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Preface





At most times, war has been the principal collective enterprise of mankind. It has given human societies their identities. It has shaped their institutions, and provided the ultimate test of their solidity. This volume tells the story of a prolonged crisis in the affairs of France, the richest and most advanced society of late medieval Europe, which had in a real sense been formed by war and in the 1350s was almost destroyed by it. The strain of continual invasion, the financial and economic problems of defence, the shock of a grave and unexpected defeat in battle, combined for a brief period to bring the French state to the verge of extinction and to dissolve bonds of civil society which men had taken for granted for more than a century. As at similar crises in the history of France, in 1792 and 1870, these events were accompanied by savage recriminations among Frenchmen: venomous argument in elected assemblies; an unsuccessful revolution in Paris and another among the peasant communities of the north.


The main theme of this volume, however, is not destruction but survival. Stable communities are remarkably resilient in the face of catastrophe. The cities and rural communities of France survived, damaged and impoverished but intact, to undo most of Edward III’s work in the following generation. There is no symmetry in war, and although France was defeated, England was not victorious. The English achieved a brief and flattering peace, which lasted for just nine years in the 1360s. They did this not by sustained military pressure, but by capturing the King of France, John II, who was able to impose it on his subjects. Englishmen and Gascons caused immense destruction in the territory of France, but they conquered very little of it. They crashed like great waves over the country, then ebbed away. They lacked the administrative and financial resources to impose a thorough-going occupation, something that only the police states of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been able to achieve, and then only for short periods.


These events were recorded by those who lived through them in some of the most vivid narratives to survive from the medieval period. As the English chronicle tradition faded, the French one came into its own. Pierre d’Orgement (or whoever else wrote the continuation of the Grandes chroniques de France) lived through the Parisian revolution of Étienne Marcel as one of the Dauphin’s entourage, and described it in language which loses nothing by its laconic, passionless style. Jean de Venette witnessed the same events as a resident of the city. The Castilian chronicler Ayala had served both rivals for his country’s crown and commanded a division in the disastrous battle of Nájera. The Northumberland chronicler Thomas Gray of Heton fought in Scotland and the poet Chaucer in France.


For all their literary qualities, however, these sources need to be approached with the same caution which one brings to reading newspaper accounts of modern wars. Those who work daily in the law courts will know how fallible even eye-witnesses can be. To write the history of the fourteenth century from Froissart’s elegant but muddled and inaccurate chronicle, as some nineteenth-century historians tried to do, would be absurd. One might as well use Shakespeare, or indeed Donizetti. The present volume is based primarily on the record sources, printed and unprinted, of England, Scotland and France, and on those of the Papacy and the Spanish kingdoms. Some of these convey the atmosphere of these appalling years with as much dramatic intensity as the most colourful chronicles. The French chancery registers, for example, in which ordinary Frenchmen confessed their misdeeds to the state in order to be pardoned, provide countless miniature autobiographies in which the war can be seen through the eyes of its lesser actors and victims.


In these and other respects, the principles on which this history is written were explained in the preface to the first volume, published in 1990, and have not changed.


J.P.C.S.      


Greenwich


April 1998



















CHAPTER I


The Truce of Calais Problems of Victory 1347–1349





The rain fell in England throughout the summer of 1348 as, amid a landscape of mud and flattened grain, men celebrated a decade of war and three years of victory. In a succession of opulent tournaments in the spring at Reading, Bury St. Edmunds, Lincoln and Eltham, teams of horsemen dressed in bulky padded armour and huge decorated pot-helmets rode into the lists to fight each other with blunt lances according to the stylised convention of lawyers, heralds and romancers. At Lichfield, where one of the most splendid of these pageants was held at the beginning of May, the King, disguised in the armour of one of his household knights, entered the lists with his companions dressed in uniform blue and white, their horses covered in blue velvet, gold plate and silk. Twenty-eight ladies of the court assisted them in the procession, wearing extravagant fancy dress of the same colours. Nearly 300 more watched among the supporters from the boundaries, peering at the spectacle through the eye-slits of fantastic decorated masks. ‘Thus did they squander their wealth and deck out their bodies with the trappings of frippery, buffoonery and lust …,’ an unfriendly observer wrote; ‘not one of the men whom they were serving seemed to realise that their victories were a gift from the God of all bounty, the true benefactor of the chivalry of England.’1


Perhaps they did not. When, at Windsor some six weeks later, Edward III’s court celebrated the churching of the Queen after the birth of her sixth son, the tournament teams included all the most famous of the King’s prisoners of war: the Count of Eu, Constable of France, carried off the prize; the lord of Tancarville, Chamberlain of Normandy who, like the Constable, had been captured at Caen as he tried to halt the advance of the English army through Normandy in July 1346; there was a handful of the survivors of the terrible slaughter of the French army at Crécy, a month later; David II, King of Scotland, taken at Neville’s Cross as the largest Scottish army to invade England for many years dispersed and fled around him; and Charles of Blois, claimant of Brittany, one of the ablest and most persistent enemies of the English cause, who had surrendered in the last moments of the battle of la Roche Derrien in June 1347. At the beginning of August 1348, Edward III endowed the chapel of St. George at Windsor to house his newly founded order of chivalry, the Order of the Garter, that ‘most noble brotherhood’ which proved to be the only enduring monument of this brief moment of hubris.2


Beyond his realm Edward’s reputation had never been higher. After years in which his campaigns had failed, his continental alliances had fallen apart, his debts had mounted and his pretensions had come to seem increasingly absurd, men watched in astonishment as the King overwhelmed the foremost military power of Europe. Petrarch was to proclaim the transformation of the English from the ‘most timid of all the uncouth races’ into the supreme warriors of Europe. The protagonists in a German civil war offered Edward the Crown of Germany, which he had the good sense to refuse. The King of Castile, whose realm had moved in the orbit of France for more than a century, betrothed his heir to Edward’s daughter Joan. Alfonso’s ambassadors were pointed out among the courtiers attending Edward’s great tournament at Lincoln in April 1348. Princes and noblemen of France, Germany and the Low Countries laid their disputes before him as, once, their forebears had laid them before Edward I at the height of his fame.3


Some of these men believed that Edward III had only to press his advantages in order to achieve complete victory. Yet, between the truce of Calais in September 1347 and the autumn of 1355, a period of eight years, the English King fought no major campaign on the continent. He clung on to what he held. His commanders fought off raids and launched others of their own. He watched as the war became a formless mêlée fought between small forces of half-disciplined soldiers and punctuated by ill-observed truces. The reason was lack of money, the perennial problem which had limited all his enterprises. Walter Chiriton, the London financier whose syndicate had paid most of the cost of the siege of Calais, crashed in April 1349, a victim of the King’s duplicity and of his own dishonesty and greed. Edward’s ministers turned to more orthodox methods of public finance as much from necessity as conviction. The debt generated by the campaigns of the mid-1340s was gradually paid off, a process which was still continuing well into the next decade. Chiriton’s affairs were wound up over a period of two years by his creditors and guarantors. The revenues of the customs had been mortgaged to Chiriton years before. Edward did not recover control of them until the summer of 1351. The seedy expedients of the past were perforce abandoned in favour of ordinary parliamentary taxation. Yet Parliament could be demanding. The King had to submit to compromises some of which radically affected the way in which the war had hitherto been managed. There were two assemblies in the early months of 1348, in January and April, and on both occasions fierce protests were heard about the financial practices of Edward’s government and the methods by which troops had been recruited and ships and supplies requisitioned. Some promises of amendment were made and largely kept. The final outcome was the grant of a single parliamentary subsidy for each of the next three years. In January 1352 this was renewed for a further three years. These subsidies were nominally raised for the renewed prosecution of the war. But in practice they were spent on the defence of past gains, the discharge of past debts and the daily expenses of government. The reality was that the first ten years of war had consumed eighteen years’ worth of war taxation and ordinary government revenue. It would be several years before England was in a position to resume the war on any scale.4


Behind this unaccustomed financial prudence lay Edward III’s growing awareness of the limits of his realm’s resources and the difficulty of maintaining public support for a war without end. Many of Edward’s subjects had supposed that his victories at Crécy and Calais meant the end of war taxation. When the collectors continued to go about their work as if nothing had happened, some of them encountered serious resistance. For the King, the recovery of his just rights in France was a point of honour as well as political ambition. It was supported by the great majority of the higher nobility, many of whom profited mightily by it. Yet the expenditure of so much effort and money, the abandonment of the conquest of Scotland and the sufferings of the coasts and harbours of southern England was a high price, not self-evidently justified in anyone else’s eyes. ‘All that I win through wit, he wastes through pride,’ said the monks and moralists to those ‘grave men of arms, bold squires of blood, bowmen many’ in Winner and Waster, an acerbic satire written in 1352.5


Honi soit qui mal y pense. The phrase, which was coined in about 1348, is more likely to have referred to Edward’s war aims and their critics than to any lady’s garter. Yet those aims were as enigmatic as his famous motto. All that can be said with confidence is that his ambitions were smaller than his claims. Edward had claimed the Crown of France since 1340, but whenever he was strong enough to bargain with his adversary on something like equal terms he was always ready to trade his claim for territory. How much territory depended on the military situation of the moment. The least that Edward was ever willing to accept was the whole of the duchy of Aquitaine as it had stood on the death of his grandfather in 1307. This meant not only the Bordelais, the Landes and the valley of the Adour and its tributaries, but also Saintonge, southern Périgord and the Agenais. If he could get it he wanted more: Quercy and the Rouergue; Poitou; the Limousin, which Edward I had briefly won and lost at the end of the thirteenth century; the provinces of Anjou and Maine in the western Loire; Brittany; even Normandy; in fact the whole tract of western France which the Angevin dynasty had ruled at the height of its power in the twelfth century. Moreover, the status of this territory was at least as important as its extent. Whatever Edward gained had to be held in free sovereignty, quit of the residual obligations to the French Crown which even the Angevins had acknowledged. This much is clear from the hints that Edward’s ambassadors had let slip in the interminable and frustrating diplomatic conferences in the papal palace at Avignon in 1344 and from the loud assertions of Henry of Lancaster in the same place ten years later.


Even in the aftermath of Edward’s greatest victories, in 1346 and 1356, it is unlikely that he expected to be King of France. The claim to the French throne was a bargaining counter, a device for achieving a satisfactory settlement when the time was right, and a means of causing embarrassment to the Valois Kings. Edward was enough of a realist to know this. But he also knew that he could not admit it. To acknowledge that his royal title was no more than the prelude to crude horse-trading would have destroyed its practical value. So the King said nothing, refusing to disclose what he wanted except at moments when it seemed attainable. The disasters of the 1330s had taught him patience, and experience brought him a better understanding of his enemies than they ever had of him. He rarely negotiated from a position of weakness, always preferring to temporise, to wait for another year, another campaign, another ally. He took refuge in truces, preserving his conquests, gaining time, gathering his limited resources for a better day.


In France, the failures of the past decade had been received with incomprehension, frustration and finally with unconcealed fury. When the Estates-General opened in Paris on 30 November 1347, the purpose of the meeting was to canvass opinion as to how the war should be prosecuted and to prepare the ground for further heavy taxation to pay for it. But when Philip VI’s ministers had made their opening speeches and the assembled representatives withdrew to consider their opinions among themselves, there were ‘loud mutterings’ and angry proposals for reforming the government. They hardly troubled to hide their feelings behind the courtly convention which attributed a king’s every error to his advisers. They blamed the King himself.




First, great Lord [said the representatives of the towns], you must take stock of the quality of the advice which you have been given in the conduct of your wars, and understand how by listening to it you have lost everything and gained nothing … You know how strong your forces were, what fine armies you led to Buirenfosse, Thun-l’Évêque, Bouvines and Aiguillon, and so many other places. Each time you marched out to sustain your honour with huge bodies of troops raised at vast expense, then conceded craven truces and marched gingerly away again. And this although the enemy was out-numbered and standing in the midst of your realm.





They reminded the King of the way in which he had been outmanoeuvred outside the walls of Paris in 1346, when the English army had crossed the Seine and bolted northward. They lectured him about the folly of exhausting his army on the forced marches through Picardy which had ended on the battlefield of Crécy. They protested about the great burdens which they had borne, the fines, the duties and the taxes which they had paid and which had come to so little.6 Some of them may have shared the opinion which had been widely held in the immediate aftermath of the battle, which extended the blame to the whole nobility of France. What were these well-born, professional soldiers doing breaking the bridges of the Seine in the face of Edward III’s army (a normally respectful chronicler asked) instead of marching across them to challenge the enemy in the field?7 For his part, the French King, ageing, obese, world-weary, gradually withdrew from the active management of affairs, leaving them in the hands of his heir John, Duke of Normandy, and a handful of favoured military commanders and ministers who struggled to bring order and economy to the overblown bureaucracy and undisciplined finances of the French state.


Public opinion is apt to blame defeat on folly and weakness of will. The main demand of the Estates-General of December 1347 was that there should be no more half measures in the conduct of the war. They objected to the truces, which they characterised as shameful and cowardly, and to the over-cautious generalship of Philip VI, who had always refused to run risks except on the day of Crécy. The truce which had been agreed between the two Kings outside Calais was due to expire on 8 July 1348. The Estates-General wanted a large army raised in 1348 and an invasion of England mounted across the Channel. ‘In this way and in no other will you be able to stop the war,’ they said; ‘and to this end we shall gladly place our bodies and our wealth at your disposal.’ Armed with this promise the French government’s commissioners descended on the local communities of the kingdom in the early months of the year 1348 to agree the form and value of their contributions. Almost all of them agreed to pay the cost of a given number of soldiers, which was probably assessed in rough proportion to the number of households. The government had been struggling to impose a system of this kind since 1345 in the face of the pressures of war and the recalcitrance of local politicians. The shock of defeat loosened purse-strings now. The promises of the communities of France must have amounted to more than 2,500,000 livres. This was more than the largest subsidy receipt for any earlier year of the war. The repair and equipment of a large fleet of ships was already in hand in January. In March, the royal baillis and seneschals began to assess towns and villages for infantry service. By this time the French government’s preparations were far enough advanced for accurate intelligence about them to have reached England.8




*





The celebrations of the English and the revenge of the French were interrupted by an unexpected natural disaster. Bubonic plague, which had been endemic in the east for centuries, appeared in Genoa and Sicily in the autumn of 1347. The plague was spread by rats and their parasites. It was carried in ships and their cargoes and along the trade routes of the Mediterranean and western Europe. In winter, it was succeeded by pneumonic plague, a still more virulent form which developed when infected parasites attacked victims with an existing pneumonic infection. In this form, it was spread by exhalation and transmitted rapidly from man to man along the roads and crowded city streets of medieval Europe. During the winter of 1347–8 the plague was reported in southern France. Beginning in the ports of Narbonne, Marseille and Montpellier, it spread north up the valley of the Rhone and west into Gascony where populations weakened by war, floods and harvest failure succumbed in thousands. The epidemic was viewed with distant horror in the north when pilgrims, travellers and seamen brought the news. With them came the disease itself. It reached Rouen at the end of June 1348, when the first Mediterranean galleys arrived in the river port. Burgundy was affected in July. The first outbreak in the Île de France was reported at Roissy, whence it reached Paris in August or September. The epidemic waned with the onset of winter but in the spring of 1349 it spread with fresh vigour through northern France, and in cities such as Paris and Reims reached its greatest intensity in the summer of that year before gradually dying out in 1350.


The epidemic of 1347–50 was the greatest demographic catastrophe which Europe has suffered in its recorded history. Although statistical precision is impossible and records are sparse and inconsistent, the most plausible estimates suggest that a third of the population of western Europe died. The worst affected regions of France were in the south. The principal towns of Provence and Languedoc lost over half their population, some of them rather more. At Perpignan, the mortality may have been as high as 70 per cent. The cardinals fled from Avignon, leaving behind them a city in which half the houses were tenanted by corpses. Anecdotal evidence suggests a similar level of mortality in Bordeaux. In the northern provinces of France the mortality was somewhat lower. The best estimates which can be made suggest that Paris and Reims each lost about a quarter of its inhabitants, and they were probably typical of the larger towns. In the country, the mortality is likely to have been less, and some areas escaped altogether. The psychological shock is hard for modern minds to capture. In the graphic phrase of the poet Guillaume de Machaut, who lived through the epidemic, death ‘leapt from its cage’, attacking its victims suddenly, indiscriminately. Fatalism and despair took hold among populations confronted by the daily spectacle of blackened bodies tipped into vast open pits in improvised cemeteries: a disaster which they did not understand and could neither avoid nor control. In the Low Countries, great processions of flagellant penitents began to appear in the streets of the main towns. Death, corruption, repentance, became increasingly insistent themes of an age of war in which life was cheap and brief.9


The plague reached England a little later than France. The first recorded case was in Melcombe (Dorset) in early July 1348. By August it had reached Bristol, by November London. A meeting of Parliament which had been summoned for January 1349 was postponed and then cancelled. The law courts were closed. Ministers and officials fled from Westminster and the King withdrew to Langley. In the course of 1349, the epidemic spread through the Midlands and North. The level of mortality was significantly higher than it was in France. This may have been because pneumonic plague, which was transmitted more rapidly and was almost always fatal, was a more important factor in the colder climate of England. But whatever the reason, the evidence, which is patchy, suggests that in rural areas of southern England and the Midlands, between 40 per cent and 50 per cent of the population died. The mortality in the towns can only be guessed, for there is hardly any evidence apart from the hyperbole of the chroniclers. It must have been even higher.10


The Black Death might have been expected to have a significant impact on the war. In May 1348, after desultory negotiations with the Papacy and the court of France had proceeded all winter without result, Edward III proposed that the truce of Calais should be extended on account of the epidemic in southern France, which was then at its height. Since the English King had made no plans for a campaign in 1348 and probably could not afford one, this was a cheap concession. Philip VI was more equivocal. Although he discreetly abandoned the plans to invade England, which the Estates-General had foisted on him in the previous year, Philip did make a serious attempt to resume the war in July and August. The failure of this attempt was probably due in large measure to the plague. Ministers dispersed. Their subordinates sickened or died. The operations of government were disrupted. The collection of tax revenues was seriously hampered and in parts of the country stopped altogether. The tax contributions agreed with the local communities at the beginning of the year had now to be radically reduced. Languedoc, which had been among the first provinces to be visited by the epidemic, was particularly badly affected. Several of its cities found themselves unable to collect anything at all.11 These difficulties go some way to explain why the French not only abandoned their more ambitious projects for 1348 but made no attempt to undertake any major campaign until well into the following year.


In the longer term the consequences are more difficult to assess.


The plague had very little effect on the recruitment of soldiers in either country. It certainly made some walled towns more difficult to defend. The main burden of keeping watch and manning the walls always fell on the inhabitants, and a drastic reduction of their numbers was bound to put severe strains on the survivors. In most places, however, the gaps must have been quickly filled by refugees from the devastated open villages around. At one stage there was concern about the effect of the epidemic on the recruitment of field armies. Edward III certainly anticipated difficulties in this direction, and it would be surprising if the same thought had not occurred to his rival.12 In the event the difficulties never materialised. The professional fighting class, the noblemen and gentlemen who supplied the bulk of the men-at-arms, suffered less than any other group from the Black Death. They were better nourished and clothed and lived in cleaner houses, away from the large cities. The plague was a ‘great respecter of princes, knights and judges’ according to the Parisian doctor Simon of Couvin. His opinion was widely shared among those contemporary observers who thought about the matter, and in England is supported by reasonably reliable statistical evidence. Even among the classes which were more severely affected, the plague of 1348–50 struck disproportionately against the very young and the very old, so that it was probably not until the 1360s and 1370s that its full impact was experienced by recruiting officers. Foot soldiers and archers may have become more difficult to find. But the difficulties seem to have been overcome. The army with which Edward III entered France in 1359 was larger than any previous army of invasion except for the one which had besieged Calais in the summer of 1347. The proportion of archers and foot soldiers in its ranks was roughly comparable. There is some evidence of a fall in the proportion of archers and foot soldiers in French armies of the 1350s, but it is more likely to reflect the changing tactical ideas of French commanders than anything else. The relationship between population and the size of armies was distant and uncertain before the age of universal conscription, and in medieval societies the proportion of the population which fought in organised military units was always very small. The main constraints on the size of armies remained the financial resources and organisational skills of governments and, in England, the availability of shipping.13


By far the most significant consequence of the epidemic was its impact on the financial resources of the French Crown. The high mortality of the years 1347–50 caused serious financial difficulty for those in France who lived on agricultural rents. As demand for land and food fell and as labour became scarce and expensive, landowners found their incomes severely squeezed. This directly affected the Crown, which was a considerable landowner. But the Crown was also affected indirectly, as the disaster reduced the taxable capacity of the nobility and the Church who were the main financiers of the war effort, and of very many towns and villages of the French provinces. The tax contributions agreed with the local communities at the beginning of 1348 had represented one of the most promising developments for many years in the difficult fiscal history of France. By the following year it was clear that the plague had destroyed it. There was a determined attempt in the early 1350s to switch the emphasis to sales taxes, and to compensate for the shrinking tax base by greatly increasing the rate. In other circumstances, the attempt might have succeeded. But it foundered, like other experiments which followed, on the growing resistance of taxpayers and on the practical impossibility of overcoming it in the middle of a mounting political crisis.


By comparison England, although it experienced even higher mortality than France, suffered less from difficulties of this kind. Population pressure and land hunger had been particularly intense in England before the Black Death. In most parts of the country tenants seem to have been found for vacant land quite quickly even from a much reduced population. After some difficult years in the early 1350s, rents held up reasonably well. Edward III’s officials proved adept at resolving such difficulties as remained. They had the advantage of a more efficient system of assessment and collection than their adversaries did. Moreover, except on the marches of Scotland, they did not have to cope with the problems of war damage and political dissolution. In England as in France large subsidies were granted to the Crown at the beginning of 1348, a tenth and fifteenth, year on year for three years. But in England they were collected. The government continued to use the pre-plague assessments of each community regardless of its reduced population. It persistently rejected petitions for an abatement on account of the plague, instead increasing the number of collectors and arming them with fierce additional powers. Consequently, although collection was somewhat delayed by administrative dislocation and by the astonishingly high mortality among the collectors themselves, some 89 per cent of the assessment was eventually brought in.14 The contrast with France could not have been more complete. In both countries the plague heightened social tensions, as prices rose and as the Church and the nobility struggled to hold down wages and the government to collect taxes. France paid the price of these tensions during the violent urban and rural revolutions of the 1350s. But in England the exceptionally close solidarity between the government and the nobility and gentry of the provinces enabled them to exercise a higher degree of social control over the mass of the population and to defer the reckoning for more than two decades.




*





Edward III’s strategic position in France in 1348 depended on his control of a number of enclaves in the western provinces of the kingdom. His subjects were firmly installed at three points on the Atlantic coast: at Calais, in southern Brittany and along the coast of Gascony from Bordeaux to Bayonne. In addition, Edward was acknowledged as King of France by the revolutionary committees which controlled the county of Flanders, including the important North Sea port of Sluys. None of these possessions, however, was secure. Their defence gave rise to a variety of political, financial and logistical problems, all of which underlined the essential unimportance of battles as a means of achieving anything of long-term significance.




*





Flanders, which had never been occupied by the English King’s armies or governed by his officials, was the weakest part of Edward’s Atlantic empire, for his possession of it depended on an unstable oligarchy over which he had no direct control. It was now nearly nine years since the uprising of the industrial towns of Flanders had deposed the Count and replaced his government by a committee of the leading towns, dominated by the commercial oligarchy of Ghent. For most of that period the government of the towns had pursued a policy of alliance with England. They had recognised Edward III as King of France in 1340 and intervened in his campaigns on the northern frontier with large bodies of soldiers. This policy had been justified by the need to preserve the supplies of English wool for the cloth industry on which the greater towns depended. But it had been costly. Flemish goods had been periodically excluded from their French markets. The county had lain for long periods under a papal interdict. Many Flemings had lost their lives in successive ill-fated campaigns devised by their leaders. In strictly political terms too, the price had been high. The defence of Flanders against constant French raids and the formation of large and more or less cohesive armies to assist the campaigns of Edward III, had been achieved only because Ghent had exercised an increasingly irksome dictatorship over the rest of the county. In the summer of 1348 there was widespread unrest among the smaller towns of Flanders. They had never gained much from the English alliance, and their own cloth industries had been ruthlessly contained in the commercial interests of Ghent. A growing band of Flemish exiles in France fanned the discontent. The eighteen-year-old Count, Louis de Mâle, had passed most of his teens in exile at the French court. He was determined not to pass the rest of his life there as his father had done. He watched his opportunities with some skill. In the summer of 1348 he formed a small army from among the exiles around him and moved from France to the duchy of Brabant.15 Far away in Avignon, the diplomats were still haggling over the terms for extending the truce. Philip VI stalled their progress.16


In July, the truce was allowed to expire. A large body of French troops arrived at Saint-Omer and Aire-sur-la-Lys to cut off the rebellious Flemings from their English ally. These places were close to the boundary of Flanders and only twenty-five miles from the English garrison at Calais. The commanders of the army were two men who knew the King’s mind well. Charles of Spain, still only twenty-two years old, was an ambitious politician and an ingenious and aggressive military commander in high favour of the French court. Geoffrey de Charny, an older man, was a Burgundian who had fought for Philip VI since the earliest campaigns of the war and had borne the Oriflamme in the army which had failed to relieve Calais in 1347. He was much admired in his day as a soldier of exemplary courage and as an arbiter on points of chivalry. He was also a man of strong personal piety, a founder of monasteries and the first recorded owner of the famous relic now known as the Holy Shroud of Turin. An English chronicler who rarely praised any Frenchman called Geoffrey de Charny ‘a man filled with the experience of years, gifted with profound wisdom and the spirit of adventure, by common repute a knight more skilled in the art of war than any man in France.’ He was given exceptional powers over civil and military officials in the marches of Calais and Flanders and virtually unfettered discretion in his use of them. Yet his first attempts were dogged by the same ill fortune and bureaucratic inertia which had defeated his predecessors. On 14 August 1348, as the French marched out of Saint-Omer toward Calais they were driven back by torrential rainstorms, the worst summer rains in living memory. At the end of August they tried again, approaching Calais by the south and occupying Coulogne, a small village on a island of firm ground less than three miles from the town. Here Geoffrey built an improvised fort protected by ditches and earthworks, and set about diverting the streams which fed the harbour of Calais and supplied fresh water to the town. Then, lunging north-west towards Marcq, Geoffrey cut the causeway from Calais to Gravelines by which victuals and equipment reached the town. This short campaign caused grave concern in Calais. But it proved impossible to follow it up. It had been intended to deploy a much larger French army on the march of Calais in the autumn. Troops had been summoned to muster at Amiens on 1 September. The facts are obscure, but the summons seems to have been a complete failure. The plague, which had now reached the Seine at Rouen and Paris and was spreading across the plain of Champagne, was probably the main reason. But disorder and penury in the principal departments of the French government may have been another. The Count of Eu, Constable of France, who was a prisoner of war in England, offered to act as an intermediary between the two governments, and Philip eventually authorised him to agree a truce. This well-liked, urbane French nobleman, the champion of Edward’s tournaments and confidant of several of his courtiers, was already moving to the equivocal position between England and France which cost him his life three years later. On 5 September 1348 a short truce was agreed by the Count of Eu and the Earl of Lancaster in London, for a period of six weeks. They agreed that within that period a distinguished band of prelates and noblemen from each realm would come to Boulogne and Calais to negotiate something more permanent.17


While the two governments prepared the instructions of their ambassadors, the communal governments of Flanders collapsed. The men of Alost in the eastern part of the county were the first to rise in rebellion against the rule of Ghent. In July they expelled the agents of the great town and called on the Count to come to their aid. The men of Ghent reacted as they had done before. They sent an armed force to impose their will on the recalcitrant town. But this time Alost was reinforced by supporters of the Count who came across the border from Brabant to support them. They confronted the Ghent militia outside the gates and put them to flight. On 29 August 1348 Louis de Mâle issued a manifesto promising an amnesty for the offences of the past and appealing to the Flemings to come to his aid. It was addressed to the men of Bruges, the ancient seat of the Counts of Flanders where Louis’ family had many friends. But it was widely read throughout Flanders and it made a great impression among the enemies of Ghent. At about the same time, the Count crossed the border from Brabant and entered Alost. In one town after another the agents of Ghent were ousted and its supporters proscribed or expelled.


The councillors of Ghent were immovable. They raised a huge army within their walls and sent it to attack Louis de Mâle at Alost. The councillors of Bruges, in spite of the deep divisions within their town, raised a second army to reinforce them. Both armies failed completely. On 14 September 1348 Louis de Mâle came out of Alost to parley with the men of Ghent. He addressed them as friends. He told them that he was their lawful ruler. He promised to pardon them for all their rebellions and to restore their ancient laws and customs as they had stood before the restoration of his father in 1329. In the encampment of the army of Ghent angry argument broke out and some fighting, a microcosm of the disputes which divided every community of Flanders. The weavers and fullers were determined to maintain the English alliance which they believed to be fundamental to their economic survival. But the lesser trades, the seamen, the butchers, the fishmongers and others wanted to go over to the Count. Then, as the marshals succeeded in restoring discipline, the news arrived that the army of Bruges, which was on its way to join them, had mutinied, murdered its officers and declared for Louis de Mâle. The men of Ghent were afraid that their line of retreat would be cut off by the spreading revolt. They withdrew. Louis de Mâle conducted a triumphant march through eastern Flanders. Dendermonde, Grammont and Oudenarde opened their gates to him. Courtrai expelled its garrison of Ghent militiamen and English mercenaries.


On 17 September 1348 the Count arrived outside the gates of Bruges. The town was in a state of extreme tension. The cloth workers dominated the council and may still have commanded the support of most citizens. But they were overawed by the inhabitants of the outlying district (the franc), large numbers of whom had arrived in the town during the past few days. They had the gates opened, and allowed the Count to march in triumph through the town. Giles Coudenbroek, the leader of the cloth workers, who had dominated Bruges during the rule of Ghent, was arrested and sent as a prisoner to Oudenarde. His fellow councillors were expelled. Coudenbroek’s supporters attempted a counter-attack a few days later. They invaded the market square and the Halle with drawn swords. But they were put down by force and many of them were killed.


Only Ghent and Ypres now stood out for the cause of the revolution of 1339 and the English alliance. The leaders of the cloth workers of Ghent knew that having controlled Flanders for so long they could expect no favours from Louis de Mâle. A great number of their allies who had been expelled from other towns arrived to swell their ranks and stiffen their resolve. They were joined soon afterwards by the town militia which returned, humiliated, from the débâcle at Alost. Vigourous measures were taken to ensure that the town was not betrayed from within, as Bruges had been. Potential supporters of the Count were identified, then rounded up and murdered. Their goods were seized and their houses sacked and burned. The councils of Ghent and Ypres urgently appealed to the King of England for help. They sent messengers both to Edward III in England and to his officers in Calais. But Louis de Mâle was already gathering his strength around Ypres and along the roads and waterways west of Ghent. At the end of October 1348 Louis’ ally the Duke of Brabant entered Flanders with a fresh army and encamped by the River Scheldt twenty miles east of Ghent at Dendermonde. Both towns were now completely blockaded.18
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Regular couriers brought the news of these events to Edward III. Their messages must have made unpleasant reading. The English King’s bargaining position in the coming negotiations with France was poor enough as it was. He did his best to extract the maximum advantage from the situation while it still remained fluid, but it was not much. On 28 September 1348 Henry of Lancaster and Bishop Bateman of Norwich crossed the Channel to Calais to negotiate an extension of the truce with France. Lancaster brought with him not only the usual diplomatic procurations but extensive powers to take action in Edward’s name in Flanders and a small army, more than 400 strong. In the first few days of October 1348 fresh troops were summoned to reinforce him and ships were urgently emptied of their cargoes in order to carry more men and horses to Calais.19


The French King appointed a commission of his ministers to treat with the English. They installed themselves high above the Channel in the castle of Boulogne and engaged in protracted and difficult exchanges by messenger with their opposite numbers in Calais. The main sticking point was Geoffrey de Charny’s new fort at Coulogne. Henry of Lancaster insisted that there would be no truce until it was demolished. In England, Edward III did his best to maintain the pressure. On 22 October 1348 he announced that an army would sail from Sandwich within the next ten days and that he would take command of it in person. Bishops throughout the realm were ordered to have prayers said for the success of his venture. In the last few days of October the King set out with much ceremony for the coast. These announcements must have contained a large element of bluff. Edward already realised that there was nothing that he could do for the Flemings. Early in November 1348 a delegation of twelve dignitaries from Ghent and Ypres arrived in England to make a final appeal for help. He told them that he could not afford to intervene unless they paid all his expenses, which they were in no position to do. The English King did not say that the regime of Ghent was doomed and that they would do well to make the best arrangements they could with the Count, but he must have thought it. The news of Edward’s response was received with consternation in Ghent. ‘Lord help us!’, the crowd wailed; ‘our leaders are fools and we are dupes.’20 In the second week of November 1348 the French gave way on the fort of Coulogne and agreed to demolish it. On the 13th the two sides met in plenary session in the patch of open ground north of Guines which was to serve for many years as the traditional meeting place of the ambassadors of the two realms, and there they settled a fresh truce to last until 1 September 1349. By the terms of the truce the English agreed that they would do nothing to undermine the loyalty of Philip VI’s ‘party’ in Flanders.21


Louis de Mâle had already begun to follow the sinuous course between England and France which enabled him to survive for more than thirty years in control of his unruly principality. He knew that there were powerful interests in Flanders which were steadfastly opposed to the interests of France. Some of them had never forgiven the French annexation of the three castleries of Lille, Douai and Orchies in southern Flanders which had truncated the Walloon regions of the county more than forty years before. Others, still powerful in the towns, remained economically dependent upon Edward III’s realm and passionately opposed to anything which severed the county’s links with it in the service of French foreign policy. Louis had already begun to distance himself from his French patrons within days of his recovery of Bruges. At some personal risk he had paid off all his French troops, who were no more popular with his subjects now than they had been in the time of his father.22 Like the men of Ghent and Ypres, Louis also sent his agents to wait upon Edward III and the Earl of Lancaster. They negotiated two remarkable treaties with Edward’s councillors in the course of a series of meetings at Calais and Dunkirk in November 1348. Early drafts were being discussed while the Anglo-French conferences were still in progress. The first treaty, which was concerned with the internal government of Flanders, was no more than a solemn acknowledgement of the fait accompli which Louis de Mâle had achieved since the end of August. The essential point was that although Louis remained a vassal of Philip VI he promised to live in peace with Edward III and to allow his subjects to go on recognising Edward III as King of France, as many of them had sworn to do. The juridical consequences of this untidy compromise were ignored, and perhaps did not matter. The French government was probably consulted and may even have tolerated it. But they were certainly not consulted about the second treaty, which was negotiated in great secrecy and never published. This document began by reciting the ‘great wrongs’ which successive Kings of France had done to Flanders in the time of Louis’ forebears. This was a reference to the lost provinces of the south. Louis promised that before the expiry of the truce with France he would deliver an ultimatum to the French King. He was to demand the return to Flanders of the three castleries, together with most of the county of Artois, which had been separated from Flanders for more than a century. If this demand was refused, as it was bound to be, Louis undertook to renounce his homage to Philip VI not later than 22 September 1349, and to enter into a military alliance with Edward III. On about 15 November 1348 Edward arrived in person at Calais. A few days later, on 4 December, he met Louis de Mâle at Dunkirk and the two men sealed the treaties with their privy seals. The English King must have congratulated his ambassadors. If Louis had performed his promises the double treaty of Dunkirk would have been a considerable diplomatic coup.23


The main advantage of the treaties to Louis de Mâle was that in return for a few face-saving concessions Edward III abandoned Ghent and Ypres to their fate. Their representatives had been present at Dunkirk and had agreed to be bound by the terms of the public treaty.24 One of those terms was that they should surrender to the Count and acknowledge his authority. Louis gave the rebellious towns two weeks. Ypres, which was starved by the blockade and suffering terribly from the plague, surrendered before the deadline expired. An attempt by some cloth workers to mount a counter-revolution was easily put down. In Ghent, however, the fanatics took control as soon as the news of the treaty arrived. An angry mob assembled, led by the weavers and by diehards expelled from other towns. They took over the centre of the town, around the Friday Market where Edward III had been proclaimed King of France nine years before, and turned it into an armed camp. They sacked the abbeys of St. Bavo and St. Peter. They attacked the mansions of the rich mercantile families who were thought to favour surrender. When the parish of St. Peter, a crowded quarter enclosed by canals and waterways in the southern part of the town, resolved to submit to the Count, the mob fought their way through the streets lighting fires as they went. On 7 January 1349, Louis de Mâle announced an amnesty for everyone who withdrew from the town and submitted to his officers before sunset on the following day. Thousands of men and women made their way through the gates into the open fields outside to take up his offer. Inside the town, the survivors fell to quarrelling among themselves. Some sent messages into the Count’s camp offering negotiations; others dug themselves in for the last battle. It came three days later on 13 January 1349. A thousand heavily armed men of the Count’s army fought their way from the gates through the open places in the centre of Ghent. The defenders were scattered. Some of them were cut down in the streets. Some drowned in the Scheldt. Hardly any escaped alive. The captain of the weavers was found by a search party hiding in an oven in a nearby house. They hacked off his limbs, then dragged him into a public square to finish him off. In Ghent, as in Bruges and Ypres, the power of the cloth workers was broken. Their guilds were suppressed. Their leaders were proscribed. Thus ended in recrimination and bloodshed the revolution of 1339.25
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When, in 1345, the communal governments of Flanders had last been threatened with extinction by popular unrest and political machination, Edward III had diverted an army and a fleet to the Zwyn and had broked a settlement in person from the cabin of his flagship. The English King’s financial difficulties were not the only reason for his relative passivity during the final crisis of 1348. It reflected a radical change in the strategic and diplomatic outlook of his ministers, due mainly to the occupation of Calais in the previous year. No longer was it necessary to spend tens of thousands of pounds in propping up the unstable coalitions of urban Flanders and earning the capricious goodwill of the Duke of Brabant, in order to be able to use their territories as a landing ground and marshalling area for armies and their ports for the warehousing of vast quantities of stores. For more than two centuries, it was Calais which was to be the ‘bolt and key to open our way to France’.26


Throughout that period Calais was critical to England’s military enterprises. Amphibious warfare remained an extremely undeveloped art in fourteenth-century Europe. It was virtually impossible to land an army on a defended coast. The French never tried it. Edward III did so only once, in Normandy in 1346, when he succeeded more by luck than judgment. Calais not only gave the English safe access to the continent. Its possession largely resolved one of the most difficult logistical problems which they had encountered in the first decade of the war, namely the carriage of large armies across the sea on merchant ships. England, with its long, indented coastline and its many harbours, had a large merchant marine, but by continental standards the ships were relatively small. They were designed for carrying bulky cargoes, such as wool. They had deep holds and short, narrow decks. In wartime, when the ships were constantly in danger of attack and there were no friendly harbours to put into at night, they needed double and sometimes even treble crews in order to work shifts. There was therefore little space for passengers. During the first decade of the war the average English merchantman of, say, sixty tons burden could not carry more than about ten soldiers with their horses, equipment and stores in addition to its crew of twenty-five. Horses, which were heavy and awkward and had to be lifted in and out of the holds on hoists, posed special difficulties. As a result, in 1338, 350 ships and nearly 12,000 crewmen had been required to carry an army of just 4,400 men to Antwerp. Some of the ships did two round trips. For the army of Normandy in 1346, which numbered about 7,000 or 8,000 men, no less than 750 ships had to be found. These huge fleets took at least four months to assemble and called for truly prodigious expenditure of money and bureaucratic sweat. Requisitioning on the scale required caused severe economic disruption in the coastal communities of England and contributed to a noticeable decline in the size of the English merchant marine. The achievement of 1346 could probably not have been repeated.27


After 1347 it did not need to be. Sandwich, a rich and populous town with a fine natural harbour protected by the Goodwin Sands, became the main port of embarkation for Calais. The short passage could be done with single crews in a few hours. With a secure base on the French side, the troops no longer had to be ready to fight as soon as they landed. They could be ferried across the Channel in relays, a few hundred at a time, using relatively small numbers of ships. Stores could be accumulated in the warehouses of the town over weeks and months beforehand. Horses, carts and siege engines could be brought over on barges. For Edward III’s great mounted raid into Picardy in 1355, about 3,000 men were transported to Calais over a period of four or five weeks using a fleet of twenty-five large vessels. By comparison about 300 ships were needed to carry the rather smaller army which the Prince of Wales led to Gascony in the same year.28


Until 1360 Edward III treated Calais as part of France. He ruled it in right of the French Crown and heard appeals from its courts in that capacity. The civil government of Calais was based on the laws and customs in force there before the English occupation. The constitution of the town was only very gradually changed, and some of the civic offices continued to be filled by Frenchmen, including Eustache de Saint-Pierre, one of the ‘burghers’ who had surrendered the keys to the English King in August 1347. But within a very short time Calais became an English colony. Edward III expelled almost all the French inhabitants on the day he took possession and began to resettle it with his own countrymen. Calais was an uninviting place in wartime. Around the market place and St. Nicholas’ church a hybrid community grew up, of English traders, seamen and innkeepers, Flemish immigrants, rootless journeymen and soldiers of fortune from every nation. A number of Londoners settled there, tempted by generous grants of property and privileges. Most of the inhabitants, however, were soldiers. The town was an armed camp, the headquarters of a military district containing the greatest permanent concentration of troops in Europe. For many years its sole raison d’être was the service of its enormous garrison.29


The territory which the English controlled was never limited to Calais itself. Beyond the walls a group of outlying forts and castles controlled the approaches to the town and marked out the limits of the English ‘pale’, a land of marsh and shifting streams and abandoned villages, a bleak no man’s land which was for many years the scene of continual raids and counter-raids. Shortly after Calais surrendered in August 1347, the English had occupied Marcq and Oye, two villages by the shore east of the town on the road to Gravelines, where they built improvised defences out of wooden palisades and wine barrels filled with rubble. Sangatte on the west side of the town was seized, apparently without opposition, in 1349 and temporary fortifications were constructed there too. All of these forts were replaced in the following years by permanent stone castles.30 During the early 1350s the English garrisons gradually pushed the boundary of the pale outwards, acquiring a formidable ring of fortresses linked by causeways and water channels.


The senior royal officer in the pale was the Captain of Calais, who was sometimes a great nobleman, more commonly an experienced professional soldier drawn from the royal household. He commanded the garrison of the town and appointed the constables of Calais castle and of the outlying forts. All of these men were answerable to him. The Captain was also responsible for a growing military administration. The Treasurer, usually a senior Exchequer or Chancery clerk from Westminster, was responsible for the finances of the garrison. The Receiver was in charge of stores and supplies. A Marshal was concerned with military discipline and a Bailiff with the civil administration of the town. All of these officers presided over bureaucratic departments of their own. The garrison’s numbers varied with the political situation, with the enthusiasm of individual Captains and with the exigencies of the King’s finances. When John Beauchamp took over as Captain in 1356 its nominal strength, including his own retinue, was just under 1,400 men. About 400 of these were men-at-arms, the rest mostly archers and auxiliaries. Beauchamp, however, was appointed at a time of acute tension and the garrison’s strength was usually rather less than this, about 1,200. Most of the men were retainers of the more senior officers and volunteers recruited in England. But there was also a fair number of Flemish, German and Italian mercenaries some of whom served for long periods and were endowed with houses in the town. The garrison had to provide most of its own services and maintained a large core of workmen on its permanent strength. Beauchamp’s garrison included no less than 220 masons, carpenters and miscellaneous tradesmen and journeymen, not to speak of boatmen, engineers and artillerymen, gatekeepers, storemen, grooms, stablemen and farriers, cobblers, tailors, rope-makers, trumpeters, messengers and spies, day watchmen and night watchmen, clerks and chaplains.31 The distinction between combatants and non-combatants in this warlike society was never very precise. Tradesmen on the garrison’s strength often had to work in dangerous conditions and were expected to carry arms and to fight when called on. The inhabitants of the town not only carried arms but served watches and fought at the walls and gates under the Captain’s orders. Some of them joined his periodic raids into French territory. Although very little is known about the civil population of Calais in the mid-fourteenth century it is probable that from the combined strength of town and garrison the Captain could count on more than 2,000 fighting men.32


Supplying this extraordinary military community was an elaborate operation. The troops and horses of the garrison consumed victuals and fodder daily in great quantity, and more had to be stored for a siege or a sudden chevauchée into the hinterland. In addition the Prince of Wales and probably other prominent English commanders kept supplies and equipment permanently stored in the town in case they had to reinforce it at short notice. The continual work of construction and repair required regular supplies of timber, building stone and lime. Bows and arrows, stones, spears and lances were needed. Carts and wagons, barges and beasts of burden were imported to distribute stores through the town and among the outlying garrisons of the pale. All this had to be obtained from elsewhere and most of it from England. The barren marsh around Calais produced almost nothing. Flanders, the only other source of supply, could not be relied upon, particularly after the counter-revolution of 1348. The garrison depended mainly on the regular requisitioning of supplies in the south-eastern counties of England, particularly Essex and Kent. These operations were at first confided to sheriffs or other royal officials. But in the course of the 1350s they were taken over by great merchants in London and the east coast ports, a fresh opportunity for enterprising war financiers. Some of them, like the Lynn grocer and former customs farmer John Wesenham, made large profits by it. None of this was popular with the public but, as the King’s ministers pointed out when the Commons objected, it was unavoidable if Calais was to be held. And there was general agreement as long as the war continued that Calais ought to be held. In the 1390s John of Gaunt, looking back on half a century of effort, might tell Parliament that ‘Calais grieved more England and did more hurt thereto than profit, for the great expenses about the keeping thereof.’ Few men agreed with him.33


Perhaps they would have done if they had known how expensive Calais really was. There were periodical attempts to make the town contribute something to its own defence. But it had virtually no resources of its own. Its inhabitants lived on the garrison, and on travellers crossing the Channel from England, who were required by law to pass through it. The townsmen enjoyed generous commercial privileges in England and there were periodical attempts to make them more generous. A year after the occupation of the town there was a short-lived project for making Calais a compulsory staple port for exports of English cloth, tin and lead. But in wartime conditions none of these ventures could make the community of Calais into a self-supporting economy.34 The Treasurer’s officials collected modest amounts from tolls charged on people entering and leaving the town and from duties on their goods. Fees for use of the public mills and fines levied by the marshals and bailiffs brought in a little more. A mint was established soon after the conquest and the Treasurer regularly made a profit of about 10 per cent by coining bullion sent from England to pay the wages of the garrison. But these sums, however energetically collected, made a paltry contribution to the enormous cost of defending the town against the French. Between January 1348 and February 1361, a period of some thirteen years in which the garrison was almost continuously on a war footing, the English government spent £183,786 on the defence of Calais, 85 per cent of which was met by direct payments from the Exchequer at Westminster. This represented an average of nearly £14,000 per year, by far the largest recurring item of war expenditure in the English government’s budget. It was almost as much as the Constables of Bordeaux spent on the defence and administration of the entire duchy of Aquitaine over the same period, and they financed at least half their expenditure from local sources.35


If anything, the Treasurer’s accounts, from which these figures are taken, understated the burden, for they did not include the increased expenditure on the royal fleet which became necessary once the English held territory on both sides of the Channel. Although the French had suffered terrible losses at sea during the 1340s they were still a naval power to be reckoned with, and their principal maritime towns, Boulogne, Dieppe and Rouen, were only a few hours sailing time from Calais. The security of the English garrison depended on the effective control of the Channel not just in a few weeks of exertion around the King’s great expeditions, but throughout the fair weather months from May to October, year after year. In the first two or three years after the capture of Calais the Captains of the town maintained a small navy of their own. This included an oared galley under the command of an Italian adventurer called Aimeric of Pavia, which was stationed in the harbour, and at least four large armed sailing ships which were employed in running supplies, money, messages and troops to and fro across the Channel.36 This arrangement seems to have come to an end at the beginning of the 1350s when the King carried out a major programme of acquisition and reorganisation. In 1345 he had possessed about twelve sailing ships stationed in various ports of southern and eastern England. By the summer of 1351 his fleet had increased by gift, purchase or capture to twenty-five, and at least five more were acquired between 1352 and 1355. The crewing records suggest that these were substantial vessels, generally more than 100 tons burden and in some cases more than 200. They had permanent masters who commanded them at sea and were responsible for their upkeep when they were laid up. But they were manned by temporary crews, who were recruited when they were required by press-gangs in the coastal towns. Most of the ships were based at the Tower of London where a growing department presided over by the Clerk of the King’s Ships was charged with the expensive business of keeping them repaired, caulked and rigged, and storing weapons and victuals for their crews. A few of the King’s ships were used for supplying the beleaguered garrison of Berwick-on-Tweed. But most of them were stationed for the summer months at Sandwich, Calais and Winchelsea, where they were used to patrol the Channel, to escort men and cargoes, and to enforce on ships English and foreign the King’s high-handed claims to the sovereignty of the narrow seas.37
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The cost of the garrison at Calais and of the fleet which served it were symptomatic of the growing importance of overheads in Edward III’s war budget: expenditure which steadily drained the Exchequer whether fighting was in progress or not, conserving past gains without bringing the King any closer to achieving his ambitions. The occupation of territory was prodigiously expensive and unproductive and, as the English expanded their reach inland from the Atlantic seaboard of France, the cost of keeping their conquests strangled all their more aggressive enterprises. Those who had assumed, in the aftermath of the battle of Crécy, that Edward could now dictate his terms had seriously misunderstood the realities of the war and the tremendous force of inertia which any conqueror must overcome. As the glow of Crécy faded it became apparent how little had really changed.


Edward III was resigned to these truths in the march of Calais, and perhaps even in Aquitaine. He had also toyed briefly with the idea of a permanent occupation of the Cotentin, only to abandon it soon after landing there in July 1346. But it was in Brittany that his dilemma was most acute. Edward’s officers had controlled much of the duchy of Brittany since 1342, when English soldiers first landed there to turn a vicious civil war to their own advantage. Six years later, the political situation was as promising as it had ever been. The rival claimants to the duchy were John de Montfort, an eight-year-old child who was being brought up in England as Edward’s ward; and Charles of Blois, who had fought for it with persistence and some success for five years until he was wounded and captured at the disastrous battle of la Roche-Derrien in June 1347.


After the battle of la Roche-Derrien, Philip VI had appointed Amaury de Craon, head of one of the great families of western France, as ‘guardian’ of the duchy, a title which he held until 1349. Amaury was an able soldier who did a great deal to restore the French position in eastern Brittany and succeeded in averting the complete collapse of the party of Blois. But the truth was that the French government had lost interest in Brittany. Amaury had no successor, and for the next few years the French King’s policy consisted in launching brief and irregular raids into the duchy from the neighbouring provinces of Anjou, Maine and Normandy. These were usually diversions designed to tie down English forces in Brittany while more important operations occurred elsewhere. Organised opposition to the English in Brittany was led by Charles’ wife, Jeanne de Penthièvre, and by the viscounts of Rohan. It was their territories in the north and centre of the peninsula which were the main source of resistance to English rule.


The Rohans were consistent and inflexible in their hostility to the foreigner. Jeanne was more equivocal. Her view was that her husband’s party would fall apart without him and that if his cause was to survive some arrangement would have to be made with Edward III. So, within a few weeks of his capture, she proposed a treaty of ransom and a marriage alliance to the English King, and sent her ambassadors to press her cause in England. It is not clear why these negotiations came to nothing, but quite likely that they foundered on the opposition of Philip VI and of the Pope, Clement VI. Clement was a staunch defender of French interests and his consent was required for any marriage between spouses within the prohibited degrees of affinity.38 So, for several years, Jeanne was condemned to continue the struggle with few resources and no assistance from outside, if only in order to conserve what bargaining power she had. For the time being she and her allies held on to Rennes and Nantes, the two great cities of the French-speaking east, to the march lands by the eastern border, the Rohan lands of the central highlands around Josselin and Pontivy, and to her own inheritance, the great appanage of Penthièvre which gave her control of the whole north coast from Pontorson, Dol and Dinan in the east to Morlaix in the west. Outside these regions the party of Blois held only isolated places: Quimper in the south-west of the peninsula, and the handful of castles belonging to adherents who were still loyal.39 Their main strategic difficulty was the same as that of the English in Gascony in the 1330s. The passive defence of scattered castles could delay defeat but it could not achieve victory. There was no reserve of strength behind these garrisons and no one who could assemble a field army to take the offensive.


Except for the region of Quimper, the English and their Breton allies held the whole of the coastal areas of the west and south including the four major fortress-towns of Brest, Hennebont, Ploermel and Vannes, together with the Guérande peninsula north of the Loire and the Bay of Bourgneuf south of it. The main centres of the English administration were Vannes and Brest. Vannes was the seat of the English King’s Lieutenants in the province, where they had their council, their financial administration, an important mint and, from 1351, a court of appeal for the whole territory. Brest, which mattered more to the English government than any other place in Brittany, was in the process of being transformed from a modest fishing village to a great fortress and the centre of the semi-autonomous military district. The captain of Brest, who was answerable directly to the King, controlled most of the western cape of Brittany including the outlying harbours of Saint-Matthieu and le Conquet and the islands of Ushant and Tristan.40


Edward’s interest in this vulnerable and anarchic province of his French kingdom was strictly determined by geography and money. Brittany was not a convenient point of entry into France. There were few good harbours on the north coast and none of them was in English hands. An army going to the duchy would therefore have to reach it as Edward himself had done in 1342, by the long and hazardous route around the Ushant reef. What mattered in Edward’s eyes was not so much to hold on to this barren property as to deny possession to the French. In an age when ships navigated from cape to cape, a powerful French presence in western Brittany would have severed communications between England and Bordeaux and made the defence of Gascony exceptionally difficult. One way of preventing this misfortune would have been to maintain a large army of occupation at the expense of the Exchequer more or less indefinitely, as Edward was already doing in the march of Calais. But he was not willing and probably not able to do this. Instead, Brittany was administered between 1347 and 1358 by a succession of military entrepreneurs to whom Edward abandoned control of the occupied areas together with the revenues of the dukes of Brittany within them and most of the profits of war.41


In 1348 Edward had two Lieutenants in the duchy, both of whom operated as more or less independent contractors. Sir Thomas Dagworth, a resourceful and intelligent soldier who had governed the province in various capacities for most of the past six years, was responsible for the whole of the peninsula. A disreputable Breton adventurer called Raoul de Caours was responsible for the territory between the Loire and the Sèvre at Niort much of which, although it was geographically part of Poitou, had belonged for many years to the dukes of Brittany. Raoul was paid a lump sum of 1,500 écus and was promised an income of £1,000 a year from any lands that he should conquer, but otherwise his function, as Edward’s officials characteristically expressed it, was to ‘serve the lord King at his own expense without asking him for anything’. Both Lieutenants operated with very limited forces. Dagworth retained about 500 men. Raoul de Caours had about 300. Numbers could sometimes be made up with the aid of Breton noblemen allied to the English cause and independent captains operating in the duchy under loose bonds of allegiance to Edward III. But even so, Dagworth was able to collect only 300 men-at-arms and 400 archers to fight the greatest battle of his career at la Roche-Derrien in 1347. Dagworth’s successors were generally rather worse off than he was. Few of them had his force of personality or his wealth and reputation, and some encountered serious difficulty in recruiting troops in England. Dagworth himself had been obliged to employ a fair number of Flemish and German mercenaries. His successors took a growing proportion of adventurers and ruffians: outlaws, escaped jailbirds, convicted rapists and murderers. As one of them observed, they were ‘neither knights nor squires but worthless fellows’, men without loyalties or standards who would not serve a moment longer than their twelve pence a day and forty marks a year.42


The great problem of the English Lieutenants in Brittany was that the revenues of the dukes, from which they were expected to meet the cost of its defence, did not exist. There had never been a satisfactory system of general taxation in Brittany even before the civil war, and the English were in no position to introduce one. The lucrative sale of brefs de la  mer, which conferred immunity from the Duke’s right to seize wreck washed up on the rocky Breton foreshore, had been appropriated by the King’s officers in Bordeaux and granted out to favoured friends. The Duke’s hereditary lands produced nothing in the anarchic conditions of the 1340s and 1350s. It is true that a great deal of land was confiscated from enemies, but only to be granted out at once to friends. The royal clerk who was sent out in 1345 to administer the revenues of the duchy reported that there were none.43 Soldiers serving Brittany had to live off the land, at first by simple freebooting, but eventually by a system of institutionalised plundering known as ‘ransoms of the country’ or patis. Patis were essentially payments of protection money levied by garrison troops for leaving the inhabitants of a district alone and, when necessary, for defending them against other plunderers. Every garrison commander marked out his ransom district. Villages within marching range of his men were assessed for as much as could be extracted without driving the inhabitants away, in cash if possible, but otherwise in victuals, stone, timber, nails, labour or whatever else the inhabitants could supply. Arrears were collected by force, sometimes with considerable brutality.44 Some captains made considerable sums out of patis even in the 1340s when the system was still relatively undeveloped. A Dutch soldier of fortune calling himself Croquard was one of the first to become rich by this means. He had begun his career as a page-boy, and Froissart recorded that when he visited his native Holland he was still treated as one. But in Brittany he was briefly a great figure fighting on equal terms with some of the most famous knights of the day. When he died (in a riding accident) he was reckoned to have 40,000 écus and a stable of thirty or forty war-horses. The stories of such men no doubt grew in the telling. But they drew many ambitious young adventurers to find death or riches in the snake-pit of Brittany.45


The practice of ransoming districts relieved the Lieutenants’ administration of the burden of paying for the lesser garrisons. But it raised nothing for their treasury. Moreover, in the border areas it was politically very damaging. Garrisons lodged in distant frontier forts were small groups of men surrounded by a hostile or indifferent population. They were oppressed by boredom, prone to sudden outbursts of capricious brutality which drove the inhabitants into the arms of the enemy. Many Bretons must have felt like the peasants of northern Brittany who turned up with sticks and stones to support Charles of Blois when he came to besiege the English garrison of la Roche-Derrien in 1347.46


The taking of patis had another more insidious consequence which the English did not immediately appreciate. It made it impossible for the King’s Lieutenants to control their subordinates, with the result that the conduct of the war gradually passed out of their hands. In the four major towns under English control the garrisons were drawn for the most part from retained troops of the Lieutenant or of the Captain of Brest. Their pay was often in arrears and they tended to make good the deficiency by thieving. But they were at least under the Lieutenants’ orders. The same was true in castles garrisoned by his officers, as his contracts with them usually stipulated. The smaller towns, however, and most of the inland castles had not been captured by the efforts of the King or his Lieutenants but by the private enterprise of their captains; and, although these men acknowledged the residual authority of the King’s government, they regarded their castles as their own and their right to exact patis from the surrounding district as absolute. In war, as an English soldier once declared before the Parlement of Paris, ‘it is lawful for the subjects of one side to acquire the property of the subjects of the other by force of arms and to treat it as their own.’ No one demurred, and in point of law he was right. And if he was right then so was the Captain of Lesneven who refused to admit the Lieutenant (then the Earl of Northampton) in 1345. The Lieutenant wanted to transfer the castle to another. But the Captain wanted to ‘tax his men and tenants in corn and money’. Patis were lawful spoil of war. They belonged to the conqueror.47


It was generally assumed that in moments of great danger men like these would join the army of the Lieutenants with their men, if only for self-preservation. But this was not assured. The brothers de Spinefort, who were the castellans of Hennebont, defied Sir Thomas Dagworth during the campaign of la Roche-Derrien and then held it against him by force until he took the place by assault and hanged them. This was an extreme case but it was not unique. Early in 1352 Dagworth’s successor Walter Bentley composed a long and careful memorandum for the King’s Council in which he pointed out that because the frontier captains paid themselves and their troops, he had no real control over them. They were fighting pour leur singulier profit. When they had exhausted one area they abandoned the castle and moved on to another. They took extended holidays in France to relieve their boredom, buying safe-conducts from the French King’s officers and spending money extravagantly. In times of danger they were often reluctant to venture their gains and their lives in battle. The response of the Council to Bentley’s memorandum was that the situation was ‘dangerous’, even ‘scandalous’. Garrisons in major towns, they said, should be no larger than necessary and should be regularly paid. Soldiers taking a castle should be entitled to its contents as spoil of war but the castle itself should belong to the King, and his Lieutenant should entrust it to a reliable captain who would obey his orders and give security for his good conduct. No garrison troops should wander about without leave plundering the country. Most of this was entirely unrealistic because the Council was not willing to provide the resources which would have been required. The truth is that they did not much mind. Provided that the sea-lanes were kept around the western cape, Brittany was low in their priorities.48


Bentley knew what he was talking about, for he had been a poacher before he became a gamekeeper, and in many ways his career exemplified the vices and ambitions of the men he was complaining about. He was a Yorkshire knight who had fought in Scotland in the 1330s and in France since 1339. After disgracing himself in an unruly incident at the royal court at Westminster he had arrived in Brittany in 1342, probably in the retinue of the Earl of Northampton. Like others of his kind he struck out on his own when the cause of Blois weakened and failed in the middle of the 1340s. He formed his own band and led it with reckless valour in a succession of small-scale adventures. By 1346 he had acquired at least two castles in western Brittany, including the island fortress of Tristan in the Bay of Douarnenez where his officers exacted valuable tolls from passing ships.49
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2 Brittany: principal garrisons, 1347–1355








Bentley was a very competent soldier but his greatest gains were not made by conquest. He made them by marrying a rich Breton dowager, Jeanne de Belleville, dame de Clisson, and creating a more or less autonomous military territory out of her lands. Other men also tried to build their fortunes by marrying into the Breton nobility and entering into their disputes. Some of them succeeded even better than he did. Roger David (or Davey), who seems to have come from Wiltshire, began his career as a squire in the retinue of Sir Thomas Dagworth. By 1346 he was already commanding a band of twelve archers. At the beginning of the 1350s he was captain of Quimperlé on the south coast of Brittany. He also occupied the small castle of Quimerch in Finistère. But the real foundation of David’s fortune was his marriage to Jeanne de Rostrenen, dowager Viscountess of Rohan, some time before February 1352. It is not difficult to understand why these elderly ladies were drawn to their younger, foreign husbands. In the anarchic conditions of mid-fourteenth  century Brittany they needed a champion to hold their own against acquisitive sons and brothers and enemies among their own people. Jeanne de Rostrenen, whose first husband had been killed by the English at la Roche-Derrien claimed a third of the viscounty of Rohan as her dower in addition to the substantial domains in central Brittany which she had inherited from her parents. In February 1352 she and Roger David received from the English Lieutenant the grant of Guémenée-sur-Scorff, a town on the south-western edge of the Rohan viscounty which was close to the disputed territories and became David’s base of operation. Very soon after this, David suffered a setback. He was captured by his enemies and made to promise that he would surrender all the towns under his command (but not the castles) in lieu of his ransom. Fortunately for his future career he was prevented by the Lieutenant from performing this agreement, and by methods which are not recorded he recovered both his liberty and his property. By the end of 1353 he had taken Pestivien, within fifteen miles of Jeanne de Penthièvre’s capital at Guingamp. Rather later, probably in 1354, he took Trogoff, whose formidable fortress stood across the road from Guingamp to Morlaix. By the middle of the 1350s Roger David was a considerable power in northern and western Brittany.50


Such men found their own followers with more or less success according to their reputations. Many of them built up coherent gangs of men who had known each other in England. Thomas Bentley, who commanded one of the dame de Clisson’s castles in Bas-Poitou, was probably Walter’s brother. Roger David fought with his nephew Nicholas. Hugh Calveley, a minor landowner from Cheshire, formed a company of fifteen men-at-arms from his relations, neighbours and friends to fight with him in Brittany. Bands like his had a courage and esprit de corps formed in one of the most violent communities of provincial England. Calveley’s was almost certainly responsible for the capture of the great fortress of Bécherel which was taken by escalade in 1350. From here his men caused mayhem in the north-east of Brittany for several years. They went on, their numbers swollen by fresh drafts from Cheshire, to fight under Calveley in most of the major campaigns in France and Spain for the next two decades. Calveley himself became a rich man, who mingled with kings and princes and married an Aragonese princess. A generation before, it would have been an unimaginable destiny for a man of his origins.51


Yet even Calveley’s fortune was eclipsed by that of another Cheshire man, Robert Knolles, a taciturn professional soldier who was destined to become the most feared English captain of his generation. Not much is known about Knolles’ origins, but contemporaries are agreed that he was a man of base extraction. His family were ‘poor and undistinguished yeomen’ according to one. He probably began his military career as an archer, which admittedly meant more in Cheshire than it did elsewhere, but not much more. By 1352 Knolles controlled an impressive array of castles and lordships on the eastern march of Brittany. They included Fougeray, some twenty-five miles south of Rennes; Gravelle, directly east of it on the borders of Brittany and Maine; and, rather later, Chateaublanc, south-east of the city on the road from Redon. These powerful fortresses represented a serious threat to the security of Rennes, one of the principal walled cities of Jeanne de Penthièvre’s allegiance.52


The exact circumstances in which places like these were captured are hardly ever recorded, but they cannot have involved great movements of troops. Most of them were taken by stealth by small groups of men. This was what the war in Brittany was like: shapeless campaigns of skirmishes, ambushes and escalades at night, fought between men whom only accident or condition placed on one side rather than the other. The balladist Cuvelier’s story of the young Bertrand du Guesclin tricking his way into the castle of Fougeray with thirty partisans disguised as wood-cutters bowed beneath the weight of their bundles is evocative, even though it is apocryphal. On the other hand the famous verse account of the battle of the Thirty, however much it may be embroidered in detail, describes an incident which really happened. The leading protagonists in this affair were Jean de Beaumanoir and an Englishman who was called ‘Bramborc’ by the French and may have been called Robert of Bamborough in fact. Jean de Beaumanoir was the brother-in-law of the Viscount de Rohan and commanded the garrison of the Viscount’s principal castle at Josselin. ‘Bramborc’ was the English captain of Ploermel, eight miles away. According to Jean le Bel (who had met some of the protagonists) Beaumanoir challenged ‘Bramborc’ to an arranged battle between three chosen champions of each side. The Englishman dismissed that as a ‘game of chance’:




I will tell you what we shall do. Choose twenty or thirty companions from your garrison and I shall choose the same number from mine. Then we shall meet on good ground where no one can disturb us, and let no man on either side give aid or comfort to the combatants.





The teams were in fact selected from several places in Brittany and the English side included almost all the great figures of the occupying army, among them Calveley, Knolles and John Dagworth (nephew of the great Lieutenant) as well as a number of Bretons and Germans in their service. They met half way between the two castles on 26 March 1351 and fought according to exact rules fixed by agreement at a preliminary conference of the commanders. There was no limitation on the weapons to be used, which included maces and battle-axes. But there were agreed starting signals, referees and truces for taking refreshments and dressing wounds. The battle was fought for several hours and resulted in a complete victory for Beaumanoir’s team. There were heavy casualties on both sides. The French lost six of their number. The English lost more, including ‘Bramborc’ himself. All the English survivors were captured ‘for it would have been wrong to flee’. These so-called ‘hastiludes’, fought out in enclosed lists like tournaments but à outrance with real weapons, were not unheard of before. In 1338 Henry of Lancaster had fought twenty-a-side against the Scots beneath the walls of Berwick. The event had lasted three days and two Englishmen had been killed in it. Similar arranged battles had been suggested during Edward III’s campaigns in France in 1340 and 1346, when the political stakes were greater, but they had been refused mainly for that reason. Between the minor figures, however, who had only their personal reputations to win or lose, they were much commoner, particularly after 1350. Two years after the battle of the Thirty another arranged battle was fought under very similar conditions on the march of Gascony in which seventeen of the French team of twenty were killed and most of the survivors on both sides were wounded. As feats of arms these were famous affairs. The battle of the Thirty inspired a long heroic poem which was translated into several dialects and made celebrities of the victors. When Froissart ate at the table of Charles V of France in 1373, one of his fellow guests was ‘honoured above all others’ because he could still display the wounds which he had received when he had fought as a young man among the Thirty. But such encounters, although they indulged the joy of fighting, the hope of profit and the lust for fame, decided nothing and served no real purpose of war. There were some, as even Froissart conceded, who accused the participants of crude showing off.53 Incidents like the battle of the Thirty were, however, evocative for another reason. They were symptoms of a war fought without strategic discipline or central control, by captains who were answerable only to themselves. It was Brittany rather than Calais which became the model for territories invaded by the English and their allies. And, as the bonds of civil society broke down under the pressure of war in one province after another, men trained in the school of Brittany were to be foremost among the plunderers of France.




*





The campaigns of the Earl of Lancaster in the south-west had greatly extended the limits of the duchy of Aquitaine to the east and north. The English King’s garrisons now held the valley of the Garonne as far as Aiguillon, the Dordogne as far as Lalinde, and the Adour to Saint-Sever. They also controlled most of the northern shore of the Gironde. These regions were subject to more or less effective administration by officers of Edward III or his principal vassals. Beyond them Edward’s government controlled territory extending in streaks and patches through Saintonge, the Agenais and southern Périgord. But there was no regular frontier anywhere and no one had any very precise notion of how extensive the duchy was. In 1354, on the eve of a major diplomatic conference, Edward III’s ministers at Westminster confessed that they did not know where the limits of the King’s territory lay or even whether they included Angoumois or Quercy. Two years later, when they were contemplating another conference, an expert had to be sent to Bordeaux to find out.54 In practice possession was the law and was all that mattered to the King’s officers on the spot. But there were few regions in which they did not have to jockey for advantage with those of the King of France. In 1347 the French still held le Mas d’Agenais and Marmande in the midst of the English garrisons of the Garonne. In the Dordogne valley there were still French strongholds between Bordeaux and Bergerac, including the important bridge-town of Sainte-Foy. Each side had friends and allies within the territory nominally controlled by the other. Events were dictated by small groups of men facing each other across short distances, and the war followed a logic of its own driven by local interests and local rivalries, barely affected by the interests or objectives of governments.


The English King’s chief representative in the duchy was the Seneschal, who was responsible for the whole administration and defence of the duchy. He was a considerable figure, with extensive powers of patronage and wide discretions which, if only because of the distance from Westminster and the slowness of communications, were subject to minimal supervision. His importance was reflected in his salary, at £500 sterling a year one of the highest in the service of the Crown.55 After a succession of brief and unsatisfactory appointments, Sir John Cheverston held this office for most of the 1350s. He was very typical of the kind of man who served as Seneschal in Gascony: a west-country knight of no great importance in his own country, but a competent administrator, an energetic soldier, and a skilful manipulator of the jealous and violent nobility of the south-west and the handful of privileged towns on which the survival of the English duchy had always depended. The other principal officers of the Gascon government were the Constable of Bordeaux, who was responsible for finance; and the mayor of Bordeaux, who presided over the affairs of the duchy’s principal city. All of these great officers, in this period, were appointed by the King of England and all of them were Englishmen. Nevertheless, the government of Gascony was not a government of Englishmen. It was overwhelmingly Gascon. Its stability depended chiefly on the two major cities of the duchy, Bordeaux and Bayonne, and on perhaps two dozen great Gascon families whose clients and kinsmen were distributed throughout the duchy. The Seneschal was required, and in any event wise, to consult the Council of Gascony, on which many of them were represented. Beneath the handful of officials who addressed each other in English, corresponded with the King’s ministers in Latin, maintained attorneys at Westminster and had tombs and chantries made ready for themselves in the English provinces, there was the mass of lesser functionaries: judges, officials, provosts and jurats, garrison commanders. Theirs was the face of government to most Gascons. One or two of them may have been Englishmen who, like the long-serving Seneschal of the Landes, Thomas Hampton, had made their lives in the region. But almost all of them were local men.


After a long period in which the Seneschal had been obliged to fight off large French armies with a handful of static garrisons and virtually no field army, the defence of the duchy had been completely reorganised at the end of the 1340s by the Earl of Lancaster and by a number of his officers who remained behind after the Earl had returned to England. A deliberate attempt was made to avoid tying down excessive numbers of men in garrison duties in fixed locations, many of which were far away from the real threat. In times of danger small mobile field forces were recruited at short notice to carry out specific military objectives: to defend a castle, to raise a siege, to carry out a raid. They served for limited periods, rarely more than two months, and then disbanded. Some of these men were drawn from the permanent garrisons. Most of them belonged to the retinues of Gascon lords drawn from a limited area close to Bordeaux: the Bordelais, the Bazadais, the Landes. Their companies were quite unlike the retinues with which the Gascon nobility had traditionally gone to war, large and formless hordes of armed men generally fighting on foot. A typical company was between ten and sixty strong. It usually consisted entirely of cavalrymen and mounted infantry. Like the retinues which fought in English armies, they acquired with experience the courage and discipline of friends fighting together. The total military capacity of the duchy must be a matter of conjecture. The partial records which survive suggest that task forces could number anything between sixty men belonging to one or two companies and a thousand men belonging to several dozen.56 But larger forces could certainly be collected for major military operations, by allowing a longer time for recruitment and drawing on a larger geographical area. In 1352 just under 3,800 men were retained by the nobility of the duchy to serve under the Earl of Stafford, in addition to the men whom Stafford had brought with him from England. They comprised:












	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Bannerets and knights
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	Other men-at-arms
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	Mounted infantry

	1,328

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Mounted archers

	30

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Foot soldiers

	1,096

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 















This is the only large Gascon army of the period for which anything like a complete record survives. But it was probably fairly typical for both size and composition of what the duchy could produce for a great occasion, at any rate before the arrival of the Prince of Wales transformed the situation in the mid-1350s.57


It was not, however, the occasional field operations or grandes chevauchées like Stafford’s which accounted for the high cost of defending Gascony, but the overheads, and in particular the number and size of its permanent garrisons. The main difference between Gascony and Brittany was that Edward III’s officers there were a government, not a force of occupation. The King never forgot that he and his forebears had been dukes of Aquitaine for two centuries, and he recognised obligations to his subjects there which would have seemed excessively scrupulous to his officers in Brittany. But the cost of government in wartime was high. In the major towns and a small number of strategically important castles, the garrisons were commanded by castellans appointed by the King, the Seneschal or the Earl of Lancaster. A much larger number of garrisons was recruited by the lord of the place which they were defending and served under him. But in either case the men’s wages were paid (eventually) by the King. It was a heavy burden. In the early 1350s the Constable of Bordeaux was paying the garrisons of more than sixty towns and castles. Some of these garrisons were small standing armies: 120 men at Mauléon on the Pyrenean march, 95 at Rochefort at the opposite extremity of the duchy on the Charente, no less than 250 at Bergerac on the Dordogne.58


These arrangements were cheaper than the less effective system based on large and immobile bodies of local troops which Oliver Ingham had operated as Seneschal before 1344. But they were not cheap, and they rapidly exhausted the revenues of the duchy. The lands and revenues of the King in Gascony were treated as a source of patronage, not revenue. They were habitually granted out to Gascon noblemen to reward past services and to buy loyalty. In wartime it would have been dangerous to do anything else. But the result was that the whole of the Earl of Lancaster’s enormous conquests in the Bazadais, the Agenais, Périgord and Saintonge were granted out almost at once, and the extended territory of the duchy had to be defended with the revenues of the original heartlands. This meant the profits of the mints at Bordeaux and Dax, the customs levied on the traffic of the Gironde, and a number of miscellaneous fees and charges. All of these revenues were suffering in the late 1340s from plague, economic depression and war. For the first decade of the war Edward III’s ministers had struggled, with mixed results, to uphold the traditional axiom of English policy that Gascony should finance itself. No one paid even lip service to this principle now. Between 1348 and 1361 more than half of the expenditure of the ducal administration in Bordeaux had to be financed by the English Exchequer.59
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In those parts of the duchy where the Seneschals and their subordinates employed paid garrisons and exercised effective administrative control, indiscriminate plundering by local troops was rare and the taking of patis almost unknown. The neighbouring provinces of the south-west were a different matter. They were still, at least nominally, under French control and they suffered from constant raids by small bands of Gascon soldiers. The raiding had begun with the occupation of isolated castles and small walled towns and villages. But as the first pioneers learned how weak and how rich these provinces were, they became bolder, and others followed in their path. Between the campaigns of the Earl of Lancaster in the mid-1340s and the final collapse of French civil government some twelve years later, the raiders and their garrisons spread over large parts of southern and central France. This creeping occupation, spreading outward from the epicentre in Gascony to one French province after another, was almost entirely the work of independent captains operating for their own account.


One of the earliest and most notorious examples was the occupation of the castle of Blanzac, south of Angoulême. Blanzac had been captured by the Seneschal Oliver Ingham in 1342 in an ordinary operation of war. But when the army moved on, one of the captains serving in it, Guillaume Pons de Pommiers, took over the place for his own account with a garrison which he paid out of his own pocket for more than sixteen years. Within a short time of its capture travellers in the district reported that in spite of the truce which was then in force the garrison had ‘smashed, stolen or burned’ everything within marching distance. This was still relatively uncommon, even shocking, in 1343. But it became the common experience of every province of France.60 The government in Bordeaux gave its tacit approval to the conquests of such men, and it paid the wages of a small number of particularly important independent garrisons. Sometimes, its records refer to them as belonging to ‘our party’. But for most of these men party was a matter of symbols and sometimes of convenience. They were their own masters and they recruited and paid their own troops. They made their profits by systematically denuding the country of grain and cattle, by looting churches and by exacting ransoms and patis just as the independent captains of Brittany did. They were Edward III’s subjects and some of them had close connections with his officials in Bordeaux. But they were generally indifferent to his larger political designs and to the pacts and truces of his Seneschal. They too were fighting pour leur singulier profit.


The independent garrisons were called routiers by French officials (from the French word route, meaning company). Their victims usually called them ‘English’. But the truth is that except during the great expeditions of the Earl of Lancaster and the Prince of Wales, there were very few Englishmen in south-western France in the mid-fourteenth century, and those were almost all employed in administrative duties in Bordeaux or in the principal border fortresses. The captains of the independent companies were almost always Gascons or, in some cases, Béarnais. The same was true of their men. For many of these men, war was an economic necessity. They lived in a region with few natural resources, on the tiny parcels of land to which their families’ holdings had been reduced by generations of partition. They took naturally to the mercenary traditions of a province which had for centuries furnished soldiers for other men’s battles, and where private warfare was endemic. The wars of Edward III, which made some of the richest agricultural provinces of France fair game for determined plunderers, was a golden opportunity for the impoverished nobility of Gascony, which they seized with both hands. But there was also a real relish for the way of life of these small, errant companies of soldiers who inflicted such terrible hardships on France in the course of the fourteenth century. Years later, at the French court, the historian Froissart heard Arnaud-Amanieu d’Albret reminiscing about the golden years of the mid-fourteenth century, when he had commanded his own company in south-western France. Every day they had came upon some rich prize, some merchant of Toulouse, Condom, la Réole or Bergerac, ‘dont nous estoufions nos superfluitez et jolietez’. His companion laughed. ‘There’s the Gascon way of life for you,’ he said: ‘living by other men’s misfortunes.’61


Périgord was among the first provinces of the south-west to suffer extensive destruction at the hands of independent raiders. This beautiful and varied province traversed by the broad basin of the Dordogne and, further north, by the steeper valleys of the Isle and the Dronne and their tributaries, included some of the most fertile and populous parts of south-western France. When the Earl of Lancaster left at the end of 1346 the English were firmly in control of the southern part of the province, where they had taken possession of most of the walled towns and bastides of the Dordogne valley as far as Lalinde and Molières. From their bases in the Dordogne valley English and Gascon raiders penetrated year by year further into the centre and north of the province. Nearly two thirds of the enormous Anglo-Gascon garrison of Bergerac were mounted men. This was a force designed for raiding, not for passive defence, and indeed within a few years the ambitious castellan of Bergerac, an Englishman called William Darampton, had captured a clutch of castles for his own account lying north of the town, towards Périgueux. Augier de Montaut, another aggressive empire builder, was a local lord who operated in the valley of the Isle. This man’s driving motive was a virulent and long-standing vendetta against the Count of Périgord who was the main pillar of the French Crown in the region. His principal garrison, at Mussidan, was maintained like Darampton’s at the expense of Edward III.62
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3 South-western France: Principal garrisons, 1348–55








For the next fifteen years the provincial capital, Périgueux, a rich commercial and ecclesiastical city at the centre of a knot of road and river lines, found itself surrounded by hostile garrisons. A handful of them were paid by the Constable of Bordeaux and commanded by reliable captains who were more or less amenable to the orders of the Seneschals. The rest, although they flew the English King’s banner and nailed his arms above their gates, were fighting for themselves and lived entirely from their spoils. The awkward, dilapidated walls of Périgueux’s double town were not made for such a crisis and the shrunken population was incapable of manning their whole length. 1347 was a terrible year in Périgueux. The harvest had failed the previous autumn and soldiers and bandits blocked the roads, preventing supplies from reaching the city from further afield. Torrential rain flooded the lower part of the city and carried away a section of the walls. The streets were filled with starving and penniless refugees from the surrounding region. The accounts of the town clerk give a vivid impression of life within the beleaguered city. On Shrove Tuesday, when food was traditionally distributed to the poor, the crush of beggars was so intense that eight people were suffocated. At Whitsun nearly 3,000 rations were handed out. Enemy garrisons raided up to the gates, looting and burning the suburbs and outlying villages. They killed those who were caught unawares or carried them off for ransom, mutilating those who could not pay. Masons working on the walls and outworks abandoned their materials and fled as soldiers were sighted from the towers and the great bells of St. Front sounded the alarm. The inhabitants lived in constant fear of dark nights and traitors. Strangers found wandering by the moat were seized as spies and branded on the forehead with the fleur de lys. At the end of July 1347, when persistent rumours of treason were circulating, mounted patrols rode through the streets after dark holding burning torches into the pitch black night. The citizens of a relatively large town like Périgueux were certainly not helpless in the face of enemy raiders. They formed their own militia, which attacked the garrisons around them with ferocious courage and occasional success. The enemy garrisons at Saint-Privat and Saint-Astier were captured in June 1347. The prisoners were brought into Périgueux to be hanged from the main gates and towers of the city as a warning to their fellows. But these were ephemeral triumphs. The raiders had no difficulty in recruiting fresh men, and occupied new redoubts as soon as they had been expelled from the old. Within two years of its capture, Saint-Astier was once more in the hands of the Anglo-Gascons.63


Poitou suffered almost as much damage as Périgueux from the depredations of the single garrison of Lusignan, a sombre illustration of what a small but organised force of men could do. Lusignan was a powerfully built fortress dating from the twelfth century, sited on a promontory over the River Vonne, twelve miles from Poitiers. It had been occupied by the Earl of Lancaster in September 1346 during his famous raid in the province. When the Earl had withdrawn, he had left a garrison there under the command of a well known nobleman of the Bordelais, Bertrand de Montferrand and two of his brothers. Bertrand commanded 500 men in wartime and 300 in time of truce, for which he was paid a lump sum from the Exchequer at Westminster. Many of his troops, particularly among the infantry, were recruited from the new underworld of military journeymen: misfits and outcasts, criminals and fugitives from justice, impoverished adventurers from other parts of France or from foreign countries, as well as local men from the town of Lusignan and its surrounding district, who joined in the violence for a share of the loot or to pursue their private quarrels with their neighbours. Guyon Pévrier from Cosne-sur-Loire in the Nivernais was wanted for two murders, a forgery and many thefts when he enlisted in the garrison of Lusignan. He had his equivalents in almost every Anglo-Gascon garrison operating beyond the boundaries of the duchy. A renegade monk and a penniless squire from the Auvergne, companions in arms hiring themselves out to one garrison commander after another; a teenager from Normandy who took to ‘evil ways and following the great companies’ and whose father boxed his ears so hard that he died: the records of the French royal Chancery and Parlement are filled with the obscure, usually brief lives of men like these.64


Between 1346 and 1350 the garrison of Lusignan laid waste fifty-two parishes, destroyed ten monasteries and launched devastating raids against towns and castles throughout south-western Poitou. At one stage they also occupied the castle of Faye, just south Saint-Maixent, extending their range well into the valleys of the Sèvre. The French King’s representatives could do little to stop them. Poitiers, the provincial capital, was put on a permanent war footing. Garrisons were installed at Niort, Saint-Maixent, Parthenay and Montreuil-Bonnin. All trade with the enemy was forbidden in the hope of destroying the market for looted goods. In May 1347 an attempt was even made to surprise the castle and take it by storm, but the attacking force was ambushed as it approach and retreated in humiliating disorder.65


When the truce of Calais was made in September 1347 the consuls of Périgueux, like many towns of France, had a transcript made for their use. But they soon discovered that the truce made virtually no difference to their situation. When the English reduced the number and size of the garrisons in their pay, as they generally did in time of truce, redundant soldiers were released to wander through the region and join up with any independent captain who could offer them work. The garrison of Lusignan, although they were in the English King’s pay, fought on as if nothing had changed. The French endeavoured to contain the raids by maintaining small mobile field forces in the frontier provinces, which intervened on the fire-fighting principle when and where they were required. The system was very similar to the one operated by the English seneschals of Gascony after the reforms of the Earl of Lancaster or the wardens of the march operated in the Scottish borderlands. These forces, rarely more than a few hundred strong, were drawn from the retainers and clients of the royal captain in the region, from the royal garrisons under his command and occasionally from the citizens of the larger towns. They were thinly spread. A local captain like Thibault de Barbazan, for example, was expected to keep the peace between 1348 and 1352 across the whole eastern march between the valleys of the Garonne and the Adour, with a cavalry force of 300 or 400 men based at Condom and twelve garrisons spread out across the region. At the beginning of the 1350s, the Béarnais nobleman Bertrand d’Espagne had to defend the whole march of Quercy and southern Périgord on the same lines. They were rapidly overwhelmed by the scale and range of the Gascon raids.66


The root of the problem, as always, was want of money and the traditional suspicions of the provincial communities of France for the central government and its officers. Taxpayers were still notoriously reluctant to pay taxes in time of truce, however fragile the military situation. When, early in 1348, the communities of the Toulousain were commanded to send their representatives to discuss war taxation with the King’s commissioners, the men of Villelongue (one of the taxing districts of the province) expressed their fervent support for the King’s cause and voted an adequate grant of money to sustain it. But the terms were that the first instalment was to be held by stakeholders, to be released to the war treasurers only when the current truce had failed. If the King should make a new truce or extend the old, collection was to cease at once.67 This attitude was beginning to disappear in northern France, where the tradition of royal government was older and men were adjusting to a state of permanent war. But the provinces of the south-west, with their long-standing distrust of public authorities, clung obdurately to the ancient prejudice that war taxes were for fighting wars and not for preparing to fight them. This made it exceptionally difficult for the French to fight a defensive war against dispersed and undirected enemies who could choose their time and place to violate the truce. Organised resistance was tardy and inefficient. The French commanders could redress the position only by conducting major field operations designed to forestall the enterprises of the English before they happened or to retaliate with overwhelming force afterwards. Fourteenth-century truces were fragile. Over-reaction, too early or too late, usually destroyed them in the end.


Legal convention had little to contribute. The practice was for each government to nominate two or four ‘conservators’ in each province whose function was to hear complaints about breaches of the truce and to deal jointly with those responsible for them. But it was not always easy to discover who was responsible or to decide on which side of this formless war his allegiance lay. If the conservators disagreed, as they frequently did, the law sanctioned self-help. The aggrieved party was entitled to decide for himself who was at fault and to take reprisals. Within a short time the process of reprisal and counter-reprisal was indistinguishable from war. In the months which followed the truce of Calais, the English Seneschal of Gascony passed much of his time touring trouble spots on the march of the duchy with a large armed escort, conferring with French officials and with the conservators of either side. He achieved very little for his pains. Those who hoped to live in peace were well advised to make their own private arrangements with their adversaries as if the agreements of their rulers had never been made. The Count of Périgueux and the Countess of Angoulême both made private agreements with the Seneschal of Gascony in the early months of 1348.68 By May 1348 the truce had failed entirely at several points along the south-western march. Armies were being recruited in Bordeaux and Toulouse. Another was assembling in Saintonge, where the French King’s agents were preparing in the utmost secrecy to attack the garrison of Saint-Jean d’Angely. In Poitou, Floton de Revel, one of the French King’s more energetic ministers, confronted the garrison of Lusignan in June 1348 at Chenay on the banks of the Sèvre Niortaise. According to his own account he inflicted ‘much damage’ on them.69


The activities of garrison troops like those of Blanzac, Mussidan or Lusignan brought home to the inhabitants of the south-western provinces how vulnerable small towns were to very small bands of practised brigands. Only the largest and most significant towns had garrisons, and even in those the main burden of keeping watch and manning the walls fell on the inhabitants. Their numbers had often been reduced by plague and flight. Their walls usually dated from the twelfth century, the last period in which the region had suffered from persistent warfare. In most places the defences followed an irregular course around the circuit of the town, with sharp angles and blind corners. Gaps pierced for paths, chicken runs and houses were hastily blocked up with rubble. The watchman’s view was liable to be obstructed by suburban buildings and vegetation, while access to the walls from within could be difficult and slow, as the lanes were narrow and blocked by carts, animals and rubbish. Moonless nights held special perils for such places. One incident caused a great stir in the region. In May 1347, a small band of Gascon adventurers acting on their own initiative succeeded in capturing the bastide of Domme, which contained one of the main French mints of the south-west. The raiders carried off a large quantity of bullion and coin. They left a garrison which resisted all attempts to dislodge it and terrorised the rest of the district for about a year. Yet Domme was a well fortified town, sited in what should have been an impregnable position.70


The captors of Domme had climbed the escarpment overlooking the Dordogne on which the town was built. But the usual method of entering a walled town was by ‘escalade’, a simpler and less dramatic technique which consisted of creeping up on a town at night from two directions at once and placing ladders against dark corners of the walls.




They spy out a walled castle for a day or two beforehand [wrote the northern chronicler Jean le Bel]; then, collecting together a group of thirty or forty brigands, they approach it from one side and then from another. At the break of day they burst in and set fire to a house, making so much noise that the inhabitants think that there must be 1,000 men-at-arms among them and flee in all directions. Then they break into the houses and loot them before departing loaded with spoil.





In the nature of things escalade was a method for irregulars, or ‘brigands’ as Jean le Bel called them. It depended on surprise and on the paralysing effect of boredom and exhaustion among the watch. The regular armies of the lieutenants and seneschals could rarely hope to achieve as much. Their recruitment was too public, their movements too well advertised. This was why, in spite of its simplicity, escalade was regarded at the end of the 1340s as a new and dangerous peril. In March 1349 the English Seneschal of Gascony ordered that full war rates should henceforth be paid to garrison troops serving in frontier towns, even in time of truce. He gave as the reason the threat from ladder parties attacking from two sides at once under cover of darkness. The same vigilance, the same alarms, the same violence were common now to peace and war. The difference between the two became a matter of diplomatic convention, the starting point for further conferences whose outcome was irrelevant in most parts of France.71


Even after the truce of Calais had been renewed by the ambassadors of the two Kings in November 1348, it remained a dead letter in the south-west. The independent companies continued their plundering of Saintonge, Angoumois, Poitou and Périgord. From Périgord they extended their reach through the river valleys into the high Limousin plateau, a sparsely inhabited region of shepherds and cattle farmers, of isolated villages and castles and rich churches where Edward III’s armies had never been and his officers in Bordeaux maintained no garrisons. The occupation of large parts of the Limousin by armed bands was in some ways the classic illustration of their methods. The origin of the cancer was Nontron, a small walled town on the borders of Limousin and Périgord. Nontron had been occupied in 1345 by a disaffected relative of the Count of Périgord who had formed an alliance of convenience with the English. He had used the town as a base for raids in northern Périgord and had successfully resisted every attempt to dislodge him. In the summer of 1346 the place had been briefly and unsuccessfully besieged by troops of the Duke of Normandy. An attempt to buy out the garrison failed obscurely three years later. By then the raiders of Nontron had already planted several clones. Fifteen miles north-east of the town lay the castle of Montbrun, a bone of contention among competing members of a local noble family. One of them made common cause with some members of the garrison of Nontron. He seized the castle keep of Montbrun, expelled its occupants, and invited in the Anglo-Gascons to help him hold it. The incoming soldiers demolished the curtain walls of the castle and reinforced the keep, to make it defensible by a small number of men. Then they made it a base for raiding in the western Limousin. Not long after this incident, another disaffected Limousin nobleman captured the thirteenth-century castle of Aixe, which dominated the crossing of the River Vienne a few miles downstream from Limoges. His motive was a grudge against the French King’s officials, who had condemned his elder brother for treason and confiscated the family’s possessions. He too declared himself for Edward III and, when the French King’s Lieutenant laid siege to the castle, he turned to the Anglo-Gascons for help. The skilful exploitation of local divisions and grievances and the occupation of small, isolated castles were both hallmarks of the independent captains in the days before they learned to recruit armies several thousand strong.72


In the Limousin the leading light among them was a famous adventurer at the outset of his career: Jean de Gasnoye alias Jean de Sault, who called himself the ‘Bascon de Mareuil’. He was a squire from Sault-de-Navailles in Béarn. His pseudonym was probably derived from the castle of Mareuil near Nontron, which was occupied by Gascon companies at about this time and may have been under his command. The Bascon de Mareuil was the earliest of the great captains of companies to achieve more than local notoriety. By the beginning of the 1350s he already enjoyed a reputation for carrying out bold enterprises, often over great distances. He disported himself, says Jean le Bel, like a ‘great lord, richly dressed and mounted’ and rode into the lists with a moor’s head crest above his jousting helmet. The Bascon fought under English colours and the government in Bordeaux acknowledged him as ‘one of our party’. But so far as can be discovered he never took their pay. He lived on plunder, on ransoms and on patis. At some time in 1348 the Bascon de Mareuil and thirty companions captured by escalade the small castle of Comborn north of Brive. The lord of Comborn, a former royal captain of the province, was surprised in his bed. He was to pass some five years in captivity before he finally agreed to ransom himself for the enormous sum of 20,000 écus. The castle, which was well sited on a narrow spur of rock in the gorge of the Vezère, became a base from which raiding parties could range over the whole of southern Limousin.73 The Bishop of Limoges and the officers of the King of France struggled to create a ring fence around this new enemy, putting garrisons into nearby castles which were strong enough to be defended and demolishing those which were not. They achieved almost nothing. Into the disorder created by the companies of Nontron and Comborn sprang fresh bands drawn by the prospect of profit in more or less virgin territory. Within the next two or three years a new headquarters was opened up at Excideuil, whence a fresh web of garrisoned houses and forts was laid across the western march of the Limousin. Excideuil, with its great double-towered keep and extensive walls was a more formidable fortress than any which the Gascons had so far occupied in the region. That they could contemplate holding such a place at all shows how great their strength had now become.74


In March 1349 the ambassadors of England and France assembled once more on the traditional meeting ground outside Guines to discuss proposals for a permanent peace, a charade to which they had committed themselves on the previous occasion. After six weeks of fruitless discussion they dispersed again at the beginning of May. In Paris, the government was paralysed. The plague was at its height. The Duke of Burgundy died in April. The Queen, the Duchess of Normandy and the Chancellor of the realm all succumbed in the following months. Officials and clerks sickened or fled. The King’s Council left the capital in June. Philip himself wandered without his Chancery about Brie and the Gâtinais, accompanied by a handful of clerks and servants. Although the truce still had several months to run and had been solemnly extended until May 1350, the war in the south-west continued with unabated ferocity. In the Agenais and southern Périgord a succession of cat-fights led to bruises and reprisals. Tonneins was captured by the French and recaptured by the Anglo-Gascons. Port-Sainte-Marie was captured by Gascon partisans who gained admittance by a trick. This was a humiliating loss for the French. Port-Sainte-Marie was the main river port used for supplying their field armies in the lower Garonne.75 The French King’s officers retaliated at several points along the march, and as the diplomats put their seals to the new truce there were already at least three sieges in progress there. The troops of three southern seneschalsies were encamped outside Montcuq, a castle on the remote march of Quercy and the Agenais, which a troop of Gascons had occupied during the winter. Another force was besieging Saint-Astier in the valley of the Isle. Further north, the Seneschal of Poitou had collected a sizeable army of local men and laid siege to the Anglo-Gascon garrison of Lusignan.


The English Seneschal of Gascony at this stage was Thomas Cook, a competent soldier who had served as marshal of the Earl of Lancaster’s army in the famous campaigns of 1345 and 1346. Cook raised two substantial task forces at great speed. Stephen Cusington, another of Lancaster’s protégés, was sent west into the Dordogne valley with one of them. The other, about 500 strong, marched north at the end of May with Cook himself to confront the Poitevins outside Lusignan. The outcome went a long way to vindicate the new English strategy of using small mounted task forces under experienced commanders. Cusington was unable to save Saint-Astier which was taken by storm, the sixth time in less than a decade that this small market town had changed hands by violence. But he baulked an attempt by the French to follow up their victory by attacking Bergerac, the eastern bastion of the English in the valley of the Dordogne. Cook’s army had a more eventful passage. About twenty miles from Lusignan, by the village of Limalonges, they were ambushed by the army which the Poitevins had raised for the siege of Lusignan. The Gascons dismounted after the fashion of the English and took up a position on rising ground. The Poitevins, who outnumbered them by about three to one, rode around their flank, invaded their baggage park where the horses were tethered, and then charged Cook’s army from the rear. They had not yet learned the lessons of Morlaix, Auberoche and Crécy. The first two lines of French cavalry were impaled on the embedded lances of the Gascons and suffered terrible casualties. The third stood immobile in its starting position watching their opportunities until nightfall, when they made off. The Poitevins had lost about 300 dead and many more captured. Among the prisoners was that elegant paladin Jean de Boucicaut, moult preudhomme et de grand savoir, whose restless courage and misjudgments were to cost him several long spells in English prisons.76


There was worse to follow. On the way south one of the Gascon captains detached his company from the rest of the Seneschal’s army and captured the castle of Taillebourg. This great fortress, dominating the main crossing of the Charente north of Saintes, was the principal surviving stronghold of the French in Saintonge. In Saintes itself a plot was uncovered to surrender the town to the enemy, and as panic gripped the inhabitants hurried arrangements had to be made to reinforce them. The English responded by reinforcing their own garrisons. It was not until the beginning of August 1349 that the local representatives of the two governments in the south-west agreed to enforce the truce, some three months after it had been made and just as the King’s Council in Paris emerged from its lethargy and decided to repudiate it.77
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CHAPTER II


Return to Arms 1349–1352





The French decision to repudiate the truce was made at the beginning of August 1349. The reasons are not recorded. But there can be little doubt that the depredations of the Anglo-Gascons in the south-west was the main one. The scale and range of their operations were now so great and the creeping occupation of new territory so extensive that without a counter-attack on a large scale several provinces were likely to become ungovernable. The situation in Saintonge was particularly grave. The loss of Taillebourg and the plot to betray Saintes were sombre warnings. There was a serious danger that the English would take control of la Rochelle, the only significant port at the French King’s disposal south of the Loire.


The timing of the French ministers’ decision was no doubt due mainly to the loss of Taillebourg in early June, but it must also have owed something to the fact that they had money in their coffers. The tax collection campaign of 1348 had been a disaster. But what the government failed to collect in tax revenue was more than made up by that perennial source of windfall revenue, the manipulation of the coinage. This was now much more than an occasional expedient. It was a regular instrument of financial management. A small committee of the royal Council directed the regular rise and fall of the silver value of current coin, keeping the mints working and coinage profits flowing in. The operation was supervised by two ingenious experts, Jean Poilevillain, Parisian timber merchant and bullion dealer, and Nicholas Braque, a royal official with a persistent reputation for corruption and long experience of coinage operations. The proportion of the nominal value of the coinage which the Crown took in charges and profit rose to nearly 30 per cent, the highest level since the King’s accession. The treasury day-books for the second half of 1349 (an isolated survival) testify to the success of the system. They suggest that the French government was running a substantial budget surplus during this period, which was entirely due to phenomenally high receipts from the mints. They contributed two thirds of the government’s revenues from all sources.1


Although the idea must have been mooted for some weeks beforehand, the final decision seems to have been made by the King’s secret Council at a meeting at Vincennes. Those present included Philip VI himself, Hugh d’Arcy Bishop of Laon and Jean de Nesle, lord of Offémont, his two most influential counsellors both of whom were intimately involved in the King’s dealings with England.2 The execution of the decision was confided to Jean’s son Guy de Nesle. The career of this ambitious young soldier was a sign of the cliquishness of Philip VI’s government as well as of the eclipse of more famous names at the battle of Crécy. Still only twenty-two years old, Guy had fought in every great campaign since 1345 and had been a marshal for a year. On 9 August 1349 he was appointed captain-general in Saintonge. His authority was subsequently extended to Poitou, Angoumois, Périgord and Limousin, in fact the whole of western France from Loire to the Garonne. His army, which was recruited at great speed from every province of France except Normandy and Languedoc, was the strongest which the French had raised since 1347.3 The plan which was eventually devised was to form two independent forces out of it. One, under Guy’s own command, was to invade northern Saintonge and reconquer the valley of the Charente. The other would invade Bas-Poitou, the region comprising the northern Vendée and the south shore of the Loire estuary.


While the French ministers gathered their forces, their agents recruited a fleet of fighting ships and crews in the Castilian ports of the Bay of Biscay. Edward III’s daughter Joan Plantagenet had died of the plague at Bordeaux on her way to Spain to marry the heir to the throne of Castile. Her death closed a brief and promising chapter in Castile’s relations with England which had opened with the marriage treaty of 1348. It allowed time for second thoughts in the Spanish kingdom about a treaty which represented a radical break with Castile’s traditional foreign policy and had been controversial ever since it was made. Moreover, it coincided with a renewed outbreak of the long-standing vendetta between the seamen of Bayonne and those of the Biscay ports of Castile. In the late summer of 1348, only a few weeks after Joan’s death, an English ship carrying the new Constable of Bordeaux and victuals for the garrisons of Gascony was attacked by a ship of Santander, the Santa Maria, fitted out for war and filled with soldiers. The two ships engaged in a running battle for several hours before the Santa Maria was boarded and brought into Bayonne. Castilian seamen sought out allies in the ports of France and early in 1349 a joint squadron of Norman and Castilian vessels was cruising off the Atlantic coast attacking English ships in the mouth of the Seine. French diplomacy assiduously widened the breach. In July 1349, a month before Guy de Nesle began to recruit his army, Philip VI settled his accounts for the Castilian mercenary fleet which he had hired in 1347 but never used, an old bone of contention. Immediately afterwards, a flotilla of Castilian ships was fitted out to fight in support of Guy de Nesle.4


When the news of Guy de Nesle’s appointment reached the plague-ridden community at Westminster, about three weeks after it had been made, it caused great alarm. Edward III was in no position to pay for a major campaign nor to organise one in the short time available. There was a flurry of activity. On 28 August, the King instructed four lawyers to enquire into breaches of the truce. On the same day he reappointed Henry of Lancaster as his Lieutenant in Gascony and began to make to arrangements for him to sail for Bordeaux as soon as possible.5 A few days after this, two of Edward III’s officers in Calais were sent to the Count of Flanders to call on him to perform the obligations which he had undertaken in secret at Dunkirk the year before. According to the letter of the treaty Louis de Mâle was due to issue very shortly an ultimatum demanding the surrender by Philip VI of the three castleries of Walloon Flanders, the prelude to making war on him. But the treaty was worthless. The French King appears to have found out about it in April, when a visit of Geoffrey de Charny to the court of Flanders coincided with the indiscreet arrival of ambassadors from England. Geoffrey had delivered a vigorous protest and produced a copy of the Count’s oath of fealty to remind him of his obligations. Louis de Mâle had many obligations, not all of them consistent. But he had no intention of being drawn into the crossfire between England and France in the way that had cost his father his county. It is not clear what answer he gave to the English emissaries who reached him in September, or to another embassy which was sent out from England in the following month. But when the time came, he did not stir.6


The main defence of the English possessions in Saintonge was a line of walled towns and castles which had been captured and garrisoned by the Earl of Lancaster in the autumn of 1346: Rochefort, Soubise, Tonnay-Charente, Tonnay-Boutonne and Saint-Jean-d’Angély. Between them these places held the valley of the River Boutonne and the whole of the lower valley the Charente to the sea. Although the fortresses of northern Saintonge represented the northern bastions of the duchy of Aquitaine, the English regarded them as falling beyond its boundaries, the germ of future expansion in western France. Their special status was reflected in the fact that they were not placed under the authority of the Seneschal of Gascony but fell under the direct control of the Edward III’s ministers in England, who appointed their captains and supplied and manned them by sea directly from England.7 When Guy de Nesle invaded Saintonge in September 1349 with the advance guard of his army, Tonnay-Boutonne, the most northerly of these places, was captured almost immediately. On about 25 September 1349 the French army laid siege to Tonnay-Charente, a small walled town on the Charente which in better times had been a prosperous wine port. Tonnay-Charente was by no means the largest of the garrisons of the English in the region, but it was the key to their position there. It was the highest point of the Charente which was navigable by ocean-going ships, and was the point from which victuals and other supplies were distributed by river barge to the other garrisons. If the place had fallen Saint-Jean-d’Angély, twenty miles upstream, would probably have become untenable. The French constructed elaborate siege works around the town. They brought in the Castilian ships to complete its investment from the river. They sank blockships in the river. They undermined the walls and tried to carry them by assault. The defences of Tonnay-Charente were old and weak and the English had done little to improve them since taking possession. Nevertheless the place held out. After several fruitless and uncomfortable months Guy de Nesle’s army was still there, enduring the cold winds blowing across the coastal marsh.8


The other French army, which invaded Bas-Poitou at about the same time, succeeded better. The region around the Bay of Bourgneuf and along the south bank of the lower Loire was a land of flat scrub and marsh, sparse and infertile, on which a surprisingly large population eked out a living from smallholdings of vines and grain. Its economic value lay in its salines, the richest of western Europe, from which the markets of England, northern France and the Low Countries were for the most part supplied. It was also of great strategic importance to the English, for it gave them a foothold south of the Loire from which to attempt one day the junction of their territories in Brittany and Gascony, an ambition which had long been dear to Edward III’s heart. But Bas-Poitou remained for most of the fourteenth century a region of ambiguous loyalties which the English, always the prisoners of local politics and fickle allies, never securely occupied. Real power in the region was shared between two great noble families, those of Retz and Clisson. The lord of Retz in 1349 was a baby whose lands were administered by his guardian, Fulk de Laval. He was a local nobleman who had once, briefly, been a supporter of John de Montfort but had never aligned himself with the English. Fulk was remembered by a younger contemporary as a showy dresser who wore corsets so tight that they made him ill. But he deserves a better memorial than this, for he was an able soldier, the archetype of the loyal, energetic local potentate who had always provided the sinew of the defence of the French provinces. He controlled three important fortresses in Bas-Poitou, at Princé, Machecoul and Saint-Etienne-de-Mermorte, all of which were garrisoned at the expense of Philip VI. The Clisson family was for the moment wholly in the camp of the English. Olivier de Clisson, the head of the house, had been executed in Paris in 1343 for intriguing with Edward III and all of his lands had been confiscated. But his widow, the formidable and bellicose Jeanne de Belleville, had succeeded in remaining in occupation of much of it with the help of English soldiers. In 1349 the English had garrisons on the islands of Noirmoutier and Bouin (both of which were real islands in the fourteenth century) and at la Barre, Beauvoir, Chauvet and Prigny in the Bay of Bourgneuf, as well as a group of fortresses in the lordship of Belleville on the march of Poitou to the south-east. Most of these places belonged to Jeanne de Belleville.9


Edward III’s officers should have been well placed to resist a French attack. Unfortunately they were divided by a bitter feud between two ambitious men: the Lieutenant in Bas-Poitou, Raoul de Caours, and the English fortune-hunter Walter Bentley. Bentley had married Jeanne de Belleville at some time in 1348 or early 1349 and immediately began to take control of her castles in the Bay of Bourgneuf. Raoul objected, as well he might. One of the terms of his appointment had been that he should have the disposal of all that he occupied. He claimed that these castles were his by right of conquest. By June 1349 relations between the two men were so bad that they were on the verge of armed combat. Raoul de Caours darkly contemplated treachery. He secretly approached Fulk de Laval and two other local magnates, offering to change his allegiance and to deliver up all the Clisson fortresses in the Bay of Bourgneuf. His terms were that he should be allowed to hold them and their salines under the King of France, and that he should be paid 10,000 écus for the arrears of his soldiers’ wages. This arrangement was agreed by the three Frenchmen and was eventually ratified by the King of France. But it was never put into effect, because in a final attempt to resolve the quarrel Edward III took the castles into his own hands before Raoul had time to carry out his bargain. Their garrisons, which included a fair number of Englishmen, remained loyal. Rather later, word of Raoul’s treachery seems to have reached the English. In October Edward removed him from his lieutenancy and granted all the disputed lordships and castles to Walter Bentley and his wife.10
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4 French invasion of Saintonge and Bas-Poitou, September 1349–February 1350








By the time that this order reached Brittany it no longer mattered. The French arrived in Bas-Poitou at the end of September 1349 with an army and a fleet of forty-four French and Castilian vessels. The command had been given to Guillaume ‘le Gallois’ de la Heuse, an experienced soldier with a reputation for reckless bravado who had recently returned to France after passing two years as a prisoner of war in England. Within three months he had swept the English away. Beauvoir was captured by assault at the beginning of October. Garnache and Chauvet followed in quick succession. The garrison of Prigny made a stand beneath the walls, but they were defeated and the castle taken. Fulk de Laval was then given the task of reducing the islands with the aid of the fleet and an army of his allies and retainers. Noirmoutiers and Bouin were both captured. During November Fulk’s men were raiding the coast of the Guérande peninsula north of the Loire, attacking coastal settlements and picking off English merchant ships sheltering in the harbours. There was a small sea battle off Guérande in which about a dozen English merchantmen laden with wine were overwhelmed by the Spanish seamen. All their crews were killed and their hulls and cargoes were carried off to be sold as prize in Flanders. While this was happening la Heuse himself turned south and invaded the dower lands of Jeanne de Belleville. The town of Belleville and its outlying forts were overrun so swiftly that by the end of the year they were all in French hands and their English captains were facing accusations of treason at home.11


An odder fate awaited Raoul de Caours, the man who had wanted to commit treason but had not acted fast enough. He had his revenge against the English in the following year, when he gathered 120 partisans of Blois and ambushed Sir Thomas Dagworth on the forest road from Auray to Vannes. Dagworth had only a small escort with him. Although he defended himself with ferocity, fighting on even after he had been badly wounded and blinded in one eye, they ran him through and killed him. This happened on 20 July 1350. It was not quite the end of Raoul’s career. He clung to his ambition to build himself a great lordship in the Bay of Bourgneuf long after he had lost the means of achieving it. Early in 1351 he was making extravagant claims for his influence in the English-occupied towns of Brittany, promising the French King to procure the surrender of almost every one of them if he were restored to his castles in Bas-Poitou. A few months later he was found trying to recover Beauvoir-sur-Mer from its French garrison with the aid of a group of Montfortists. Later that year, Raoul was living on the island of Noirmoutiers when it was raided by Breton pirates and was carried off. He is never heard of again.12
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The Earl of Lancaster arrived in Bordeaux at the beginning of November 1349, when the rout in Bas-Poitou was almost over. He must have come within sight of the French and Castilian ships on his passage south. He brought very few troops with him from England, barely 160 of his own retainers and perhaps as many more raised by his companions. Waiting for him in the city was a small army of Gascons, probably no more than a few hundred strong.13 The Earl made no attempt to relieve Tonnay-Charente or to interfere with French operations further north. The probability is that he was too short of men, in particular archers, to contemplate a pitched battle with the army of Guy de Nesle. Instead, after a pause of a few days, he cast out in an unexpected direction, marching out of Bordeaux down the south bank of the Garonne.


The Anglo-Gascons swept through the Agenais, hardly pausing to collect the surrenders which were pressed on them by panic-stricken towns and villages in their path. At the beginning of December they invaded Languedoc. Villages and barns were burned for twenty-five miles around as his army passed by. Forty-two towns and castles were captured, most of them without striking a blow for their defence. Terror and destruction were not simply the incidental consequences of Lancaster’s campaign. They were essential to his purpose. He wanted to force the French to sue for the renewal of the truce before their armies in western France did irreparable damage to Edward III’s positions there. With the small strength at his disposal, he believed that this could best be achieved by a rapid chevauchée through undefended territory elsewhere.14 Perhaps he was right. Languedoc was vulnerable. There had been only one previous attack on the province by an Anglo-Gascon army, by Oliver Ingham in 1339, which had not come to much. The inhabitants of its towns were not rebuilding their walls, reorganising their watches or laying in stores, as those of the western provinces had learned to do. The French, who had expected Lancaster to land in northern France, had made no preparations at all to fight in Languedoc. Philip VI’s representative there was an elderly caretaker, Guillaume de Flavacourt, Archbishop of Auch, who had intermittently exercised the functions of royal Lieutenant for a number of years. He was an able enough administrator but no general, and he was almost entirely bereft of troops.15 In the second week of December 1349, the Earl of Lancaster lunged towards Toulouse.
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5 Henry of Lancaster’s raid in Languedoc, December 1349








Toulouse was one of the great commercial cities of the south. Its population of about 20,000 souls, perhaps two thirds of what it had been before the plague, marked it out as one of the largest provincial cities in France. Its four bridges over the Garonne, its fine red-brick houses, churches and public buildings, its spreading suburbs all proclaimed the city’s past prosperity. Only the walls, which were the main monument of civic pride in other French cities, had been neglected. They had been partly demolished at the end of the Albigensian crusade more than a century before, and they still had long gaps and stretches of useless, crumbling masonry. An expensive campaign of reconstruction, begun four years earlier, had so far made little progress. But the city had one of the best organised municipal governments of the region. The consuls and the Lieutenant (who was in Toulouse) summoned help from the nobility of Languedoc. They organised the inhabitants into military units and sent demolition parties out towards the approaching army of the Earl of Lancaster to break the bridges in his path. On about 14 December 1349, while Lancaster was still some way from the city, he was persuaded by the emissaries of Guillaume de Flavacourt to agree to a temporary cease-fire. The ostensible object of this was to enable an arranged battle to be fought on 19 December at L’Isle-Jourdain, a small town on the river Save twenty miles east of Toulouse. It is unlikely that Lancaster took this challenge very seriously, but he may well have hoped to negotiate a general truce. If so, he was disappointed. No negotiations of any value occurred and no French army appeared at L’Isle-Jourdain on the appointed day. There was nothing that Lancaster could do except to burn the suburbs and villages on the north and west side of the city.16 Strong French forces, too strong for his army, were by now gathering around him. The Count of Armagnac recruited 3,000 men in the course of December, most of whom probably came from his own lands in the Rouergue. The men of Languedoc summoned by the Lieutenant were due to appear in Toulouse on 1 January 1350. Before anything came of these laborious preparations the Earl of Lancaster had withdrawn from the province. By 30 December 1349 he was back in the duchy.17


His brief and violent enterprise had achieved almost nothing. Of the towns which he had captured, a few received permanent garrisons. Most of these were in the southern Agenais where they rounded out the territory which the Anglo-Gascons already held. At least one important garrison was lodged in the heart of Languedoc, at Beaumont-de-Lomagne, thirty-five miles north-west of Toulouse, where it might serve as another Lusignan. But the French government was not panicked into a premature truce. On the contrary, when Lancaster retreated to the west, they moved the mustering point of the army of Languedoc from Toulouse to Moissac on the borders of Agenais. Early in the new year Jacques de Bourbon, Count of la Marche was sent urgently from the north to take command of it.18
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The French might have shown greater interest in discussing a truce if they had not had larger designs in the north. Towards the end of 1349 Geoffrey de Charny devised a plan to recapture Calais. The plan depended upon the co-operation of an Italian mercenary, Aimeric of Pavia, who had served in the garrison of Calais under both French and English masters and was currently Edward III’s galley-master there. Aimeric commanded one of the gate-towers of the citadel on the western side of the town. He agreed to admit Geoffrey de Charny’s troops into the citadel at night. For this, he was promised an enormous bribe, 20,000 écus according to one report. Italians, said Froissart, were ‘by nature covetous’. It is uncertain whether Aimeric really intended to betray Edward III or whether he always planned to double-cross the French. There is, however, no doubt about what he in fact did. He reported the plot to the King. Edward received the news at his manor of Havering on Christmas Eve. He assembled a small army with great speed and secrecy among his household troops and from the retainers of the Prince of Wales and the Earl of March, who were with him. About a week later they crossed the Channel with the King by night and lodged in the citadel of Calais.


Geoffrey de Charny did not know that his plans had been discovered and had no idea that Edward III was in the town. He gathered his men in secret at Saint-Omer. The size of his army may be judged by the number of great men among them. Apart from Geoffrey himself, there were Eustache de Ribbemont who was the French military governor in the march of Flanders, and all the other commanders of the border: Charles de Montmorency, Oudard de Renti and Moreau de Fiennes. They had about 1,500 men-at-arms and 4,000 infantry according to reasonably reliable contemporary reports. During the night of 1 January 1350 Geoffrey de Charny approached Calais by the south-west. Before dawn on the 2nd, he drew up his men in lines on the wet sand between the gate-tower and the sea. In front of them, at the foot of the tower, the gate was seen to be open; the drawbridge over the moat was down and the portcullis up. Aimeric of Pavia came out to meet them. There was a long conference with the French commanders. As the tide began to come in and the sky grew lighter, the troops became restive and suspicious. Eventually Aimeric was given the first instalment of the bribe and handed over his son as a hostage for his good conduct. A group of French scouts then went forward to the end of the bridge to satisfy themselves that all was well. Soon after Aimeric had disappeared into the castle, the French royal standard appeared above one of the towers and the banners of Geoffrey de Charny and his companions above the others. The leading companies, enough to take possession of the tower, rushed across the wooden bridge through the gate. But once they were inside, the drawbridge was raised, the portcullis brought down and trumpets sounded from the walls. The French standards promptly disappeared from the towers. When the French soldiers penetrated into the space between the inner and outer walls of the castle, they were set upon by sixty knights lying in wait for them. All were captured.


Their companions, waiting for the signal on the beach, could see what had happened. The familiar cry of ‘Trahi!’ was heard. Much of the French army panicked and fled. Charles of Montmorency, a former Marshal, who had already gained a reputation for cowardice at Crécy, was the first to escape. Those who stood firm, less than half the original force, were hastily drawn up in battle order by Geoffrey de Charny. Edward III had been waiting inside the south gate of the town with his household troops and a large part of the garrison, including 250 archers. When the English trumpets sounded from the citadel they issued forth and attacked the French lines crying ‘Edward! St. George!’ At the same moment, the Prince of Wales, with the rest of the troops, sortied from the sea-gate on the northern side and, moving along the sand below the town wall, fell on Geoffrey de Charny’s army from the other side. It was a rout. More than 200 French men-at-arms were killed by arrow or in hand-to-hand fighting. About thirty others were captured. The rest fled across the sands into the treacherous marsh where many of them were drowned.19


The prisoners included three of the principal commanders: Geoffrey de Charny himself, Eustache de Ribbemont and Oudart de Renti. The English released Eustache on parole on the same day in order to ensure that Philip VI had an eye-witness account of the disaster that had befallen his men. He later crossed to England to surrender to his captors. Geoffrey de Charny, who had been badly wounded in the fight, was held at Calais for a short time, then brought to London as a prisoner for the second time in his career. Eventually, in about July 1351, he paid a high price for his liberty. Most of his companions were released on parole during the next year and ransomed themselves in due course. Those who had escaped generally preferred to keep a tight-lipped silence about what they had done on that day. As for Aimeric de Pavia, he kept his money and, two days after the battle, took leave of absence to join the flow of pilgrims going to Rome for the Jubilee Year. His son was taken back to the French castle of Guines, but his fate is not recorded.20


Philip VI’s government was already in disarray when the news of this disaster reached him. The King was in declining health. His relations with his heir, John Duke of Normandy, which had been tense for several years, were further embittered in January 1350 by a family quarrel, the result of Philip’s sudden remarriage to a much younger woman. Within the King’s counsels and in the upper reaches of the civil service, the Duke of Normandy’s friends and protégés jostled for power with the representatives of an older establishment. Their arguments were masked by the discretion of the participants and by the formality of the surviving documents. But the opportunism and abrupt changes of policy which characterised the last months of Philip’s reign were almost certainly the result.


There was at least one influential strand of opinion which wanted to resume negotiations with the English. When Jacques de Bourbon arrived at Moissac on about 22 February 1350 to take command of the army of Languedoc he opened negotiations with the Earl of Lancaster almost at once. Two papal legates, who had been sent into Gascony when news of Lancaster’s expedition reached Avignon, acted as mediators. Within a few days a temporary truce was agreed, in order to enable a new diplomatic conference to be convened. It was for a very short period, until 12 April 1350, and was initially limited to Languedoc and the neighbouring provinces in which Jacques de Bourbon was Lieutenant. But shortly afterwards, probably about the beginning of April, it was prolonged and extended to the whole of France. The armies dispersed. Henry of Lancaster sailed for England. On 9 April 1350 Guy de Nesle paid off his army, after unsuccessfully besieging Tonnay-Charente for more than six months. The pavilions were erected once more at the traditional meeting ground of the diplomats by the castle of Guines. The plenipotentiaries gathered there in the course of May 1350: two papal nuncios, the Bishop of Norwich and his colleagues, and Philip’s principal ministers the lord of Offémont, the Bishop of Laon and the Abbot of Saint-Denis.21


The new conference, the third since the original truce of Calais had been sealed in September 1347, marked the complete severance between the work of the diplomats and that of the soldiers. During February 1350 Edward III’s Council resolved upon a major continental expedition under the King’s command, the first since 1346. It is unlikely that the English King’s finances were equal to the effort, but his ministers showed every sign of serious intent. The requisitioning of ships began early in March and the recruitment of soldiers about a month later. Stores were laid in. A sailing date was fixed, in June.22 For his part, Philip VI informed his officers that he had no confidence in the current truce or in the outcome of the negotiations, and instructed them to prepare for war in any event. On 22 February 1350 Philip VI sent two agents to Bruges to pay 20,000 florins to the agents of the King of Castile for the continued use of his subjects’ ships. The Spanish vessels, which had wintered at Sluys, were mobilised during March and in early April were lying off the east coast of England. South of the Channel, a French fleet struggled into existence at Leure in the mouth of the Seine and all over Normandy troops were being recruited to man it. The main army was summoned to meet at Amiens in June 1350.23 These bustling, public preparations for war were by now the routine preliminaries of any significant diplomatic occasion. Neither side could expect to get much at the conference table unless its threat to make war was taken seriously.


In the south-west, however, bluff was not enough. Without waiting for the conference to begin or the truce to end, the Count of Armagnac launched a rapid and highly effective campaign to recover the places garrisoned by Henry of Lancaster during his brief raid of the previous year. In the course of May and June 1350, while the diplomats were gathering at Guines and Calais, he retook every one of them. The whole of the south bank of the Garonne upstream of Aiguillon was reoccupied in Philip VI’s name with the exception of Port-Sainte-Marie, where an enormous Anglo-Gascon garrison obstinately held out, surrounded by French forts on every side. Although Armagnac was quite capable of doing all this on his own initiative there is no doubt that he was acting on the instructions of Philip VI’s ministers. His campaign was being financed by a fierce assault on the taxpayers of Languedoc, conducted by two special commissioners sent from Paris. Other agents of Philip’s government were busy in Milan, Genoa and Marseille recruiting crossbowmen to reinforce his army during the summer.24 Armagnac had just declared his intention of carrying the war onto the north bank of the Garonne when it was announced that the ambassadors at Guines had finally agreed a fresh truce to last for just over a year, until August 1351. The agreement had been made on 13 June 1350 in an atmosphere of anger and distrust reflected in the elaborate provisions for its enforcement. One of its terms required an oath to be sworn not only by the principal ministers but also by leading field commanders and captains of garrisons on each side.25


The news of the truce, perhaps because it was so unexpected, was received with great joy by ordinary people in France and with relief by the English government. Bishop Bateman of Norwich sent two men-at-arms post-haste to carry the news into Bas-Poitou and Gascony and take the pressure off Edward’s forces there. In the south-west, clerks copied out the terms many times for distribution to garrisons and field commanders. The Count of Armagnac halted his campaign on the Garonne and Edward III abandoned his plans to invade France. But the minor commanders, the independent captains and the dispossessed victims of every French or English campaign were less easy to control. Self-help was too deeply ingrained in the ways of the fourteenth century, and a rash of violent incidents occurred within days of the announcement of the truce. Indeed, one of Bateman’s messengers was lynched as he passed through Tours on his way south.26 The Anglo-Gascons were responsible for the most spectacular incidents. During the late summer of 1350 there was a succession of attacks by English partisans on French towns of the Dordogne valley. They included some significant places: Sainte-Foy-la-Grande, Villefranche-de-Périgord and Domme (again), all of which were captured by escalade in the second half of July. Villefranche was retaken within a month by the local French Seneschal. The captors of Domme held out on their crag over the river for some seven months until it too was recaptured and they were hanged from trees like common footpads. The Bordeaux government probably had nothing to do with either of these ventures. Sainte-Foy was a different matter. It was the only significant French garrison town on the Dordogne downstream of Bergerac and its capture brought the whole navigable section of the river under English control. Élie de Pommiers, the man responsible for the deed, was acting on his own initiative, but his family were prominent in the Bordelais and some of them were close to the Edward III’s Council there. After a decent interval the town was annexed to the King’s domain; the Constable of Bordeaux indemnified Élie for his expenses and paid the wages of his garrison.27


A more extraordinary incident occurred in northern Poitou. On 24 June 1350, within eleven days of the truce, the Bascon de Mareuil captured Loudun with a mixed band of Gascons, Englishmen and French and German adventurers, many of whom seem to have been recruited from the garrison of Lusignan. Loudun lay just south of the Loire, surrounded by its walls and overshadowed by an immense twelfth-century keep. It was fifty miles north of Lusignan and about 140 miles from the Bascon’s base in the southern Limousin. Once he was in possession he began to exact patis from the surrounding villages, to kidnap local merchants and noblemen for their ransoms, and to steal and burn over an expanding area of Poitou and Touraine. The rapid breakdown of public order tempted every kind of adventurer, criminal and rowdy to add his own contribution. Local gangs took to touring the villages of the region demanding ransoms and patis in feigned Gascon accents.28 It is possible that the Bascon de Mareuil did not know about the truce when he took Loudun, but if so he must have discovered very soon afterwards. Nevertheless, he defied the French to expel him. They responded with vigour. One of the Marshals, Edward de Beaujeu, formed an army by withdrawing garrison troops from the march of Calais. To these were added 2,000 mercenaries from Italy and Provence who had originally been intended for the army of the Count of Armagnac on the Garonne. Beaujeu laid siege to Loudun at about the beginning of August 1350. Towards the end of the month, after they had beaten off a succession of fierce assaults, the Anglo-Gascons surrendered on terms and abandoned the town to the French. While Beaujeu attacked the Bascon de Mareuil in Loudun, another French army finally dealt with Lusignan. It happened remarkably quickly. Guy, lord of Mortemer, the deputy Seneschal of Poitou, arrived outside Lusignan at the end of July with an army recruited in the region and a siege train brought from Poitiers. The lower town was taken by storm almost at once. Its church was turned into a fortress and siege works were constructed around the castle. The castellan held out for some weeks, but he eventually accepted terms while he was still strong enough to demand them. Before the autumn was out, the Anglo-Gascons had left.29




*





The truce entirely failed to halt the war at sea. Although the Castilians had been named in it, their seamen had their own quarrels with the subjects of Edward III and saw no reason to observe the King of France’s truce. There were still about forty large Castilian vessels based at the Flemish port of Sluys in the summer of 1350. Their decks were built up for fighting at sea, and their crews were reinforced by several hundred armed Flemings out for loot and adventure. They launched a ferocious offensive in the crowded lanes across the North Sea, which continued regardless of the truce. These events brought panic to the south and east coast harbours of England, reminiscent of the worst period of the French naval offensive of the 1330s. In July men were arrayed for coastguard duty for the first time in several years. In August a mass of requisitioned ships, fitted out for war service with raised wooden castles fore and aft, gathered off the Kent coast at Sandwich. There they were filled with men-at-arms, and squadrons were distributed among a more famous group of captains than had fought in one place since the siege of Calais.30 They included the King himself, the Prince of Wales, Henry of Lancaster, and the Earls of Northampton and Warwick.


On the evening of 29 August 1350 there was a great battle at sea off Winchelsea. The Castilian ships were passing south through the Channel, making for home laden with cargoes bought in Flanders. As they passed Dungeness they were intercepted by the English fleet. About twenty-four Spanish ships were engaged by about twice that number of their enemies’. The Castilians were famous for the great size of their sailing ships, which towered over the English cogs ‘like castles to cottages’, as the chronicler wrote. Their height enabled them to pour missiles from crossbows and catapults onto the crowded decks of the English vessels below. The English suffered very heavy casualties before they could get close enough to board. But once the Spanish ships had been hooked with chains and grappling irons and boarded from rope ladders, the English encountered little effective resistance. The Castilians and Flemings were cut down with swords and axes and the wounded and dead thrown overboard. Very few were thought worth taking alive for their ransoms. By nightfall, when the battle ended, most of the Castilian ships engaged in it had been captured and their crews were dead. It was one of the last important naval battles in which sailing ships were drawn up like armies on land and soldiers fought each other directly from the decks. It was also the rare case of a successful interception at sea, which in an age without effective methods of naval reconnaissance was achieved more often by luck than judgment.31


The English claimed a victory, as perhaps they were entitled to. But it was an incomplete victory, bought at a heavy price. By all accounts their losses had been terrible, and Froissart may have been right in saying that Edward’s own ship was so badly damaged that it almost sank. Moreover, the battle failed to eliminate the threat to English shipping. Not all of the Castilian ships which fought in it were captured. Some escaped at nightfall and others, which had been lying out to sea waiting for the moment to join in, made off as well. These ships joined forces in the next few days with a number of French vessels from the ports of Normandy and Picardy. They hovered off the east coast of England for several weeks before withdrawing northward to pass another winter at Sluys. The mere presence of the Castilians in northern waters for another year continued to cause immeasurable damage to England’s commerce. It was necessary for the English to initiate a convoy system for merchant vessels crossing the North Sea. The annual wine fleet which sailed from Plymouth to Bordeaux in October had to be provided with a large complement of soldiers and an escort of ships fitted out for war. Measures such as these were expensive and economically burdensome. They used up scarce shipping space. They caused long delays. The convoy fees (which paid for the hire of warships and the wages of troops) were high. The insecurity of the Atlantic sea routes and the cost of defence were the main reason for the sharp fall in the Gascon wine trade during these years and a corresponding rise in the cost of wine in England. Six months after the battle of Winchelsea the Channel was still closed to English shipping by enemy ships lying off the coast. When, in April 1351, Andrew Offord, one of Edward III’s principal Chancery clerks, tried to cross from Dover to Calais to meet the ambassadors of the Count of Flanders, he could find no one willing to take him. He ordered the Mayor and Bailiff of Dover and the lieutenant constable of the castle to provide him with a ship and crew. They replied that they would not do it ‘even if the King were here himself.’ Offord eventually got to Calais in a rowing boat.32
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On 22 August 1350 Philip VI of France died in the Benedictine abbey of Coulombs in the valley of the Eure. The end of his wretched reign was overshadowed by plague, divisions and defeat. All that can be said is that worse was to follow in the time of his successor. Aged thirty-one at his accession, John Duke of Normandy was a man of impressive physical appearance but rather delicate health. In public he cut the figure which men expected of a King. He was gracious. He was showy. He was a competent knight and lacked nothing for courage, as those who saw him on the battlefield of Poitiers could testify. But as a ruler he was a man of limited intelligence and mediocre talents. The new King inherited most of his father’s faults and few of his virtues. Although not secretive and conspiratorial, as Philip had been, he showed most of the other symptoms of his family’s chronic and habitual insecurity. He was intensely suspicious of potential enemies and unremitting in his hatred of real ones. He was obstinate and petulant, without his father’s astuteness in judging men. There was much truth in Froissart’s judgment on him, that he took a view too quickly and clung to it too long: léger à enformer et dur à ôter une opinion.33 Yet at the crises of his reign, when there was little guidance to be had from convention or prejudice, John could be remarkably impulsive and inconsistent. He struck out wildly against those whom he conceived to be working against him. He allowed short-lived moods of bitterness and resentment to take control of policy for brief but disastrous periods, before he reverted to a more measured assessment of his problems. Almost nothing is known about the deliberations among the King’s entourage except what can be inferred from events. But it seems clear that John was drawn to strong characters. His own more malleable personality was easily overborne by skilful talkers and calculating friends. They pressed their opinions on him with the determination of men who had learned to despise him. This was certainly part of the reason for the perplexing drifts and turns of French policy in the 1350s, as decisions waited on the shifting of factions and coalitions on the royal Council.


The new King’s advisers were for the most part survivors of his father’s day: Simon Bucy, the authoritarian President of the Parlement of Paris, a rich self-made lawyer whose unbending loyalty and tremendous diligence earned him an influential place in the counsels of the first two Valois; Guillaume Flote, the former Chancellor, another efficient political technician; Hugh d’Arcy, Bishop of Laon, negotiator of successive truces with the English, who was shortly to become Archbishop of Reims; and, when he eventually returned from captivity in the summer of 1351, the great paladin Geoffrey de Charny. They were gradually joined by other, younger men who owed their advancement to the friendship of the King. The most dependable of them was Pierre de la Forêt, an able, rather colourless ecclesiastical lawyer who had been the head of John’s administration for several years before his accession. He became Chancellor of France and eventually Archbishop of Rouen. The ambitious Renaud Chauvel, another career administrator, became the chief officer of the Chambre des Comptes and in due course Bishop of Chalons. Like many weak men, John II found it difficult to work closely with those who were not his friends. But some of his choices aroused acrimonious controversy, particularly outside the close circle of the court. It was not that they were fools or sluggards. On the contrary, most of them were able men who worked hard in the Crown’s interest as they perceived it. But they were undoubtedly cronies, and from a distance their loyalty looked like self-serving. Most of them were conspicuously richer by the middle of the decade than they had been at the beginning. Simon Bucy, whose father had been a humble legal clerk, was showered with gifts of money and land, and acquired much more from the fees and retainers of litigants and petitioners. Every Parisian must have known about Bucy’s magnificent suburban properties and his great urban estate by the gates of the abbey of St. Germain-des-Près, where the rue de Buci still runs today. Robert de Lorris, who became John’s Chamberlain, was an even more skilful accumulator than Bucy. This intelligent and ambitious politician of humble origins (his father had been a Paris innkeeper) had risen through the King’s bureaucracy to become Philip VI’s private secretary. In this job he showed himself to be an exceptionally skilful negotiator who successfully handled some of the darker dealings between the French Crown and the Papacy, including the arrangements by which Clement VI became one of the principal financiers of the French war effort. Disgraced in the purge of the civil service which followed the battle of Crécy, Robert renounced his orders, became a knight and then, after a brief period of obscurity, re-emerged as one of John’s confidants when he was Duke of Normandy. Within three years of the King’s accession he was the proprietor of great landed estates in Picardy and the Île de France, including the palatial domain of Ermenonville by the road to Soissons. Both of his sons were engaged to marry daughters of the ancient nobility. Fortunes on this scale were rare, but they were conspicuous, and the careers which produced them probably seemed more typical than they really were.34


Of all John’s companions in the early years of his reign by far the most prominent, and the most enviable, was Charles of La Cerda, who was known as Charles of Spain. But for the misfortunes of his grandfather, Charles’ family would have been kings and princes of Castile instead of impoverished exiles in France, dependent on their wits and on the generosity of the Crown. So he was certainly not a base-born parvenu. Moreover, he was exceptionally able. He had commanded on the Calais front in 1348, at the age of twenty-two, and had already shown himself to be one of the better soldiers in the King’s service as well as a shrewd diplomat. But Charles had compensating faults. He was intensely and obviously ambitious; he was covetous; he was showy and conceited; he was arrogant to rivals and bullying to subordinates; he pushed his protégés in the royal service, and excluded those of others. These qualities made him many enemies. It is possible that John had been behind Charles of Spain’s rapid promotion even before his accession to the throne. There was no doubt about Charles’ favoured position after it. The Italian Chronicler Matteo Villani, who was well informed about events at the French Court, reported that John loved him with a ‘special love’. The King had ‘no God but him’ was how an embittered rival put it.35


Generosity was a virtue of kings and John II was certainly not the first King of France to distribute largesse openly to his servants and friends. But it is probably true that he did so on a more reckless scale than his immediate predecessors. When, years later, his financial officers were taxed with this by their enemies, they did not deny it. Their defence was that they were unable to prevent it. When they urged economy the King ignored them, they complained. When they queried particular grants he insisted. The fault, they said, lay in John’s natural generosity. He was si très débonnaires et si très larges. But behind this generosity, John’s servants could see his abiding insecurity, his intense desire to be sure of those around him when there were others beyond the circle who hated or despised him. ‘He could never bring himself to say No, because of the danger in which he stood on account of the war’.36 They might have added that measured against the immensity of the French government’s financial problems in the 1350s, the King’s grants to his dependents were a comparatively minor factor. The real objection to them was always political and came mainly from those who were left out. Fourteenth-century governments depended on a delicate balance of patronage and loyalty which was too easily destroyed by such possessive friendships, and men quickly lost confidence in a ruler whom they believed to be controlled by others in their own interest.


At first, the accession of John II brought the optimism of all beginnings and even the new King’s extravagance was an asset. After his coronation at Reims, he made his formal entry into Paris on 17 October 1350 surrounded by dukes, counts and princes of his realm and rode to Notre-Dame through streets decked with streamers and filled with crowds of citizens dressed in the colours of their trade.37 John was to be a Parisian King as none of his predecessors had been for half a century. Philip VI had disliked the city. He preferred the manors and hunting lodges of the Île de France, and when official business required his presence in the capital he transacted as much of it as he could from the calm distance of Vincennes. But John made his home in the Hôtel de Nesle, the rambling thirteenth-century mansion on the left bank of the Seine, and in the royal apartments and gardens of the Cité, where he was more visible to his subjects as well as more vulnerable to their anger. After the dour ways of the court of Philip VI the new reign brought all the free-spending display which characterised aristocratic life in the aftermath of the Black Death: heavy banquets and tremendous festivities; elaborate music and dancing; ornate courtesy and loud hospitality; the exhibition of status and wealth in fashionably tailored costumes of bright colours, worn with jewellery so excessive that the Emperor Charles IV, who had been brought up in France, once rebuked the King’s heir in public for his ‘pompous clothing’.38


The first incident to darken his reign occurred only a month after the King’s entry into Paris, on 16 November 1350. Raoul de Brienne, Count of Eu and Constable of France, who had recently arrived on parole from England to raise money for his ransom, was arrested by the King’s order and summarily convicted of ‘great and evil treasons’. On the following morning he was executed at dawn in the courtyard of the Hôtel de Nesle. Although the evidence against him was said to have been overwhelming and the Count to have admitted his guilt, his crime was never disclosed. The official silence encouraged wild and scurrilous theories. The real explanation did not emerge until some eighteen months later in the course of venomous exchanges at the court of Avignon between the ambassadors of England and France. Edward III had demanded a prodigious ransom from the Constable, reputed to be 80,000 gold écus. After five years in captivity, and with no prospect of raising such a sum from his own resources, Raoul had been persuaded to deliver up the county and castle of Guines (which he owned) to the English King in lieu of payment. Guines was in the middle of the war zone at the edge of the march of Calais. It was a revealing transaction. Guines was worth very little to the Constable. But to Edward III it was the gate to Picardy and Artois. Its sale was a straightforward real estate transaction, an ancient aristocratic attitude in keeping with the character of a war that made prisoners into merchandise of their captors. But the lawyers thought otherwise. They believed that Raoul had higher obligations, and John II regarded him as a traitor.39


Whichever of them was right, the sudden fall of such a great noblemen created a sensation in France. It was widely believed that John II’s severity had been encouraged by Charles of Spain, and these rumours seemed to be confirmed when Charles replaced him as Constable at the beginning of the following year. He thereby became the senior military officer of the Crown at the age of twenty-four. John showered favours upon the new Constable. In December 1350 he granted him the whole of the county of Angoulême in a charter prefaced by gushing tributes to great men in general and Charles in particular. This was followed by a lavish succession of royal grants of land which Charles proceeded to round out by the most unscrupulous and highhanded methods. For the next three years, until his violent death in January 1354, Charles of Spain was to be the dominant influence in the direction of the war.40


Except for the egregious Jean Poilevillain, who remained in charge of coinage operations until 1356, it is not possible to identify the men behind the increasingly aggressive administration of the new King’s financial affairs. It is clear that John had decided at the outset that he would have to deal with the structural deficit which had addled the conduct of the war for most of the reign of his father. Philip VI’s government had experienced a sharp increase in the cost of warfare during the 1340s, to which it had only gradually become reconciled. Philip’s problem had been essentially the same as Edward III’s, namely the very high cost of static defence. The great campaigns of the war might supply the framework of its history and they struck the imagination of contemporaries, but their cost was dwarfed by the cost of defending territory, expenditure which had to be met winter and summer, year in year out, even if nothing was happening. In the early 1340s, when the Gascons were in retreat and the English King had no footholds in the north, the French had been able to wind down their operations almost entirely during periods of truce and in winter. Ten years later they found themselves having to maintain large permanent garrisons in southern and central France and in eastern Brittany, as well as a standing army on the march of Calais. Moreover, there was an urgent need to increase the wages paid for war service. In a time of rapid wage inflation, even the special rates (or grands gages) paid by Philip VI on major campaigns were not attractive enough to draw recruits in the numbers required. Philip’s marshals had encountered serious difficulties in finding soldiers during the last three years of his reign. For service on the march of Calais, which was demanding yet boring and unglamorous, they had to pay about a third more than the grands gages, and in April 1351 John II was obliged to accept that in future these rates would apply generally for war service throughout France.41 By then a large increase in the revenues of the Crown had become essential, merely to enable the French to stand still, let alone to mount major offensive campaigns.


Jean Poilevillain’s contribution to curing the deficit was to be even more significant in the new reign than it had been in the old. In the first four years after John II’s accession, coinage values rose and fell at approximately six-monthly intervals, causing serious economic disruption and great agony to the owners of landed estates and the wealthier businessmen, but bringing considerable revenues into the treasury. For some of this period the monnayage (or difference between the intrinsic and nominal value of the coinage) ran at well over 40 per cent. But experience suggested that revenues from the mints, however expertly managed, were vulnerable and insecure and it was obvious that they were unpopular. In the first few months of John’s reign there was therefore a relentless campaign to increase the rate and frequency of taxes and to improve the efficiency of their collection. In December 1350 the King travelled to Avignon to pay his respects to Clement VI, the most overtly francophile of all the fourteenth-century Popes. As well as being the largest of the French government’s creditors, he held the key to the taxation of the French Church. Clement, who had granted Philip VI a tenth of the revenues of the Church year on year throughout the 1340s, was now persuaded to extend the grant up to the first half of the year 1354. A third of the sum collected was earmarked for the repayment of his past loans, but the rest of it was destined for the defence of the realm. In the new year the government embarked on a prolonged series of negotiations with the communities of France. The King presided in person over the Estates of Languedoc, which opened in Montpellier on 8 January 1351. The representatives of the rest of the realm met in Paris five weeks later on 16 February 1351 under the eyes of John’s ministers. The Paris assembly was persuaded to agree in principle that a sales tax of 6d. in the pound was ‘least onerous to our people and most suitable for our needs’, as John later put it. This was half as much again as the rate at which taxes had been levied during the 1340s. The outcome of the assembly at Montpellier is not recorded but judging by subsequent events the southerners seemed to have agreed to a tax levied at 20 s.p. per hearth or 8d. in the pound on sales. These were exceptionally high rates. The hearth tax rate was 25 per cent more than the Crown had ever demanded before. Moreover, it was assessed on each community according to the pre-plague figure for the number of households. It is fair to say that since few of the representatives at either assembly had power to bind their constituents, their views were no more than impressive propaganda. The final result was rather variable, and it took a long time to achieve. But the surviving fragments of information suggest that very large sums were collected. Almost all the provinces of France agreed to pay at the rates which the Crown had demanded. John’s ministers had the advantage of a new reign, fresh beginnings, unreasoned optimism. Experience and perhaps the example of Edward III had taught them the value of managing public opinion, which they did with persistence and skill. The new taxes of 1351 established conventional rates, and provincial assemblies meeting year after year by and large adhered to them until the catastrophes of the mid-1350s finally engulfed the whole machinery of collection.42


The sharp increase in the burden of taxation at the outset of John II’s reign, coming as it did on top of his increasingly ruthless manipulation of the coinage and the underlying economic problems following the Black Death, caused severe strains in many parts of France as well as a tendency to look jealously on any expenditure of the Crown which could not be justified in strictly military terms. The representatives of the Norman towns, meeting at Pont-Audemer in March 1351, assented to the higher rates of taxation with ‘obedience, love and loyalty’, but not before they had pointed out how onerous the burden was when it was accompanied by ‘war, plague, the burning of fields and towns, the murder of their people, the destruction of their trade, the alteration of the coinage, the requisitioning of their goods, the harassments of countless mercenary troopers and so-called general officers, and the levies imposed on many of our towns (such as Rouen) which are already paying for their own walls and citadels.’ As if to echo these words, when John II’s commissioners arrived in Rouen to enforce the collection of the tax, an angry mob threw over the counters of the collectors and flung their chests on the ground. The incident sparked off a brief rebellion which was put down with much violence. In August 1351 twenty-three of the ringleaders were hanged. There were few incidents as serious as this, but there was a good deal of passive resistance, and as time went on it tended to increase.43




*





In the spring of 1351 Charles of Spain was appointed as John II’s Lieutenant in the whole of western France between the Loire and the Dordogne. In practice, he was probably responsible for the main decisions affecting the conduct of the war in Languedoc as well, and in the following year his lieutenancy was formally extended from the Dordogne to the Mediterranean and the Pyrenees. In his time there was a significant change in the direction of French strategy in the south-west, away from the valley of the Garonne which had been the principal theatre of the war in the past fifteen years, and towards the great coastal plain of Saintonge and the neighbouring provinces of the west. To some extent, Charles was guided in this by his own self-interest. Unless the French could restore their position in Saintonge there was little prospect of his ever effectively possessing the adjacent county of Angoulême which John II had granted to him at the beginning of the year. Anglo-Gascon raiders had roamed freely through the Angoumois for several years and occupied a number of castles on the marches towards Saintonge and Périgord. Charles’ predecessor (Joan of Navarre) had made agreements with the English Seneschal of Gascony which more or less connived in their activities.44 But the main factor in French strategic thinking at this time was the growing realisation of their leaders that if the advances of the Anglo-Gascons north of the Gironde continued, they presaged the occupation of the whole Atlantic coast of France from Bayonne to Mont-Saint-Michel. The French had been concerned about this for some time, certainly since 1349. In the larger pattern of the war, the change in the geographical priorities of the French had another and perhaps greater significance. The wearing succession of campaigns which they had waged in the Garonne valley in the 1330s and 1340s had had as their ultimate object the capture of Bordeaux and the expulsion of the English from Gascony. Philip VI had always perceived his Lieutenants as executing the decree of forfeiture which his court had pronounced against Edward III in 1337. They had failed because of the great strength of Bordeaux itself, and because the dense rash of castles held by the English and their allies in the Agenais strangled their lines of communication and prevented them from supplying their armies further west. No one even pretended that Gascony could be conquered from Saintonge. The Gironde was too formidable an obstacle, as the French commanders were well aware. Their decision to concentrate their efforts in the 1350s on the coastal provinces of the west marked the practical abandonment of the attempt to expel the English from the south-west and their acceptance, however reluctant, that the great object was now to limit the expansion of the English and their Gascon vassals into other parts of France.


The truce of June 1350, which had failed almost as soon as it had been proclaimed, was in law a personal contract between Edward III and Philip VI. Its legal status was rather uncertain once the King who made it was dead. John and Charles of Spain were content to let the uncertainty continue. The French King evaded Edward’s requests for the confirmation of the truce and when, in December 1350, he travelled south, he left his representatives to confer with the English ambassadors outside Guines and to put off any final decision. As the plenipotentiaries went away empty handed, Charles of Spain’s preparations for a new campaign in western France proceeded with vigour. He wanted a trial of strength to mark the beginning of the new reign.45


The main target of the Constable’s campaign was Saint-Jean-d’Angély, which was a walled town on the river Boutonne, the westernmost of the line of fortresses which defended the English possessions in Saintonge. It was also the closest major English fortress to Charles’ county of Angoulême. Saint-Jean-d’Angély had once been a rich town. But it had suffered serious damage at the time of its capture by the Earl of Lancaster in 1346. During the English occupation it had been deserted by many of its inhabitants, impoverished by heavy taxation, ransoms and the devastation of the surrounding countryside from which they had once drawn their trade. The place had become a military encampment, a small-scale Calais. With up to 600 men on its payroll, the garrison was the second largest in English-occupied France. Moreover, like many of the border garrisons of northern Saintonge it was largely recruited in England, fed from stores shipped from English ports, and paid directly from the English Exchequer. But in 1351 the garrison was far below its nominal strength. The walls of the town were old and ruinous. And the defenders, who must have been coming to the end of their winter stores, were low on victuals.46 The French operation was conducted by Guy de Nesle, whose last military enterprise had been the unsuccessful siege of Tonnay-Charente in the previous year. He arrived outside the town in February with the advance guard of the army, about 1,500 men. By the end of March they had captured the bridge over the Boutonne and had built two forts on the roads leading south, to hold off any relief force.47
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