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Preface to the 2015 Edition

This is an important year for everyone interested in Agincourt since it marks the 600th anniversary of the battle. I write this preface shortly after the Chancellor of the Exchequer announced in his budget that £1 million had been allocated for the 2015–16 financial year to the commemoration of Agincourt, placing it on a par with Waterloo 200, which received £1 million at the same time, and Magna Carta 800, which had received the same sum in 2014. That Agincourt has such national significance comes as no surprise to me. Over my many years of writing and giving talks about the battle, I have never ceased to be impressed by the level of interest which many people have shown. Agincourt means a great deal in the English-speaking world. This book, first published in 2005, has generated, and continues to generate, controversy.

The greatest bone of contention has been the question of numbers. Using the surviving financial records in The National Archives, I calculated that the English had more men at the battle than the 900 men-at-arms and the 5,000 archers claimed in the narrative written by a priest accompanying Henry’s army (the Gesta Henrici Quinti). The army with which Henry V invaded France in 1415 was one of the largest to leave England during the whole of the Hundred Years War, with between 11,000 and 12,000 men. Even with deaths at the siege of Harfleur, the invaliding home of men suffering from dysentery and the placing of a garrison of 1,200 into the captured town, the records leave at least 8,500 men, probably more, with Henry as he marched northwards to Calais. 

I suggested that the very high figures given for the French army, especially in English chronicles which commonly claim 60,000 to 100,000, are not credible. Based on the evidence of taxation levies, the French envisaged raising 6,000 men-at-arms and 3,000 gens de trait (largely crossbowmen but also including longbowmen: it is a myth that the French did not use the longbow). Even if others were raised by the issue of the semonce des nobles, it is difficult to see how more than 3,000 or so additional troops could have been present at the battle. Not as many men were present as the French had hoped. Some came late; some did not get there at all. Of those at the battle, some in the later divisions chose not to participate when they saw that the front divisions had been so overwhelmed. Flight from the engagement is a feature of many contemporary accounts and a frequent theme in French literary and political reflections. In this context, therefore, the size of the French army matters less than whether its soldiers actually engaged in the fighting or not.

Some critics of my book claimed that my suggestions were not tenable. They argued that the surviving financial evidence for the French army was not copious enough to prove that the chroniclers were wrong in their assertions. It is true that less survives than for the English army but there is nonetheless enough to make a serious challenge to traditional views and interpretations. Since the first edition of my book in 2005, research has advanced on the dead and the prisoners taken at the battle. This has provided further insights into the issue of numbers.1 Ransoms are particularly well recorded in English financial records since the Crown was entitled to a share of the profits. So far, no more than 320 prisoners have been revealed by such sources. This contrasts with the chronicle estimates of 1,500–1,600 captives. As for the dead, putting all sources together we can identify around 500 who fell at the battle. This contrasts with the figures in the chronicles, which range from 4,000 to 10,000. Work on the lists of dead provided in the chronicles has indicated a strongly regional feel to the French army at Agincourt. The vast majority of casualties came from Picardy and Upper Normandy, areas close to the battlefield.2 We should not be seduced into thinking that the French had the manpower of their whole national territory to draw on. Constraints of communications need always to be borne in mind when considering medieval armies.

We can also learn much by considering the military organisation of England and France comparatively. Research has shown that their systems were very similar. There was no difference in the styles or weights of armours worn on both sides of the Channel.3 In both countries royal armies were drawn from experienced and expert soldiers, not from the population as a whole. Thanks to ‘The Soldier in Later Medieval England’ project, we have been able to establish the existence of professional soldiers in the armies of the English Crown, and to identify those on the Agincourt campaign, on other campaigns and in other theatres.4

As Henry announced to the mayor and aldermen of London on 10 March 1415, when seeking a loan to assist the launching of his expedition, he planned to invade with ‘no small army’.5 But the troops he took were professionals, not peasant levies raised by commissions of array. Such troops had not been used for overseas expeditions for well over fifty years but were restricted to defence of the realm. The professional English army could only be countered by an equally professional French army, made up of the nobility and those ‘accustomed to follow the wars’. The arrière-ban was not issued by the French Crown in 1415.

To suggest that the French had even 20,000 men at Agincourt is anachronistic. Studies of French armies in the early modern period make this evident. Not until 1494 were the French able to raise armies of that size, with armies of 40,000 rare even in the mid sixteenth century. Only in the second half of the seventeenth century was 60,000 achieved and exceeded.6

The Battle of Agincourt is not unique in raising the problem of chroniclers’ use of numbers. It poses a perennial problem for medieval historians. For the Battle of Crécy (1346), for instance, we see the same exaggeration as for Agincourt: figures of 60,000–100,000 for the French infantry are given in some narratives. It is also common to find excessively high estimates of fatalities.7 For the French defeat at the hands of the Flemish at Courtrai (1302), chroniclers estimate the numbers of dead as between 5,000 and 20,000. Yet historians can only identify sixty by name.8 The key point is that chroniclers were not trying to be accurate. Their intention was to emphasise the impact of a battle, which was an unusual event. On what other occasion did so many men die in such a short space of time? Even a death rate of 500 in a couple of hours, which is evidenced for Agincourt, constitutes a major impact, especially when the deaths are limited to a particular region, and where some families are proved to have lost several of their members at one time. Mortality levels for the defeated also tended to be exaggerated when losses were asymmetrical – in other words, where the victors lost comparatively few men. Agincourt is the classic example, where some chronicles, especially those written in England, claim very low numbers of English dead.

Agincourt was a large-scale event, much as Courtrai and Crécy had been. Intriguingly, 60,000 was a very popular figure for chroniclers to use when they wanted to indicate ‘substantial’. It also features in chronicle narratives of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. The commons of Essex were deemed to be 60,000 strong as they approached London, with the commons of Kent reckoned at 50,000.9 Comparison with poll tax records shows that such a figure is impossible since it is in excess of the total population of these counties at the time of the revolt. Chroniclers were, as for battles, simply indicating that the revolt was a major disruption to normal life. Even a few thousand rebels on the rampage would have a frightening effect.

Since the first appearance of my book, battlefield archaeology has developed strongly. For later battles such as Bosworth (1485), where there was use of gunpowder artillery, finds have made it possible to come to firmer conclusions on locations and tactics.10 For Agincourt there are still no proven archaeological finds at all, despite investigation by modern methods. No burial pits have been located, casting doubt on chroniclers’ claims that 5,800 French bodies were interred in specially dug and consecrated trenches.

This lack of archaeological evidence has led to thoughts that the traditional field of Agincourt is not where the battle was fought.11 The earliest known indication of the battle on the Cassini map, dating to the late eighteenth century, places the battle to the west of Azincourt rather than the east. Yet from at least the early nineteenth century, it has been commonly accepted that the battle was fought in an area between Azincourt to the west, Tramecourt to the east, Ruisseauville to the north and Maisoncelle to the south.12 The heart of the battle has been assumed by historians to lie across the modern D71, which runs between Azincourt and Tramecourt.13 Yet it is possible that this arises simply from a misunderstanding of the Calvaire placed just north of this road in the early 1870s, essentially in commemoration of the Franco-Prussian War. Archaeological work has shown that the Calvaire does not mark the place of the Agincourt mass graves, yet that assertion still persists.14

The lack of a secure location for the Battle of Agincourt makes it difficult to use the terrain as a guide to how both sides deployed their troops and to what might have happened on 25 October 1415. The traditional site certainly makes sense of the idea that the French were too closely packed, yet it is far too narrow for the large army sizes given in the chronicles. As long ago as 1946, Ferdinand Lot concluded that the width of the battlefield, which he placed at 700m, meant that the French could not have exceeded the number of the English. In his view, if the French were four times as large as the English, they would have been strong enough to push back their opponent. He even suggested that the French could have had an army smaller than that of the English.15 Whilst this is not credible, it is not true, as one recent critic has claimed, that ‘all chroniclers … agree … that the French were significantly superior in numbers’.16 In fact, the chronicle written by Berry Herald and Gruel’s chronicle inspired by Artur de Richemont, a participant of the battle who revisited the field in 1436 ‘explaining to those who were with him how the battle had been’, both place the English as a few thousand larger in size than the French.17 

In regard to the English arrow storm where exceptionally high numbers of missiles are popularly claimed, as yet not a single arrowhead has been found. This could be the result of the impact of soils and cultivation, but it could also be that we are looking in the wrong place. It continues to be difficult, too, to draw a battle plan based on the chronicle evidence, which is why I have not attempted to do so.

Agincourt is a battle that has generated many myths and legends which have often obscured the reality of the event itself.18 It has proved difficult for some readers of my book to dispense with their existing preconceptions, even where these rely on belief rather than knowledge. As I noted in the preface to the paperback edition in 2006, I received ‘hate mail’ from the Welsh for discovering from the financial records that only 500 Welsh archers were raised – the same number as from Lancashire – and that there was only recruitment in South Wales since the north was still regarded with suspicion following Glyndwr’s rebellion. Even with further detailed work on the Welsh archer,19 the completely erroneous view that the majority of Henry’s archers were Welsh persists.20

Agincourt. A New History does not simply retell the same old story from chronicle accounts and from solely printed and secondary materials, as virtually all other studies have done. It is based on wholly original research in unpublished archival sources in both England and France. It deliberately avoids the great Tudor histories of Edward Hall and Raphael Holinshed, which formed the basis of many older works and popular views of the battle, not least because of the inspiration that they gave Shakespeare. Although it does use contemporary chronicles, meaning those written within fifty years of the battle, this is done critically. The various accounts are compared and analysed rather than simply accepting their narratives as ‘true’. 

Some readers have found it hard to accept that a scholarly approach (which on occasion necessarily generates a sceptical or inconclusive view) is valid. They indicate that they prefer books on the battle that tell the story they want to hear. The David and Goliath image of Agincourt continues to be attractive, especially to English readers, and in an age where delight continues to be taken in English one-upmanship against the French. The Agincourt story remains for many a matter of faith rather than reason.

My conviction remains as it was at the outset. It is the task of the professional historian to strip away myth, to question assumptions, even if widely held, and to use all available sources critically. Only by such means can we get at the truth, or at least get as close to the truth as is possible with an event that occurred 600 years ago. 

In one respect my view has changed since the first edition of this book. In 2005 I considered that Agincourt should be seen as a decisive battle. Further research and reflection has made me doubt that interpretation. Neither the French king nor his son was present at Agincourt. Indeed, their absence was a sign of French wisdom as well as evidence that the French feared Henry’s army. Although a number of high-ranking nobles were taken prisoner, none were significant enough to force the French to the negotiating table. Agincourt gave Henry no immediate advantage in his dealings with the French, although it strengthened his position at home. To make significant headway in France, Henry needed two things. First, he needed to conduct, in 1417–19, the campaign he had intended to pursue in 1415: the conquest of Normandy. It is all too often forgotten that Henry had raised his army in 1415 for twelve months’ service. But secondly, and more importantly, he needed to have the French destroy themselves through their internecine quarrels. It was the assassination of John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy, by the supporters of the Dauphin Charles on 10 September 1419 that gave Henry the inheritance of the Crown of France, not his success at Agincourt, even if that victory dissuaded the French from ever attempting to bring him to battle again. As a Carthusian friar told Francis I of France in 1521 when showing the king the fatal wound in the skull of John the Fearless, ‘that is the hole through which the English entered France’.21
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Introduction

The Letter Book of the City of London records that on Friday 25 October 1415 ‘a lamentable report replete with sadness and cause for endless sorrow’ was circulating in the city. Such pessimism had arisen because no one knew what was happening to the English army and its king ‘valorously struggling to gain the rights of his realm overseas… all particulars lay shrouded in mystery’.1 On the same day, news arrived in Abbeville of a great French victory and a feast was arranged by the guild of silversmiths to celebrate.2 Little did either place realise what was actually happening at Agincourt. But soon the truth was known. A marginal entry in the account of the Abbeville guild, with classic understatement, noted that news of the victory was ‘not true’. By contrast, the entry in the London Letter Book went on to say that a trustworthy report arrived within a few days ‘to refresh all the longing ears of the city’. King Henry had ‘by God’s grace, gained victory over the enemy who had united to resist his march through the midst of his territory towards Calais’. The majority of his opponents had been ‘delivered to the arbitration of death or had submitted to his gracious might, praise be God’. This ‘joyous news’ arrived in London early on the morning of Tuesday 29 October. After proclamation outside St Paul’s at 9 a.m., the bells of the city churches were rung and Te Deums sung. Later in the day, there was solemn procession to Westminster Abbey to offer thanks at the shrine of Edward the Confessor. Among those present was Joan of Navarre, the widowed queen of Henry IV, who doubtless had mixed emotions if she had already learned that her son by her first marriage, Arthur, Count of Richemont, brother of the Duke of Brittany, was among those who had submitted as prisoners to the ‘gracious might’ of her stepson, Henry V.

In today’s age of rapid and mass communication, it is hard to imagine a time when news travelled so slowly and uncertainly.3 On the day the victory was announced in London, Henry V, his army and his prisoners arrived at Calais. Alongside Richemont were the French king’s nephew, Charles, Duke of Orléans, the Duke of Bourbon, the Counts of Eu and Vendôme, and the marshal of France, Boucicaut. Meanwhile at Agincourt, the servants of their erstwhile comrades-in-arms continued to search the piles of naked and disfigured dead in the hope of finding their masters. The contrast between fatalities on each side was immediately obvious by the roll call of the noble dead alone. The body of Henry’s second cousin, Edward, Duke of York, had been boiled and placed in a barrel to bring home, as had the body of Michael de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, who had inherited his title only six weeks earlier when his father died from dysentery at the siege of Harfleur. On the French side, the bodies of the constable of France, Charles, Sire d’Albret, the Dukes of Bar, Brabant, and Alençon, the Counts of Nevers, Vaudémont, Salm, Roucy, Marle and countless others of the flower of French chevalerie were found and carried off for burial.

Agincourt was an unmitigated disaster for the French as well as a blood bath. Harfleur, the town near the mouth of the Seine that Henry had taken after a siege of five weeks (17 August–22 September), remained in English hands and defeat in battle meant that there was no chance of an early attempt at its recovery. By contrast, Henry’s star was in the ascendant. The parliament that opened at Westminster on 4 November while the king was still at Calais lasted only eight days – the shortest of any medieval parliament – and voted him customs duties for life. His victory was all the more amazing, since, as the London Letter Book notes, the French had delayed and harried his homeward march across Normandy for two-and-a-half weeks (8–25 October) and had forced him to engage against his will. Within one day, therefore, the world had changed for English and French alike. 

Any battle like Agincourt, with such an imbalance of mortality rates between the protagonists, would be bound to attract attention at the time and for centuries to come. There has indeed been a vast amount of ink expended on the battle through a wide variety of genres.4 Several key perceptions prevail: the victory of the few against the many; of the common man against the arrogant aristocrat; of Henry V’s military genius against French royal incompetence. Myths have also developed, not least the supposed invention of the V-sign by victorious English archers. But can such interpretations be sustained? One danger is taking the battle out of its context. Agincourt took place within a dramatic and complex period in English and French history. Henry was the son of a usurper and still insecure on his own throne in 1415. France had a king who suffered from psychological illness, and in the years leading up to Henry’s invasion had been troubled by civil war. The aim of this book is to examine Agincourt as the final stage of the whole campaign and to attempt a balanced treatment of Henry’s aims and actions and of French responses to them.

In many ways a historian works like a detective, finding as much evidence as possible and assessing it critically to find the truth. A detective can interview those involved. We must make do with interrogating the eyewitness accounts.5 John Hardyng claimed to have served on the campaign but the accounts he gave in his verse chronicles are perfunctory and written over forty years later.6 The Flemish chronicler Jean de Waurin was on his own admission fifteen years old at the time of the campaign, and accompanied the French army at the battle. He adds that he gained information from Jean Le Fèvre, who was later King-of-Arms of the Burgundian order of the Golden Fleece and who was ‘at the time of the battle nineteen years old and in the company of the king of England in all the business of this time’. In what capacity Le Fèvre was with the English is not certain, although it was probably with the heralds rather than as a soldier. A second comment by Waurin suggests Le Fèvre was with the English on the march as well as the battle, but it is not certain whether he was present at the siege. Both men put together their chronicles later in life, Waurin in the 1440s and ’50s and Le Fèvre in the ’50s and ’60s. They also drew on testimony of other heralds and of French soldiers such as Sir Hue de Lannoy and his brother, Sir Guillebert.7 Our earliest eyewitness account is written from an English perspective. This is the anonymous Gesta Henrici Quinti, written by a chaplain who was with Henry’s army for the whole campaign. This is therefore the most important narrative source we have, although it has its shortcomings and does not always answer the questions we would most like to ask.

There are also a number of works where information must have come from eyewitnesses. The Vita Henrici Quinti (c.1438) was written by Titus Livius Forojuliensis, an Italian in the pay of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, Henry V’s last surviving brother and a veteran of the battle. The Vita et Gesta Henrici Quinti (c.1446–49) is an anonymous work commonly called the Pseudo-Elmham, which is known to have drawn on information from Sir (later Lord) Walter Hungerford, who also fought at Agincourt. Three texts, the Chronique d’Arthur de Richemont by Gruel (c.1458), the Chronique de Perceval de Cagny (late 1430s), a family chronicle of the Dukes of Alençon, and Edouard Dynter’s Chronique des ducs de Brabant (1440s), were linked to French lords who were present. 

Since Agincourt was a major event, it found its way into contemporary monastic chronicles such as those of Thomas Walsingham (c.1420–22) of St Albans, and of the Religieux of Saint-Denis (c.1415–22), religious houses long associated with the writing of histories. Another monk, Thomas Elmham of St Augustine’s, Canterbury, wrote the verse Liber Metricus de Henrico Quinto (c.1418). When histories in English such as the Brut and the London-based chronicles became popular later in the century, the events of 1415 were recounted there too. In France, accounts of the battle were included in major works such as the Chroniques of Enguerran de Monstrelet (c.1444); the Histoire de Charles VI (1430–40s) of Jean Juvenal des Ursins; the Histoire de Charles VII (1471–72) of Thomas Basin; the Mémoires (1430s) of Pierre de Fenin; the Chroniques of the Berry Herald (?1450s), as well as in lesser works such as the Chronique de Ruisseauville (?1420s–30s), a place close to Agincourt.

In a desire to tell a good story, modern commentators have tended to choose the juiciest bits from each chronicle to create one single account. But we need to exercise some caution when using these chronicles, even those of our eyewitnesses, as ‘evidence’. They give conflicting accounts and they were written to their own agenda, which makes it dangerous to take what they say at face value. For the French, Agincourt was such a disaster that someone had to be to blame for it. Its interpretation was politicised in the context of previous and ongoing tension between the Burgundian and the Armagnac (or Orléanist) factions. Even the Religieux of Saint-Denis, the nearest we come to an official court chronicler, and other non-aligned writers such as the Berry Herald, felt the need to emphasise the folly of those who advised on giving battle. For the English, the matter was simpler but equally loaded. Agincourt marked the triumph of Henry’s Lancastrian kingship as well as of England’s success against her ancient enemy. The Gesta Henrici Quinti was possibly written to extol Henry’s virtues as a Christian knight on the European stage, especially at the Council of Constance then deliberating the papal schism. Titus Livius wrote to eulogise not only Henry V but also Duke Humphrey at a time when the latter’s political influence was on the wane. Later pro-Yorkist writers of the English vernacular chronicles ascribed the decision to place the English archers behind stakes not to Henry but to Edward, Duke of York, uncle of the Richard who claimed the throne in 1460. 

In all cases, we have to interpret what the chronicles say, bearing in mind the difficulty of translating from their original languages and of understanding contemporary nuances. Where their narratives are close or identical, this is not necessarily confirmation of veracity but of copying and interdependence. This is particularly noticeable when looking at the three Burgundian writers, Monstrelet, Le Fèvre and Waurin, whose textual similarity is considerable and not yet fully understood. Similarly, the Pseudo-Elmham may be a more long-winded version of Titus Livius, and the Liber Metricus a verse version of the Gesta. As we have noted, many accounts, including those of eyewitnesses, were not put together until much later. Not only does memory fade but it becomes selective as a result of what happens in the meantime. All of our authors were writing with hindsight of Henry’s victory of 1415 and the majority after the treaty of Troyes of 1420, which made the English king heir to the French throne. This contributes further to the patriotism of English accounts and the pessimism of French. In questioning our sources, we must be aware too that battles are intrinsically difficult events to describe even for eyewitnesses. Writers found it difficult to disentangle events that were happening simultaneously or to give any sense of timings. The author of the Gesta and other Latin chroniclers were heavily influenced by the classical texts they read. Indeed, all writers had a tendency to write battle accounts to a ‘template’8 and to invent numbers for effect. Nonetheless, all of the works written within forty years or so of the battle remain valuable sources of evidence so long as they are used critically. Just like detectives, historians are constantly searching for new leads. Under Edward III a number of royal newsletters were sent back to England from the front, providing a more immediate insight into events and motive.9 This is a source which is lacking for 1415, but we can deduce how decisions were reached by examining royal orders, records of councils and parliaments, and diplomatic documents, although even here we have to remember that propaganda and spin are not recent inventions. Where we are on more straightforward terrain is with the financial records of the period.10 Since the armies of both countries were paid, we can ascertain their size, composition and even names of soldiers, thereby liberating ourselves from over-reliance on narrative accounts. 

The overwhelming impression is that Henry’s invasion was a personal obsession inspired by his views on kingship. His army of around 12,000 was one of the largest to enter France during the whole of the Hundred Years’ War and contained the highest proportion of archers to date. Even with the losses incurred at Harfleur, the English still had a formidable and cohesive army at the battle. The scale of the English victory at Agincourt and the eulogising of Henry V that resulted have disguised both the potential insecurity of his position at home and the failure of his campaign up to the point of the battle. The disarray that defeat caused in France has likewise hidden the fact that, after years of turmoil, the French were reasonably united in their response. They brought Henry to battle while he gave every impression of trying to avoid it. They chose the battlefield – a ‘scene of crime’ which we can add to our forensic study along with other locations which feature in the campaign. Yet on the day they found themselves in confusion and without the numbers they had hoped for. Even then, Henry’s response was symptomatic of panic and uncertainty as much as military genius. Agincourt was and is shocking and amazing. It needs no mythologising.





Notes

1      Memorials of London and London Life in the xiiith, xivth and xvth centuries, ed. H.T. Riley (London, 1878), 620–2.

2      This was recorded in the guild account, Archives Communales d’Abbeville CC 204, a document that was destroyed in 1940. Cited in J. Godard, ‘Quelques précisions sur la campagne d’Azincourt tirées des archives municipales d’Amiens’, Bulletin trimestre de la Société des Antiquaires de Picardie (1971), 134. 

3      English-held Bordeaux heard of it by 23 November; Venice by 1 December (Sources, 194, 263).

4      In chapters 2 and 4 of Sources, I discuss interpretations from the sixteenth century to the present. I have consciously avoided using sixteenth-century histories in this present work, since these were very much the product of their own time. Only the First English Life of Henry V of 1513 has a link back to the period of the battle itself. Although it is derived from the chronicles of Monstrelet and Titus Livius Forojuliensis, it also drew on reminiscences from James Butler, Earl of Ormond (1392–1452), although how these were transmitted to the author is not clear (Sources, 204).

5      For the stage of the campaign between the leaving of Harfleur and the return to England, all of the chronicle texts mentioned are translated, and their authors fully discussed, in Sources, Chapter 1. To avoid excessive footnoting, the relevant page ranges from this work are given at the outset of each set of chapter notes. For the siege and other periods, I will refer to the published versions of the chronicles, again giving page ranges at the outset.

6      Furthermore, the man who he claims was his master on the campaign, Sir Robert Umfraville, was one of the defenders of the Scottish march at the time and may not have served in France (E28/31: letters written by Umfraville at Berwick on 3 August 1415). No John Hardyng has so far been found serving on the campaign. Hardyng added a Latin prose account to his second version. This is generally very close to the Gesta.

7      For the latter’s own reminiscence on the battle, see Oeuvres de Ghillebert de Lannoy, voyageur, diplomate et moralist. Recueillies et publiées par Charles Poitvin (Louvain, 1878), 49–50.

8      C. Given-Wilson, Chronicles. The Writing of History in Medieval England (London, 2004), 2.

9      See the examples in The Wars of Edward III. Sources and Interpretations, edited and introduced by C.J. Rogers (Woodbridge, 1999).

10    For England these are housed in The National Archives at Kew. For France they are to be found in the Bibliothèque Nationale and Archives Nationales in Paris, as well as in various Archives Départementales and in the British Library. See Sources, Chapter 5, for an overview.
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Henry V’s Inheritance: England and France, 1399–1413

Henry V had called himself ‘king of France’ ever since his accession to the English throne on 21 March 1413. At the battle of Agincourt his surcoat bore the quartered arms of England and France and his helmet was encircled with a crown bearing the insignia of both kingdoms. Men from nearby Hesdin who pillaged his baggage during the heat of battle found two crowns, one to wear when appearing before the people of France, and the other with which to be crowned at the traditional crowning place of Reims.1 The claim of English kings to the throne of France dates back to Henry’s great-grandfather, Edward III, who started the Hundred Years’ War by declaring himself king of France in 1340, as the rightful heir, albeit through the female line, to the late king, Charles IV.2 Historians have long debated whether Edward was serious about acquiring this throne. Although he made for Reims with a crown in his baggage in 1359, in the following year he came to a treaty with the French king, John II, who was already in English captivity after his capture at the battle of Poitiers in 1356. The treaty of Brétigny of 1360, which became known as the Great Peace, gave Edward an enlarged Guienne (the great duchy of Aquitaine with its capital at Bordeaux), Poitou (the county based on Poitiers), Ponthieu (the county to the north of the Somme estuary) and the march of Calais in full sovereignty. In return, he agreed to stop calling himself king of France. It appears therefore that Edward had simply used his claim to the French throne to expand the extent and independence of the lands of English kings in France, the southern parts of which had been held since the marriage of Henry II to Eleanor of Aquitaine on condition of homage being paid to the French king. Ponthieu had come into English hands through the inheritance of Edward I’s queen in 1279. Edward III had taken Calais in 1347. Edward might have asked for more in this Great Peace. In the negotiations of 1358–59 he had demanded other lands held by English kings in the past: Normandy, whose link went back to 1066, and Anjou, Maine and Touraine, which were also part of Henry II’s Angevin ‘empire’. These had all been lost in the reign of John, but there was still a strong remembrance of their tenure. 

By the time Henry was born in 1386,3 the Great Peace had failed. Charles V had reopened the war in 1369 and his armies had quickly reduced the English to holding the coastal areas of Guienne, with an inland projection down the rivers Dordogne and Garonne, and the Calais march. Edward III retaliated by resuming the title ‘king of France’. At his death in 1377, the title and claim passed to his grandson, Richard II, but the English found it impossible to recover their position. The last campaign occurred in 1388. In 1396 a long truce was agreed, to last until 1426, symptomatic of the impasse that had been reached. The truce was further cemented by the marriage of Richard to Charles VI’s six-year-old daughter, Isabella. There things might have remained, and we would have all been writing books about the ‘Sixty Years’ War’. Likewise, Henry V’s life could have turned out quite differently. At the sealing of the long truce he was simply the young lord Henry, the nine-year-old son of Henry Bolingbroke, Earl of Derby and Hereford, and grandson of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, third son of Edward III. He would have grown up to enjoy a typical noble lifestyle, much as his father had done, although had the long truce endured and led to permanent peace, his opportunities for military service in France would have been more limited. But neither were to be. In September 1399 Bolingbroke deposed Richard II. Henry was now Prince Henry, heir to the crown of England as well as a putative crown of France. Henry IV immediately bestowed on his son not only the traditional titles of Prince of Wales, Earl of Chester and Duke of Cornwall, but also Duke of Guienne. There were immediate plans to send the prince to Guienne at the nominal head of an army, but parliament advised that he should not leave the country ‘at such a tender age until peace had been more securely established within the kingdom’.4 

Prince Henry never did cross to France. There were repeated conspiracies against Henry IV in England, difficulties with the Scots, revolt and long-term war in Wales, and financial problems – all stemming at base from the fact of usurpation. At Epiphany 1400, leading nobles plotted to kill Henry and his sons. The new king’s response was savage and swift, as it was throughout his reign. On this occasion it led to the execution of several leading nobles and the murder of the deposed king. In 1403 it was Henry’s erstwhile friends, the Percys, who rebelled and whom he defeated in the bloody battle of Shrewsbury on 21 July 1403, at which the prince was wounded in the face by an arrow. Two years later, threats of revolt in the north led the king to execute Richard Scrope, Archbishop of York. In 1408, further rebellion brought the death of the Earl of Northumberland. The possibility of rival claims to the throne was never completely removed, as Henry V was to discover as he prepared to set sail in 1415. 

As prince, he grew up in a context of insecurity and militarism. A whole book could be written on his military apprenticeship, but a few salient points must be emphasised here. Although warfare was a challenge to any king, it was also an extremely significant way of enforcing royal will and generating a practical demonstration of loyalty. Just as Henry V was to use this mechanism as king, through a massive invasion of France in 1415, so his father did the same within the first year of his own reign with an expedition against the Scots, who had taken advantage of the disarray caused by Richard’s deposition to invade Northumberland, affronting the king by addressing him as ‘Duke of Lancaster’.5 The army that Henry IV raised, numbering at least 13,085, was one of the largest ever assembled in late-medieval England, larger than for Henry V’s invasions of France in both 1415 and 1417. It called on the service of the nobility, knights and gentry, invoking their obligation to support the crown. This was therefore a very effective way of imposing and testing the rule of a new and disputed king, and for Henry to achieve immediate success. Faced with such military strength, the Scots not surprisingly chose to negotiate.

The expedition of 1400 also reveals how well developed the English military system and the royal powers of calling men to arms were. Should either Henry IV or his son wish to make a big showing in France, then there was no doubting the existence of a strong infrastructure and ample supply of manpower especially through the nobility, issues to which we shall return in Chapter 3. Furthermore, the royal family and household was central to the army of 1400 and to all of Henry IV’s military endeavours. Many of these men, such as Sir Thomas Erpingham, continued in service to Agincourt and beyond. Although there is some uncertainty over the actual participation of Prince Henry in the campaign to Scotland, we do know that he was allocated a company of seventeen men-at-arms and ninety-nine archers.6 When he was first appointed royal lieutenant in Wales in March 1403, the army assigned to him (although he was still under the tutelage of others) consisted of 500 men-at-arms and 2,500 archers. His real military independence came in January 1406, when he was assigned 1,100 men-at-arms and 3,800 archers for Wales.7 These armies were intended for use in the field as well as to reinforce garrisons. The Welsh wars were a major contributor to the financial difficulties faced by Henry IV. They also had a direct impact on Prince Henry, in a way which previsaged problems faced in launching the 1415 expedition. In late May 1403, for example, the prince wrote to his father to explain how he had had to pawn his jewels to pay the troops, and how food for horses was in such short supply in Wales that his men had been forced to carry oats with them.8

ANGLO-FRENCH RELATIONS 1399–1407

With so much going on within the British Isles, it is easy to overlook Henry IV’s concern for his French interests. It is clear, however, that he was equally determined to maintain his rights there and to extend them, should circumstances permit. The claim to the French crown was an important element of his legitimacy as king of England. Although he was never to cross to France during his reign, despite several plans to do so, his involvement in Anglo-French affairs was considerable, and the policies developed over his reign paved the way for those of his son. At the time of his accession, Henry IV may have anticipated that France would be his major headache, since there was a danger that the French would use his usurpation as an excuse to restart conflict. At first they rejected his approaches to confirm the state of truce, but there was a constraint on their actions since they needed to negotiate the return of Richard’s widow, Isabella, to France. They refused to contemplate Henry IV’s proposal that she should be married instead to the Prince of Wales. Had they agreed, there might have been no invasion in 1415! The French never acknowledged Henry IV as king of England, but confirmed the truce in June 1400 by agreeing that it had been made between the kingdoms and peoples of England and France and not between Charles and Richard as individuals.9 Even so, they remained reluctant to hold meetings to settle infringements of the truce, which were increasing daily, especially at sea, until forced to do so by Henry’s delaying of Isabella’s return (and with her the repayment of part of her dowry). On 31 July 1401 the young queen was given back to the French. 

The years that followed saw a ‘cold war’. The French stirred up trouble for the English wherever and however they could, by symbols and by actions, while always stopping short of formally reopening the war. When the Dauphin Charles died aged nine in January 1401, his next brother, Louis (b.1397), then aged nearly four, was made Dauphin and also Duc de Guienne. It is by this latter title that he is referred to in most chronicles of the period, including those of the time of Agincourt, although he was not, despite Shakespeare, present at the battle. His elevation was intended as a deliberate slight to the English. It certainly made the parliament of the spring of 1401 fearful that the French were about to invade the duchy.10 In response, on 5 July 1401 Henry IV appointed his cousin, Edward, Earl of Rutland (b.1373), as lieutenant in Guienne for three years, with a retinue of 100 men-at-arms and 1,000 archers.11 Rutland became Duke of York in 1402 at the death of his father, Edmund of Langley, the last surviving son of Edward III. He played a prominent role in the Welsh campaigns alongside Prince Henry, who supported him even when the king had suspicions of his loyalty. He continued to play a prominent military role after 1413 and was the leading English peer killed at the battle of Agincourt.12 English authority was restored in Guienne by the end of 1401, but there were continuing pressures on the frontiers, especially in Périgord which Charles VI had granted to his brother, Louis, Duke of Orléans. Although Louis had been a supporter of Bolingbroke when the latter had been exiled by Richard II, he had turned into his bitter enemy after the usurpation. Orléans was certainly behind an incursion into Guienne in October 1403 led by himself, the Count of Alençon (b.1385) and Charles, Sire d’Albret (b.1369), who had been constable since 1403. The two last-named met their end at Agincourt after many years of military experience.

This was a breach of the truce, but was one of many hostile acts against the English in the first years of Henry IV’s reign. The French had continued in alliance with the Scots, sending armed support in 1402 under Jacques de Heilly. He was subsequently captured by the Percys, and was the subject of a dispute between them and Henry IV, which contributed to their revolt in 1403. De Heilly was subsequently imprisoned in Wisbech (Cambs.) until he broke prison. He was to fight against the English again in Guienne in 1413 and also in the Agincourt campaign.13 From the time of Richard’s deposition, English shipping found itself under constant attack from French-condoned acts of piracy, many of which were launched from Harfleur. In July 1404 the French even went so far as to recognise Owen Glendower as Prince of Wales and came to an alliance with him against their common enemy, ‘Henry of Lancaster’.14

This was part of French plans to reopen the war on a larger scale. An estimate was drawn up of how much it would cost to fight against the English in Guienne, Calais and at sea.15 Over the next two years, there was a pattern of attack and counter-attack. For instance, Waleran de Luxembourg, Count of Saint-Pol, who had married Richard II’s half-sister, Margaret Holland, attacked Marck in the Calais march, and the English retaliated with an attack on Sluys. At sea they went on the offensive under the nominal command of Prince Thomas, later Duke of Clarence, making a landing at St-Vaast-la-Hougue on the eastern tip of the Cotentin, with burning and pillaging conducted thirty miles inland.16 The French landed troops at Milford Haven to assist Glendower. Harlech fell, and it was there that Glendower held his second parliament in August 1405, where he arrogantly announced his intention to broker a peace between England and France which would involve acknowledgement of Welsh independence. D’Albret took outlying English fortifications in the Agenais and the French began to threaten the English heartlands of Guienne in October 1406, with the Duke of Orléans’ siege of Bourg, the place that controlled the estuary of the Gironde. John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy, threatened English possessions in the Calais march but the French decided that they could not afford war on two frontiers, so he was ordered to disband his troops. As it happened, Orléans’s attempt to take Bourg failed and he was forced to lift the siege on 14 January 1407. The failure of these military initiatives, and also growing tensions between Orléans and Burgundy, led the French to allow English envoys to come to Paris for the first time. Once again the marriage of Prince Henry to one of Charles VI’s daughters was proposed, as well as the establishment of a new long truce. Neither materialised, but a system of repeated short local truces was introduced for Picardy and Western Flanders, for Guienne, and for the sea. This remained in use for the rest of Henry IV’s reign.17 

THE FRENCH CIVIL WAR


It is significant that the first of the short truces for Guienne was only agreed after Louis of Orléans had been assassinated in Paris on 23 November 1407. It immediately became clear that the man who arranged his death was Duke John of Burgundy. This assassination was the culmination of a feud which had begun in the lifetime of the latter’s father, Philip the Bold (d.1404), fanned by the mental illness of King Charles VI. The king’s periodic incapacity made those closest to the king compete for power and influence, as they were to continue to do for the rest of his reign, eventually contributing to Charles’s acceptance of Henry V as his heir, by the treaty of Troyes of 1420. This event was itself closely linked to the assassination of John the Fearless in September 1419 – a revenge killing for that of Louis of Orléans in 1407.

This is a gross simplification of three decades of extremely complicated French politics, from the king’s first signs of instability in 1392. Charles VI was never totally incapable of ruling, however, and he remained closely involved in government whenever in a condition to do so. His illness was sporadic and there was considerable reverence of and obedience to the king within the French political system. In England, the king himself was under threat because of a usurpation, but this was never the case in France. The conflicts were between members of the royal family. In many respects, they stemmed from a battle to control the Dauphin in anticipation of his accession to power. By the time of the battle of Agincourt, Dauphin Louis was eighteen years old and had gradually been developing his own ‘middle way’ between the various factions but, as with his father, it is difficult to know which decisions were his alone and which the result of the influence of others.18 Although there developed a basic divide between the Burgundians on the one hand and the Orléanists (later called Armagnacs) on the other, men were not permanently committed to one side or the other, and many remained neutral or, perhaps more accurately, committed to what they perceived as the royal interest. 

John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy had a special interest in Anglo-French relations, since his county of Flanders, inherited from his mother, was England’s principal trading partner. His landed interests were extensive and included the duchy and county of Burgundy (the latter lying within the Empire), as well as the counties of Artois, Charolais, Nevers and Rethel. The possessions of his great-aunt, Duchess Joan of Brabant, were also due to fall to his family, although there was an understanding that her duchy would be given to one of his younger brothers. When Joan died in December 1406, Brabant therefore passed to Anthony (b.1384), whom we shall encounter again at Agincourt where he met his death alongside John’s youngest brother, Philip (b.1391), who was given the counties of Nevers and Rethel. The tenure of such vast lands gave the duke and his brothers a strong political and military base as well as a capacity for independent action. Louis, Duke of Orléans (1372–1407) had much less in the way of lands but was closer in blood to the king. Although he had failed to prevent the Dauphin Louis marrying John the Fearless’s daughter, Margaret, he was able to persuade Charles VI to have Isabella, the widow of Richard II, marry his eldest son, Charles, Count of Angoulême (b.1394), then aged nine, who, as Duke of Orléans after his father’s death, was to be taken prisoner at Agincourt.19 

The feud between Louis of Orléans and John of Burgundy was also encouraged by their rivalries in the war against England. Many thought that the latter’s interest in attacking English-held Guines and Calais was to annexe them to his county of Artois. In November 1406 Duke Louis of Orléans was keen to intensify the war at sea, appointing as admiral Clignet de Brabant (who fought at Agincourt and survived), but at the very same time Burgundy was negotiating a twelve-month trade treaty with England. Significantly, Duke John did not submit for Charles VI’s approval all of the terms agreed with Henry IV, despite being obliged by his vassalage to do so.20 The ability, and desire, of Duke John to pursue his own interests became increasingly important in Anglo-French relations over the next nine years and beyond. An eternal triangle was brought into existence – England, France and Burgundy – with all of the intrigues and complications such a situation generates.

Crisis point came in the summer of 1407. By this stage Orléans and the royal government as a whole were suffering widespread criticism, since the combined costs of the court and war had proved unsustainable. On 28 April Charles VI announced a reduction in the number of councillors, to save salaries. The twenty-six left in place included only two Burgundian sympathisers. Those targeted for removal included three of Duke John’s close supporters, one of whom was David, Sire de Rambures, master of the crossbowmen, who fought at Agincourt. Duke John decided on a drastic solution: the assassination of Louis, Duke of Orléans. That he was not brought to book for the murder shows how strong the king and other dukes considered him to be. To avoid civil war, the king had no choice but to accept his justification for the murder and to issue a pardon on 9 March 1408. He was also persuaded to dismiss Clignet de Brabant who had tried to arrest Duke John for the crime. Although the king later changed his mind and withdrew the pardon, Duke John was able to use his considerable power base in Paris to install himself in the capital by late November, strengthened by his victory in battle at Othée on 22 September against the rebels of Liège. This forced the royal court once more into the need for a rapprochement. On 9 March 1409, in the cathedral of Chartres, the duke was again formally pardoned by the king. Allegedly, he approached the new Duke of Orléans, Charles (b.1394), and his brother, Philip, Count of Vertus (b.1396), in tears, asking for their forgiveness, but they did not respond until the king ordered them to do so.21 The Duke of Burgundy was now in power, having the king’s maître d’hôtel, Jean de Montaigu, whom he suspected of working against him, arrested and executed for alleged treason, and becoming sole guardian of the Dauphin Louis. There were some key appointments of the duke’s supporters into the Dauphin’s household, most notably David, Sire de Rambures, as councillor and chamberlain. 

ANGLO-FRENCH RELATIONS 1407–1411

Between 1407 and 1409 there had been further diplomatic exchanges, raising the possibility of Prince Henry marrying one of Charles’s daughters, but they had been conducted by the king’s last surviving uncle, the Duke of Berry (1340–1416), and they came to an end once Burgundy was in control of the government. Although the trade agreement with his county of Flanders came into operation in June 1407 and saw a series of renewals up until 1419,22 there were signs that, once in control of the government, Duke John favoured a revival of French aggression towards England.23 But in the eighteen months following the reconciliation at Chartres, the consensus in France broke down into civil war and both sides looked to the English for military assistance. As a result, in both 1411 and 1412 armies were sent, the first time to assist the Burgundians, the second the Armagnac/Orléanist group. These last years of Henry IV’s reign are therefore extremely important in ushering in a new phase in Anglo-French relations and setting the scene for Henry V’s aggressive line.

By 1409 Henry IV was increasingly suffering from ill health. When he responded to parliament’s demands in May 1410 to know the names of his councillors, it was Prince Henry who headed the list.24 Also there was the king’s half-brother, Henry, Bishop of Winchester (later Cardinal Beaufort), Thomas, Earl of Arundel (b.1381), one of the prince’s closest friends who had served with him in Wales and was to die at the siege of Harfleur in 1415, and Henry, Lord Scrope (b.1373), the royal treasurer, who had also served the prince in Wales and who contracted to serve in 1415 but was executed for his role in the Southampton plot as the expedition prepared to depart. Shortly afterwards, Richard, Earl of Warwick (b.1382) was added to the list of councillors, another man who had served in Wales and who was to play a prominent role in the later conquest of Normandy, although he was not at Agincourt since he was designated to the defence of Calais.

This council appears to have remained in place until November 1411. Historians have therefore portrayed 1410–11 as the period of the prince’s ascendancy during which ‘he adopted an aggressive attitude towards France and Plantagenet claims there’.25 At the parliament that met in the spring and summer of 1410, the issue of the maintenance of strong defences was uppermost. Sizeable sums were diverted to Wales, now mainly subdued although Glendower remained at large, as well as to Guienne and Calais. It was thought likely that Burgundy would attack the latter, prompting the appointment of Prince Henry as captain, although he never visited the Calais march, exercising control through deputies. These measures were not a new, prince-inspired policy but rather a standard response to French threats – threats which did not materialise because the French fell to fighting among themselves. 

Although young Duke Charles of Orléans had little choice but to forgive his father’s murderer at the ceremony in Chartres on 9 March 1409, it was unlikely that he would not, at a more conducive time, attempt to secure his revenge. This time came in the spring of 1410. On 15 April, the Dukes of Berry, Brittany and Orléans, along with the Counts of Alençon, Armagnac and Clermont, came to an alliance commonly known as the League of Gien after its place of sealing, which lies 60km to the east of Orléans.26 A series of marriages was simultan-eously arranged between the group of lords, the most important being that of Orléans to Bonne, daughter of Bernard, Count of Armagnac.27 It was from this marital link that the anti-Burgundian group became known in due course as the Armagnacs. The initial driving force behind this League was the Duke of Berry, who had decided that he could tolerate the ascendancy of Duke John no longer. The expressed aim of the League was ‘to fight against those who were damaging the welfare and honour of the king and the kingdom’. Berry was the last surviving uncle of Charles VI, and Orléans was the king’s nephew, but who were these other lords? It may be helpful to say a little more about them, since the majority feature at Agincourt.

John, Count of Clermont (b.1381) was the eldest son of Louis, Duke of Bourbon and was to inherit the duchy at his father’s death on19 August 1410. He was taken prisoner at Agincourt alongside Orléans. John, Count of Alençon (b.1385) also held the county of Perche and was thus a leading landowner in southern Normandy. He was elevated to the status of duke on 1 January 1415 but met his death at Agincourt later in the year. John, Duke of Brittany (b.1389) had become duke at the age of ten. Ever since Edward III’s support in a succession war, the Dukes of Brittany had close links with England. John’s mother, Joan of Navarre, had married Henry IV in 1403 as part of the king’s policy to find friends in Europe against France and to formalise international acceptance of his usurpation. In July 1407, a one-year truce for Anglo-Breton trade was sealed. It was renewed regularly, being extended in 1412 for a further ten years.28 The duke responded to Charles VI’s request for aid against the English in 1415, but had only reached Amiens by the time of the battle. His younger brother, Arthur, Count of Richemont (b.1393), led the Dauphin’s troops and was taken prisoner. Bernard, Count of Armagnac (b.1367), whose lands bordered English-held Guienne, was defending the south in 1415, but was made constable of France after the death of d’Albret at Agincourt. Others subsequently associated with the League included Charles of Artois, Count of Eu (b.1394), grandson of the Duke of Berry. He was taken prisoner at the battle. 

As soon as the League was formed it turned to raising troops, as did Burgundy once he knew of its existence. So many troops were being assembled that, according to the Religieux of Saint-Denis, the people thought that an English invasion was expected.29 Being in control of the royal government, Duke John could easily portray the League as a revolt against the king. Charles VI therefore issued orders to ban it and to disband its armies. When the lords refused, the king went so far as to issue the arrière-ban on 28 August 1410, which obliged all to act against the League. Towards the end of September Charles sent for the oriflamme, the sacred banner kept in Saint-Denis, and announced his intention to march to war himself.30 On 1 November, the members of the League, with the exception of Brittany, renewed their oath, this time adding an explicit promise that they would each support the other against the Duke of Burgundy, and that none of them would come to an alliance with him without the consent of the others. Within a few days, however, peace was apparently established (the peace of Bicêtre). The lords had got cold feet when faced with confiscation of their lands. Differences of opinion had also emerged within the League. Berry made efforts to dissociate himself from the desire for retribution for the murder of Louis of Orléans, but Duke Charles was not prepared to accept this. On 30 January 1411 he took the law into his own hands, capturing John, Sire de Croy, chamberlain and councillor of the Duke of Burgundy, and even resorting to torture to ascertain his role in the assassination of Duke Louis. (De Croy was to die at the battle of Agincourt.) In March he wrote to the University of Paris requesting a formal condemnation of the justification put forward in March 1408 for the murder. Despite efforts of the king and Dauphin to prevent military action by both Orléans and Burgundy, it was too late. On 31 July 1411 Orléans sent his herald to Duke John with a letter of defiance, announcing that he would do all in his power to harm him.31 

Duke John began to install his supporters into key military commands. The Count of Saint-Pol replaced d’Albret as constable. David, Sire de Rambures and Jacques de Longroy were appointed masters of the crossbowmen. On 3 October the royal council declared d’Albret, Orléans, Bourbon, Alençon and Armagnac to be rebels, thereby permitting subjects of the king to make war against them.32 Berry was added to the list on 14 October. But it was Orléans who seized the military initiative, sending his troops to the frontier of the Duke of Burgundy’s county of Artois. Orléans’ men occupied Ham and harried the area, but the Burgundians took the place along with Roye and Nesle. (The last-named was threatened again by Henry V four years later.) The Orléanists also began to advance on Paris, easily taking Saint-Denis and the bridge at Saint-Cloud. But on 9 November, the Duke of Burgundy retook the latter. That he was able to do so was the result of military assistance from the English. In August 1411 the Duke of Burgundy approached Henry IV for an alliance ‘by way of marriage between my lord the prince and the eldest daughter of the duke’. The English set a high price for any armed assistance they might give – reciprocal military aid in recovering lands and possessions in Guienne. If there was to be an alliance with Burgundy, then the duke would not be allowed to make an exclusion clause for the king of France.33 In other words, the English wanted Duke John’s full commitment to fight against his own sovereign in the English cause. There is no evidence, however, that any alliance was agreed on these terms.34 

THE ENGLISH EXPEDITION TO FRANCE, 1411

All we can prove is that troops under the Earl of Arundel were sent to join the Duke of Burgundy at Arras on 3 October. The status of this English army remains unclear. There are indications that Henry IV had intended leading troops himself to France, possibly for an invasion of Guienne. In mid-August he had ordered all those holding royal annuities to muster in London on 23 September, a tactic of recruitment repeated by Henry V in 1415.35 But in early September the king (or else Prince Henry on his behalf) seems to have changed his mind, presumably because Duke John had not been prepared to agree to the terms the English wanted.36 The protection for the Earl of Arundel, dated 28 October 1411, speaks of his going to Picardy in the retinencia (retinue) of the Prince of Wales.37 This has led historians to conclude that this was a private expedition sponsored by the prince against his father’s will, although there is no evidence that Henry IV was opposed to the sending of troops to Burgundy. Arundel’s army was not contracted in the customary fashion and received pay not from the royal exchequer but from Prince Henry’s own coffers. Yet an episode in Monstrelet suggests that it was perceived in France as representative of English official policy. It claims that an English knight called Clifford, who had come from Bordeaux with 100 men-at-arms and 200 archers to serve the Duke of Orléans, asked for leave to depart when he heard that King Henry had sent Arundel with an army, since he was sure that the English king would take a dim view of him staying in Orléans’ service. The duke granted his wish, but on condition that Clifford did not take up arms against him. Clifford accepted this and returned to England.38

The numbers we have for Arundel’s force are derived solely from chronicles. According to the Religieux of Saint-Denis, the deal was that the English should send 800 men-at-arms and 1,000 archers, but that in practice 600 men-at-arms and 2,000 archers were sent. Monstrelet suggests rather that the English troops numbered 1,200, ‘mounted and foot, all well equipped’.39 Chroniclers mention the presence of Sir William Bardolf, lieutenant at Calais, with 300 men from the garrison, Sir Francis Court, Sir Robert Umfraville, Gilbert Umfraville, Sir John Grey, Sir John Oldcastle, John Phelip and William Porter, as well as the Earls of Pembroke and Kent,40 although neither title was held at this date. What is most fascinating is that those fighting alongside English troops at Saint-Cloud were Burgundy’s youngest brother, the Count of Nevers, Jacques de Heilly, and many others from Picardy and elsewhere in northern and eastern France, men whom they were to fight against at Agincourt. Perhaps the most famous of these was Jean le Meingre, Marshal Boucicaut (b.1366), appointed marshal in 1391, who had been captured by the Turks at the battle of Nicopolis in 1396 and had subsequently been sent to assist the French allies of Genoa. He had only returned to France in February 1411. He was to be captured at Agincourt.41 English troops subsequently assisted in the sieges of Etampes and Dourdan, towns held by the Duke of Berry. This was part of a major military offensive in the last months of 1411 by the Burgundian-controlled royal government, which succeeded in driving the Armagnacs out of the Paris region. At Etampes, Arundel and his men may even have come across the Dauphin Louis for whom this was a first taste of military activity, at a siege that deployed the same offensive techniques as Henry V used at Harfleur – cannon bombardment, mining, burning of structures to hasten their collapse.42 How long the English soldiers remained in French service is unclear. They seem to have returned to Paris in late December, where they received their pay. While most probably returned to England via Calais in the New Year, the Umfravilles may have remained in the pay of Burgundy for some time longer.43 

Some important points need to be made about their service in the light of supposed English policy and, in particular, of the ‘pro-Burgundian’ stance of Prince Henry. Since the Duke of Burgundy was in control of the French royal government, the English had been fighting for Charles VI against Armagnac rebels. This makes it impossible that a deal had been struck with Burgundy along the lines of instructions given to the English envoys in September. Even if the duke had agreed secretly to assist the English in recovering their lands in Guienne, there is no indication that he did anything to implement such a promise. If the English had agreed to send troops in the hope of gaining some advantage in their own quarrel with France, they had both deluded themselves and been tricked by the Duke of Burgundy. By extension, if this policy had been undertaken at the behest of the prince as chief councillor, then it was a failure. The English had not succeeded in exploiting French divisions as they had hoped. It is difficult to know what place the prince had in government after November 1411. The council set up in May 1410 was disbanded at that point, as the king was enjoying a better state of health. 

Burgundian envoys were again in England between 1 February and 4 March 1412, pursuing the matter of the marriage and meeting both the king and the prince. In late January 1412, Berry, Bourbon, Orléans and Alençon also decided to approach the English for aid. Their strategy was ‘to outbid the duke of Burgundy’.44 The offers their envoys brought to Henry IV were very generous.45 In return for a promise that he would not enter into any alliance with Burgundy but would send them 1,000 men-at-arms and 3,000 archers to serve at their expense, they recognised the whole duchy of Guienne as his and offered to assist him in its recovery and in his ‘just quarrels’ more generally. They accompanied this with offers of marriage between his sons and their female relatives. Shortly afterwards, the Count of Armagnac and the Sire d’Albret added their consent to these offers. King Henry delayed a response to the Armagnac lords while a Burgundian marriage was still under consideration, but on 18 May he ratified their offers in the treaty of London. His decision may have been based on a rumour that the Duke of Burgundy planned to move against the English in Guienne once he had smashed the Armagnacs. On the same day, by the treaty of Bourges, the Dukes of Berry, Orléans and Bourbon and the Count of Alençon gave their formal adherence to the terms on behalf of themselves and their allies. Some of their own lands were the very territories to be transferred to the English under the terms of the Great Peace. Berry therefore agreed to pay homage for the county of Poitou and Orléans for Angoulême, with the proviso that at their death these areas would revert to Henry. In return, Henry promised to send the 4,000-strong army.46

The Armagnac lords had acted totally ultra vires. They had no royal authority to give Henry the territories or the tenurial conditions promised. Furthermore, the effecting of the treaty depended on their success in the war against Burgundy but, as we have seen, that war, which was now also Henry’s, was against the French king. This was therefore a defining moment in English foreign policy. When Charles VI heard of the offer that the Armagnac lords had made to Henry, he immediately ordered a tax levy of 600,000 francs to make war on them in person. This was probably his own decision, since their independent approach in foreign policy struck at the very heart of his royal authority. It was also intended that the Dauphin should join the king in this war. It was he who went to Saint-Denis to collect the oriflamme.47 Towards the end of May the French royal army crossed the Loire and laid siege to Berry’s town of Fontenay. By 11 June, the duke’s principal seat at Bourges was surrounded. 

THE ENGLISH EXPEDITION TO FRANCE, 1412

Since it was Henry IV’s initial intention to lead the English army to France, this could have been a war between kings as in 1415. The king again ordered those who held royal annuities to assemble in London by the middle of the next month. He also agreed that Prince Henry should join him with his own company.48 But the king subsequently decided not to cross in person, presumably due to his failing health. As for the prince, he was offended by the small size of the retinue assigned to him. This is evidenced in a letter which he wrote to his father on 17 June 1412.49 Here Prince Henry claimed that although arrangements had been made to discuss the problem, while he was making his way to Coventry, ‘certain sons of iniquity… desiring, with something of the guile of the serpent, to disturb the line of succession’, had suggested to the king that his eldest son had tried to obstruct the expedition to Guienne and was also plotting to depose his father. The prince was adamant that none of this was true. By this time, however, his eldest brother, Prince Thomas (b.1389), had been contracted to lead the expedition, entering into his indenture on 8 June. 

In contrast with the troops sent under Arundel in 1411, the army sent to assist the Armagnacs in 1412 was a properly indented and paid royal army. The period of service was set at five months, with the Exchequer issuing pay at the outset for the first two months, but in the anticipation that ‘the lords of France’ would pay wages thenceforward. Prince Thomas’s company, set at 500 men-at-arms and 1,500 archers, was to constitute half of the army. The king’s half-brother, Thomas Beaufort (b.1377), was to bring 240 men-at-arms and 700 archers, with his cousin, Edward, Duke of York, raising 260 men-at-arms and 800 archers, and Sir John Cornwall (the king’s brother-in-law) bringing 90 men-at-arms and 270 archers. On 5 July, Beaufort was created Earl of Dorset, with Prince Thomas being made Duke of Clarence and Earl of Aumale four days later. These elevations parallel the peerages made by Edward III in 1337 as war with France loomed. Among those engaged to serve within the three main companies were Richard (later Earl of Cambridge), younger brother of the Duke of York, Richard de Vere, Earl of Oxford, James Butler, Earl of Ormond, Thomas Montague, Earl of Salisbury, Robert, Lord Willoughby, and a number of prominent knights.50 All these men save Butler were to serve in 1415.
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