the fortified enclosure of the Hôtel de Nesle with its courts, gardens and galleried arcades, which was occupied by the King’s uncle John Duke of Berry, one of the six Parisian residences owned by this magnificent prince, in addition to five great houses beyond the walls. The Duke’s sumptuously decorated mansion of Bicêtre, south of the walls by the modern Porte d’Italie in what was then a landscape of open fields and vineyards, had been rebuilt to accommodate his treasure-house of books, paintings, tapestries and jewellery, ‘the richest and most valuable art collection in the realm’ according to a good judge. On the right bank of the Seine a dense cluster of imposing residences around the Louvre was occupied by the leaders of the ancient nobility: the ‘rich and pleasant’ palace recently rebuilt by the dukes of Bourbon; the old mansion of the King of Bohemia who had died at Crécy, now used as his principal residence by the Duke of Orléans; the urban mansions of the counts of Alençon, Laval, Saint-Pol, Hainaut, Clermont, Armagnac and La Marche, all of them prominent actors in the civil wars of the following years. Standing apart, a little to the east, the Hôtel de Bourgogne served as the Paris headquarters of Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, the dominant figure in the French royal council and the owner of at least three other mansions in the capital in addition to the Hôtel de Conflans, a magnificent suburban mansion which stood by the bridge of Charenton, surrounded by beautiful gardens. The owners of these urban palaces never passed unnoticed. Their halls and courts were crammed with servants, retainers and petitioners. Their followers wore their liveries, publicly proclaiming their allegiance in the streets. They forced their way through the crowds on horseback, dressed in magnificent velvets and furs, decked with jewels and escorted by uniformed outriders.6


The Crown’s professional servants, those ‘little kingalings’ (‘petits royetaux’) mocked by Guillebert de Metz, were almost as noticeable. They grew fat on the fees and exactions of their offices, the largesse of an incapable king and the speculative opportunities offered by a needy government and a fast-living city. The surviving tax rolls suggest that, leaving aside the princes and the ancient nobility who were exempt, most of the richest Parisians were judges and royal officials. Their houses filled the spaces between the aristocratic residences of the left bank. They built magnificent houses for themselves around the edges of the Marais district, close to the King’s residence at Saint-Pol in what are now the Rue Vieille du Temple, the Rue des Archives, the Rue des Francs-Bourgeois and the lanes leading off them. Here stood the Hôtel de Clisson, built by the disgraced Constable in the time of his greatness, of which a gatehouse still stands; the mansions which his protégés, those prodigiously successful parvenus Bureau de la Rivière and Jean le Mercier, had occupied before their fall; the Hôtel Barbette, built by a former Treasurer of Charles VI and occupied by the doomed master of his household, Jean de Montaigu: so many monuments to the ambition of a new aristocracy of functionaries and the fragility of fortunes built on the passing chances of royal favour.7


In the parishes of Saint-Jacques-la-Boucherie and Sainte-Opportune, north of the Châtelet, and in the crowded streets around the market of Les Halles stood the houses of the bankers, purveyors, merchants and craftsmen who supplied these princely personages and prospered mightily from their free-handed spending. In a single year, 1400, the Duke of Burgundy spent nearly 40,000 livres on jewellery. In the following year the Queen spent twice that on gold cloth, silks, furs, jewellery, embroidery and various kinds of headgear for herself and her daughter. The Duke of Berry filled his many palaces with treasures and curios. The jewelled confections which the royal princes traditionally presented to each other at every new year consumed tens of thousands of livres. The few survivals reveal the spirit of the age better than any of the desiccated lists in the accounts and inventories. The celebrated golden horse of Altötting, a finely detailed sculpture in gold and silver encrusted with sapphires, rubies and pearls, showing Charles VI kneeling before the Virgin and Child while his groom holds his horse below, is perhaps the most remarkable single monument of an age of princely largesse. Given by the Queen to her husband in 1404, it survives in a German church because it was pledged within a year to the Duke of Bavaria as security for a loan which was never repaid. Works like these kept the luxury trades of Paris busy and made small fortunes for the workshops and middlemen who supplied them. Guillebert de Metz gives us the names of Guillaume Sanguin and a Lucchese banker, Dino Rapondi, factors of the dukes of Burgundy, and Simon and Bureau de Dammartin, purveyors to the Queen and the house of Orléans. Other members of the elite of bourgeois Paris performed the same functions for the dukes of Berry, Anjou, Alençon and Armagnac. Some of these purveyors lived lives almost as opulent as the princes whom they served. They patronised poets, painters, musicians, cooks. Their chapels were decorated with stained glass and gold vessels, and famous clerics preached in them. Their houses were filled with good linen, their tables laid with fine plate and excellent food, their beds dressed with thick furs. ‘These are things’, wrote the comfortable citizen known as the Menagier de Paris to his young wife, ‘that make a man want to come home and see his wife and shut the door against the outside world.’8


The immense population of Paris was conventionally regarded as a source of strength. ‘The more populous our capital,’ Charles VI proclaimed in 1392, ‘the more its renown will contribute to our glory, our majesty and our sovereignty.’ In times of peace and prosperity this was no doubt true. But the French capital’s dense mass of humanity also made it vulnerable to internal and external enemies, a factor of growing importance in the coming time of political instability and civil war. Contrasts of wealth and poverty, extreme even by the standards of the age, were a long-standing source of unrest and disorder. Paris was an economy of small workshops, artisans and shopkeepers. The complex regulation of the retail trades, combined with high costs of transport and distribution, made it an exceptionally expensive city to live in. The comparatively rigid and regulated labour market offered good wages for the minority with secure jobs or indispensable skills, but volatile rates of pay and high levels of unemployment for the floating mass of journeymen and labourers. The situation was aggravated by the tide of migrants fleeing to the city from the poverty and insecurity of the countryside. Those with skills came up against the formidable barriers with which established tradesmen guarded their privileges and monopolies against interlopers: residence qualifications, tight limits on the number of masters, minimum periods of apprenticeship, intrusive controls on quality. The majority of migrants with no skills, or none of real value, scrambled for jobs at subsistence wages or worse. The more fortunate of these wretches found work as domestic servants or as casuals in the building or carrying trades, and accommodation in the attic rooms which the tradesmen of Paris traditionally assigned to their menials or let out to ‘poor labourers’. But many ended up as vagrants, beggars, petty criminals or prostitutes. They passed their time by day in the estimated 4,000 taverns and drinking houses of the city. They slept rough at night in cellars or suburbs, or dossed down on the barges moored in the Seine. Guillebert of Metz’s reckoning of 80,000 beggars was certainly exaggerated but it reflected a widespread perception that the city was overrun by them. In the course of Charles VI’s long reign these problems generated mounting resentment among the poor and young.9


In this intensely political city collective grievances rapidly transmuted into political movements even among those who were neither poor nor young. Paris had had no formal municipal government since 1383 when in the aftermath of the revolt of the Maillotins the city corporation had been suppressed. The Provost of the Merchants, who was for practical purposes the city’s mayor, was transformed into a nominated royal official. Most of the other municipal institutions were abolished. But the inhabitants had spontaneously developed other forms of organisation which were less susceptible of government control. Powerful interest groups dominated the social life of the city. The old oligarchy of major families, mostly drawn from the victualling trades, retained much of their political influence. Associations of residents were organised in parishes and districts (quartiers) for tax purposes and in bands of ten and fifty for defence and internal security. More than a hundred craft and trade guilds operated as the chief instruments of economic regulation. Countless religious confraternities, charitable associations and local groups brought men together for mutual support. All of these organisations had played an overtly political role in the upheavals of the fourteenth century. The clampdown of 1383 had deprived them of their autonomy and of many of their functions. The more powerful of them had been placed under the supervision of royal officials. But these constraints had never been wholly effective and had been progressively relaxed since the King had taken over the reins of power in 1389. By the beginning of the fifteenth century the old networks of power, though still unacknowledged, had recovered much of their former influence over the streets.10


Within a few years the growing power and volatile temper of the Parisian guilds would come to be associated with the most powerful and dangerous of them all, the corporation of the Grande Boucherie. This guild controlled the largest of the Parisian butcheries, occupying a maze of covered alleys west of the Châtelet, beneath the shadow of the church tower of St-Jacques-la-Boucherie. They were closely allied to the butchers of Sainte-Geneviève, the largest butchery of the left bank. The richer town-dwellers of late medieval Europe ate prodigious quantities of meat. A plausible contemporary estimate put the numbers sold in the markets of Paris in the early fifteenth century at 4,000 carcasses of mutton, 240 of beef, 500 of veal and 600 of pork every week. The butchers were a self-contained hereditary clan, much intermarried, who had been dominated for generations by a handful of families, such as the Legoix, the Saint-Yons and the Thiberts. The butchers’ guilds had recovered their corporate autonomy earlier than any other trade guilds. But their members were not much esteemed. They were ‘men of low estate, inhuman, detestable and devoted to their dishonourable trade’, according to the patrician Jean Jouvenel des Ursins. In spite of their low social status the butchers were rich, enjoying the benefits of a tightly controlled monopoly and a growing market for their product. With wealth came ambition. Their leaders coveted status and power. They relished their position as kingmakers, once the rivalries of the princely houses spilled out onto the streets. Concentrated in the narrow lanes of their quarters, they could summon up mobs in minutes, calling on hundreds of muscular apprentices and journeymen as well as on their allies in the minor butcheries, the stallholders of Les Halles and the pervasive network of associated trades such as the tanners, skinners, leather-dressers and cobblers.11


By the standard of medieval cities Paris was well policed. But no police force could have hoped to control such a dense concentration of humanity with the limited means available to public authorities at the time. The Provost, a royal official, was the principal judicial and administrative officer of the capital. He disposed of a force of sergeants attached to the criminal court at the Châtelet. Its strength had progressively increased since its creation in the thirteenth century and currently stood at 440 men. Half of this force, all unmounted, were charged with patrolling the area within the walls and the inner suburbs. Their efforts were supplemented by the sergeants employed by the various churches exercising criminal jurisdiction in the city, and at night by the watch, a militia drawn from the richer householders. In reality these arrangements were less impressive than they seemed. The sergeants of the Châtelet were undisciplined, corrupt and widely hated. Watch-duty was negligently performed and often evaded. Much of the city’s population was mobile and anonymous. There were always many strangers. In these conditions, the mechanisms of social control and mutual surveillance by which medieval communities maintained public order were largely ineffective. The physical fabric of the city added to the difficulties. The lanes in which most people lived were dark and narrow. Side streets could be closed off by wooden gates installed at their extremities. Main thoroughfares could be blocked at will by heavy chains attached to iron rings fixed to the buildings and kept in readiness at street crossings. The streets were extraordinarily sensitive to rumour, provoking fear, fury, hatred or panic, what Balzac would one day call the ‘word-of-mouth broadsheets’ of Paris. Out of sight of the august residents of the left bank, the Louvre quarter and the Marais, grievances magnified among the tightly packed population of the alley tenements. Tempers frayed in the hot, crowded attics and stinking cellars. Mobs gathered in seconds in the few open spaces within the walls: Les Halles, the Porte Baudoyer, the Place de Grève, the Rue Saint-Antoine and, on the left bank, the Place Maubert.12


Fear of revolution in their capital had been an abiding anxiety of the kings of France for many years. Twice in the last half-century, in 1357 and in 1382, the Paris mob had taken possession of the streets and acquired control of the city in alliance with important factions of the civic oligarchy. The King’s ministers did not forget. Along the Seine stood the successive monuments in dressed stone to their historic distrust of the citizens of Paris. In the heart of the capital the main gate of the Châtelet was refortified by the officers of Charles V and a keep constructed in the middle of the enclosure, dominating the butchers’ quarter and the open spaces of the Innocents and Les Halles beyond. Opposite, on the left bank, a smaller urban fortress known as the Petit Châtelet was built at the south end of the Petit Pont to allow the authorities to seal off the riotous students of the university quarter from the rest of the city. When in the 1360s the city’s walls were rebuilt to contain the expanding suburbs of the right bank, the Louvre lay well within the new line of defence, but it was rebuilt and enlarged and defended by a turreted curtain wall along the strand of the Seine to serve as a refuge from the violence of the Parisians. Rising above the forest beyond the eastern edge of city stood the new royal keep of Vincennes, completed at prodigious cost to serve as the core of a new official city in time of disorder. All of these strongholds had been garrisoned and used during the revolt of the Maillotins in 1382. In the following year, after the rising had been suppressed, the Bastille Saint-Antoine, the fortress-gate on the east, was redesigned to resist attack from inside the city and to provide royal forces with a means of forcing an entry into the capital from outside ‘even against its inhabitants’ will’.13


Paris was powerfully defended against external attack. The right-bank quarters were protected by five miles of modern walls and ditches, pierced by seven heavily fortified gates. The left bank was weaker. Its ancient walls, dating from the reign of Philip Augustus more than two centuries earlier, were pierced by eight gates. Some of them were in poor repair and gave onto extensive suburbs which provided ample cover for an enemy. But a close siege would have required an army far larger than any state of the late middle ages could have raised, as the English had discovered when they tried to invest the city in 1346 and again in 1359 and 1372. No close blockade of Paris was even attempted before the end of the sixteenth century. The main threats in wartime were starvation and betrayal from within. Paris stands at the nodal point of the river system of northern France, between the confluences of the Seine with the Oise on the west and with the Marne and the Yonne on the east. In the fifteenth century its dense population depended for its supplies on an immense network of road and river links extending hundreds of miles across some of the most fertile regions of western Europe. The bulk of its grain came from the plains of Picardy and the Beauce and the basin of the Marne. Meat came from Normandy and Perche, wine from Burgundy, salt and fish from the Atlantic seaboard. Fuel, mainly firewood, was brought in from the forests of the Île de France. Shortage of storage space and working capital meant that stocks of these staples were generally low and quickly exhausted. A tidal wave of carts, barges and porters brought in goods daily in prodigious quantities. It was a delicate physical and economic balance, easily disrupted in time of war. Bands of soldiers could terrorise the roads, reducing the traffic to a trickle, provoking panic in the streets of the capital and raising prices in its markets to astronomical levels. Small forces of men could cut off supplies by taking possession of the pinch-points outside the walls. The most important of these were the two powerfully fortified suburban bridges at Saint-Cloud on the west and Charenton on the east. Just beyond the northern suburbs the small walled town of Saint-Denis stood across the Amiens road. Beyond the horizon a ring of strategically sited fortresses, arranged like a noose around the capital, could choke off the road and river traffic of whole provinces. Étampes blocked the Orléans road to the south. The island fortress of Melun closed the corridor of the Seine. The castle of Montereau guarded the important bridges at the confluence of the Seine and the Yonne and controlled most of the traffic of Burgundy. The valley of the Marne and its tributaries, which carried the trade of Champagne and the provinces of the Moselle and the Rhine, could be closed off at will by hostile garrisons based at Meaux or La Ferté-sous-Jouarre. West of the city troops based at Pontoise on the Oise and Mantes on the Seine could stop supplies from the rich and productive regions of the Beauce, Normandy and Picardy. The small walled town of Senlis, thirty miles north of Paris, stood over the principal crossroads of the northern French plain. All of these places were destined to play critical roles in the invasions and civil wars of the next generation.
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The crisis of the French state, which came close to destroying it over the next thirty years, had its origin in one of its most remarkable achievements. Alone among the major states of late medieval Europe France had a tax administration capable of appropriating much of the surplus wealth generated by France’s economy to the needs of the Crown without any formal process of consent on behalf of taxpayers. The system dated from the 1360s when a number of financial reforms had been introduced in order to pay the ransom of Charles VI’s grandfather John II and to suppress the Great Companies which were then operating under English patronage throughout the country. It was founded on the two principal indirect taxes of the French ancien régime: the aides, a sales tax levied at 5 per cent on most commodities exposed for sale and at 8.3 per cent on wine; and the gabelle, an excise on salt, generally levied at a rate of 10 per cent. During the reign of Charles V (1364–80) these impositions had depended, at least in theory, on the consent of various regional assemblies representing taxpayers. But when, in the crisis which followed Charles V’s death in 1380, it proved impossible to obtain consent to their continuance, the government imposed them by decree and brutally suppressed attempts at concerted opposition. From 1384 the aides and the gabelle were supplemented by a new tax, the taille. Tailles were direct taxes imposed on local communities at unpredictable intervals in order to meet financial emergencies, generally connected with war. There was never any pretence of consent to the taille. Between them the aides and the gabelle raised about two million livres in the average year in addition to the revenues of the royal demesne and the yield of the ‘tenths’ levied on the Church. In the first five years of its existence, between 1384 and 1389, the taille added on average another million livres annually. This represented a heavier burden of taxation than any other European state had been able to impose, both in absolute terms and relative to the country’s wealth and population. The war with England provided the political justification for taxation on this scale and the main reason why, in spite of significant discontent and some localised outbreaks of rebellion, it was tolerated by much of the population. But when the war was suspended in 1389 and war expenditure fell to its lowest levels for half a century the aides and the gabelle continued, albeit at a reduced rate. The taille was initially abandoned but then revived in 1396 and again in 1397. This implied a substantial structural surplus of government revenues over the ordinary demands of peacetime government. Yet from about 1399 onward the treasury was insolvent. The King’s receivers and treasurers were meeting his liabilities with bills of assignment payable three years ahead, many of which were dishonoured when the time came.14


How had this come about? The main reason was that government’s revenues were being appropriated on a large scale by the royal princes and their clients, and by the higher reaches of the civil service. In the first two decades of the fifteenth century the situation deteriorated as a bitter struggle for control of the Crown’s resources was fought out in the council chambers of the royal palaces, in the national and regional assemblies, among the consuls and magistrates of the towns and ultimately on the streets. The essential problem was the incapacity of the King. Charles VI had never had his father’s intelligence or strength of purpose, even in his brief prime at the end of the 1380s. But in August 1392, while riding at the head of his army into Brittany, he suffered the first serious manifestation of a life-long illness which, so far as we can judge across an interval of more than six centuries, appears to have been a form of paranoid schizophrenia. For the next thirty years of his long reign the French King lived a life of intermittent sanity, interrupted by ever longer and more frequent ‘absences’, the delicate euphemism used by contemporaries to describe the periods when the King would wander through the corridors of his palaces howling and screaming, tearing and soiling his clothes, breaking the furniture or throwing it on the fire, not knowing who or what he was and unable to recognise his closest friends and kinsmen or even his wife. In his intervals of lucidity Charles was capable of picking up traces of his previous political positions. He was gracious and could be articulate, even forceful. He acted out his role. He retained the loyalty and affection of his subjects. But he was no longer capable of governing his realm. Politically he was a spent force, content to allow the factions around him to fight their battles over his head as if he were no more than a distant spectator. The situation was too uncertain to warrant a formal regency, which might have provided a measure of continuity and conserved the strength of the Valois monarchy. So while the King lived everything had to be done in his name. Major decisions were deferred until he recovered his faculties. If a decision could not be put off it was taken in his absence but invariably submitted to him later for his confirmation. Charles was at once indispensable and useless. The day-to-day business of government devolved upon the royal council, a protean body comprising the royal princes, the officers of state, a number of bishops active in the work of government, and a shifting cast of prominent magnates and courtiers. The council became the forum for the rivalries and jealousies of faction as power was uneasily contested between the King’s closest relatives, supported by cliques with no real legitimacy in law or security in fact.


In the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the English deposed three kings who were thought to be incapable of governing, one of them twice. Yet the French never contemplated such a thing, even at the lowest ebb of Charles VI’s fortunes. After three centuries in which the power of the Crown had progressively increased, France had come to identify itself more than any other European society with its monarchy. So far as its ancient and disparate provinces had a sense of common identity, it was the monarchy which had created it. So far as it enjoyed effective government, internal peace and security from its enemies, it owed these things mainly to the monarchy. Almost all of its national myths and symbols were centred upon the monarchy. At the end of the fourteenth century the Provençal jurist Honoré Bonet contrasted the cohesion of his adoptive country with the divided societies all around it. France was ‘the column of Christendom, of nobility and virtue, of well-being, riches and faith’, but, he added, ‘above all else she has a powerful King’. The kings of France were supported by an impressive corps of professional councillors, judges and administrators. But the functioning of the state was never wholly impersonal. It remained critically dependent upon the personality of the monarch. The king was not only a ceremonial figure, a symbol of power, the fount of justice, the source of all secular authority. His was the only authority which could resolve the inevitable political differences among his councillors and ministers. Only he could confer legitimacy on controversial decisions of the state: the making of peace and war, the resolution of the prolonged schism of the Church, major dispositions of the royal demesne, the imposition of tailles or the marriage of his children. Above all the king was the indispensable arbiter in the continual contest for royal favour and largesse among the princes and the top officials and churchmen, the jobbery that served as the grease of every European state until the nineteenth century. If the king could not perform this function himself it was likely to be taken out of his hands by self-interested groups intent on satisfying their own claims and excluding competitors. The traditional analogy between the state and the human body, which likened the king to the head and mind of the body politic, was more than an arresting metaphor. As Bonet had attributed the prosperity of France in the 1390s to the strength of the Crown, so the next generation of moralists would blame its weakness for social disintegration and civil war that they saw all around them. ‘All is now corrupted, all bent on evil work,’ sang Eustache Deschamps, the poet of a deserted court and a dispirited aristocracy; ‘these are the symptoms of monarchy’s decay.’15


The decline of the Crown and the dispersal of power to the nobility and the civil service would have been plain to anyone who wandered among the courts and gardens of the Hôtel Saint-Pol. The King’s business was still carried on there. But the crowds of provincial officials, ambassadors, petitioners, tradesmen and merrymakers, the display and extravagance, the music, laughter and feasting of the King’s youth had all faded away. Charles himself lived surrounded by a meagre court, accompanied by a dwindling band of loyal retainers and servants of low status. One of these wrote in 1406 a pathetic, perhaps exaggerated account of a King, shuffling unshod though his private apartments, without robes to wear in public, horses to ride out with, or even candles to light his bedroom, his manners mocked and patronised, his authority ignored or manipulated by his former courtiers. The great came before him in search of favours at the first sign of recovery, bustling his loyal attendants out of the way and then turned their backs as soon as he relapsed. When the King was ‘absent’ the greedy, the needy and the ambitious looked for opportunities elsewhere, in the halls of the princely mansions of the capital and the anterooms of prominent bureaucrats. In the two decades which followed the onset of the King’s illness, the Duke of Berry’s daily household expenditure rose threefold, and the daily consumption of meat substantially exceeded the royal court’s. According to the house biographer of the Duke of Bourbon, those who still called at the Hôtel Saint-Pol found no one to receive them and promptly left. ‘Let us go and dine at the mansion of the Duke of Bourbon,’ they would say; ‘we are sure to find a good welcome there.’16


In November 1388, after eight years in which the kingdom had been run in their own interest by the King’s uncles, Charles VI had ousted them with the assistance of the Constable, Olivier de Clisson, and a group of prominent administrators and former servants of Charles V known to history as the ‘Marmousets’. The Marmouset ministers were comparatively honest. They hacked away at the luxuriant undergrowth of jobbery which had led to an exponential growth in the royal payroll over the previous decade. They reinforced the powers of the auditors and councillors of the Chambre des Comptes. They radically reduced the flow of funds into the pockets of the royal princes and instituted tight controls over fresh grants. They had a strong sense of public service and were no more than moderately venal themselves. But the Marmouset experiment was cut short by the King’s first attack of insanity. In the autumn of 1392 the two surviving brothers of the previous King, the Dukes of Berry and Burgundy, recovered power. The Marmousets were dismissed, Olivier de Clisson disgraced and most of their reforms were swept away along with their authors.


During the last decade of the fourteenth century the dominant figure in the French state was Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy. Philip owed his position in the counsels of the government to a number of factors: his high rank, his force of personality, his long experience of government and politics, his considerable political talents and capacity for hard work. He was shrewd and wise. His diplomatic skills were envied even by his enemies. ‘A man of much experience of government, more cautious and eloquent than the other royal princes’, wrote the official historian of the reign. ‘Prince de grant scavoir, grant travail et grant volonté’, echoed Christine de Pisan. Above all, however, Philip owed his influence to his immense territorial power. Although he was the youngest of John II’s sons, he had been the favourite of both his father and his brother Charles V. His father had endowed him with the duchy of Burgundy after the extinction of the line which had ruled it since the eleventh century. His brother had procured for him the hand of Margaret of Flanders, the greatest heiress in Europe. On the death of her father in 1384 Philip and Margaret inherited the French counties of Flanders and Artois and the towns of Antwerp and Mechelen, the richest commercial and industrial region of northern Europe. They also succeeded to the county of Nevers, bordering on Burgundy to the west, and the Imperial county of Burgundy on the east side of the Saône, an accession of territory which together with the Charolais (acquired later by purchase) more than doubled their holdings in one of France’s richest agricultural regions. In the last decade before Philip’s death in 1404 these two substantial blocks of territory, together with the small county of Rethel in the Ardennes, generated on average about 330,000 livres a year in domain revenues, taxes and miscellaneous receipts in normal years, rising to more than 600,000 livres in wartime.17 By a deft mixture of diplomacy, inheritance, purchase and political pressure, Philip had built upon these territories, expanding his interests into the jigsaw of autonomous territories lying east and north of Flanders which nominally belonged to the Holy Roman Empire. Brabant, Luxembourg, Hainaut, Holland, Zeeland and Limburg and the ecclesiastical territories of Tournai, Cambrai and Liège formed a continuous arc of territory beyond the northern frontier of France all of which would be brought under Burgundian control in the first half of the fifteenth century.


By the time of his death in 1404 Philip was more than a cadet of the French royal family. Alone among the royal princes of France he had been able to endow his territories with the trappings of a state, straddling the border between France and Germany. He maintained a large and efficient bureaucracy based in the twin capitals of Dijon and Lille. He collected his own taxes. He minted coins. He held a magnificent court, distributing largesse with an open hand. He nominated bishops. He sponsored crusades. He conducted his own relations with the papacy and foreign powers through his own ambassadors. He called armies and fleets into being, commanded by his own marshals and admirals and supported by impressive forces of artillery.


None of this would have been possible without Philip’s firm grip on the government of France. He ruthlessly exploited his position at the heart of Charles VI’s counsels to serve the interests of his nascent state. French foreign policy was adapted to serve the interests of the ruler of Flanders, which diverged in many ways from those of the rest of France. The Duke’s obligations to the Crown were waived or released. His protégés were installed throughout the royal service. But by far the most significant advantage which Philip derived from his position in France was financial. With the complaisance of the King’s councillors and officials he was able to direct large transfers of funds from the French royal treasury into his own coffers. The cost of buying prestige, influence and loyalty was high and, like most great noblemen of the late middle ages with pretensions to power, Philip outspent his own resources. The deficiency was funded mainly by grants and pensions from the Crown and by royal taxes levied in his French domains which were ceded to him either wholly or in part. The rhythm of these payments was directly dependent on the Duke’s political fortunes. Among his first acts on recovering control of the government in 1392 was to award himself an annual pension of 36,000 livres. This sum was progressively increased over the years and had attained 100,000 livres a year by the time of his death twelve years later. In addition Philip received between 60,000 and 80,000 livres a year from the proceeds of royal taxes in his domains and ‘extraordinary’ grants varying from 3,000 livres in the later years of the Marmouset regime to no less than 154,000 livres in 1403. In the last ten years of his life Philip’s total receipts from all sources averaged between 500,000 and 550,000 livres a year, of which at least a third and in some years nearly half came from the resources of the French Crown. These figures suggest that the Duke of Burgundy was siphoning off more than a tenth of the estimated annual revenues of the King of France.18


Philip of Burgundy was by no means alone in his plundering of the French state. John Duke of Berry, the senior of the King’s uncles, had neither the talent nor the ambition of his younger brother. Yet his receipts were not far short of Philip’s. John was a great builder. His palatial castle at Mehun-sur-Yèvre, whose high turrets and elaborately carved windows appear in the calendar of the Duke’s most famous painted manuscript, was one of seventeen castles and palaces which he built for himself during his long life. John loved luxury. He kept a magnificent court and lavished money on retainers. No fewer than twenty-nine chamberlains adorned his household. His military retinue included a Constable of France and some of the leading noblemen of the realm. They were well paid for their service. ‘My lord likes to see his followers grow rich,’ his private secretary answered when the agents of the Marmouset ministers accused him of corruption. The Duke of Berry’s surviving accounts show an annual expenditure of about 330,000 livres in the early fifteenth century, only a modest proportion of which was covered by the revenues of his appanage. Part of the deficiency was met by a pension from the royal treasury of 36,000 livres a year, part of it by periodic royal grants of land and money and part of it by borrowing. But even with these resources the Duke had only ever been able to make ends meet by drawing on the considerable revenues of Languedoc, the vast southern province of which he had been royal Lieutenant for most of the 1380s. Jean de Berry was entirely unsuited for this demanding office and had been removed from it in 1389 by the government of the Marmousets. Nevertheless in May 1401 he was reinstated, at first temporarily and then for life. The appointment was in reality a financial transaction designed to augment the revenues of the heavily indebted Duke. In return for an annual payment of 60,000 livres a year to the royal treasury the Duke was granted, on top of his pension, the receipts of the aides and the gabelle in Languedoc, which were worth twice that much. He was also allowed to retain all royal taxes collected in his personal appanage instead of the half which had previously been allowed to him. A few years later these sources were contributing about 190,000 livres a year in cash to his coffers. The duties of his office were not expected to be onerous. They were performed for him by royal officials while the Duke passed his time in Paris and in the palaces which he had built for himself in Berry and Auvergne.19


Charles VI’s German queen, the Wittelsbach Princess Isabelle of Bavaria, had married Charles VI at the age of fifteen after a hurriedly arranged deal whose main object was to serve the diplomatic interests of the Duke of Burgundy. History has been unkind to Isabelle. The main count in the indictment against her has always been that she supported the English against her son, the future Charles VII, after the crisis of 1419. She has also been accused, without any real historical basis, of cynicism, corruption and sexual depravity. The fact that she was German blackened her in the eyes of generations of French historians living in the age of the Franco-German wars of modern times. But her critics exaggerated her power as well as her vices. Isabelle had arrived in France as a teenager speaking not a word of French. She was still only twenty-two when her husband’s illness first struck. The King’s ‘absences’ were particularly distressing for her. He could not remember who she was. He refused to receive her and from time to time physically attacked her. He took to defacing her arms in the windows of the palace and her emblem engraved on the silver served at their table. Rumour had it that he made humiliating advances to his sister-in-law, Valentine Visconti Duchess of Orléans. Isabelle was an outsider at the French court. Squat and plain according to French ideas of female beauty and excessively fond of money, she was never popular in the streets and little loved in the halls of the princes. But she could not be relegated to the margins. She had considerable influence over the King during his intervals of lucidity. She was the mother of nine surviving children born between 1389 and 1407 on whom the future of the dynasty depended. She was determined and cunning. Forced to fend for herself among the jealous cabals of the Hôtel Saint-Pol, Isabelle became a force to be reckoned with. And as her influence grew so did her demands on her husband’s resources. When it became clear that Charles would not be permanently cured, indeed might not even survive, she had been given her own household and council. They were eventually installed in the Hôtel Barbette, an imposing mansion beneath the old walls of Philip Augustus a short distance north of the Hôtel St-Pol. She was granted an allowance from the treasury for her children and control of her own dower. She received frequent and increasingly generous grants of money, jewellery and land. By 1406 her income had risen to over 140,000 livres a year, a fourfold increase in twelve years. Isabelle forged a close bond with her elder brother, Louis of Bavaria, an astute and covetous professional courtier, paladin and ladies’ man who made frequent visits to France and settled there in the early years of the fifteenth century. For nearly twenty years Louis served as Isabelle’s political adviser and her eyes and ears at court, supporting himself on the largesse of the King, the Queen and the young Dauphin. A rich marriage came his way together with barrels of jewellery, large gifts of money, and pensions and stipends estimated at about 30,000 francs a year.20


‘The dukes took everything,’ complained the lawyer Jean Jouvenel des Ursins, ‘and distributed it among their followers as they thought fit.’ ‘Everything’ was an exaggeration but the true facts were serious enough. At the beginning of the fifteenth century the King’s two paternal uncles between them directly controlled about two-thirds of the territory of France and were appropriating something like a quarter of the revenues of the Crown. Yet theirs were very far from being the only demands on the King’s coffers. Three other royal appanagists, the Dukes of Orléans, Anjou and Bourbon, also enjoyed extensive rights over the proceeds of royal taxes in their domains and received periodic pensions and gifts. A host of lesser noblemen had their own smaller claims. Each of these men had clients, protégés and supporters in their own regions who expected grants and favours. A river of pensions, gifts and pay-rises flowed into the purses of their allies and supporters in the higher reaches of the civil service.21
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By far the most disruptive of these predators, because he had the largest ambitions, was the King’s brother, Louis Duke of Orléans. Louis was twenty-eight years old in 1400, two years younger than the King. Orphaned as small children, the two brothers had been brought up together under the distant tutelage of their uncles. For eight years, until Charles’s emancipation in 1388, they had suffered the same frustrating combination of high status and practical impotence. The experience created a lifelong bond between them which survived through all the King’s vicissitudes and gave Louis of Orléans a large measure of influence during the King’s periods of lucidity. Like his brother, Louis was extrovert, self-indulgent and extravagant. But Louis could never enjoy the respect or the discretion which shielded the King’s excesses. He was widely regarded as vicious: dissolute and unstable, addicted to gambling and womanising, surrounding himself with wild friends and throwing debauched parties. His obsessive interest in sorcery and the black arts was an open secret. These things overshadowed his undoubted abilities. For Louis was a politician of exceptional ability, charming and gracious, politically astute, highly intelligent and articulate in council, with an outstanding memory and intense powers of concentration.22


As the King’s closest male relative the Duke of Orléans was by convention the first man in the kingdom after the King himself and nominally the senior member of his council. If Charles VI had died while his children were still minors Louis would have become Regent. Yet for years Louis had lived under the shadow of his uncles. When in September 1392 a great council met in Paris to consider the government of France in the aftermath of the King’s first attack of insanity, Louis’ bid for power was brushed aside. This was due at least in part to his youth and unsavoury reputation, which compared poorly with the experience and gravitas of the Duke of Burgundy. But it was also due in large measure to the poverty of the young prince’s endowment, a serious disability in a society in which land and riches were the main source of status and political power. As a cadet of the royal house Louis had been expected to make his fortune in Italy. His marriage in 1389 to Valentine Visconti, the daughter of the despot of Milan, had brought him the county of Asti in Lombardy and the prospect of great conquests in the peninsula in alliance with his powerful and aggressive father-in-law. This prospect was dashed by the progressive estrangement of France and Milan during the 1390s. As a result Louis’ fortune in these early years never matched his ambitions. His assets in France originally amounted to little more than the counties of Valois and Beaumont in the Oise valley north-west of Paris, subject to the rights of the elderly royal dowager who currently occupied them for life; the duchy of Touraine, a modest appanage whose revenues barely covered the cost of its administration and which had been granted to him on terms that it was all that he could expect to receive; and the dowry of his wife comprising the county of Vertus in Champagne and 450,000 florins in cash. During the government of the Marmousets, Louis was able to fund his exuberant style of life by borrowing and periodic hand-outs from his brother. But it was a painful reminder of his dependence, especially when compared with the splendid state of his uncles with their rich appanages, their pompous entourages and their tendency to patronise the younger princes about them.23


In the course of the 1390s Louis of Orléans single-mindedly set about expanding his landed demesne. Early in 1392 he acquired the county of Blois for 200,000 francs. Then in June he exchanged Touraine for the larger and more prestigious duchy of Orléans, one of the King’s last acts of largesse before the onset of his illness. At the same time he was promised land worth up to 4,000 francs a year from confiscations and forfeitures. This promise was satisfied over the next few months by the grant of valuable territories in Normandy and by the transfer of the county of Angoulême. The county of Valois finally came into his hands in 1393. Over the following years Louis embarked on an energetic programme of acquisitions in Champagne, buying up lordships from heavily indebted noblemen struggling to make ends meet in the worst agricultural crisis in memory. These purchases were funded partly with cash from his wife’s dowry and partly with grants made by the King before the onset of his illness. They were his last significant acquisitions for several years. The tight control exercised in Paris by the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry more or less stopped the flow of fresh royal grants to their ambitious nephew after they recovered power in 1392. Indeed Louis may not even have received the comparatively modest pension from the Crown that was his due, for in 1399 he claimed to be owed no less than 300,000 in arrears.24


In 1398 Louis of Orléans began to play a more aggressive political role. The occasion was a trial of strength in the royal council on the intractable question of the papal schism. Philip of Burgundy’s views on the schism were moulded by a characteristic mixture of personal conviction and political self-interest. France had supported the cause of the Avignon popes from the outset. But most of Philip’s Flemish subjects acknowledged the rival Pope reigning in Rome. Ever since the election of Benedict XIII to the papal throne of Avignon in 1394 Philip, with the support of his brother Jean de Berry, had espoused the policy known as the voie de cession, which envisaged the resignation of both rivals so that a third could be elected to preside over all Christendom. The Duke of Orléans for his part stuck to the traditional French policy of unconditional support for Avignon. He did this partly out of sheer contrarianism, but also because he still hankered after the old French project of extruding the Roman Pope by force and creating a principality for himself in central Italy. The King in his moments of sanity seems to have been inclined to support his brother. In March 1398 Charles VI travelled with the Dukes of Berry and Bourbon to Reims to meet the German Emperor Wenceslas of Bohemia, who was the chief supporter of the Roman Pope among the princes of Europe. The idea was to devise a common front in favour of the voie de cession. It came to nothing. The sessions were delayed by the periodic drunkenness of Wenceslas, then interrupted by Charles’s sudden relapse into insanity and finally hijacked by the Duke of Orléans. Louis entered into a personal alliance with Wenceslas and used his new-found influence over the German King to sabotage plans for a joint commitment to the voie de cession. The King’s uncles determined to go ahead alone. In July 1400, while Charles VI was ‘absent’ behind the closed doors of his apartments in the Hôtel Saint-Pol, a council of the French Church met in Paris under the watchful eyes of their agents. The council unilaterally withdrew from the obedience of Benedict XIII and resolved to recognise neither claimant. In September the King’s uncles sent French troops to occupy Avignon. They laid siege to Benedict in his palace with the support of most of the college of cardinals and the population of the city. Louis of Orléans paid lip-service to these decisions, which had been endorsed by the royal council. But he secretly assured the beleaguered Avignon Pope of his support. Tempers frayed in Paris. ‘Hatreds, jealousies and quarrels’ were reported between Louis and the Duke of Burgundy. ‘Certain people’, Louis riposted, were making decisions in the King’s name without his approval or consent. The pacific Duke of Berry was harangued by his nephew with a violence of language which shocked the older man’s attendants.25


At the same time Louis embarked on a sustained campaign to extend his influence on the marches of the French kingdom at the expense of his uncles. His first target was the strategically critical triangle of German territory between Burgundy, the Burgundian Low Countries and the Rhine. Philip the Bold had had his eye for many years on this region, which lay across the main routes between his domains in Flanders and Burgundy. But Louis got there before him, actively acquiring retainers and allies in the region under Philip’s nose. In June 1398, three months after the embarrassing summit at Reims, Louis achieved his greatest coup by buying for 2,000 livres a year the homage of Charles Duke of Lorraine, whose vast domains extended from the county of Burgundy to the marches of Wenceslas’s duchy of Luxembourg.26 At the opposite extremity of France the Duke of Orléans had also begun to take an aggressive interest in the affairs of the Gascon march, traditionally the preserve of the Duke of Berry. In the summer of 1398 he became the King’s lieutenant on the march and took over control of the French garrisons there. A French army under Marshal Boucicaut occupied the county of Périgord, driving out Archambaud VI, the last of the independent counts, whose domains had been complaisantly forfeited by order of the Parlement of Paris. Louis’ hand was clearly visible in these events.27


The Duke of Orléans’ opportunity finally came at the beginning of 1399. In February the King recovered his senses after nearly a year of almost continuous ‘absence’. Shortly afterwards a virulent epidemic of bubonic plague hit the capital, causing most of the princes to flee to their suburban mansions or distant domains. It was a critical moment. Louis resolved to stay in Paris and made his bid for power. He took physical control of his enfeebled brother and worked on him in his intervals of coherence. Charles’s official correspondence described the two men as ‘inseparable’. Within a few weeks Louis had achieved a brief ascendancy in the royal council. By the summer no one doubted that he had become the dominant figure in the French government. In England Richard II’s informants told him that it was ‘common knowledge’ in France that Charles VI had become a pliant tool in his brother’s hands. The Duke of Berry urged Philip of Burgundy to reside for a while at court and reclaim his position on the council. Perhaps, he wrote from Paris, the King was not really as submissive as his brother believed: ‘I am sure that when you are next here you will have even more power over the King than you used to have and quite as much as he has.’ Philip took his brother’s advice. In October 1399 he arrived at Rouen, where the royal court was then staying to escape the plague, and returned with it to Paris the following January. For the next eighteen months he remained close to the ailing King as his senses came and went. It was one of the longest continuous periods that Philip had passed in the capital since his succession to the county of Flanders fifteen years before. He recovered some of his old influence in government. But he never regained the unchallenged pre-eminence that he had once enjoyed. Henceforth he was forced to engage in a continual contest for power with his nephew. When he was in Paris his powerful personality usually prevailed. But he could not always be in Paris. His far-flung dominions demanded his presence. His wife and councillors, the relays of mounted messengers who brought him news and papers from Flanders and Burgundy, the devoted clerks and secretaries who managed his administration from the Hôtel de Bourgogne, these things were not enough. The Duke of Orléans by comparison was almost always present.28


The effect of Louis’ coup was to open the floodgates of royal largesse after seven years in which they had been kept firmly closed by the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry. Périgord was granted to him in January 1400, creating with the county of Angoulême a solid block of Orléanist territory on the northern march of the English duchy of Guyenne. In May of the same year Louis was granted the strategic fortress of Château-Thierry on the Marne, followed in July by the town and county of Dreux with its imposing castle on the east march of Normandy. In October he bought the county of Porcien, lying between Champagne and the northern border of France. Then in November 1400 he achieved a dramatic expansion of his domain in the county of Valois by buying the barony of Coucy and the neighbouring county of Soissons in Champagne from the heiress of Enguerrand de Coucy, one of the martial heroes of the previous generation. This controversial acquisition, which was widely believed to have been fraudulent, cost Louis the enormous sum of 400,000 livres and years of litigation against the vendor and various rival claimants. Most of the purchase money is likely to have come from the royal treasury, while the influence of the King’s judges and officers proved invaluable in beating off other claims. In the result by the turn of the new century the Duke of Orléans had become the principal territorial magnate in the middle Loire, in Champagne, in the valleys of the Oise and the Aisne north of Paris and on the northern march of Guyenne. By virtue of a privilege granted to him in 1399 all of these territories were treated as part of his appanage and removed from the purview of the King’s officers. In addition he was receiving the whole produce of the gabelle and the taille in his domains and a large part of the royal aides, together with a regular flow of cash loans, gifts and pensions from the royal treasury. The account of the Duke’s Receiver-General for 1404–5, the only one to survive, records total receipts for that year amounting to 453,000 livres, less than a tenth of which came from the ordinary revenues of his demesne. The rest, some 409,000 livres, came directly or indirectly from the Crown. Even at the height of his influence Philip of Burgundy had never been able to draw subsidies on this scale.29
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These figures illustrate the broader truth that extensive landed domains mattered not only or even mainly for the revenues which they generated, which were often quite modest. Their real importance lay in the prestige, patronage and influence which they conferred on their owner. They provided Louis of Orléans with a large number of retainers in northern France. They brought him grandiose castles which served as a stage for the display that was inseparable from the exercise of political power. Louis remodelled the castle of Pierrefonds and entirely rebuilt that of La Ferté-Milon. He transformed Coucy into the ‘forteresce de merveilleux povoir’ celebrated by Eustache Deschamps, with its hall adorned by statues of the nine heroes of historic legend, to which Louis added the figure of Bertrand du Guesclin, the warrior-hero of his father’s generation. The ruins and sculptural fragments of these great buildings, so far as they have survived the attentions of nineteenth-century restorers and twentieth-century invaders, show that luxury, propaganda and visual impact were at least as important to their owner as defence. Louis maintained an opulent household at the venerable Hôtel de Bohême in Paris which, enlarged and partly rebuilt, served as his principal residence and political headquarters. In the last decade of his life he lavished money on the construction of a vast Parisian mansion in the Rue Saint-Antoine opposite the Hôtel Saint-Pol, on land granted to him by the King ‘so that we may always have him close by us’. At least five subsidiary residences were acquired in the capital at different times. Gapers liked to tot up the consumption of meat in Louis’ hall: eighty carcasses of mutton a week plus twelve each of beef, veal and pork and more than 2,000 chickens in 1393. The surviving financial records, which are far from complete, record an increase in the number of Louis’ household retainers as his resources grew and his political fortunes improved. They rose from an average of about 200 in the 1390s to more than 300 in the early years of the new century, making it the largest princely household of the time. His personal military retinue was at least twice this size. By the opening years of the fifteenth century Louis of Orléans had put his wild years behind him. He cultivated a political following, distributing largesse with reckless generosity, qualities which were more than enough to draw courtiers, clients and careerists into his orbit. His household was regarded as the home of modern chivalry, a stark contrast to the staid grandeur of his elderly uncles. The Castilian paladin Pero Niño, who passed several weeks in Paris in 1406 as an honorary member of Louis’ household, was dazzled by his charm, his magnificent way of life, his air of power and his ‘great household, full of important lords and famous knights and people of every nation’.30


Between 1399 and 1401 Louis set about entrenching his position. When the King was coherent he sedulously deployed his influence to refashion the administration in his own image, putting his own clients into critical positions and taking under his wing many who were already there. These changes would stand him in good stead during Charles VI’s ‘absences’ when he had once more to compete with his uncles on the royal council. Significant changes were made in the financial departments, which had hitherto been dominated by protégés of the Duke of Burgundy. The Chambre des Comptes, which served as the audit office of the state, and the Conseil-Général des Aides, which supervised the collection of taxes, were both stuffed with Orléanists. One of Louis’ household staff became receiver of royal revenues in Paris and eventually Treasurer of France. Louis forged a close alliance with the three brothers Montaigu, scions of a formidable administrative dynasty who had previously hitched their fortunes to the star of the Duke of Berry. Jean I de Montaigu, Bishop of Chartres, the eldest of the brothers, who had risen through the financial service of the monarchy, became First President of the Chambre des Comptes. The Duke of Orléans procured the appointment of Jean II de Montaigu, Charles VI’s private secretary, as Master of the Royal Household and effectively the head of the administration.


Louis was not popular among the inhabitants of Paris. But he saw to it that his allies were installed in the main centres of power there. Jean II de Montaigu was captain of the Bastille and another ally was captain of the Louvre. Guillaume de Tignonville, one of his chamberlains, became royal Provost and captain of the castle of Montlhéry. In the provinces Orléanists gradually migrated into the offices of the royal baillis and seneschals and the principal captaincies. It was at least partly a question of generations. In 1400 the Duke of Berry was nearly sixty and the Duke of Burgundy fifty-eight. Both were old men by the standards of the day. Jean de Berry had no male heir, and Philip of Burgundy’s heirs were unlikely to inherit his pivotal position in the French government. The Dauphin was eight years old, a sickly child like most of his siblings who would be dead within a year. Louis of Orléans by comparison was ‘Fortune’s companion’, in Christine de Pisan’s graphic phrase. For the mass of men who crowded into the Hôtel de Bohême or answered his calls to arms, he was the future, the kingly figure that Charles VI might have been.31


Once the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry realised what was happening they responded by jockeying for patronage and position, provoking an inflationary spiral of corruption. All of the notables of the administration owed their jobs, their political survival and their fortunes to the patronage of one or other of the princes. They shared in the spoils of the monarchy, taking bribes from outsiders and fees, gifts and pensions from the King, augmenting their salaries with ‘extraordinary’ supplements which were in reality permanent and doubled or trebled their value. They developed their own patronage among their subordinates, multiplying posts down to the lowest levels of the civil service, conferring ‘extraordinary supplements’ on their protégés, tacitly endorsing the practice of allowing functionaries to trade their jobs and nominate their successors. The leading administrative families created dense networks of alliances, fortified by judicious dynastic marriages among their own kind. These grandees of the bureaucracy returned the favour of their princely patrons by supporting them in the councils of the state, by complaisantly sealing improvident grants in their favour and allowing the king’s revenues to be diverted to their use. As the wheel of fortune cast down some patrons and raised up others they survived by switching their loyalties as best they could.


If the protest of 1413 by the University of Paris is to be believed Arnaud de Corbie, who had by then been Chancellor for a quarter of a century, drew an annual salary including ‘extraordinary supplements’ of 5,000 livres a year, twice the ordinary rate plus at least as much again in pensions, gifts, fees and perquisites. Alexander Le Boursier, Receiver-General of the aides, acquired numerous properties in and around Paris during his term of office including one of the grandest mansions in the city. ‘Je sçay un large despensier’ (‘I know a big spender’), sang the poet Eustache Deschamps about him. The war treasurer Raimond Raguier, a protégé of the Queen, was another prominent administrator who invested the gains of his office in property in the capital, spending 30,000 francs on putting up mansions, castles and other ‘edifices coustageuses’. But by far the most famous case was Jean II de Montaigu, whose position as Master of the Royal Household brought him unrivalled influence and riches. Montaigu was an exceptionally able administrator with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the royal administration and the complexities of the King’s finances. A self-made man, short and thin, with a mottled beard and a limp, he aroused derision and fear in roughly equal measure. Montaigu was the outstanding example of a fortune made in royal service. He took between 6,000 to 8,000 livres in salary and ‘extraordinary’ supplements, in addition to lavish gifts and pensions. He received large grants of property from the Crown and laid out his cash profits in buying more. He lent money to the Treasury at high rates, taking the King’s plate and jewels as security. He rebuilt and endowed churches. His brothers became bishops and archbishops and his daughters married into the nobility. He held court in a grand mansion in the Rue Barbette in Paris. His newly built castle at Marcoussis on the Orléans road was one of the marvels of the age. Beyond the moat, portcullis and battlemented walls of Marcoussis, a hostile observer wrote, the great man’s friends could admire the superb finish of the stone and woodwork, the chapel with its flashy jewels and precious vessels, the galleries and halls, the carved chimneys, the furniture, carpets and hangings, the gold and silver plate, the walled park and the stables filled with expensive horses. ‘Where can Montaigu have found the money for all this?’ asked a contemporary pamphleteer. It was a good question.32


A few years after the Duke of Orléans’ bid for power a long allegorical pamphlet, the Songe Véritable, appeared in Paris. The anonymous author was evidently a minor but well-informed official of the King’s household too humble, too loyal or too angry to have sold himself to any of the princely houses. In 1,600 venomous rhyming couplets he imagined Poverty leading Everyman among the streets and mansions of the capital in search of Truth. From False Government they hear of the King’s sorry state and the grandiose establishments of his leading subjects. From Experience and Fortune they discover the greed of the Duke of Orléans, taking from the Treasury ‘with both hands’ to fund the rebuilding of Coucy and Pierrefonds; the embezzlements of the Queen and her brother; the covetousness and folly of the Duke of Berry; the princely life of Jean de Montaigu; all of them ‘thieves’, ‘looters’ and ‘whores’. It is difficult to say how widely the Songe Véritable was read. Not very widely, judging by the small number of surviving manuscripts. But the author’s opinions were shared by many who had never heard of his work. The same anger without the abusive language can be found in the writings of Eustache Deschamps and Christine de Pisan and in countless sermons, treatises and ballads of the day. These writers tapped into a deep vein of public resentment. For at least half a century there had been a significant constituency in French politics for what can loosely be called administrative reform but was in reality a complex mixture of moral puritanism, financial economy and hostility to the endemic corruption of the public service. Within the French political class it drew strong support from elements in the civil service, the Parlement, the University of Paris and the Church, all institutions which were to become increasingly vocal forces in French politics in the coming years.
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In 1401 the mutual resentments and jealousies of the Dukes of Burgundy and Orléans came to a head. The spark was once again provided by the papal schism, aggravated this time by a serious political crisis in Germany. The region between the Rhine and the north-eastern march of France, with its mosaic of autonomous Imperial territories, was becoming an important preoccupation of French politicians, as it would remain for much of the fifteenth century. The progressive decay of the German Empire, a perennial theme of European politics for more than 200 years, was felt most at the periphery, in the Rhineland and the Low Countries and in northern Italy. Philip of Burgundy had profited by it to build the foundations of a state straddling the political and linguistic frontiers of the region. There were now increasingly obvious signs that Louis of Orléans planned to do the same. In August 1400 the Electors of the German Empire removed the drunken, bankrupt and ineffectual Wenceslas of Luxembourg from the throne. In his place they elected Ruprecht Count Palatine, the head of one of the two major branches of the house of Wittelsbach. One of the Electors’ main complaints against Wenceslas was that he had been too complaisant in his dealings with Gian Galeazzo Visconti of Milan, whose vast territorial ambitions in northern Italy threatened to extinguish the vestigial presence of the Empire south of the Alps. Another, closely associated with it, was that he had been become too close to the French, allowing them to take possession of Genoa and bowing far too readily to French pressure to withdraw Germany from the obedience of the Roman Pope.


The disputed title to the German crown could hardly fail to provoke a response in France. The Duke of Orléans had had a personal alliance with Wenceslas ever since their meeting at Reims in 1398. Philip of Burgundy on the other hand had founded his dynastic ambitions in the Low Countries in large part upon an alliance with the Bavarian Wittelsbachs, who controlled the Imperial counties of Hainaut and Holland and had married into his family. Charles VI’s Queen, who owed her marriage to the Duke of Burgundy, was a Wittelsbach princess. Both sides in the German imbroglio appealed to France for support, or at least a benevolent neutrality. In Paris the royal council was paralysed by internal differences, leaving each party to pursue its own foreign policy. The Duke of Burgundy saw in the change of regime in Germany an opportunity to consolidate existing alliances and revive the old project of a combined French and German solution to the papal schism. He wanted to trade political support to Ruprecht for help in forcing the abdication of both Popes. For his part the Duke of Orléans had no interest in engineering the removal of Benedict XIII and immediately declared himself for Wenceslas. He even recruited French troops for an expedition to relieve Frankfurt, which was then under siege by Ruprecht’s allies. This project was only abandoned when the city fell at the end of October 1400 and Wenceslas’s cause in Germany collapsed.33


Undeterred, the Duke of Orléans set about expanding his alliances in Imperial territory around the edges of Philip’s domains. In the spring of 1401 he recruited William Duke of Guelders and his brother Rainald who would succeed him as duke in the following year. William promised to do homage to Charles VI for a lump sum of 50,000 écus and to Louis himself for another 35,000 écus. He undertook to make at least 500 men-at-arms available to the French King. These arrangements were nominally directed against England. Indeed they were snatched from under the noses of the English ambassadors who were at that very moment trying renew their country’s traditional links with Guelders. The Duke of Burgundy, however, regarded himself as the real target and there is every reason to think that he was. Guelders was one of the most powerful military principalities of the German Rhineland. William was a captain of European reputation and a long-standing regional rival of the house of Burgundy. At the end of May 1401 Louis of Orléans entered Paris accompanied by the Duke of Guelders and a magnificent cavalcade of followers. Neither the Duke of Burgundy nor his brother Berry had been consulted about Louis’ new alliances. They were visibly furious. There were ‘grands grommelis’ against the Duke of Orléans in the Hôtel de Nesle and Hôtel de Bourgogne. It was the moment, according to a well-informed source, when rivalry turned to mortal hatred. In June Philip received a confidential emissary from Ruprecht, who had by now firmly identified the Duke of Orléans as his enemy. The main purpose of his mission was to obstruct Louis’ plans, reports of which had reached him, to betroth his infant daughter to the Dauphin. But he was also instructed, if the opportunity arose, to discuss with Philip of Burgundy the possibility of French support for a campaign against Louis’ father-in-law Gian Galeazzo Visconti in northern Italy. Ruprecht’s agent seems to have had some success with these schemes. The betrothal was quietly dropped. During the summer he was actively discussing a political alliance with the Duke of Burgundy, the Queen, and possibly other prominent French noblemen, which would be expressly directed against Louis of Orléans and Gian Galeazzo.34


It is far from clear what Philip hoped to achieve by this sudden and dangerous escalation in his dispute with his nephew. The most plausible explanation is that he was moved by sheer frustration at the mounting difficulties that he was experiencing in getting his way on issues of fundamental importance to him. Foremost of these was the papal schism. Benedict XIII had now been deprived of his authority over the French Church for nearly three years. For most of that time he had been blockaded in his palace at Avignon. The experience had done nothing to dent the old man’s obduracy. Philip blamed Louis of Orléans for frustrating his projects in Paris and covertly supporting Benedict’s resistance at Avignon. Louis’ obvious determination to expand his interests in the regions beyond France’s northern and eastern frontiers in a region which Philip had for years regarded as his own sphere of interest added a fresh bone of contention. In June 1401 the Duke of Orléans persuaded Charles VI to take the Imperial city of Toul in Lorraine under French protection and to appoint Louis himself as its custodian against the vociferous protests of the Emperor. Some time after this he began to press Charles to cede to him the cathedral city of Tournai, a French enclave on the River Scheldt whose diocese included most of Burgundian Flanders. In the following year Louis of Orléans would achieve his most spectacular coup against his uncle’s interests in this region by occupying the duchy of Luxembourg, part of the original family domain of the Emperor Wenceslas. The impecunious Emperor had mortgaged it to his creditors. Louis succeeded in taking over the mortgage and with it the right to possession. This transaction, which was largely funded from the proceeds of royal taxes in his French lands, brought him effective control of an impoverished but large and strategically important territory between the Meuse and the Moselle on France’s north-eastern march. The Duke’s triumph must have been all the sweeter for the fact that it had previously been administered by arrangement with the mortgagees by the Duke of Burgundy. Philip’s garrisons and officials were promptly removed and replaced by those of his nephew.35


These things were symptomatic of a more general shift of power from the displaced elder statesman to his cocky young nephew which can only have intensified Philip’s anger. Yet his new belligerence was a tactical error. It cost him some important voices on the King’s council including those of the other royal princes. Outmanoeuvred and marginalised, Philip left Paris in high dudgeon for his domains in June 1401, abandoning the field to his rival. In his absence Louis of Orléans took effective control of the government machine. According to a contemporary chronicler, who appears to have been one of Louis’ household clerks, the Duke of Orléans ‘clothed himself with regal powers, assuming complete authority over the King’s affairs along with those of the Queen and their children’. Charles VI was enjoying a period of remission which appears to have persisted until some time in September. He was easily persuaded to fall in with his brother’s ideas. Louis seized the opportunity to reverse most of the major foreign policy initiatives for which his uncle had been responsible. At the beginning of August 1401, at a private meeting with his brother, Louis procured the King’s signature on letters patent publicly disowning those who were holding Benedict XIII besieged in his palace in Avignon. The King declared that he was conferring his personal protection on the Pope and appointed Louis himself as his guardian. Dissenting voices were silenced. Simon Cramaud Bishop of Poitiers, one of Benedict’s foremost opponents on the royal council, was peremptorily instructed to stop coming. Two of Louis’ retainers were despatched to Avignon to reassure the Pope of the French King’s desire to repair the breach between them and to bully the cardinals into reaching an accommodation with him. A few days later another embassy left Paris for Milan with instructions full of compliments and emollient proposals addressed to Gian Galeazzo Visconti. Meanwhile, from Brussels, the Duke of Burgundy actively encouraged Ruprecht’s plans to invade Gian Galeazzo’s duchy.36


In the last week of October 1401 the Dukes of Burgundy, Berry and Bourbon met in the cathedral town of Senlis, north of Paris. The occasion was a council of the French Church, the latest attempt to devise an agreed solution to the papal schism. The Duke of Orléans, sensing a Burgundian scheme, boycotted the whole proceedings. In the margins of the assembly the princes and councillors present discussed the wider problems of the French government, now reduced to complete incoherence by the disability of the King and the mutual jealousies of his family. Philip held a dinner for them in his lodgings. But whatever conviviality there was evaporated as his continued isolation became clear. On 25 October 1401 he left Senlis for Arras. On the road he despatched an angry letter to the Parlement explaining why he was not prepared to return to Paris to resume his seat in the council. There would be no point, he said, while the King’s illness persisted. It was clear, reading between the lines, that the real reason was that Philip was not prepared to sit on a council which he could no longer dominate. It was ‘distressing and painful’ to him, he said, to hear how France was being governed in his absence; ‘things are not as they should be’.


The Duke’s decision to address his complaints to the councillors of the Parlement was significant. Of all the principal organs of the French state it was in the Parlement that his supporters were strongest. Although the presidents of the two chambers were both Orléanists in 1401, the long careers and low turnover of its personnel meant that its membership still reflected the many years during which Philip had dominated the French government and controlled its patronage. But it was not only or even mainly a question of jobbery. The jurists of the Parlement were divided among themselves, like all the grands corps of the French state. Judges are natural allies of political reform. As a body the councillors of the Parlement had an ideological belief in the destinies of the impersonal state surpassing the clash of political interests, the concerns of individual monarchs or the follies of a single reign. It made them wary of any group which tried to appropriate the powers and resources of the Crown in its own interests. Jean de Montreuil, a prominent member of the King’s secretariat, regarded the Parlement as an island of rectitude in a sea of official corruption. Philip’s brief manifesto of October 1401 began the gradual process by which the dukes of Burgundy positioned themselves as leaders of the opposition and champions of reform.37


Philip of Burgundy arrived at Arras at the end of October 1401 to celebrate the betrothal of his second son, Anthony, to the daughter of the Count of Saint-Pol, the leading magnate of Artois and northern Picardy. The occasion brought together Philip’s sons, his friends and allies, his principal councillors and many of the leading noblemen of his domains. Surrounded by his supporters, Philip resolved to return to Paris to confront his enemies in force. A small army was recruited, probably from the retainers gathered about him at Arras. With a payroll strength of some 620 men-at-arms and twenty-five archers, he must have had at least 1,200 mounted men with him when he set out from Bapaume at the beginning of December. They were ordered to wear their weapons concealed beneath their cloaks. But the cavalcade must still have made an intimidating spectacle as it passed through the northern gate of Paris on 7 December. Fresh contingents arrived from Brabant and Burgundy to swell their numbers over the following weeks. Philip set up his headquarters in the Hôtel de Bourgogne and quartered his men in billets in the surrounding streets. The Duke of Orléans was at the Hôtel du Prévôt, the mansion by the royal palace in the Rue Saint-Antoine that he had recently embellished for his private use. From here he in turn called on his retainers and allies to bring as many troops to Paris as they could find. They came, filling the streets around the Bastille and the Hôtel Saint-Pol. Large numbers of Breton mercenaries arrived to reinforce them. The Duke of Guelders sent more, in accordance with his agreement of May. The capital was divided between the two camps. Whenever the two rivals emerged from their urban palaces they were escorted by companies of heavily armed men.38


The Queen withdrew to the castle of Vincennes and set about brokering a settlement. The stand-off lasted for more than a month while discussions continued. Finally, on 6 January 1402, the rivals were persuaded to submit to the binding arbitration of the Queen and the Dukes of Berry, Bourbon and Anjou. On 14 January 1402 the arbitrators produced a wordy award requiring the Dukes of Burgundy and Orléans never to fight against each other and to remain ‘good, wholesome, true and loyal friends’ in future. But the terms assumed that this might be too much to hope for. Elaborate provision was made for cooling-off periods and mediation in the event (‘which God forbid’) that they took up arms against each other in spite of the moratorium. The award produced a superficial and short-lived reconciliation. Peace was proclaimed in the streets. The rivals rode to the Duke of Berry’s mansion at the Hôtel de Nesle to confirm the terms with a meal and a kiss. Both sides dismissed their troops. Paris exploded in joy.39


In reality Philip had lost. None of his grievances against the Duke of Orléans had been addressed and he received no assurances about the future. His position in the royal council was no stronger than it had been before. In February 1402 the King briefly recovered his senses and the council was able to deal with the lavish royal grants which had impoverished the royal domain in the past few years. The terms were highly favourable to the Duke of Orléans. Charles VI revoked all grants made from the royal domain or from forfeitures since his accession and promised that he would make no more until his debts were repaid and the dilapidation of his domain made good. But the largest grants, in favour of the royal dukes, the Queen and prominent noblemen on the council, were to stand. Louis of Orléans himself was promised a fresh grant from the royal domain if it his appanage was found to be worth less than those of his uncles.40


The old row about relations with Benedict XIII now resurfaced with a new virulence. The Dukes of Berry and Burgundy bitterly resented Louis’ role as Benedict’s ‘protector’, which enabled him to undermine their policy of forcing the Avignon Pope from his throne. For his part Louis threw off the subterfuges of the past few years and openly denounced the decision to withdraw France from the obedience of Avignon. He was furious about the continuing siege of the papal palace which in spite of his role as the Pope’s protector he had been unable to bring to an end. In February 1402, when the King was enjoying a prolonged period of lucidity, Louis got him to seal a letter to the cardinals threatening to confiscate their assets in France and blockade the whole city of Avignon unless control of the barricades around the palace was handed over to his representatives in the city. This initiative provoked a war for the King’s ear. At the beginning of March the Dukes of Berry and Burgundy surprised Charles conferring in a corridor of the Hôtel Saint-Pol with the Duke of Orléans and Benedict’s personal representative. They were talking about lifting the siege and restoring France to the Avignon obedience. There was a terrible scene. Louis threatened to go personally to Avignon to lift the siege of the papal palace. The Duke of Berry said he would stop him by force. The three princes exchanged abuse as the King vainly struggled to calm them down.


After this incident the King’s uncles went to great lengths to control access to him in his periods of lucidity and insulate him from the influence of his brother. A Castilian embassy which had arrived in Paris to plead for the beleaguered Pope was kept away from the Hôtel Saint-Pol for a month and only admitted to Charles’s presence after he had been obliged to listen to a long and uncompromising sermon about the Pope’s crimes and perjuries. Later, when the university of Toulouse sent a delegation to call for France to return to Benedict’s obedience, the Duke of Berry had them all arrested and thrown in prison. This could not be allowed to continue. But the compromise ultimately agreed merely confirmed the incoherence of the French government’s position. Two delegations, one answerable to the Duke of Berry and the other to Louis of Orléans, were sent to Avignon to hold the ring between Benedict and his adversaries. Among the King’s other councillors there was a real fear of civil war. With the Duke of Burgundy about to leave once more for his domains, a fresh treaty was patched up between Louis and his uncles in the middle of March 1402. They declared their intention of remaining friends in perpetuity. They undertook that they would utter no ‘gross or insulting words’ about each other and swore not to resort to armed force. In this black atmosphere Philip left the capital for the north on 31 March 1402. As soon as he had gone a fresh crisis broke, provoked by France’s other major foreign policy issue, relations with England.41
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CHAPTER II


Divided Island: England, 1399–1402





At the opening of the fifteenth century France’s relations with England were governed by the treaty of Paris. The treaty had been concluded in March 1396 after long and difficult negotiations and sealed in October of that year by Richard II’s meeting with Charles VI outside Calais and his marriage to the King’s seven-year-old daughter Isabelle. But, in spite of the imposing ceremonial which marked the occasion, it resolved nothing. It simply preserved the status quo by imposing a truce on the belligerents and their allies for a period of twenty-eight years from the expiry of the current truce in 1398 until September 1426. The status quo was extremely unfavourable to England. It was the result of three decades of English defeats, reflecting the considerable disparity of wealth and power between the two states. The English dynasty’s domains in France, which for a brief moment in the 1360s had covered more than a third of the kingdom, had been reduced to two small enclaves: the massively fortified town of Calais in the north and the cities of Bordeaux and Bayonne in the south-west together with their immediate hinterland and a thin coastal strip extending from the Gironde to the Pyrenees. The treaty effectively acknowledged the loss of almost all of Edward III’s conquests in France for at least a generation. In theory the twenty-eight years for which it was supposed to last would allow time for the negotiation of a permanent settlement. But, having for practical purposes secured their war aims and brought an end to the war, the French government saw no reason to make concessions. The project of a permanent settlement was tacitly abandoned.


These expectations were rudely shaken by the deposition of Richard II in 1399. No one had been more dismayed by this event than Philip Duke of Burgundy. Philip had been the main architect of the peace and Richard II had been its strongest advocate in England. Richard’s disappearance also dissolved the marriage alliance which had been the main guarantee of its permanence. It was widely believed in Paris that the English had deposed their king because they objected to the settlement of 1396. Writing to his brother, the Duke of Berry described the news as a declaration of war. The new ruler of England owed his throne to popular sentiment, he said, and the English ‘like nothing better than war’. This was a complete misunderstanding both of English attitudes to the peace and of the reasons for Richard II’s unpopularity. But it was a misunderstanding that was widely shared. The concerns of Charles VI’s ministers were fed by the reports of French refugees returning from England over the following weeks with exaggerated accounts of anti-French sentiment across the Channel. There was in addition an ideological dimension. The political community in France was outraged by the whole notion of deposing a crowned monarch, something which had never been seriously contemplated even at the lowest point of their mad King’s fortunes. ‘O detestabile monstrum,’ cried the official chronicler of Saint-Denis. The Duke of Burgundy, a man of authoritarian instincts with a profound sense of the dignity of a king’s office, felt this as strongly as anyone. He was also the last statesman to cling to the ancient, perhaps outdated, notion that the English and French royal families belonged to a single cousinhood. The deposition of Richard II was all the more shocking to a man who felt bound by ties of kinship to both the victim and the perpetrator. Such evidence as there is suggests that Charles VI shared this view in his periods of lucidity. In a letter signed with his own hand the King declared that Richard had been his son-in-law and that his fate had made him ‘as angry as any man could be … and as every prince or honourable man should be’. Tendentious accounts in verse and prose of Richard’s last months circulated widely in France, feeding a generalised hostility to England and its people which found its way into the final pages of Froissart’s chronicle and the verses of Eustache Deschamps and Christine de Pisan.1


The news of Richard’s deposition reached France in about the middle of October 1399. The court was at Rouen, sheltering from the plague then decimating the population of Paris. On the 22nd the full council met in the presence of the King. It was decided to send a diplomatic mission urgently to England to find out what was going on. It was led by Pierre Fresnel Bishop of Meaux, a man with nearly twenty years’ experience of diplomatic missions in England and Scotland. In the meantime the councillors feared the worst. The garrisons were reinforced in the Pas de Calais and on the Gascon march. Watch duty was reimposed for the first time in years in Normandy and Picardy and everywhere south of the Loire. Shortly, the first signs appeared of a more aggressive response. According to reports reaching England, a fleet was put together in the French Channel ports in the winter of 1399–1400. Attempts were made to agree a coordinated response with the Scots. A prominent Gascon nobleman, the lord of Albret, was sent to foment opposition to Henry IV in the south-west. ‘No reasonable man, high or low, could be indifferent to events so perverse, so detestable, such a terrible example to others,’ he was instructed to say; ‘nothing so shocking can be found in any of our ancient histories.’ Pierre Fresnel and his colleagues arrived at Westminster at the end of October 1399. They found, perhaps to their surprise, that they were received with extravagant courtesy. Four days of festivities were proclaimed in their honour. Henry IV showed every sign of wanting to remain on good terms with France and both parties declared their intention in principle of confirming the peace of 1396. Arrangements were made to deal with the matter at a conference to be convened at Calais early in the following year. The views of the French ambassadors are not recorded. But it must have been obvious to them that Henry IV was preoccupied with securing his throne and had neither the means nor the ambition for aggressive enterprises against France.2


Henry IV had been proclaimed King of England amid general popular rejoicing but he owed his crown mainly to armed force and to the clients, allies and retainers of his family. For wider support he depended on the anger provoked by the tyranny of Richard II’s last years. In the nature of things its impact faded as the new King confronted the dilemmas of power and old grievances were overlaid by fresher ones directed against Henry himself. Henry’s coup had been too recent, too violent, too shocking to the sensibilities of a conservative society in which legitimacy and law were the foundations of political authority. The official narrative was that Richard had abdicated. But no one imagined that he had done so voluntarily. Strictly speaking the new King was not even the next in line to the throne. The eight-year-old Earl of March, who was descended from Edward III’s second son, Lionel Duke of Clarence, would have had a better claim if he had been in a position to assert it. All of this meant that Henry IV could never press his authority too far. He was beholden to too many people. Their support was often opportunistic and fragile. Some had originally joined his cause to help him recover the duchy of Lancaster and to right the wrongs of Richard II without ever intending to make him king. Others, even among those who had cheered with the rest in October 1399, had deserted Richard II impulsively, without conviction, in the panic-stricken attempt to save their fortunes and their skins as the political world about them fell apart. Among the wider public there was a tendency, born ‘in taverns and at other popular gatherings’ and encouraged by radical preachers and rabble-rousers, to view his accession as in some way conditional, the outcome of a deal with the English people which bound him to abandon the more abrasive instruments of government deployed by Richard II, including taxation.3 What was overtly declared in taverns and crowds was implicit in much of the resistance which Henry encountered in Parliament throughout his reign. The sacral kingship of the previous reign, supported by an essentially autocratic ideology and by rituals borrowed from the court of France, was dead.


The new reign was to be dominated by constant warfare on the northern march, nationalist movements in Wales and Ireland and persistent conspiracies and rebellions in England. Although opposition to Henry IV never commanded general support among the English political community, some of it tapped into rich veins of popular radicalism. The Lollards, a loose sect inspired by followers of the Oxford theologian John Wyclif, whose few consistent traits included a root-and-branch rejection of the authority and the riches of the Church, achieved their greatest spread and influence in Henry’s reign. They found adherents not only in their traditional constituency among the crafts of the towns but, until persecution drove them underground, among the gentry and the knightly class, some of them men who were close to the court. Wider discontents were reflected in a growing nostalgia for an ill-remembered past. Movements to reinstate Richard II, or the various impostors claiming to be Richard II, attracted significant popular support which was easily manipulated by powerful sectional interests. Within two months of Henry’s accession a large group of Ricardian diehards, including four earls and at least one bishop, all outwardly reconciled to the new regime, were plotting Richard’s restoration in the back streets of London and the abbot’s lodgings at Westminster. The ‘Epiphany Rising’ of January 1400 was a fiasco. Timed to coincide with a tournament at Windsor on Twelfth Night, it was betrayed before it was ready. The rebels were able to gather an armed force and capture Windsor but the King had already fled to safety in London and his adversaries were quickly dispersed. The ringleaders were lynched by mobs or summarily executed.4


They had moved too early in more senses than one. The misdeeds of Richard II were too recent. The mob which caught John Holand in Essex as he tried to flee to France took him to Pleshey castle and butchered him on the very spot where Richard had arrested the Duke of Gloucester in 1397. The rebels would have done better to wait until Henry IV had had time to make himself unpopular. As it was their folly cost them not only their own lives but Richard’s. For medieval monarchies, with their perennial want of money, information and police powers, legitimacy was the prime instrument of government and no deposed king ever survived very long into the reign of his successor. Richard II was taken under armed guard to the Lancastrian castle of Pontefract in Yorkshire as the rebellion was getting under way at the beginning of January 1400. He was dead within days of his arrival. The weight of the evidence is that he was starved to death by his jailers on the instructions of Henry IV. The council had Richard’s body carried processionally to London in an open bier with his face exposed and lit by torches so that all would know that he was truly dead. Yet Richard’s ghost continued to haunt them. The new regime was plagued for years by reports of his survival, which undermined the King’s authority even among those who doubted them. ‘I do not say that Richard lives,’ said Roger Frisby, the friar of Leicester cross-examined by Henry IV in 1402, ‘but if he lives he is the true King of England.’5


It was in this atmosphere of uncertainty and insecurity that Henry IV had to grapple with the mounting hostility of France. In January 1400 an English embassy left for France. Walter Skirlaw Bishop of Durham and Thomas Percy Earl of Worcester had been Richard II’s foremost advisers on relations with France. They were veterans of these occasions and passed for gracious diplomats. They carried emollient instructions. Henry was keen to have the truce confirmed and to continue the reasonably equable relations with France which his predecessor had enjoyed. He even hoped to underpin them with a fresh royal marriage between his children and those of Charles VI or his uncles. There was no question of resurrecting the English dynasty’s claim to the crown of France or the lost provinces of Aquitaine or the technical arguments about the effect of the treaty of Brétigny or any of the other old issues which had divided similar conferences before the treaty of 1396. Henry IV’s objective was to survive and for that he needed peace.6


Nevertheless the negotiations were ill-starred from the outset. Skirlaw and Percy had originally intended to go before the French King and his council in Paris. But when they announced their arrival from Calais they received a glacial response from the French. Charles VI refused to receive them in audience and arrested the English herald who appeared in the French capital to obtain a safe-conduct. It was not until the end of January that he was persuaded to nominate ambassadors of his own, and they were to confer with their opposite numbers not in Paris but at Leulinghem, the modest mining village near Guînes whose thatched church had served as the venue for successive Anglo-French conferences over the past two decades. The nominal leader of the French embassy was Jean I de Montaigu Bishop of Chartres, brother of Charles VI’s all-powerful minister. But its most active members were Jean de Hangest lord of Heuqueville, a plain-speaking soldier who had fought at Nicopolis, and Pierre Blanchet, a disputatious ecclesiastical lawyer whose hectoring exhibitions of forensic oratory got up the noses of his interlocutors. The English diplomats quickly conceived a strong aversion for both of them. They sent a bleak report back to Westminster predicting war.7 There was no war, but the atmosphere of suspicion and resentment persisted for years to come. Part of the problem lay with Henry himself. He was a cultivated man and perfectly at home in the world of European chivalry. But, unlike other prominent members of the English court nobility, he had had hardly any diplomatic experience before his accession. He proved to be an exceptionally unskilful negotiator: impulsive, changeable, irascible and unwilling to listen to advice. The French royal council was little better. Its policy varied with the movement of factions in Paris and the periodic ‘absences’ of Charles VI. Its choice of representatives at Leulinghem merely made a difficult situation worse.


Two issues poisoned the atmosphere. One was the revulsion of the French royal princes for the manner in which Henry IV had come to the throne. Some years afterwards Charles VI declared that he would have sent troops to England to support the Epiphany Rising if its leaders had only given him advance notice of their plans. This may have been rhetorical licence. But the fact that the news of Richard II’s death reached France at about the same time as the ambassadors of his presumed murderer undoubtedly darkened the mood. For years after Henry’s accession the French King declined to recognise the usurper’s title. His government would not accept letters from Henry IV in which he called himself King of England and declined to receive his ambassadors on French soil in case that were to be regarded as an implicit recognition of his title. The French ambassadors at Leulinghem were of course authorised to talk to their English counterparts, but they were firmly instructed never to refer to Henry as King. Instead they were to employ circumlocutions like ‘your lord’ or ‘the lord who sent you’. At best, if the English refused to negotiate on this basis, Charles would allow his representatives to call Henry his ‘cousin’. The deposed King, if ever his name came up, was to be referred to as ‘King Richard, your lord’. It is not clear whom the French government regarded as King of England if not Henry IV, but they may well have hoped that another English revolution would resolve their dilemma by sweeping the unwelcome Lancastrian away. This policy naturally infuriated the English government and made cordial relations practically impossible.8


In fact neither side wanted to repudiate the twenty-eight-year truce agreed in 1396. The English, weakened by bankruptcy and dissension at home, declared that the treaty of Paris was unaffected by the change of monarch in England. It bound, they said, ‘not just the kings but their kingdoms also’.9 As a matter of law it was far from clear that they were right about this. Late medieval lawyers were uncertain about the corporate continuity of the state and tended to regard treaties as personal engagements between sovereigns. But as it happened it suited Charles VI’s council to concede the point. It enabled them to maintain Richard II’s truce in force without making a new agreement with his successor, something that would inevitably have involved acknowledging his title. To his dying day the Duke of Burgundy could not bring himself to have direct dealings with the regicide King of England. But he was fundamentally a man of peace, like his risk-averse brother the Duke of Berry. In spite of their outrage at the deposition of Richard II, in the last resort neither of them was willing to risk France’s political and financial stability by reopening the war at a time when France’s King was incapable of directing it. Their policy, reflected in successive instructions to their ambassadors at Leulinghem, was to make periodic declarations of their intention to honour the truce and to string out the negotiations for its confirmation and enforcement for as long as possible, while conducting a cold war against Henry IV personally.


The Duke of Orléans’ position was more obscure. He had never thought well of the deal which the French government had done with Richard II in 1396. It had been Philip’s deal, designed to protect Philip’s interests. It was also associated in Louis’ mind with the plan for a joint Anglo-French campaign in Italy against his father-in-law Gian Galeazzo Duke of Milan, an ill-thought out and ultimately abortive scheme which he naturally regarded as an indirect attack on himself. For this reason Louis had been a persistent opponent of England in the three years following the treaty of Paris. In the summer of 1399, when the future Henry IV was living in exile in Paris and the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry were doing their best to contain his intrigues against Richard II, it was natural for Louis of Orléans to ally himself covertly with Henry and offer active support for his invasion of England. According to Henry himself this had been Louis’ idea, motivated mainly by resentment of his uncles. Quite what Louis had expected to achieve by supporting a Lancastrian coup in England is hard to say, but it is unlikely that he intended to put Henry on the throne. He must have been as surprised as everyone else in France when Richard II’s cause collapsed like a house of cards. But Louis does not seem to have been as outraged as his uncles were. On the contrary his first instinct was to turn it to his advantage. He was represented at Henry IV’s coronation at Westminster on 13 October 1399. In the following summer one of his household knights, who was in England for a tournament, delivered a message assuring the new King of his continuing friendship but asking him to keep quiet about their agreement which he did not wish to see bruited about in France. Thereafter he continued to send Henry periodic messages of goodwill through English knights visiting France. The upshot was that Louis too favoured maintaining the truce with England, although for different and characteristically devious reasons of his own. After three months of difficult discussions at Leulinghem, punctuated by frequent adjournments, the ambassadors finally agreed upon a brief exchange of letters in which each of the two rulers independently declared his intention of observing the truce, but without formally renewing it or assuming any direct engagements to the other. When the English called on Charles VI to back his intention with an oath, they were told that the French King had already sworn an oath to Richard II and they would have to be satisfied with that.10


The other divisive issue ought to have been straightforward to resolve but proved to be a fertile source of ill-feeling. Richard II’s deposition and imprisonment left his ten-year-old widow, Isabelle of France, stranded in an alien country with only a handful of friends and attendants for company. As soon as the deposed King’s death was confirmed the French demanded her return, together with her personal trousseau of jewels and 200,000 francs of her cash dowry which was repayable under the terms of the treaty of Paris in the event that Richard died before she reached the age of twelve. Henry IV had no answer to these demands and was advised by the lawyers on his council that they were unanswerable. Like many difficult clients he looked for more congenial advice elsewhere. But his real problem was not the law, which was clear enough, but shortage of money. Henry could not afford to return Isabelle to France. Richard had spent most of her dowry and Henry himself had appropriated the rest. Many of her jewels had been distributed among Henry’s children. In addition to these mercenary considerations there is some circumstantial evidence that as relations with France deteriorated Henry deliberately put off her return in order to deter aggressive French enterprises against Gascony or England itself.


For eighteen months after Richard II’s death Henry IV parried the French government’s demands. He tried to retain Isabelle and her money by proposing a variety of English husbands for the young widow, including his heir, Henry of Monmouth Prince of Wales. He claimed to set off his liability to restore her dowry against the 1,600,000 francs outstanding from the ransom promised for John II four decades before. The French were resolutely uninterested. They had no desire for an alternative marriage alliance and firmly rejected the argument based on John’s ransom. As well as sticking to their long-standing position that the ransom treaty had been repudiated by the English in the 1360s they pointed out that the dowry was Isabelle’s personal property and could not be set off against a supposed liability of her father. Henry’s ambassadors responded by playing for time. They called for the originals of the English undertakings of 1396 about the restitution of Isabelle and her dowry, as if there was some doubt about their authenticity. The French produced them but only when half of the English embassy had surrendered to be held in a nearby fortress as hostages for the documents’ safe return, as if they thought that the English would deface or destroy them. When the English finally agreed in July 1400 to return Isabelle to her family they declared that they needed another six months in which to do it. By now firmly convinced of Henry’s bad faith, the French royal council was afraid that he was planning to impose a husband on the vulnerable child.11
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By the summer of 1400 a fresh bone of contention had arisen as a result of Henry IV’s deteriorating relations with Scotland. France’s long-standing alliance with Scotland was a cornerstone of the foreign policy of both countries which neither was willing to abandon. But the political situation of the northern kingdom created almost as many difficulties for France as it did for England. The nominal ruler of Scotland was the affable but infirm and incapable Robert III. Writing in the 1440s the Scottish chronicler Walter Bower described his reign as a time of plenty, disfigured by ‘dissension, strife and brawling’. By the turn of the new century Robert was king in name only. In January 1399 he had been elbowed aside by his family with the support of a coalition of prominent noblemen and officials. The general council of the realm met shortly afterwards at Perth. This body, which was assuming growing importance in Scotland, enjoyed a status somewhat similar to the English great council, exercising most of the political functions of the Scottish Parliament. It abrogated Robert’s powers of government and transferred them to his eldest son the 21-year-old David Stewart Duke of Rothesay. Rothesay, ‘a yonge prince pleyssande and mychty’ according to a contemporary poet, was an able soldier and an adequate administrator who had played the leading part in his father’s government for the past six years. He was now appointed as Lieutenant to govern in his place for another three. But he was never able to impose his authority. The terms of his appointment required him to exercise his functions under the supervision of a special council of twenty-one ‘wyse men’. In practice this meant that his power was uneasily shared with the two powerful interest groups which dominated the special council. One group formed around the King’s ambitious and autocratic brother Robert Stewart, Earl of Fife and Duke of Albany, unquestionably the ablest member of his disfunctional family. In addition to being Chamberlain of Scotland and the Crown’s chief financial officer, Albany was the most powerful territorial magnate north of the Forth. The other group was associated with the Black Douglases, the dynasty founded by the Archibald ‘the Grim’, Earl of Douglas.


Now well into his seventies, Douglas was one of the more extraordinary figures of fourteenth-century Scotland. He was the dominant military leader on the Scottish borderlands and the leading protagonist of the guerilla war against England. In spite of his illegitimate birth he had succeeded by sheer intelligence, ruthlessness and force of personality in appropriating the earldom to himself together with most of its vast domains in southern Scotland, fighting off the claims of the ‘Red Douglases’ who represented the legitimate line.12 In 1400, the last year of his life, Douglas completed his ascent by marrying his daughter to the Duke of Rothesay. This event marked a significant shift of power in the Scottish lowlands. The Douglases’ only significant rivals in the border region were the Dunbar Earls of March, the dominant territorial magnates in Lothian since the eleventh century. Rothesay had previously been betrothed to the daughter of George Dunbar Earl of March. The couple were already living together as man and wife. The Lieutenant’s new alliance therefore marked a complete breach with Dunbar. Dunbar fled to England, where he wrote a remarkable letter to Henry IV in his own hand (‘Marvel not that I write my letters in English for that is more clear to mine understanding than Latin or French’). He offered his services to the English King, declaring that he was ‘greatly wronged by the Duke of Rothesay, the which spoused my daughter and now, against his obliging to me made by his letter and his seal and against the law of holy Kirk, spouses another wife, as it is said’. In the following weeks his lands and castles in Scotland were seized. Douglas’s heir, Archibald Master of Douglas, took over the principal fortresses of the Earl of March in Lothian. He became captain for life of Edinburgh castle and shortly afterwards took over the formidable coastal castle of Dunbar together with much of the local following of the fugitive Earl. As for George Dunbar, he became a pensioner and partisan of the English and, fighting under their colours, would become one of the most effective military commanders of his time. The Black Douglases emerged all-powerful in southern Scotland. They were henceforth in effective control of Scottish policy towards England.13


For a quarter of a century the Douglases had resisted any long-term accommodation with the English, even at times when Scotland’s French allies were committed to one. The truce of Leulinghem of 1389 had been ratified by Robert II under strong French pressure and against the vocal objections of the border lords. Seven years later the same men successfully prevented Robert III from signing up to the peace of Paris of 1396. Instead a fragile truce was renewed from year to year. Successive ‘march days’ between representatives of the two realms were given over to debilitating argument about the frequent armed incursions across the border and to frustrating and unsuccessful efforts to persuade the Scots to agree to a permanent peace. The truth was that the border war had become a way of life, an economic necessity to which men had adapted themselves on both sides. Sparsely populated with few towns, only marginally cultivable, affected by persistent lawlessness and war damage, much of the Scottish border region was held under the distinctive Scottish system of feudal tenure in which service was at least as significant to the superior lord as rent. The border lords depended mainly on war for their livelihood. It was plunder that built their imposing stone houses, that bought their glittering armour and expensive warhorses, that drew them to the world of European chivalry. The Douglases, like other lords of the region, relied in their turn on extensive networks of dependants: kinsmen, tenants, friends and followers who looked to them for leadership and patronage and for opportunities which only war could provide. Nothing much had changed a century later when John Major wrote about the border region in which he had been brought up, a world in which farmers rented their land from their lords and ‘keep a horse and weapons of war and are ready to take part in his quarrel with any powerful lord, be it just or unjust, if they only have a liking for him’.14


At the time of Henry IV’s accession the current truce with Scotland had a year to run. One of Henry’s first acts was to invite the Scots to confirm it. But the confusion in England was too good an opportunity for the Scots to pass by. Their response was a powerful raid across the east march into Northumberland resulting in the destruction of Wark castle and more than £2,000 worth of damage and ransoms. This was followed by another raid across the west march which penetrated as far as Penrith. Henry IV blamed the Douglases, with good reason. The Duke of Rothesay was eventually persuaded to agree to a conference. But he addressed Henry in his letters as Duke of Lancaster and Constable of England, not as King, and insisted that the conference should be held on the old border with England which the English declined to recognise as the limit of their territory. It was an unpromising start. In November 1399 Henry announced in Parliament his intention to lead an army into Scotland in person. His object appears to have been to push the Scots into negotiating a peace. But if so he failed completely. There were no substantial discussions until July 1400 when, with Henry’s army already assembling at York, the Scots finally came before him with an offer of peace. For all Henry’s armed strength, however, they were not willing to concede much. The peace that they proposed was based on the terms of the old treaty of Northampton of 1328. This was the treaty in which Edward III had recognised the sovereignty of Scotland after the thirty-year war of independence and which he had then torn up in 1332. For years the English kings had tacitly acknowledged the independence of Scotland and the sovereignty of its kings. The formal recognition of these facts in 1400 would have been a realistic compromise and might even have been enough to undo the Scottish alliance with France. But it would have meant accepting the loss of all of Edward III’s later conquests and surrendering the three castles of Berwick, Roxburgh and Jedburgh which remained in English hands. It was more than an insecure king in England could afford to concede.15


Henry IV took the field against Scotland in August 1400. On 6 August he issued letters from Newcastle calling upon Robert III to do homage to him. On the same day he marched north from Newcastle at the head of more than 13,000 men, one of the largest armies to be raised in England for more than a century. The English host entered Scotland on 14 August. But the Scots called the English King’s bluff. They followed their traditional strategy of retreating in the face of the invader and refusing to give battle. Dunbar castle, which Henry had hoped to take over with the aid of the disaffected George Dunbar, was securely garrisoned against him by the Master of Douglas. Henry advanced unopposed to Edinburgh and occupied the town while Douglas and Rothesay held out in the castle high above the city. The English assaulted the walls for three days without success. Meanwhile their supplies began to run short, the perennial problem of large armies operating in Scotland. Towards the end of August representatives of the two sides met beneath a roadside cross between Edinburgh and Leith. The Scots offered ‘empty words and fine promises’ if the English army would leave Scotland. Their proposals seem to have amounted to little more than a promise to consider Henry IV’s claim to the homage of Scotland. But with that Henry had to be content. On 29 August he returned with his army to England. The campaign had achieved nothing. There had been little fighting, little plunder and not even much damage. Indeed the north of England was less secure after than before, for the brief campaign consolidated the power of the Black Douglases and led to the irretrievable breakdown of the system of march days and border courts by which the wardens of the march had maintained a semblance of peace for much of the past half century. Within six weeks of Henry’s withdrawal the Scots were once again mounting large-scale raids into Northumberland. In November Douglas was riding at the head of his men into the eastern march burning and killing as far south as Bamburgh.16


The French government was an impotent spectator of these events. They had made contact with the Scottish court after Richard II’s deposition through a Scottish master of the University of Paris. But subsequent attempts to concert policy against the new regime in England were frustrated by an English maritime blockade which prevented Charles VI’s letters from getting through. At some stage the French learned of Henry IV’s plan to invade Scotland. But they did nothing about it apart from insisting at the Leulinghem conferences that any formal renewal of the truce of 1396 would have to protect the Scots as well. In September 1400 a more determined attempt was made to re-establish contact. The French royal council decided to send an embassy to England comprising Jean de Hangest and Pierre Blanchet, the two men who had led the French delegation at Leulinghem. They were mainly concerned with the predicament of Isabelle of France. But they were to be accompanied by a separate embassy destined for Scotland, which was to travel overland to the northern kingdom as soon as the English could be persuaded to give them a safe-conduct. Its leading member was a Poitevin knight, Pierre des Essarts. Pierre and his colleagues were instructed to discuss the current situation with Rothesay, Albany and the border lords. They were to reassure the Scots of France’s attachment to the old alliance in spite of the malicious stories that they were no doubt hearing from the English. It was true, they were to say, that Charles VI had not sent them help against the English invaders, but that was only because of the difficulty of communications across the North Sea. What, however, was notably absent from their instructions was any firm promise of help in future. It is obvious that Scotland was low among the priorities of Charles VI’s council and that very little was known in Paris about Scottish and even English affairs.17




*





Henry IV was at Northampton on his way south when the news was brought to him of a major rebellion in north Wales which was destined to have even more significant implications for the course of England’s relations with France. On 16 September 1400 Owen Glendower had been proclaimed Prince of Wales at his manor at Glyndyfrdwy in eastern Merioneth in the presence of a large number of his kinsmen and friends. Two days later on the 18th they fell on the small town of Ruthin, which was full of people come for the annual St Matthew’s Day fair, and burned it to the ground before going on to attack English settlements in Flintshire and Denbigh. They then invaded the English county of Shropshire. Meanwhile there was another rising in north Wales. Its leaders were Glendower’s cousins the brothers William and Rhys ap Tudor, who came from the leading family of Anglesey and claimed descent from the last native princes of Wales.


Henry was alarmed. The opening of Parliament at Westminster was postponed. The sheriffs of the counties bordering on the Welsh march were ordered to raise all the men that they could find. The King announced his intention to make for the march himself with the remnants of the army of Scotland. In fact by the time Henry arrived on the Welsh march the immediate crisis was over. On 24 September 1400 Glendower and his men were cornered on the banks of the Severn near Welshpool and routed by the English county levies under the command of the Shropshire magnate Hugh Burnell. Glendower fled into the woods and mountains. His followers melted away. Henry reached Shrewsbury with his army on the 26th. Over the next three weeks he led a rapid punitive expedition through north Wales. The rebellion had been geographically contained and had lasted little more than a week. But it was taken extremely seriously in England. A number of the leading lights were dispossessed and some of them were executed. When Parliament met at Westminster in January 1401 the Commons received alarming reports of resurgent national feeling among the Welsh. Welsh scholars at Oxford and Welsh labourers working in England were reported to have armed themselves with bows, arrows and swords when they heard the news of Glendower’s rising and slipped away to join him. Welshmen had rioted at Bristol and Frome. It was only a matter of time, the Commons thought, before the Welsh rose again. This was prescient, for Glendower proved to be an exceptionally resourceful and persistent opponent who would cripple Henry IV’s government for much of the next decade.18


Owen Glendower was born by his own account in 1359, which would have made him about forty-one years old at the time of these events. His family, like many of his class and time, had a distinguished past but a modest present. He was descended from the princes of northern Powys, who had been major landowners in the region of Wrexham before the Edwardian conquest of Wales reduced them to the status of minor local lords. But Glendower was no backwoodsman. He had inherited a small domain in Merioneth and another in the neighbouring lordship of Chirkland in the north, which made him a rich man by the standards of rural Wales. According to the chronicler Thomas Walsingham he had studied law at the Inns of Court in London. His wife was the daughter of a King’s Bench judge. He had served in the English garrison of Berwick-on-Tweed in 1384 under the famous Welsh paladin Sir Digory Say and had fought in the army which invaded Scotland under Richard II in the following year. In 1387 he had served at sea as a squire in the military retinue of the Earl of Arundel. By the standards of his countrymen Glendower was a highly educated and anglicised Welshman.19


What provoked him to rebellion in September 1400 is impossible to know. It was generally believed at the time that he had fallen out with a powerful English neighbour Reginald lord Grey of Ruthin over a piece of land. Grey was close to Henry IV and was said to have traduced him to the King.20 But by proclaiming himself as Prince of Wales Glendower was invoking grievances far more fundamental and widespread than any issue about boundaries between neighbouring landowners. Wales was a poor country, mountainous, sparsely populated with a mainly pastoral and woodland economy and a shortage of fertile arable land. Government was hindered by the perennial problems of mountain regions in medieval Europe: difficult communications, banditry and lawlessness, intense local solidarities and high levels of migration. These problems were aggravated by the country’s complex administrative geography and dispersed centres of power. There were six royal shires in the west and north, five of them forming the principality of Wales proper and a sixth, Flintshire, which was attached to the English county of Chester. The rest, comprising rather more than half of the country and most of its population and fertile land, was divided between some forty marcher lordships controlled by major English noble families. Most of them owed their lands and status to royal grants dating back to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in return for defending them against the Welsh.
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2 Wales in the time of Owen Glendower








More than a century after the extinction of its native princes the legacy of Edward I’s conquest of Wales still bore heavily on its inhabitants. Wales was a colonial society. English and Welsh were subject to separate laws, answerable to different courts and administered by distinct hierarchies of officials. The country was not represented in the House of Commons until the sixteenth century. The enforcement of seigneurial rights upon resentful smallholders was a fertile source of violence and unrest in many parts of Europe. But the situation was aggravated in Wales by the fact that the English landowners who exercised them were almost all beneficiaries of the wholesale disinheritance of the native Welsh princes in the 1280s and the slow, persistent tide of forfeitures, purchases and exchanges which had followed ever since. The marcher lords were outsiders in Wales. Most of them also had extensive holdings in England. The greater ones, the dukes of Lancaster, the Mortimer earls of March, the Fitzalan earls of Arundel, sat in the House of Lords and were major players in English politics. They rarely visited their Welsh domains and looked upon them mainly as a source of cash and manpower, both efficiently extracted by cadres of professional administrators and soldiers. The fragmentary survivals from their records suggest that the revenues which the English nobility took from their Welsh domains had risen steeply at a time of progressive depopulation and severe agricultural depression, reaching levels far higher than in England. The resentment which this provoked was fortified by nostalgia and myth and by a powerful sense of collective identity among the native Welsh. To these were added the tensions arising from the plantation of fortified boroughs in the midst of a wholly rural society, governed and largely populated by English immigrants and enjoying monopolies extending well beyond their walls; and from the appointment of Englishmen to all the highest positions in the Welsh Church, which created a frustrated underclass of educated and half-educated Welsh clergymen with no prospects of advancement and every reason to share their frustrations with their flocks. Fragmented landholdings had generated a strong military culture. Welshmen served as professional soldiers not just in English armies but in the armies of France and in free companies operating across much of western Europe. Owen Lawgoch, a descendant of the last native princes of Wales who created the Welsh companies in the service of Charles V of France, had had an overtly nationalist agenda and many followers in his native country.


The English were well aware of the problems of Wales. Their officials in the principality had for many years been nervous about the threat of localised risings and from time to time violent incidents occurred to remind them of it. The danger of a wider revolt had been contained mainly by the fragmented character of Welsh society and by its difficult geography, which made national movements of rebellion hard to organise and sustain. But it had been contained also by a measure of sensitivity on the part of the agents of the English government and the leading territorial magnates. There had been judicious patronage of influential Welshmen and opportunities for well-paid service in the armies of the English kings. In the last three decades of the fourteenth century, however, conditions became harsher. The military opportunities declined with the steady retreat of English arms in France. The reduction in agricultural and pastoral incomes, a general phenomenon in late medieval Britain, was felt badly in Wales. The resulting tensions were aggravated by the panic which Owen Glendower’s first rebellion provoked in England. In the Parliament of January 1401 the Commons bayed for action against ‘entire Welshmen’ and called for an end to recent moves towards greater integration of the races. The exclusion of Welshmen from Welsh towns was reinforced. Captains and garrisons in Wales were now to be drawn exclusively from Englishmen. No Welshman was to carry arms in towns, on the highway or in any public gathering. Even this was not enough for the marcher lords and other magnates gathered at a great council in March 1401. On their advice Henry IV ordained that no Welshman should henceforth hold any castle or defensible house, or serve in Wales as a judge, chamberlain, steward, receiver, forester, viscount, escheator or constable of any castle, that all ‘congregations, conventicles and companies’ of Welshmen should be banned, and that wandering Welsh minstrels, bards, rhymers and wasters and ‘other vagabonds’ should be imprisoned.21
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Jean de Hangest and Pierre Blanchet arrived in England on 5 October 1400 to find the country distracted by the crisis in Wales. The King was at Caernarvon and the ambassadors were received by the council in the church of the London Black Friars. When it became clear that the council had no instructions to deal with the release of Isabelle, the Frenchmen brought the discussions to an end and demanded an audience with Henry himself. The councillors, who had no desire to allow Charles VI’s ambassadors to become acquainted with their difficulties in Wales, evaded the issue. But they did allow Jean de Hangest to meet Isabelle herself. The French government was mainly concerned about the possibility that Henry might impose an English husband on the child. There was some substance in their fears, for Isabelle confirmed when she was alone with the ambassador that several different suitors had been proposed to her. Hangest told her that any English marriage would be opposed by her father. She made it perfectly clear that she had no intention of agreeing to one and wanted nothing more than to return to France.


On 19 October 1400 Jean de Hangest was finally received by Henry himself in the great hall of Windsor castle. He was received alone for Pierre Blanchet was dead, poisoned so the French said, in fact probably the victim of the plague which was then raging in the English capital. The record made by one of Charles VI’s secretaries graphically reveals the mutual antagonism and distrust between the two courts. The English King called for the ambassador’s letters of accreditation, the indispensable preliminary to every diplomatic negotiation. Since the French royal council was unwilling to accredit the ambassadors to Henry as King of England they had sent him without any. Hangest told Henry that he would deliver his message orally. Henry replied that he would not hear him as ambassador without letters of accreditation but only as a private individual. Hangest said that he was not there as a private individual. If Henry persisted in this line he would return at once to France. The ambassador withdrew to a side room while Henry considered this answer with his council. In the interval the Bishop of Durham and the Earl of Worcester approached him and asked: ‘Where are the powers that you have brought from your master?’ ‘Up my sleeve,’ replied the ambassador. They asked to see them. Hangest refused. He said that Henry had obviously taken against him and if he saw his instructions he would know what he was about to say and decline to hear him out. So he would address Henry orally first. Faced with this impasse and unwilling to see negotiations broken off, Henry backed down. Hangest was allowed to speak his piece. He reminded Henry that Charles VI had been pressing for the return of his daughter since February. It was time that Henry complied. The French government expected her to be returned by 1 November. There could be no greater point of honour between knights, he tartly remarked, than to keep their promises. At the conclusion of the ambassador’s speech Henry rose and withdrew to his chamber where in due course Hangest was invited to join him for dinner. It must have been an awkward meal. When it was over there was another formal audience at which the Earl of Worcester delivered the King’s response. Isabelle, he confirmed, would be returned to her family. But Henry would not commit himself to a date and declared that he would retain her dowry as an instalment of John II’s ransom.


Before he left Windsor the ambassador was allowed to speak again to Isabelle, who was lodged in another part of the castle. It was an emotional meeting. Isabelle had an unenviable fate. She had spent three years in England married to a man old enough to be her father, from whom she had received nothing but kindness and consideration, followed by a year of honourable captivity at the hands of the man who had imprisoned and then murdered him. She may have been a child but she was intelligent enough to realise that she had become a political pawn, a bargaining chip in a larger game. She broke down in tears, fell into the ambassador’s arms and kissed him, begging him to tell her father to get her out of England as soon as possible.22


Charles VI’s ambassadors to the Scots had accompanied Jean de Hangest to London, but for some months they were unable to proceed on their mission for want of an English safe-conduct. Henry’s ministers were conducting their own negotiations with the Scots and had tactical reasons for detaining them in the south. A brief and fragile truce was agreed at the border abbey of Kelso shortly before Christmas 1400 to allow time to negotiate a more substantial deal. But by the time that these negotiations occurred the political situation in Scotland had changed. England’s long-standing nemesis Archibald the Grim, Earl of Douglas, died on Christmas Eve 1400, a few days after the truce of Kelso. His role passed to his son Archibald, the fourth Earl, an ambitious politician and an aggressive warrior but a man of famously poor judgment who became known as ‘the Tyneman’ (‘loser’ in old Scots). The new Earl almost immediately fell out with the Duke of Rothesay. The reasons for their estrangement are obscure but seem to have been connected with the disgrace of the Earl of March. The two men had cooperated in his destruction and Rothesay had expected to receive the lion’s share of the spoils. In fact Douglas appropriated almost all of them. Differences about relations with England widened the breach. Douglas stuck to his father’s policy of opposing all long-term agreements with the English. He was supported in this by ‘all the young lords’ of the border. But Rothesay was wary of Douglas’s power on the border and reluctant to increase it by embarking on another war with England. He secured the support or at least the acquiescence of most of the council of ‘wyse men’ who had been placed over him at the time of his appointment, including his uncle the Duke of Albany.


A conference with the English was eventually fixed for 25 April 1401. By this time the French ambassadors had at last managed to leave London and were reported to be on their way north. They were bound to oppose any attempt to agree a permanent peace and were likely to make common cause with the border lords. So Rothesay and Albany suggested a quick deal to the Earl of Northumberland, before the French arrived. Unfortunately the English were not nimble enough to take advantage of the opportunity. Northumberland had to send to London for instructions. By the time that the instructions arrived the French ambassadors had appeared. Moreover when the instructions were opened they proved to be extremely intransigent. Northumberland was to insist that any permanent peace should acknowledge England’s overlordship over the Scottish kingdom, something which no Scottish government, however weak, was likely to accept. A team of Chancery clerks of outstanding learning was sent north with satchels full of documents to impress upon the Scots the justice of Henry’s claim. The result of all this advocacy was that nothing was agreed apart from a short extension of the existing truce until November 1401 and an indistinct promise that it would be extended for another year after that.23
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The truce with Scotland was providential, for the English were coming under strong pressure in Wales. The task of holding down Wales nominally rested with the King’s eldest son, the thirteen-year-old Henry of Monmouth, who had been made Prince of Wales on his father’s accession. Real power, however, was exercised in his name by a council sitting at Chester, dominated by the Earl of Northumberland’s eldest son Henry Percy (‘Hotspur’). Hotspur combined the wardenship of the west march of Scotland with the office of Justiciar of Chester and north Wales and the custody of most of the principal royal fortresses of north Wales. He and his father were shrewd politicians with good contacts among the Welsh. They knew that the programme of repression and revenge following Glendower’s first rebellion was provoking a dangerous backlash there. They had misgivings about the King’s obdurate line. Hotspur had done what he could to conciliate the Welsh. He had procured pardons for all the leaders of the original rebellion apart from Glendower and the Tudor brothers. He resisted the pressure from Westminster to enforce the recent Parliamentary ordinances against the native Welsh, informing Henry’s ministers that he would apply them ‘as I think best’.24 Unfortunately it was already too late for that. On 1 April 1401 William and Rhys ap Tudor appeared outside Conway castle on the north coast with just forty men, forced the gate and took over the fortress while the garrison was at church. They then fought off the army of Hotspur and the Prince of Wales from the walls for the best part of three months. In May, while the Tudors were still holding out at Conway, Glendower reappeared in south Wales with a band of about 120 ‘reckless men and robbers’. On the banks of the River Hyddgen beneath the Plynlimon mountain range, he wiped out a much larger force of English soldiers and settlers from Pembrokeshire which had been sent to confront him.25


Henry IV was at Wallingford when the news was brought to him. He made straight for the Welsh march, summoning troops to meet him at Worcester. Hotspur launched a parallel raid through north Wales, marching from Denbigh to the foot of Cader Idris at the end of May with a fleet of victualling ships following him round the coast. John Charlton, the lord of Powys, arrived shortly afterwards with reinforcements including 400 archers. He actually located the rebels’ encampment and captured several of their men together with some trophies. But Glendower himself slipped away. Henry IV arrived at Worcester on 5 June to be told that the crisis had passed and no longer required his personal attention.


In fact the crisis had not passed. On the contrary the rebellion was gathering momentum. From his hiding place Glendower issued summonses to prominent men across Wales calling upon them to join him if they valued their honour and liberty. Fighting men from every part of the country came to his standard. From their mountain refuges in Snowdonia, Glendower’s raiding parties descended without warning on English settlements. Buildings were burned. Lone travellers were killed. Horses and equipment were carried off. English officials were assassinated. Harlech was besieged and Caernarvon threatened. Within three months Glendower’s supporters were said to be in possession of most of northern, western and central Wales except for castles and walled towns. The English still retained control in the north-east of the country, which was heavily settled and castled. They also maintained a faltering grip on the more prosperous southern counties. But even here tensions were high. There had been some notable defections. Welsh tenants were reported to be withholding their rents and dues in anticipation of a major insurrection.


In October 1401 Henry IV mustered his army at Worcester and led it down the Tywi valley into south Wales in an intimidating show of force. Glendower’s known supporters were dispossessed. One of the richest landowners of the region was drawn, hanged and quartered together with his eldest son in the King’s presence at Llandovery. But for all its ferocity, the campaign made no impression on Glendower’s support. After Henry had returned to England Glendower sent messages to the Earl of Northumberland deploring the destruction which the war had brought to Wales and suggesting talks. The Percies took a more realistic view of the situation than Henry IV and his ministers. They thought that Glendower’s offer should be taken seriously and suggested that he might be bought off cheaply with the restoration of his forfeited estates. Whether they were right about this cannot be known for the proposal fell on deaf ears at Westminster. In the following winter Glendower would address rhetorical appeals for military support to the King of Scotland and the Gaelic chiefs of Ireland, citing ancient prophecies of national liberation from the ‘bondage’ imposed on them by England. A great struggle had begun against the common enemy, he told them.26


From the outset the war in Wales took on the character that it would retain for a decade. It pitted the relatively organised Plantagenet administration against guerilla forces which could rarely be pinned down or confronted in the open. The fighting was episodic and geographically dispersed, with little strategic coherence and few signs of central direction, a pattern which was at once the strength and weakness of the revolt. The leaders, like Glendower and the Tudors, were experienced soldiers who had fought in English armies in France and in Scotland and Ireland. The same was true of many of their followers, especially the archers who had for decades been recruited in Wales for service in the armies of Edward III and Richard II. But Glendower could never have fought in Wales the kind of campaigns that his men were used to fighting under English command. Only occasionally, at the high points of Glendower’s adventure, did the disparate and scattered Welsh forces coalesce to form substantial armies, up to 8,000 strong according to English estimates. Their operations tended to be concentrated in the summer and autumn months, when the rivers were lower and the high valleys passable and when they could live on the land far from their homes. They depended on surprise, on traps and ambushes, and on rapid movements over considerable distances. They descended without warning on the English settlements of the coast or on the thinly escorted cortèges of officials making their way with orders, reports and cash along the coast road or through the wooded valleys of the interior. They appeared from nowhere to burn crops, mills and farm buildings. Cash was scarce in Wales and ransoms and protection money provided an indispensable source of funding. Cattle rustling fed the isolated groups of Welsh as they hid in the barren hills. Success and pillage attracted recruits in thousands to Glendower’s cause and kept them fed and supplied, while defeat and loss could disperse his forces and depress their morale and their numbers for months.


The English, like their Welsh opponents, also depended mainly on local initiatives. Their defence was based on the impressive network of coastal fortresses constructed by Edward I in north and west Wales a century before and on the castles of the marcher lords, which extended the length of the border with England from Chester to Chepstow and along the south coast. With their limited staying power and lack of ships and artillery, the Welsh were rarely able to take these places. The English could not afford to barricade themselves behind their walls and abandon the open country to Glendower. Yet their operations in open country tended to be slow, incoherent and ineffective. The Welsh dispersed into the hills after every raid with their prisoners and booty before heavier English forces could reach the scene. After every major English reverse armies of three or four thousand heavily armed mounted troops would be summoned from the midland and western counties of England to Chester, Hereford, Shrewsbury or Worcester. They had to be supplied from England by sea or overland by lumbering and heavily guarded wagon-trains. They were usually condemned to beat the air as they made their way along the highland valleys and ridges and the enemy vanished before them. Few of these large-scale campaigns lasted as long as a month or had any lasting impact.




*





Henry IV’s difficulties on his British frontiers had a common background. They were symptomatic of the diminished authority of the Crown and its strained financial resources, two problems that were closely connected. The new King owed many political debts to supporters who had helped to put him on the throne and to friends of Richard II whom he could not afford to alienate. These obligations locked him into an extremely demanding pattern of expenditure. He was obliged to maintain a large and expensive household at a cost not far short of Richard’s magnificent establishment. He had to make substantial grants to people on whose support or indifference the stability of his government depended. In the first two years of his reign he granted or confirmed cash annuities worth some £24,000 in addition to lavish grants of land. This accounted for more than a quarter of his entire revenues for the year.27


To meet this burden on top of the cost of defending Calais, Guyenne, Ireland and the Scottish march, and mounting annual campaigns in Wales, Henry depended on a shrinking revenue base. The once substantial income drawn by the Crown from Wales was virtually extinguished by the revolt of Owen Glendower, and the destruction occasioned by Welsh raids reduced the tax yield from the adjoining counties of England. The revenues of the King’s personal domain as Duke of Lancaster also suffered badly. By far the largest source of revenue enjoyed by the English Crown was the customs, including the various export duties on wool and pelts, the import duties on wine and the general impost on foreign trade known as tunnage and poundage. These revenues, although still strictly speaking dependent on regular Parliamentary grants, had in practice been permanent since the 1360s and some of them for much longer. They suffered, however, not only from recession but from the persistent rise of the domestic English cloth industry, which generated very little revenue for the Crown and consumed much of the wool that would otherwise have been exported. Henry’s customs revenues ran at an average of some £35,000 a year, which was well below the average for the previous reign and only a third of what these revenues had contributed to the war chests of Edward III in their heyday half a century before.28


All of this meant that Henry’s need of Parliamentary taxation was even greater than his predecessors’. Parliamentary subsidies carried a high political cost. At his accession the King had declared that he would ask for no subsidies ‘unless it be for pressing needs of war or unavoidable necessity’. The half-subsidy still outstanding from Richard II’s last Parliamentary grant was cancelled. This was probably politically unavoidable but it had dire consequences for Henry’s government. In the first five years of his reign there were only two Parliamentary subsidies, in 1401 and 1402, plus a one-off land tax of £12,000 (worth about a third of a Parliamentary subsidy) which was granted with extreme reluctance on terms that it should not be a precedent and that no record should be kept of it. There were some expenses for which the Commons never accepted responsibility, such as the ordinary costs of the King’s household and administration, which they expected to see paid from his own resources. From time to time it was even suggested that the prodigious cost of suppressing the rebellion in Wales, which was outside Parliament’s jurisdiction, should be funded without recourse to Parliamentary taxation, from forfeitures and from the Welsh estates of the Crown and the marcher lords.29


The Parliament which met at Westminster in January 1401 was an occasion for taking stock. The King had been on the throne for sixteen months and his coffers were empty. The Treasurer prepared a budget in which the King’s needs were estimated at £130,900 a year. Of this sum £37,000 was earmarked for the costs of defence: £13,320 for Calais, £5,333 for Ireland, £10,000 for Gascony and some £8,400 for the march of Scotland and the keeping of the sea. In addition £16,000 was budgeted for the repayment of loans raised, mostly for military expenditure, in the previous year. Parliament responded with a standard subsidy worth £36,000 in two instalments. But even with this welcome infusion of tax money Henry’s revenues for the year amounted to no more than £103,200. If the Treasurer’s estimates had been right, they implied that the King was able to fund only about 80 per cent of his needs even with the assistance of a Parliamentary grant. In fact the figures for the King’s expenditure were a considerable under-estimate. Only about half of the cost of the royal household had been included. The cost of defending the Scottish march and the English Channel proved to be greater than expected and no provision at all had been made for holding Wales at a time when the eight royal garrisons of north Wales were alone costing nearly £6,000 a year.30


Calais was another persistent financial headache. Its importance was undeniable. As its captain, the King’s half-brother John Beaufort Earl of Somerset, observed in 1404, Calais was ‘a source of great honour, benefit and profit to your realm of England and of insecurity, shame and trouble to your enemies’. It was the home of a large English colony and a major military base. It was a bridgehead into France, a centre for diplomacy and intelligence-gathering, and a commercial port with an important mint. It had been the obligatory route for English wool exports for most of the past forty years. At an average of £18,000 even in time of truce the annual cost of defending it was by far the largest recurring item in the government’s accounts and substantially more than the Treasurer’s estimate. About half the cost was funded from the export duties collected in five major English ports which were assigned to the Treasurer of Calais. The effect of these assignments was to reserve a large proportion of the government’s main source of regular revenue to the cost of defending England’s major strategic asset in France. But the system inevitably aggravated the problem of funding other calls on the King’s purse. Moreover, although it produced enough cash to pay for the peacetime establishment of Calais, it was not equal to the cost of maintaining the town on a war footing. In the first three and a half years of Henry’s reign the government accumulated nearly £17,000 in debts on the town’s account, most of it owed to the Earl of Somerset. Concern about mutiny, desertion or treachery among the garrison was a perennial theme of discussion at Westminster.31


Persistent deficits forced the English King’s ministers to resort to a succession of short-term financial expedients. Some £14,600 in French crowns from the dowry of Richard II’s widow was found in the ex-King’s coffers and appropriated at the end of 1399. Land forfeited from the leading rebels of January 1400 was applied to the burgeoning cost of the King’s household. The great host which invaded Scotland in the summer of 1400 was funded partly by persuading some important noblemen to serve at their own expense and partly by borrowing from prominent officials and London merchants. There was a heavy forced loan in 1402 to meet the unforeseen burden of the Welsh rising and regular borrowing thereafter from London financiers and the big Italian trading houses, generally for short terms and at high rates of interest. But the principal expedient of bankrupt governments has always been default, and so it was with Henry IV. His ministers staggered from one financial crisis to the next, ground between the upper and nether millstones of rising expenditure and falling income and leaving a trail of bad debts behind them. In May 1401 Hotspur threatened to abandon the fighting in Wales unless his arrears were paid. Two months later he complained that no proper provision had been made for the £5,000 a year due to him and his father for defending the march of Scotland. They had been serving on credit since their appointment and could no longer hold their troops together. From Ireland the King’s councillors reported that his second son, the fourteen-year-old Thomas of Lancaster who had been sent out as the figurehead Lieutenant, was ‘so destitute that he does not have a penny in the world, nor can he borrow, since he has pledged all his jewels and plate apart from what he needs for daily use’. His soldiers had deserted him and his personal household would shortly follow their example. Their experience was all too common. Exchequer tallies, which were essentially cheques drawn on local revenue collectors in favour of the King’s creditors, were dishonoured at an average rate of more than £10,000 a year. Most creditors did not even get tallies.32


In the first year of the new reign the London poet and moralist John Gower, now old and almost blind, addressed an appeal for peace with France to the new king. It was probably his last work. Gower paid lip-service to the English claim to the crown of France and the recovery of the conquered provinces of the south-west. But he placed the pursuit of peace, ‘the chief of all the world’s wealth’, above everything:








The more he myghte our dedly werre cease,


The more he shulde his worthinesse encresse.











These were more than conventional sentiments. Gower was close to the house of Lancaster. He had ‘worn the rayed sleve’ of a court official. His works were widely read. And his views resembled those of other poets from the same world: the courtier and diplomat Geoffrey Chaucer, the soldier Sir John Clanvowe, the long-serving Privy Seal clerk Thomas Hoccleve. Their streak of introspective pacifism seems to have been shared by many, perhaps most politically active, well-born Englishmen of the period. England was suffering like the rest of western Europe from plague, recession and tax exhaustion. The Parliamentary Commons continued to vote periodic subsidies for the defence of England but they showed little appetite for funding Continental campaigns.33


England at the turn of the early fifteenth century had become, if not a more peaceable society, then certainly a less military one. The old warlike culture still survived in Cheshire, kept alive by the rebellion in Wales. It survived too in the brutal wasteland of the Scottish march where it was an essential condition of survival. Elsewhere the difficulties which English captains had for years encountered in recruiting trained men-at-arms were symptomatic of a general disenchantment with fighting among the gentry of the counties. There had been no major English campaign on the Continent for nearly twenty years. Opportunities for garrison service had dwindled with the progressive expulsion of the English from their strongholds north of the Dordogne followed by the abandonment of Cherbourg and Brest and the elimination of the free companies of Auvergne and Limousin. With the growing professionalisation of warfare, fighting had become the business of a small, elite corps of military contractors and full-time soldiers. Their political influence was limited and their numbers in rapid decline. The number of belted knights fell by about two-thirds between 1389 and 1410. Even families with the necessary wealth and status and a long tradition of military service behind them were no longer willing to be dubbed as knights or indeed to serve at all. ‘For vain honour or for the worlde’s good, they that whilom the stronge werrës made, where be they now?’ asked Gower. Elderly professional soldiers were giving up and returning home to live on their lands, invest their profits if they had any and comfort their souls by endowing chantry chapels. The few who were still in their prime found service far away. The Cheshire squire John Carrington, who fled to Italy after participating in the abortive rising of the earls at the beginning of 1400, found many Englishmen and Gascons serving in the armies of the despot of Milan ‘that thither comen weren in hope of sallerye’. But most of these men must have returned home penniless like Carrington himself rather than face a life of ‘thrall and wante’ in search of casual military employment under transient masters.34


A generation earlier the witness lists in the famous case of Scrope v. Grosvenor about the right to wear the arms azur a bend or had been filled with veterans of the famous campaigns of Edward III and the Black Prince. When Grey v. Hastings was heard in the Court of Chivalry in 1409–10 the witnesses who claimed to have seen the protagonists wearing the disputed arms were a far more miscellaneous group. Even among those who identified themselves as gentlemen few gave evidence of any significant military experience and most of those were older men who had served in the inglorious campaigns of Edward’s dotage and the reign of Richard II. Several made a point of saying that they had never borne arms in war. They lived in the country on their rents or they practised in London at the bar. The expense, risk and poor rewards associated with military service had put off many men of their kind, while those who had persevered found that the prestige of the soldier’s life was not what it had been. ‘O fickle world, Alas thy variance,’ sang Hoccleve:




How many a gentleman may men now see,


that whilom in the warrës old of France,


honoured were and holde in grete cheer


for their prowess in arms, and plenty


of friends had in youth, and now for shame,


Alas, their friendship is croked and lame.35
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In the spring and summer of 1401, with Scotland on a knife-edge and Henry IV’s lieutenants fully stretched trying to contain the spreading rebellion in Wales, relations with France sank to a new low. Stung by Jean de Hangest’s remark about honour between knights Henry had taken the ambassador’s hand as they parted and assured him ‘as a knight and a king’ that Isabelle would be returned. No doubt he meant it at the time. But he shortly revised his plans. On 14 January 1401 Charles VI had conferred the duchy of Guyenne on Louis, the new Dauphin of France. The most likely explanation for this largely symbolic gesture was that the Duke of Burgundy wanted to ensure that if the English duchy collapsed Guyenne did not fall into the hands of Louis of Orléans. There is certainly no evidence at this stage that the French were planning a campaign in the south-west. But Henry IV, ever sensitive to any slight against his status, was outraged. The news reached England within a week of the decision in Paris, and when Parliament assembled in the Painted Chamber at Westminster on 21 January 1401 it was told that the King regarded the grant as a declaration of war. Walter Skirlaw and Henry Percy were sent back to Leulinghem with instructions to trade Isabelle’s return for peace on the marches of Gascony and Calais.36


At the end of May 1401 a formal agreement was drawn up and sealed at Leulinghem in which Isabelle’s return to France was promised for July. But having authorised this deal Henry declined to perform it until progress was made on getting a formal commitment from the French to respect the terms of the treaty of Paris. It was crude blackmail. The French ambassadors at Leulinghem refused to submit. They insisted that Isabelle would have to be released first. As the talks dragged on Henry IV lost his temper and began to lose touch with reality. At about the end of June he told his council that he proposed to mount major military campaigns against both France and Scotland. The councillors were divided. Some of them were aghast. The King could not afford it. The Treasurer reported that most of the Parliamentary subsidy voted earlier in the year had been assigned away to pay old debts. The coffers were empty. Henry refused to see reason. He resolved to put his plan to a great council. The entire Parliamentary peerage together with four to eight knights from every county were called to Westminster in the middle of August although it was harvest time and the Treasurer did not even have the cash to pay the messengers who were to carry the summonses. They declared themselves completely opposed to the King’s plans and no attempt was made to put them into effect.37


By this time the crisis had passed. The French, who had every intention of respecting the truce, eventually agreed to say so. So Isabelle crossed the Channel with Thomas Percy and landed at Boulogne on 31 July 1401. Even in his bankrupt state Henry’s dignity required him to provide a suitably impressive suite of attendants. The show cost him more than £8,000, equivalent to a minor military campaign. But the elaborately choreographed procedure was redolent of mutual suspicion and distrust. The princess was on French territory at Boulogne but remained formally in the custody of Henry IV’s representatives while her jewels were carefully inventoried and checked by French officials at Calais. At a prearranged moment a few miles away at Leulinghem the ambassadors of England and France put their seals to an indenture recording the arrangements for maintaining the peace on the marches. Joint commissions were appointed to enforce the truce and arrange redress for past breaches. Letters of marque authorising reprisals at sea were revoked. The merchants of both sides were promised free passage for themselves and their goods. When all this had been done Isabelle was escorted to English territory at Calais and then to Leulinghem. There she was formally handed over to the Count of Saint-Pol as governor of Artois in a great tented pavilion erected over the boundary line outside the church. Isabelle wept. Copious tears were shed by her companions and even by her English guardians. She was then escorted back to Paris by the French royal princes, surrounded by a great cavalcade of liveried horsemen. Honour was saved but goodwill was not. Isabelle had been returned with ill grace, with the jewels and chattels that she had brought with her to England but without the various gifts that she had received from her husband in his lifetime. The 200,000 francs due to her by way of repayment of her dowry remained outstanding, a bone of contention at diplomatic conferences for years to come. The whole affair had illustrated all the English King’s worst qualities as a politician and a diplomat and had immeasurably strengthened the hand of those on the French King’s council who hoped to take advantage of England’s current weakness to reopen the war.38


By now the foremost of these was the Duke of Orléans. Louis’ evolution from covert ally of the new King of England to declared enemy occurred gradually in the course of 1401 and 1402. The first reliable evidence of it is to be found in the terms of his alliance with the Duke of Guelders in the spring of 1401, which recorded that it was directed against ‘the King’s adversaries of England’. Louis’ emergence as an advocate of war with England was due in large measure to Philip of Burgundy’s determination to avoid one. France’s policy towards England was another stick with which to beat his uncle, very much as relations with the papacy and Germany had been for years. But there was more to it than that. Fear of English arms was useful to the Duke of Orléans. Not only did it undermine the political position of his uncles. It justified the high levels of taxation on which Louis depended to feed his growing appetite for money, land and influence. England was widely perceived as both hostile and weak. By establishing himself as a successful war leader the Duke of Orléans could hope to secure his political position at the heart of the French state and build up his personal following among the military nobility. His ambitions suited the mood of the moment better than the more cautious attitude of the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry. A younger generation of French noblemen was becoming impatient with the peace, which deprived them of adventure, status and rewards at a time when plague and recession had sharply reduced the profits of their domains. In the winter of 1401–2, after seeing off the Duke of Burgundy’s attempt to confront him by force in the streets of Paris, Louis of Orléans began to shift French policy decisively in the direction of war.


The catalyst was provided by events in Scotland. In the autumn of 1401 the Duke of Rothesay was removed from power. Like much else in Scotland’s history in this period the circumstances are obscure. Rothesay was said by his enemies to have acquired frivolous ways. But the real reasons for his fall were his assertive style of government, which eroded the power of his uncle Robert Stewart Duke of Albany; and his designs on the Scottish earldom of March, which threatened the pre-eminence of his brother-in-law the Earl of Douglas on the border. Between them Albany and Douglas and their allies controlled the council of ‘wyse men’ set over Rothesay by the Scottish general council. They made common cause against him. The ‘wyse men’ declared that they could no longer control Rothesay’s acts. They went before the feeble King and resigned in a body. Then they bullied him into authorising his son’s arrest. Rothesay, who suspected nothing, was captured on the road near St Andrews as he travelled through Fife. He was held in the bishop’s castle there while Albany and Douglas and their confederates met in the nearby town of Culross to decide what to do with him. They resolved to shut him in the keep of Albany’s castle at Falkland. Rothesay was never seen in public again. He died in his cell at Falkland on about 26 March 1402 and was hastily buried in the nearby abbey of Lindores. It was widely reported that he had been starved to death on Albany’s orders. By this time Albany had already taken over as Lieutenant. In May the Scottish Parliament conducted a perfunctory inquiry. Albany and Douglas and their followers were formally exonerated. Their reasons for arresting Rothesay were ordered to be omitted from the record and the late Lieutenant was declared to have died ‘by divine providence and not otherwise’. Albany’s assumption of power was tacitly ratified.39


Albany’s coup was followed by a more aggressive policy towards England. This was probably the price of Douglas’s support. A conference between the English and Scottish wardens of the march opened on 17 October 1401 in the fields by the border east of Kelso abbey. The change of atmosphere became apparent at once. Rothesay, who had attended such occasions in the past, was absent. Instead the Scottish delegation was led by the Earl of Douglas and filled with his clients and supporters. Henry IV’s ambassadors dutifully recited his claims to the sovereignty of Scotland, supporting them with all the old legal and historical arguments going back to the wars of Troy and the time of Eli and Samuel. These were summarily rejected by the Scots. The conference then adjourned to the church of Carham on the English side of the Tweed to discuss the extension of the truce which was the real business of the conference. But Douglas did not want a truce. He wanted war. When the English arrived at Carham they found that he had brought an intimidating army which was standing, armed and arrayed for battle, on the other side of the river. The whole day was taken up with an acrimonious argument between Douglas and the Earl of Northumberland about the terms of the truce which they had provisionally agreed in a happier moment back in May. On the following day Douglas remained with his troops while his fellow commissioners turned up at Carham and rejected every English proposal one after the other. The conference broke up amid windy protests and undiplomatic abuse. The Scots would not even extend the truce until Christmas to allow the English to obtain further instructions from Westminster. Three weeks later, when the truce expired, Douglas led his army into Northumberland accompanied by several of his fellow commissioners and a large force of borderers. They penetrated south as far as Bamburgh and burned the town under the noses of the English garrison in the castle.40


The new regime in Scotland now embarked upon open war with England. The Duke of Albany set the tone of Scottish policy by taking up the claims of an impostor by the name of Thomas Ward of Trumpington, who claimed to be Richard II. Ward, who bore a remarkable resemblance to the late King, was an Englishman who is said to have been found working in the kitchens of Donald Lord of the Isles early in 1402. An elaborate story was concocted about his escape from Pontefract with the aid of three priests and a servant of the jailer to explain his presence there. Ward seems to have been a simple fellow like most of those who have impersonated murdered rulers through the ages, a tool in the hands of cleverer men and a figurehead for plots hatched in England. But his claims were intended mainly for consumption in France. Towards the end of the year David Lindsay Earl of Crawford, an ally of the Duke of Albany who had been implicated in Rothesay’s fall, travelled to France with an appeal for French military support and tidings of the reborn Richard. The French royal council discussed the issue several times over the next few months. They decided to send an embassy to Scotland to investigate the facts and discuss joint action with the Scottish leaders. The identity of the ambassadors is not known, but their entourage included two men who had known the real Richard well. One was Jean Creton, the French author of a metrical history of the fall of Richard II who had been with him at Conway castle in his last weeks of liberty. The other was William Serle, an Englishman living at the French court who had been the deposed King’s chamber squire and was one of the executors of his will. Neither of them was taken in by Ward. Creton in due course reported to the French government that he was a fraud. But Serle stayed in Scotland and became his chief controller and promoter. He forged Richard II’s signet and sent letters in his name to a large number of sympathisers in England, promising to come south to lead them against the usurper with the support of French and Scottish troops. Judging by the repeated denunciations from throne and pulpit the English government took the threat seriously. It caused ‘unceasing murmuring, rebellion and dissension’ in the country, according to the indictment preferred years later against one of those responsible. Many were taken in by Serle’s forgeries including some, like the Countess of Oxford and Richard’s bastard half-brother Sir Roger Clarendon, who had been the dead man’s intimates.41


The Duke of Orléans had probably never believed the story about Richard II’s survival and did not wait for Creton to report. At the beginning of January 1402 he entered into a personal alliance with the Earl of Crawford, who accepted a retainer of 1,000 livres a year from him. In March a fleet of ships was put at Crawford’s disposal at Harfleur at the mouth of the Seine. These ships were nominally in Scottish service and a small contingent of Scots was placed on board each of them to give colour to French claims to be observing the truce. But the ships actually came from the ports of Normandy, and most of the seamen and soldiers on board were French. As soon as the winter gales had subsided Crawford embarked on a campaign of commerce raiding against English shipping along the entire Atlantic seaboard from Corunna to Sluys. His activities provoked a savage war of seizure and reprisal. Between April and June 1402 at least thirty-three English merchant ships were captured at sea, the great majority of them by Crawford’s fleet. These were serious losses, about a tenth of England’s ocean-going merchant fleet. Henry IV’s ministers received prompt and accurate reports of Crawford’s activities from spies and shipmasters. They complained bitterly to the French conservators of the truce. They were brushed aside with bland statements that the Scots were conducting their own war. The English did not believe them. They responded with a campaign of reprisals which proved to be highly effective. English shipowners from Southampton, Poole, Dartmouth and Fowey were commissioned to fit out privateering fleets for operations in the Channel. By June they had taken forty-eight French merchantmen as prize of war in addition to some thirty Dutch, German and Castilian vessels trading to Scotland or believed to be carrying French cargoes. The three-month naval war marked the final breakdown of the treaty of Paris.42


For the time being Louis of Orléans’ hands were tied by the determination of Charles VI’s council to avoid formally repudiating the treaty. But he was able to indulge in a variety of gestures which served to express French hostility to Henry IV personally without bringing the two countries to open war. The decade following the treaty of 1396 was the great age of challenges, duels and tournaments between English and French champions, mock wars in which real hostility lay only just below the surface. These demonstrations became commoner as relations between the two countries deteriorated. Most of them emanated from the household of the Duke of Orléans. In May 1402 Louis sponsored a tournament between seven French and seven English knights at Montendre on the march of Gascony. The English were said to have fought ‘for the love of their ladies’ but the French ‘to prove the true and reasonable quarrel of their King against their ancient enemies’. In fact the occasion was neither chivalrous nor even courteous. Punctuated by mutual exchanges of insults, it ended with the death of one of the English knights and the injury of several others. The French champions, all of them Louis’ friends and retainers, received a purse of a thousand gold francs each from him after the event. The chronicler of Saint-Denis, who disapproved of the Montendre tournament, struggled to understand the mentality of those who had taken part. But he understood very well that it was symptomatic of a mounting Anglophobia in court circles. French chivalry, he concluded, was ‘filled with hatred for a nation which had murdered its King and insulted its Queen and yet was afraid to declare war, unwilling to be accused of violating the truce, and always looking for some other honourable way of avenging these outrages’.43


On 18 April 1402, while the Duke of Burgundy was at Arras celebrating the marriage of his daughter, the royal council met in Paris in the King’s presence and agreed to appoint the Duke of Orléans as the President of the Conseil-Général des Aides. This position gave him a general power of direction over the tax revenues of the Crown in Languedoil. According to the official chronicler it was just part of a more general delegation of the King’s powers to his brother ‘in all matters great and small, in peace and war, within the realm and elsewhere’. Shortly after this Louis pushed a new taille through the council. The first to be imposed in France for five years, it was reputed to be worth between 1,200,000 and 1,300,000 francs, representing an increase of about 60 per cent in the overall burden of royal taxation. Apart from a perfunctory reference to the cost of healing the papal schism and defending eastern Christendom from the Turks the sole justification given for the tax was that the money was wanted to fight ‘Henry Duke of Lancaster who calls himself King’. An English army was said to have landed recently in Gascony to attack the French towns and castles of the march. This was a reference to the retinue of the Earl of Rutland, who had arrived there as Henry’s lieutenant the previous autumn. But Louis does not seem to have had in mind a confrontation on the march of Gascony. He was thinking in terms of an invasion of England. It was ‘widely reported’, the ordinance declared, that Richard II was still alive in Scotland and likely to call for military support against his enemies. In Scotland Albany and Douglas had resolved upon an invasion of the north of England. The plan was to send a French army to Scotland in the summer to support them. The command was to be shared between Pierre des Essarts, the leader of the last French embassy to Scotland, and Jacques d’Heilly, a famous knight from Picardy, one of the heroes of the Nicopolis crusade, who by Froissart’s account had for years ‘explored the world beyond the seas and wandered through distant lands in search of adventure’. A fleet of transports was fitted out at Brest to join the Earl of Crawford’s ships and carry the army to Scotland. A date was agreed for the opening of the campaign.44


Louis, however, had over-reached himself. He had not secured the consent of the Duke of Burgundy, and Philip was still powerful enough to exert himself on a major issue like this one. He had not opposed the policy of supporting the pseudo-Richard and his Scottish patrons. He was probably party to the decision to furnish ships and men to the Earl of Crawford, which had been made before he left Paris. The Franco-Scottish fleet was allowed to land its prizes in Flemish ports under the noses of his officials. He must also have approved, at least tacitly, the despatch of the expeditionary army to Scotland, for its leaders included several prominent members of his household. Jacques d’Heilly was one of his retainers and Pierre des Essarts, the army’s commander, was his chamberlain. What Philip objected to was not the proposed campaign but his nephew’s assumption of control over the public finances and the fact that it had been done while his back was turned. The proclamation of the taille provoked a serious political crisis. The King suffered a relapse at about the time that the ordinance was issued and the Parlement refused to register it. After some delay it was finally proclaimed from the steps of the Châtelet on the authority of the King’s private secretary, together with a declaration that the Dukes of Berry and Burgundy had approved it. Both men indignantly denied this. Berry claimed that his name had been added to the ordinance without his authority. Philip of Burgundy abruptly abandoned a hunting party, returned to Arras for discussions with his advisers, and then headed for Paris. From Clermont-en-Beauvaisis he addressed a furious protest to the judges of the Parlement. The claim that he had approved the taille was ‘pures bourdes et mensonges’, he said. He had in fact been offered 100,000 francs for his approval after the decision had been made, which he had refused, but otherwise he had had nothing to do with it. He declared himself opposed in principle to increasing the burden of taxation on a population already heavily taxed and much diminished by plague, especially as the proceeds were likely to be spent on feckless grants to those in favour in Paris. The judges were asked to ensure the widest publicity for the Duke’s views. But when they received the manifesto on the morning of 20 May, they were afraid to act. The Chancellor and the First President were away. The other officers of the court feared that the letter would have an incendiary effect on public opinion, which was of course Philip’s objective. So his messengers repaired to the Châtelet and had it read out there. Copies were despatched to all the major towns and cities of the realm.45


The Duke of Burgundy’s letter made a great impression. The King’s councillors left Paris in a body later that day to meet Philip at Senlis. Three days of crisis talks followed in the town’s ancient royal palace. The Duke of Orléans stayed in Paris. He was initially defiant. He had another royal ordinance published, apparently dating from the previous month, in which Charles VI nominated him as ‘Lieutenant and Governor of the Realm’ with all the powers of the Crown for as long as he remained incapable of governing in person. But Louis had no desire to test his popularity against his uncle’s new-found reputation as the taxpayer’s champion. Early in June, when the King briefly recovered his senses, Louis got him to cancel the taille and then had the decision proclaimed in the streets of the capital as his own doing. Philip was not satisfied. The appointment of Louis as the King’s Lieutenant threatened to make his rival all-powerful in the capital. He was determined to have it revoked. On 17 June he entered Paris and went straight to the Hôtel Saint-Pol where he was closeted with the King for the best part of two days. On the 20th uncle and nephew met in Charles’s presence at Philip’s suburban mansion at Conflans.46


On 1 July the King presided over a difficult meeting of his council in the absence of both men. Charles charged the assembled councillors to tell him plainly how they thought that affairs of the state were to be conducted during the periods when he was too ill to make decisions for himself. According to the chronicler of Saint-Denis, who had a low opinion of the Duke of Orléans, they replied that Louis was charming and eloquent but too impulsive and headstrong to be left to conduct the business of government alone. It needed the gravity and experience of the Duke of Burgundy. The King professed to agree with these sentiments. But the decisions which emerged from the meeting suggest that opinions were more qualified and possibly more divided than the chronicler thought. With his elevated status as the King’s brother and first councillor, his large body of supporters and his growing wealth and territorial power, Louis was not easily marginalised. So a compromise was proposed. During the King’s ‘absences’ the Duke of Burgundy was to govern the finances of the kingdom and other ‘great affairs of state’ jointly with his nephew. Decisions would require the concurrence of both of them. The inevitable conflicts between them were to be resolved by the Queen, aided by such other royal princes and councillors as she might call upon. The practical consequence was that when shortly afterwards Charles VI was once more incapacitated neither rival was able to exercise decisive influence over the council. Both were eventually persuaded to stay away from its meetings until the King recovered his wits.47


At about the end of July 1402 Louis of Orléans left Paris and made for his castle at Coucy. There on 7 August he addressed a remarkable letter to Henry IV challenging him to a duel. It was to be fought on foot in closed lists on a site somewhere between Bordeaux and Angoulême with lance, axe, sword and dagger. Louis addressed Henry for the first time as King of England. But he cannot possibly have imagined that a King would disparage himself by fighting a Duke on equal terms. The letter was a calculated insult, a personal gesture of frustration and defiance. The heralds who were charged to deliver it in England were kept waiting for a long time and then received in a surly audience and sent away without either an answer or the traditional gifts. Henry did eventually reply in December. His reply was a grandiloquent put-down which was designed to embarrass Louis in the eyes of his supporters and allies in France. He pointed out that in 1396 Louis had sworn personally to uphold the truce between France and England. He reminded him of the alliance that the two of them had made while he was in exile in Paris in 1399, plotting the coup which would eventually make him King. He attached a copy of their agreement and made sure that both letter and the agreement received wide publicity in France. As for Louis’ challenge, Henry rejected it with disdain. ‘What a King does, he does for the honour of God and the common good of his realm and of all Christendom,’ he said, ‘not for mere bombast and greed.’48




*





Henry IV had more pressing concerns than the taunts of a cadet of France. With the spring thaw Owen Glendower had resumed his strategy of rapid, needling attacks at unexpected points on England’s over-extended forces in Wales. In April 1402 the Welsh leader had ambushed his arch-enemy Reginald Grey of Ruthin, one of the leading English lords of the northern march. Grey was captured and carried off to ‘wild and rocky places’. He was only released against a ransom of 10,000 marks, a prodigious sum by the standards of the time which gave Glendower the means to prosecute his wars for years to come. Two months after Grey’s capture the Welsh leader appeared in the hills of Radnorshire and advanced to within thirty miles of Leominster. On 22 June 1402 at the hill of Bryn Glas he inflicted a bloody defeat on a substantial English force sent out from Ludlow to meet him. Much of the English army was killed and their bodies mutilated by angry local Welsh. Among the many prisoners was their leader, the Earl of March’s uncle, Edmund Mortimer. On both occasions an English captain had been betrayed to the enemy by Welsh soldiers in his own army, a symptom of the incipient disintegration of English authority in the region. Mortimer himself, who controlled his nephew’s vast Welsh lordships, was suspected of having been taken prisoner by his own design. It may well have been true, for he shortly threw in his lot with Glendower and married one of his daughters. These events marked a high point of the Welsh rebellion. Twelve years later, when Glendower was a hunted fugitive, the Welshman Adam of Usk recorded that the battles of 1402 were ‘still sung about at feasts’. Henry IV was at Berkhamsted castle in Hertfordshire when the news of Bryn Glas was brought to him. He declared his intention of marching against the Welsh in person. Troops were summoned from the whole of the Midlands and south of England to meet him at Lichfield on 7 July.49


Within days Henry was forced to cancel these plans by the deteriorating situation on the Scottish march. The English garrisons there had been on a war footing since the beginning of May 1402. Forced to fight on two fronts, the English government had been nervously switching their forces between the Scottish and Welsh marches as each new development was reported.50 Then on top of their other concerns Henry’s ministers had to face the threat of a rising in England in support of the Scottish-backed pretender William Ward. Rumours of the pseudo-Richard’s plans began to spread rapidly through the English counties in the spring. Constant repetition lent them a plausibility which became dangerous. Richard was said to have raised his standard in Scotland. He was supposed to have established contact with Owen Glendower and to have arranged for a simultaneous invasion of England from the west and north. He was expected to appear in the south by midsummer ‘if not earlier’. Many people believed this. When midsummer came 500 men were reported to have gathered in arms in the meadows outside Oxford to meet him. Another 4,000 spread across the Midlands and southern counties were reported to be waiting for the signal to march. The government, which was well aware of the rumours, took the threat seriously. Successive proclamations denounced those thought to be responsible for spreading them. The friars, who had a strong hold on popular sentiment, caused particular concern. A number of Franciscans were prosecuted for treason and some were executed. There was clearly widespread sympathy for them. It proved hard to find jurors willing to try them even in London, and those who were chosen convicted the accused with obvious reluctance.51


At some stage the council learned about the French expeditionary force which was assembling in Brittany under Pierre des Essarts. It is not clear how much was known about the scale of these preparations or the destination of Pierre des Essarts’ army. But a fleet of oared barges of the Cinque Ports filled with armed men was stationed in the Channel under the command of the Admiral of the North to intercept the French force. A large number of merchant ships were requisitioned and built up with timber castles fore and aft to join them. At the end of June 1402, shortly before Pierre des Essarts was due to embark, the English fleet managed to penetrate through the rocky channel between Finistère and the Ushant rocks and fell upon the French transports as they waited empty in the roads at Brest. Ten of them were captured and the rest blockaded in the harbour. This attack effectively put an end to French plans to mount a joint invasion of England with the Scots. A few French ships did later succeed in running the blockade and eventually reached Scotland. But they brought only thirty French knights including Pierre des Essarts himself. The whole force with their squires and attendants must have numbered less than a hundred.52


The crisis came between June and September with simultaneous offensives on both the Welsh and Scottish fronts. A horde of Scots entered Cumberland and penetrated south as far as Carlisle before they were dispersed by local levies raised by Hotspur. Another Scottish force, smaller but better armed and led, made for the east march. On 22 June 1402 the day of the English disaster at Bryn Glas, they were confronted at Nisbet Moor in Berwickshire by an English force under the Scottish renegade George Dunbar. His men were drawn mainly from the garrison of Berwick and the Yorkshire retainers of the Earl of Northumberland. They were very nearly overwhelmed. Only the commitment of the reserve at the last moment saved the day. About a fortnight later, in early July, Owen Glendower invaded south Wales. The Welsh population rose in support. Cardiff, Newport, Abergavenny and other garrisoned castles of the English were attacked and their boroughs burned. The newly gathered harvest was carried off into the mountains. Henry IV was obliged to strip the northern counties of troops in order to face the new threat. But they proved useless against the guerilla tactics of the Welsh. When at the end of August three English armies entered Wales from Chester, Shrewsbury and Hereford, Glendower and his followers vanished into the hills and forests as they had so often done before. The English trudged after them in torrential rain and hail. Henry was still with the army in mid-Wales, mired in mud, when the Scots crossed the Tweed again in the second week of September and invaded Northumberland.53


At an estimated strength of 10,000 men it was one of the largest organised Scottish armies to enter England since the 1340s. Led by the Earl of Douglas, it included most of the higher nobility of Scotland with their companies and almost all the border lords as well as the small contingent of heavily armed French knights. Like most Scottish campaigns in England it had no very clear strategic objective beyond destruction, plunder and spectacle, and possibly revenge for the loss of Douglas’s friends and followers at Nisbet Moor. Douglas knew that the English King was in Wales with most of his available troops. He expected no organised opposition. His army advanced to Newcastle burning and looting as it went and then turned for home. The defence was the responsibility of the Earl of Northumberland. He was accompanied by his son Hotspur and by George Dunbar. Their strength is a matter of conjecture but it was probably less than the 1,500 men-at-arms and 3,000 archers with which contemporaries credited them. They were certainly fewer than the Scots. They followed the same strategy which Hotspur had employed in the Otterburn campaign of 1388. They allowed the Scots to advance unhindered into England. Then, when they began to withdraw, they marched north through the night to cut off their retreat and force them to battle. The strategy had ended in disaster in 1388. But Otterburn was to be avenged in 1402.


On 14 September 1402 the Scots found their retreat barred by Northumberland’s army at the village of Millfield about ten miles south of the Tweed. Douglas dismounted his men and arrayed them across the northern slope of Humbleton Hill, an outlying hill of the Cheviots near the small town of Wooler. They were drawn up in the tightly packed formations which had been traditional among the Scots for more than a century. The English advanced towards them, taking up their own positions on low-lying ground behind a small river known as the Glen. They were keen to come to grips with the Scots and Hotspur, according to the Scottish chronicler Walter Bower, would have given them their head. He was restrained by George Dunbar who urged him to send the archers forward first. At about midday the densely packed English archers advanced and began to let off their volleys into the Scottish lines. They inflicted carnage on dismounted lines of Scots. Sir John Swinton, an elderly Scottish knight who had fought in English armies in France in the 1370s, knighted his old enemy Adam Gordon on the field and the two of them led a desperate charge by a hundred men-at-arms against the English lines in an attempt to dislodge the archers. They were baulked by the hail of arrows. Every one of them was killed. The Scottish archers were unable to achieve the range of their English counterparts and made no impression on the enemy. It was all over in less than an hour. The Scots fell back in disorder and began to turn and flee. They headed for the Tweed. Many did not make it. Others did not know the fords and were drowned trying to wade across. Most of the Scottish knights remained on the field, prevented from fleeing by the weight of their armour. Seizing his lance the Earl of Douglas resolved upon a last, desperate attack. He charged down the hill on foot with all his retainers about him. Most of them were killed as Swinton’s men had been. Douglas himself, although encased in magnificent steel armour, suffered five wounds including the loss of an eye before he was taken prisoner. It was one of the few battles of the Hundred Years War in which victory was won entirely by archery. The main bodies of troops on either side were never engaged. The English lost only five men. The hillside, strewn with dead and wounded Scots, furnished rich pickings of armour and prisoners.


The names of the casualties of Humbleton Hill read like a roll call of Scotland’s great political and military families. Their disappearance left a vacuum at the heart of Scottish politics. The heads of several of the noble houses of the border lost their lives. Some eighty Scottish lords were captured. Apart from Douglas himself, the prisoners included Murdoch Stewart Master of Fife, the eldest son of the Duke of Albany; the Scottish King’s son-in-law George Douglas Earl of Angus, head of the Red Douglases; George Dunbar’s nephew the Earl of Moray; and four Scottish barons. Several French men-at-arms were also captured including both Pierre des Essarts and Jacques d’Heilly. It was left to their companions who escaped to send a gloomy assessment of the campaign to Charles VI. The French had never really understood the strategic limitations of the Scottish invasions of the north. They had always hoped that the Scots would penetrate closer to the real centres of English royal power in the Midlands and south of England. This time they had tried. But they had been overconfident, they wrote, penetrating too far from the border before turning for home.54


Henry IV was determined to extract the maximum political advantage from the victory. A week after the battle he wrote to all the leading English captains on the march directing that no Scottish prisoner should be paroled or ransomed without his leave, a highly unpopular policy among the victorious captains, who must have expected to make large profits from their prisoners. The more prominent prisoners were taken to London where four Scots and three Frenchmen were paraded by their captors before Parliament at Westminster in October as the King publicly thanked God for delivering them into his hands. Sir Adam Forrester, a prominent Scottish administrator and diplomat then in his sixties, who had been captured in the battle with his son, acted as spokesman. He begged the King to treat them ‘as is fitting for an act of war and of arms’. Henry did not like Forrester, who had had the better of him in the diplomatic encounters of the past two years. But he promised that Murdoch Stewart would be treated as a ‘valiant knight taken in the field’, and bid all the prisoners dine with him in the Painted Chamber.55


The release of the French prisoners was just a question of money. Pierre des Essarts was ransomed almost immediately with the aid of advances and grants from the French royal princes. Others took longer to find their ransoms. Jacques d’Heilly, who was eventually helped out by a very large grant from Charles VI, does not appear to have returned to France until 1405. The French, who had for years regarded the Douglases as their chief allies in Scotland, tried to raise funds for Earl Archibald’s ransom. But the English King was determined to hold on to his Scottish prisoners and use them as political bargaining counters. Douglas was destined to remain a prisoner until he was paroled in 1407 and he was not finally released from his bond until 1413. For Douglas this was a disaster. Absence weakened his political authority in Scotland and enabled lesser rivals to supplant him in the counsels of the Scottish King. In the lowlands his formidable network of clients and followers began to break up. In the following year Henry IV asserted overlordship over all the lands of the Douglas earldom and purported to divide them up between the Earls of Northumberland and Westmorland. North of the border it was believed that Northumberland’s son Hotspur was plotting with George Dunbar the conquest of the whole of lowland Scotland as far as the Firth of Forth. But if Douglas the Tyneman was the biggest casualty of Humbleton Hill, others also suffered long periods of captivity. In spite of Henry’s chivalrous words in Parliament, Murdoch Stewart effectively served as a hostage for the good behaviour of his father’s government in Scotland. He was not released until 1416. A number of other Scots died in captivity of plague or battle wounds. Most of the rest were released over the next three years.56


The battle of Humbleton Hill was the last great battle between the English and the Scots on British soil until Flodden in 1513. It brought an abrupt end to Scotland’s new-found self-confidence and to the long period when its relations with England had been dominated by the Douglases and their allies on the border. For some years the Duke of Albany abandoned the fight, turning instead to the business of consolidating his family’s power north of the Forth. In about March 1403 a brief truce was finally patched up between England and Scotland. It was formalised six months later at Haddenstank, one of those desolate hamlets by the Tweed where the representatives of the two British kingdoms could meet across the disputed frontier. The terms left something to be desired. A joint declaration of the two delegations would later observe that they ‘semen obscure and derke to the understanding of sume men’. But for all that the truce held for the next two years.57
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