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We know no time when we were not as now


Know none before us, self-begot, self-raised


By our own quickening power …


Our puissance is our own


John Milton, Paradise Lost


 


Manic life, the gamble …


high action, the campaign, that’s the stuff


William Kennedy, Roscoe
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England, France and Italy in the time of the Hundred Years War.
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Northern and Central Italy showing the city-states.
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Journeys in the age of Hawkwood.
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Preface





In the third bay of the north aisle of the Duomo of Florence is Paolo Uccello’s fresco portrait of John Hawkwood. Painted in terra verde against a dark red background, it is barely visible at first in the penumbra (Michelangelo criticised the dimness of these badly lit cathedrals as places where nuns could be raped and criminals could hide). The figure of Hawkwood emerges only slowly out of the brooding greyness. We see him on horseback, carrying his baton of command, riding towards the high altar, beneath the vortex of Brunelleschi’s impossible dome. Under the huge, spherical flanks of his white ambler, a simple Latin inscription reads: Ioannes Acutus Eques Britannicus Dux Aetatis Suae Cautissimus Et Rei Militaris Peritissimus Habitus Est – ‘This is John Hawkwood, British knight, esteemed the most cautious and expert general of his time.’


The fresco’s dimensions – twenty-five feet from top to bottom – its imperial gravitas, and its position opposite the doors leading out of the cathedral into its ‘history haunted square’, and thence towards the civic centre of Florence, all speak unambiguously to the importance of its subject. There can be few more assertive sites than this in the narrative of the Renaissance, that great efflorescence of political and artistic expression which we continue to celebrate as a highpoint of civilised life. And yet Uccello’s memorial constitutes a statement of extraordinary paradox: Hawkwood was indeed a knight, but he was also a ruthless mercenary, a notorious military journeyman whose activities shocked an age accustomed to atrocity, and earned him a reputation as ‘the Son of Belial’.


How did a man who was said to have inspired the proverb ‘Inglese italianato è un diavolo incarnato’ – ‘An Englishman Italianised is a devil incarnate’ – come to be adopted and celebrated as a son of Florence, birthplace of the Renaissance? What had happened between his arrival in Italy in 1361 and his death in 1394 to erase the memory of his ‘perfidious and most wicked’ deeds? Was Hawkwood not responsible for one of the most infamous massacres of his time, an episode worthy of a Senecan tragedy? Did he not manage the business of war so well ‘that there was little peace in Italy in his day’?


‘Ungrateful Florence!’ exclaimed Byron, for failing to provide a memorial to ‘the all-Etruscan three’ of Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio. ‘Florence, who denied Dante a resting place, erected a noble monument to a robber,’ complained the Victorian writer Ferdinand Gregorovius, who, pompous as his name, took the honour accorded to Hawkwood as a personal affront. But Gregorovius was surely right to question how an English mercenary was chosen above the Italian laureates to enter the pantheon of uomini illustri, great and famous men.


Hawkwood’s story forces us to re-examine the true origins of the Renaissance, and the value systems on which it was based. It is a story that brings us uncomfortably close to a world without moral endings. Nothing is certain once this frontier has been crossed.




Notes


1 ‘history haunted square’: John Ruskin, Diaries, ed. J. Evans and J. H. Whitehouse, Oxford, 1958, p.367


– ‘little peace in Italy in his day’: Franco Sacchetti, Il libro delle Trecentonovelle, ed. E. li Gotti, Milan, 1946, novella 3


2 ‘Ungrateful Florence!’: Lord George Byron, Childe Harold, LVI, LVII


– ‘erected a noble monument to a robber’: Ferdinand Gregorovius,  quoted in E. R. Chamberlin, ‘The English Mercenary Companies in Italy’, History Today, vol. 6, no. 5, May 1956, p.343
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The Fourteenth Century





Ways to Die


There were good ways to die, and bad ways to die. The Ars Moriendi, a practical handbook on the art of dying, was a flourishing literary form in the Middle Ages. These procedural guides – which included advice on table manners and how to make polite conversation – instructed the reader in how to regulate his behaviour during his final hours. Impatience was frowned upon, as was avarice, in the form of undistributed wealth – both would deny him the possibility of a ‘tame’ death (in bed, surrounded by family, peacefully reconciled). If well prepared, the person doing the dying could be ‘shriven’, absolved, of his sins. To get ‘short shrift’ was to be deprived of this satisfaction.


The ideal death did not have to be peaceful. A good death, because it satisfied the expectations of the chivalric code, was in combat, in the battle of cold steel. At the Battle of Crécy in 1346, the blind King John of Bohemia charged into the fray with the reins of his bridle tied to those of his loyal outriders. This eccentric ensemble of horses and men was later found dead in a poignant tangle. Edward III and his son, the Black Prince, whose army had cut down this paladin, attended his burial, and his helm-plume of ostrich feathers has ever since graced the arms of the Prince of Wales.


Lying face down in the mud encased in seventy pounds of armour was a disadvantageous position to be in. At Crécy, many of France’s best knights suffocated or drowned after being unseated from their horses and pushed prostrate into the wet field – ‘many were crushed to death, without a mark on them, because the press was so great’. On top of these jerking piles of armour fell more than ten thousand foot soldiers, spliced and hacked in hand-to-hand combat with axes and swords, or punctured by arrows (an estimated half a million of them) shot in dense volleys from English longbows. Not all died instantly, but the presence of Welsh and Cornishmen armed with long knives who wandered among the injured French guaranteed their eventual despatch: ‘When they found any in difficulty, whether they were counts, barons, knights or squires, they killed them without mercy.’ Stripped by the scavenging survivors, the naked dead were eventually compacted into the soil of Crécy. The same fields, more than five hundred years later, would again be fertilised by the corpses of a generation of young men – forming a palimpsest of death.


It was generally considered that such combatants had died well and honourably. Everybody in England knew the story of Sir James Audley’s death after the Battle of Poitiers in 1356: he had led the final charge, and was found lying on the ground half-dead and covered in blood. He was carried on a shield into the camp of his commander, the Black Prince, who rushed to comfort his friend, giving him water to drink and kissing his bloodstained lips. When Sir John Chandos was killed in Aquitaine in 1370, the death of this great knight inspired many eulogies, despite the clumsy facts: Chandos had dismounted his horse to fight on foot, but slipped on the frozen ground, became knotted up in his long surcoat, and was run through by a French squire. Yet accidental death was nothing to be ashamed of, if it happened while serving a noble cause. In 1360, an English army, ill-provisioned and in retreat after an unsuccessful blockade of Paris, found itself caught in a violent storm. Breastplates and chain mail became lightning rods, and many knights were fried in their saddles.


A really good death was achieved by the knights who took part in the Combat of the Thirty in 1351. Celebrated in verse, painting, and tapestries, this duel between thirty French and English knights was a carefully staged theatre of dismemberment in which the participants, after exchanging courtesies, painstakingly hacked each other to pieces with swords, daggers, and axes. The French chronicler Jean Froissart, who glorified war as the high point of human endeavour, could discern nothing wasteful or senseless about such clashes. In medieval combat men trod in their own guts, and spat out their teeth, but they could die reciting verse from the chansons de geste, or clutching the insignia of the Order of the Garter.


It was possible to stagger from the battlefield – or be retrieved by one’s colleagues – but the intervention of doctors was harder to survive. Surgeons struggled to deal with the wounds caused by new and increasingly destructive weapons. Longbows (five to six feet long, drawn back to the ear, launching ten to twelve arrows a minute to a range of about two hundred yards) produced wounds six inches deep. The steel-tipped arrows were barbed, or ‘bearded’, to make their extraction difficult. Fired at close range, they pierced straight through chain mail. The normal treatment for an arrow wound was to burn it with a heated iron rod or pour boiling oil into it, both useless procedures. Chain mail generally protected against sword strokes, but the results could still be ugly – a strongly driven cutting stroke, though not splitting the mail, could drive the unbroken links down into the flesh and produce a very complicated wound. Head wounds where the skull was split open or otherwise broken were best not tampered with. The prognosis was particularly bad if one of the two membranes enclosing the brain, the dura mater and the pia mater, was cut. If there was any doubt as to whether the skull was fractured, the recommended diagnostic method was to make the patient block up his ears, nose and mouth and blow. If air hissed out through the skull, it must be broken. Neck wounds were common. If a man’s breath escaped through his punctured throat, the advice of the famed physician Raimon of Avignon was to ‘leave him alone, for he is guaranteed to die’.


Observing a western surgeon at work, a Lebanese doctor named Thabit discovered no procedures worth replicating. When a knight was brought to the surgeon with an abscess in his leg, he was asked, ‘Which wouldst thou prefer, living with one leg or dying with two?’ ‘Living with one leg,’ replied the knight. Warming to his task, the surgeon then said, ‘Bring me a strong knight and a sharp axe.’ As Thabit stood by, ‘the physician laid the leg of the patient on a block of wood and bade the knight strike his leg with an axe and chop it off at one blow. Accordingly he struck it – while I was looking on – one blow, but the leg was not severed. He dealt another blow, upon which the marrow of the leg flowed out and the patient died on the spot.’


The next patient was a woman ‘afflicted with imbecility’. The surgeon examined the woman and said, ‘This is a woman in whose head there is a devil which has possessed her. Shave off her hair.’ So they shaved it off, and put her on a diet of garlic and mustard. Her imbecility took a turn for the worse. ‘The devil has penetrated through her head,’ concluded the surgeon. Thabit looked on as he ‘took a razor, made a deep cruciform incision on her head, peeled off the skin at the middle of the incision until the bone of the skull was exposed and rubbed it with salt. The woman also expired instantly. Thereupon I asked them whether my services were needed any longer, and when they replied in the negative I returned home, having learned of their medicine what I knew not before.’


This kind of practice earned physicians a bad name, and did little to distinguish their profession from that of the cook or the butcher. ‘There is no quicker way to health than to do without a doctor,’ Petrarch advised, and ordered his servants to keep doctors away from him should he fall ill. Petrarch himself perfected the art of the fake death by collapsing into deep swoons. On one occasion, he lay unconscious, stone cold, for nearly thirty hours. He recovered, and so did his sense of self-importance: he was delighted to learn of the speed with which the news of his death had travelled and of the universal sadness it had generated.


Doctors became known as ‘quacks’, after the long beaks they wore to ward off infection when visiting patients suffering from plague. Giovanni Boccaccio’s clinical account of the plague in the Decameron was a pioneering contribution to descriptive medicine. ‘Its earliest symptoms,’ he wrote, ‘were the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or armpit, some of which were egg-shaped, while others were roughly the size of the common apple … these swellings would begin to spread, and within a short time would appear at random all over the body. Later on, the symptoms of the disease changed and many people began to find dark blotches [hence ‘Black’ Death] and bruises on their arms, thighs and other parts of the body.’ François Villon, a century later, captured the final moments in lines which portrayed death in all its horror:








Le mort le fait fremir, pallir,


Le nez courber, les vaines tendre


Le col enfler, la chair mollir


Joinctes et nerfs croistre et estendre







[Death makes him shudder and grow pale,


Makes his nose twist, his veins stretch,


His neck swell, his flesh soften,


His joints and tendons expand and strain]











This was a bad way to die. In the fourteenth century it was also, statistically speaking, the surest way to die. The recommended antidote of sweet-smelling herbs, flowers, and perfumes, which were to be sprinkled in the house or carried under the nose, served only to complicate the sickly sweet stench of death. Physicians recommended potions made from blades of columbine, marigold flowers, eggs and ale – not surprisingly, patients were unable to keep such brews in their stomachs. A rival medical opinion which advised inhaling foul odours, by collecting the contents of privies and sitting over them with a towel over one’s head, was just as ineffective. In Florence, ox-horn and lumps of sulphur were burned in the hope of clearing the air. The result was that the sparrows fell dead from the rooftops. Purging the body with laxatives or by vomiting on an empty stomach once a day, bathing in one’s own urine (or, not bathing at all), and drinking the pus of lanced buboes were all earnestly urged and all equally useless.


The Black Death, which arrived in Europe in 1348, attacked the connective tissue of family and society. ‘Fathers and mothers refused to nurse and assist their own children, as though they did not belong to them,’ reported Boccaccio. A Florentine chronicler noted that ‘Many died without being confessed or receiving the last sacraments, and many died of hunger, for when somebody took ill to his bed, the other occupants in panic told him, “I’m going for the doctor”, and quietly locked the door from the outside and didn’t come back … Many died without being seen, remaining in their beds till their bodies stank.’ Short shrift, indeed.


The plague was the most devastating epidemiological crisis in history. Some cities lost almost all their inhabitants. In Venice at least three-quarters died. Florence was so devastated that for a long time the disease was known as ‘the plague of Florence’. In Pisa 70 per cent of the inhabitants died, and many families were completely destroyed. In Siena the plague raged from April until October 1348 and, according to the Cronica Senese of Agnolo di Tura, eighty thousand people died in those seven months: ‘And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat, carried with my own hands my five little sons to the pit; and what I did many others did likewise.’ The truncated transept of Siena’s cathedral still stands as witness to the plague’s abrupt intrusion into human plans. So do the many chronicles which end suddenly at this time, as their authors succumbed to the deadly miasma. John Clyn, a Franciscan friar at Kilkenny, Ireland, wrote a diary of the plague which was annotated in another hand with the words: ‘Here, it seems, the author died.’ The Florentine chronicler Giovanni Villani wrote ‘and this pestilence lasted until –’, but he died before he could fill in the blank. The present, as well as the future, seemed literally to be vanishing.


Among the dead were the painters Pietro and Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ending the development of the first great Sienese school. Laura de Noves died in Avignon, robbing the laureate Petrarch of his muse and the inspiration for his immortal love sonnets in the Canzoniere. Petrarch’s brother, who lived in a monastery in Montrieux, became the only survivor out of thirty-five people there, and remained, alone with his dog, to guard and tend the monastery. In Millau, southern France, a scribe wrote on a register containing the terms of a contract for work on the town walls: ‘tot es mort, torz son mortz’ (‘everything is dead, everyone is dead’). At Trapani, in Sicily, everybody perished: not one single person remained.


In London three hundred bodies were pitchforked into common graves every day. The death rate in England has been calculated at between 40 and 50 per cent, or roughly two to two and a half million people out of a population of five million. Figures for France indicate a similarly drastic reduction. The plague followed a wave pattern, advancing and receding over the following decades, until it became known simply as ‘the accustomed mortality’. Europe did not recover to its pre-plague population level until the middle of the sixteenth century (some areas took longer: in Florence much of the area within the new fourteenth-century walls was not inhabited again until the nineteenth century).


Malaria, dysentery, smallpox, enteric fever, and worms (‘people lived in a verminous universe unimaginable today,’ writes cultural historian Piero Camporesi) took an additional toll on the weakened population. The demographic crisis was exacerbated by major climate change, as colder and wetter weather wiped out harvests and provoked widespread famines. Bread, which marked the divide between life and death, was sometimes adulterated by unscrupulous bakers during shortages. In Paris some bakers tried to profit by extending their bread with ‘many disgusting ingredients – the dregs of wine, pig droppings, and several other things’.


‘Several other things’ which could be used to make ersatz bread included mixtures of inferior cereals like millet, ‘panic grass’, rye, barley, vetch, and sorghum. Bread was also made from poppyseed, which had the effect of producing a ‘drugged and paranoid’ state. This was surely preferable to the effects of eating bread made with mouldy or contaminated grain, which could lead to ergotism (St Anthony’s Fire), a disease which attacked the muscular system and induced painful spasms. Eventually, the contracting muscles cut off circulation of the blood to the extremities, which became gangrenous. One of the side-effects of ergotism was mind-bending hallucinations – nature’s gift, perhaps, to sufferers, who would otherwise have had to watch their limbs fall off in a state of sober despair.


Shortage of bread led inevitably to severe hunger. Yet while the majority tried to avoid starvation, a tiny minority eagerly embraced the idea. Mystics like Catherine of Siena, who followed a path of physical and moral martyrdom, died of inedia, or self-starvation. The deliberate renunciation of food and drink was seen by many contemporaries as the most basic asceticism, requiring the kind of courage and holy foolishness that marked the saints. Theirs was, by definition, a ‘good’ death.


Death’s natural inventory seemed limitless, but humans were keen to embellish it with their own rich ornament. The Middle Ages produced an elaborate range of tortures and methods of execution, most of which involved dismantling piecemeal the body of the condemned. The Visconti tyrants of Milan devised the Quaresima, a forty-day schedule in which a day of torture (flaying, racking, gouging of eyes, and cutting off facial features and limbs one by one) alternated with a day of rest. Executions were public holidays, festivals of death, marked by the closing of shops. In Florence they were so popular that criminals often had to be imported from other cities to satisfy public demand. Executions were sometimes fumbled, as in the case of Simon Sudbury, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who was killed on Tower Hill during the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. It took eight strokes of the sword to separate his head from his body, the second stroke also cutting off the tops of some of his fingers after Sudbury had raised his hand to his wound (his hack-marked skull is preserved in the vestry of Saint Gregory’s Church in Sudbury, Essex).


Dismemberment and evisceration were the most splendid rituals of punishment, and usually required the victim to remain alive long enough to watch the process. The custom of displaying the grisly remains of the executed in public places was ubiquitous in medieval Europe. Sometimes, the body parts were grotesquely arranged, or decorated with mocking accessories (Sudbury’s head was placed on a spike above the gate of London Bridge, with a little cap – to signify his mitre – nailed to the scalp). Conversely, the bodies of saints were displayed with great reverence. In some cases their followers thought nothing of cutting up the saintly cadavers to ensure an equal distribution of body parts, hence the 150 miles which still today mark the distance between Saint Catherine of Siena’s torso and her head. (Petrarch, though no saint, lost an arm after his death. It was said to have been stolen from his sarcophagus. It later turned up in Madrid.)


Plain homicide was a more mundane affair, a matter of knives or staves. There were more murders at springtime, when competition for the food remaining from the previous harvest was at its greatest. It is known that in rural England murder was most likely to occur on a Sunday (when drink flowed more freely), and in the fields, further confirming the close relationship between food production and violence. Arguments over planting and harvesting crops, ownership of tools and land, and questions of debt could quickly escalate to the point of no return. Robbery involved murder more often than not.


‘Men forget more readily the death of their father than the loss of their patrimony,’ wrote Niccolò Machiavelli. Property often took precedence over human life, though this particular problem was unknown to lepers, whose possessions were confiscated before they were cast out of the community. Lepers experienced a kind of living death, sometimes marked by a rite of separation from society whereby the sufferer was led, corpse-like, from the church and then made to stand in an open grave while a priest recited prayers as spadefuls of earth were thrown over his or her head.


Inevitably, an enhanced and excitable preoccupation with the process of physical dissolution, with the last pangs of death, worked its way into art, literature, religious practice and popular culture. ‘No other epoch has laid so much stress as the expiring Middle Ages on the thought of death. An everlasting call of memento mori resounds through life … The medieval soul demands [the] concrete embodiment of the perishable: that of the putrefying corpse.’ For the medievalist Johan Huizinga, this explained the obsession with the macabre and displays of hysterical behaviour – despite a papal injunction forbidding it, people sang ‘diabolical songs’ over the corpses of the dead, and laughed loudly at funerals. The danse macabre, which involved jerking around madly, was the extreme expression of a society convulsed by disease – one of the symptoms of plague was chorea, a neurological disorder which produced involuntary contractions of the muscles.




*





It was with some justification, then, that Barbara Tuchman called this ‘the calamitous century’. But the designation obscured her own warning not to favour ‘the overload of the negative, the disproportionate survival of the bad side’. Successive historians have ransacked the bestiaries and plundered the thesaurus of apocalypse, leaving us in a storm of gloom when we contemplate the fourteenth century. Plague, sword, and famine were the sole constants – the only motivation, even – in a disintegrating society. Central authority was dead. This was an age collapsing under the weight of its own decomposition. People lived in a bloody muck-heap of superstition and brutality; ‘shackled in ignorance, disciplined by fear’, they trudged forward blindly towards the future, ‘gullible, pitiful innocents’. Famine and toil stripped them of their human likeness, so that they became ‘dried up mummies’, ‘lurid rags’, ‘wandering dung-heaps’, ‘fleeting emaciated shadows’.


According to this hyperbole, life was just ‘one lousy ant-heap’, a catalogue of ‘boils, herpes, eczema, scabies, pustules, food poisoning from the flesh of diseased animals, malignant fevers, pneumonia, epidemic flu, malarial fevers, sinoche fever, petechial fevers, scrofula, physcony, and lethal diarrhoeas (not to mention the great epidemics, the diseases of vitamin deficiency like scurvy and pellagra, the convulsive fits, epilepsy, suicidal manias and endemic cretinism)’.


Ways to Live


There is another, competing narrative; a story which focuses on the extraordinary capacity for survival of the men and women of the fourteenth century, and on their sheer appetite for life. This is the century of Chaucer, whose exuberant, three-dimensional characters are a lively reproach to the twilight merchants. As G. K. Chesterton observed,




Those strangely fanatical historians, who would darken the whole medieval landscape, have to give up Chaucer in despair, because he is obviously not despairing. His mere voice hailing us from a distance has the abruptness of a startling whistle or halloo; a blast blowing away all their artificially concocted atmosphere of gas and gloom. It is as if we opened the door of an ogre’s oven, in which we were told that everybody was being roasted alive, and heard a clear, cheery but educated voice remarking that it was a fine day. It is manifestly and mortally impossible that anybody should write or think as Geoffrey Chaucer wrote and thought, in a world so narrow and insane as that which the anti-medievalists describe.





The sanity and cheer came, in part, from the same events that produced despair. People survived the plague (even patients who had been infected), and some positively thrived. All those connected with ministrations to the sick or disposal of the dead found themselves greatly enriched. Doctors, druggists, undertakers, poulterers, drapers (for funeral garments), gravediggers, greengrocers (who sold poultices of mallow, nettles, mercury and herbs believed to draw off the infirmity), and, of course, certain sharpsters who bought cheap and sold dear, all became wealthy. The supply of people dropped, but the price of people rose: the economic effects of plague included a heightened demand for labour, which caused wages and the average standard of living to rise, sometimes two- or threefold. Some land and assets were redistributed. Servants strutted about in the fine clothes of their masters. Radical change was in the air, and the social order was going topsy-turvy, as noted by the Dreamer in William Langland’s unsparing portrait of a society in upheaval, Piers Plowman:








… bondsmen’s children have been made bishops,


And those children’s bastards have become archdeacons,


And soap-makers and their sons for silver have been made into knights











The plague left huge gaps in the rosters of the clergy, and the Church was obliged to delegate some of its sacraments to women, who were authorised to hear the confessions of the dying. At the same time, the Lollards (from the Flemish for ‘mumbler’) emerged, reciting the Bible in English, thus liberating it from the authority of Latin. English itself was reinvigorated, replacing French as England’s national language (most of the clerics who had taught French in schools were dead), and as the vernacular was perfected, so a national identity began to grow around it. Edward III, who himself spoke only broken English, marked its coming of age in 1362 when he ordered that it should replace French in all the law courts of England.


As the ranks of the guildsmen, the notaries, and the clerks who ran the machinery of commerce and government were depleted, laymen stepped forward to claim positions previously closed to them. They were quick to seize on the benefits of their new status, to the confusion of commentators like Thomas Hoccleve:








Once there was a time when men could tell lords


From other folk by their dress; but now


A man must study and muse a long time


To tell which is which.











Sumptuary laws vainly tried to check the outrageous fashions that attended this newfound social mobility. In 1363 an Act of Parliament in England sought to arrest the trend of ‘various people of various conditions [using] various apparel that is not appropriate to their status. That is to say: menials use the apparel of attendants, and attendants use the apparel of squires, and squires the apparel of knights; anyone uses fur which by reason ought to be worn only by lords and knights: poor women and others dress like ladies, poor clerks dress in fur like the king and other lords. Thus are the said goods made more expensive than they should be, and the treasure of the land is destroyed to the great damage of the lords and commons.’ Despite being told that they should be meek and toil hard in exchange for eternal bliss, peasants were more than ever inclined to reject the myth of sancta rusticitas. The Peasants’ Revolt in 1381 and similar uprisings in Italy by the popolo minuto (literally, the ‘small people’), though speedily and brutally crushed, were early signals of massive social and political reorganisation. Frescoes and carvings began to portray Christ as a man of the people, surrounded by an artisan’s or peasant’s tools – hammer, knife, axe, and wool-carder’s comb.


War, like Plague, was one of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. But it was a stimulus, as well as a disaster. Many merchants did very well by speculating on conflict. ‘When there are wars the city is always filled by a multitude of soldiers … [who] must buy all their needs; artisans grow rich and are well rewarded. So, in every way, warfare is their profit and wealth.’ The famous Merchant of Prato, Francesco di Marco Datini, built his business on war: in 1360, when bands of mercenaries swarmed down towards Avignon, seat of the papacy, he did a swift trade in armour, stocks of which he had sensibly purchased in advance. He sold both to the mercenaries and to the knights in the papal court. Sir William de la Pole, a merchant from Hull, was to anticipate the financial peerages of a later age when he founded a baronial house on the returns he made on war loans to Edward III. In England the survival of such surnames as Bowyer, Arrowsmith, and Fletcher is a reminder of the population’s material – and profitable – involvement in war. Civilians were paid to furnish the army with transportation, food, beer, weapons, and feathers to make its arrows fly straight.


War also generated much-needed advances in medical theory and practice. European medicine, while nowhere near as advanced as its Oriental or Arab counterparts, did save lives as well as extinguish them. Accounts of limbless men testify to successful amputations for gangrene or war wounds. Henry V owed his life to the surgeon John Bradmore, who devised a tong-shaped probe to remove a barbed arrowhead from his face after the Battle of Shrewsbury in 1403. Surgeons could restore a mutilated face by grafting skin from the arm or thigh. Moreover, weapons, as well as injuring people, could alleviate their misery by being ingeniously redeployed as surgical aids: a common injury for knights falling off their horses was a dislocated shoulder, and it was routinely and efficiently pulled back into place with the aid of a crossbow.


Generally regarded as a period of medical stagnation, even regression, medical treatises of this time in fact show remarkable understanding in the diagnosis and management of many diseases, with many principles and approaches remaining valid today. Treatment of abscesses and ulcers, involving cleansing, drying the exudate, dressing techniques, and compression bandaging, was effective (recent research has shown that the use of honey as an antiseptic can promote wound healing more effectively than most modern dressings). Broken bones could be set, severed nerves sutured, teeth extracted, bladder stones and cataracts removed. John of Arderne, a physician who specialised in disorders of the rectum (operating on anal fistulae, a common and debilitating complaint that perhaps explains the popularity of jokes about the anus), could name his price. Besides charging a fee equivalent to twenty times the annual salary of a skilled artisan, he often required patients to pay him a substantial yearly pension as well, justifying his demands on the grounds that a lower rate would devalue his expertise. Petrarch, himself a stranger to frugality, always mocked the success of his contemporaries, and doctors were no exception. He loathed ‘the boastfulness of aristocratic dress to which they have no right: bright purple garments embroidered with various colours, dazzling rings, and gilt spurs’.


Not all physicians were indifferent to the sufferings of their patients. On the contrary, many sought knowledge on how to apply anaesthetics or soporifics – narcotics such as opium and mandragora were soaked into sponges which were held over the face to induce a ‘deep sleep’ during surgery – and they took an interest in holistic care, including the patient’s psychological well-being. Practitioners were urged not to engage servants who seemed leprous or deformed because of the effect they might have on nervous patients. One treatise advised doctors to ‘visit your patients in the morning and evening and ensure that they are never in discomfort as a result of your treatments’. Some of these doctors must have been good, or the profession could hardly have survived, especially in a period when patients were extremely litigious. One York surgeon only agreed to remove a bladder stone on the understanding that he would be entirely absolved from any charges of homicide.


Despotic regimes flourished in the fourteenth century (that of the Visconti in Milan was the most infamous, and the most colourful), but even within them civic values found fertile ground. The need for public order and concern with the good of the commonwealth rather than with one’s private interests was a persistent theme in the sermons of great preachers. In Italy, Cicero’s and Aristotle’s political teachings were incorporated into the emerging civic humanism of the medieval commune. Communal artists responded to these ancient texts by praising ‘buon governo’, ‘good government’, in frescoes which adorned the many town halls of Tuscany. Prerequisites of good government included acts of beneficence – charitable foundations mushroomed, attending to the needs of strangers, the homeless, orphans, and prostitutes – and a respect for public trust. Falsification of business records, counterfeiting, and forgery were met with the harshest of reprisals.


The internal politics of these communes could be ephemeral, yet artistic projects of civic embellishment were continued over a long arc of time, compelling evidence of a desire to celebrate a collective identity. Throughout ‘the calamitous century’, work on the soaring spires and geometric façades (and the occasional flying buttress) of the great cathedrals signalled a period of revival, expansion, and creativity. Dominating the clamorous squares, they were ‘a powerful symbol of God’s expanding business among the rising urban community’. The Duomo in Florence, started in 1296, culminated in the first massive dome raised since antiquity, ‘built by faith in the full fervour of medievalism, before any taint of the Renaissance had appeared’. The Duomo of Milan was started in 1386, and was still incomplete five centuries later. The cathedral never lacked voluntary labour or donations. The citizens of Porta Orientale presented an ass worth 50 lire; those of Porta Vercellina gave a calf worth 150 lire. Each donation was recorded by a clerk: Caterina da Abbiategrasso, penniless, placed her shawl upon the altar and it was immediately redeemed for many times its worth by Emmanuel Zuperenio, who returned it to her. A young woman deposited all the money she had with her (3 soldi, 4 lire); asked her name for the register, she responded, ‘Raffalda, prostitute.’


One Victorian critic judged Milan’s cathedral to be ‘without rival in Europe, not even in Germany, for grandiose falsity and fatuity of its exterior – extravagant excrescence and superfluity of useless and disfiguring decorative devices, hundreds of pinnacles, thousands of statues, countless and useless high-flying buttresses that themselves need propping.’ Ruskin, too, recoiled from the ‘ugly goblins, and formless monsters, and stern statues … But do not mock at them,’ he warned, ‘for they are signs of the life and liberty of every workman who struck the stone.’ Arse-kissing priests, masturbating monsters, somersaulting jongleurs – these riotous, obscene, profane figures claimed the margins of virtually every medieval cathedral, as well as illuminated manuscripts, and even ecclesiastical vestments. Frequently explained away as mere decoration or whimsical doodles, they provide wonderful evidence of a contemporary parody of everything sacred, of the subversive impulses of medieval art.


Many of these sculpted figures were placed on high, and went unnoticed until the late nineteenth century, when their full irreverence was exposed by photography. More visible, designed to be seen directly, were the goblins and monsters and the dreadful scenes of torture contained in the tympanum above the doors to these cathedrals, placed there as lurid advertisements for the Last Judgement. And yet people giggled in church, or even slept in or went gambling rather than attend. In 1348 Bishop Trillek of Hereford complained of the performance in churches of his diocese of ‘theatrical plays … that make coarse jests and rude remarks … and other things of a mocking nature’. The north doorway of Rouen’s cathedral was called the Portail des Libraires, on account of the bookstalls arranged in the courtyard outside. Previously, it had been known as the Portail des Boursiers, for the moneylenders who gathered there. In 1386 the Bishop of Exeter admonished the parishioners of three churches, including his own cathedral, to abstain from gossiping, conducting business, and engaging in ‘extremely filthy and profane conversations’ during the service. Such behaviour is proof that not all threats of fire and brimstone were taken literally. Furthermore, there was an awareness of the ridiculous nature of many artistic fantasies of Hell. ‘Good God! If one is not ashamed of the absurdity, why is one at least not troubled by the expense?’ Saint Bernard once exclaimed.


If medieval Christianity was rigidly structured, then the possibilities of ridiculing and subverting it were limitless. A popular revelry was the Feast of Fools, which took place in churches on 28 December, or sometimes on 1 January (the Feast of the Circumcision). According to a contemporary account, ‘Priests and clerks may be seen wearing masks and monstrous visages at the Hours of Office. They dance in the choir dressed as women, pimps or minstrels. They sing wanton songs. They eat black puddings at the altar while the celebrant is saying mass. They play dice there. They cense with stinking smoke from the soles of old shoes. They run and leap through the church, without a blush at their own shame. Finally they drive about the town and its theatres in shabby traps and carts; and arouse the laughter of their fellows and the bystanders in infamous performances with indecent gestures and verses scurrilous and unchaste.’


Cemeteries were lively places, noisy with betrothals, meetings, bread baking – the dead and the living pressed together in untroubled proximity. And despite the attempts of the Church to empty it of all pleasure, sex was enjoyed (with or without a partner – dildos were popular); contraception was used (involving gymnastic exercises performed after intercourse, ointments smeared on male genitals, liquid introduced into the womb before or after intercourse, and the use of potions extracted from plants such as fennel, pomegranate, juniper, rue, pennyroyal, ‘squirting cucumber’, and Queen Anne’s lace, taken orally or as a suppository); and abortion was practised (more gymnastic exercises, carrying heavy loads, hot baths, liquids introduced into the womb). Clearly, few were deterred by the Church teaching that sex was a great sin, including the clergy, who, it was said, made up 20 per cent of the clientele of the private brothels and bathhouses of Dijon. The euphemism ‘psalm’, or Pater, evolved to describe the sexual performance of monks and priests. One monk was said to have recited six psalms during the night and two more in the morning, suggesting zealous devotion to fornication.




*





The fourteenth century has often been unfairly written off as ‘waning’ or ‘expiring’ – a necessary sacrifice to a biological theory of the age which superseded it as a rebirth, or ‘renaissance’. But the fourteenth century was a period of such rude strength in the face of awful odds that it is perverse to ignore its optimism, its innovation, its sheer puissance. Sudden outbursts of hysteria and paranoia coexisted with frenzies of virtue; violence and greed existed alongside pacifism and generosity. There was chaos, of course, but out of the chaos, or perhaps because of it, everything was possible, and everything was for sale (even access to eternal life, which was secured by the accumulation of credits – indulgences – here on earth).


This was the age of the new man, of the renaissance man, who willed himself into existence, who was, like Coriolanus, the ‘author of himself’. The new man was the pope (Urban VI was born in the slums of Naples), the lord (the Visconti of Milan fabricated their own noble lineage), the tyrant (Cola di Rienzo was the son of a laundress), the knight (humble squires could win their spurs), the vilan, the lawyer, the bookkeeper, the merchant, and the artist. Leaving behind him the ‘small enclosed society of [men] still wholly preoccupied with local interests’, the new man chose instead a field of action as wide as his ambition and enterprise. Shrewd, sceptical, adaptable, he discarded old rules, or used them as a screen for pursuing his own ends.


It is little wonder, in an age when intrepid schemes were often rewarded with high returns, that the risky profession of the mercenary came to be so crowded. John Hawkwood, a professional soldier from Essex, was the most audacious of them all. His scheme, quite simply, was to hold Europe’s richest country, Italy, to ransom. A ruthless and brilliant freebooter, Hawkwood commanded an exorbitant price for his services. Over a period of thirty years, Italy had to buy herself back from him with tiresome regularity. The cost was so high that it is worth pondering how there was any capital left to finance the Renaissance.


Hawkwood was ‘the most spectacularly successful member of a class of soldiers whose advent brought devastation and social dislocation wherever they passed – dislocation that made the ravages of war a factor of social and economic importance at the very least comparable to the effect of plague in the later Middle Ages’, wrote Maurice Keen, borrowing from a comparison that was made frequently in Hawkwood’s time (one contemporary referred to ‘this plague of mercenaries’). There were obvious similarities: both the plague bacillus and the mercenaries were opportunists, uninvited freeloaders, spreading themselves by crossing barriers, by knocking down defence systems, surviving by drawing on the lifeblood of their hosts. Both were sinister encroachments, in as much as their victims were at a loss to explain how they had come about, or how to dispel them. Both left behind complete devastation – a physical wasteland, and a metaphysical sense of nothingness. Yet nobody welcomed the plague, whereas the mercenaries could thrive only with a degree of cooperation from their victims. If nobody had paid for their services, then they would simply have disappeared. Hawkwood’s great skill was in understanding the economic, as well as the military, imperatives of his time. He positioned himself in the eye of the fiscal storm which was blowing around him, and from there he speculated on its path and its impact. He was able to pick out a distinct sound beyond the indeterminate white noise of transition: he heard the hum and buzz of the creative social and commercial impulses that we now recognise as the Renaissance.


Furthermore, Sir John Hawkwood was a knight, as well as a robber. Shouldn’t one function cancel out the other? What place was there in the pious, selfless world of chivalry for predatoriness? Weren’t knights supposed to go charging about rescuing damsels in distress, or avenging the death of Christ in holy wars, or policing communities in the interests of justice? This interpretation demands that mercenaries such as Hawkwood be seen as an ugly goitre disfiguring the noble body of chivalry. But the reality is more complicated. In Hawkwood’s time chivalry had become ‘a crucible for tensions that pitted masculinity against courtly culture. Obedience to a superior was opposed to a sense of honour based on independent, free-willed action; deference was opposed to self-interested aggression, and compliance with a sovereign’s will to the exercise of a will of one’s own.’


Knight or robber? Hawkwood’s career brings into sharp relief the difficulty of distinguishing between the two, of ‘applying any touchstone in order to distinguish the gold from the base metal in chivalry’, which idealised the freelance fighting man and encouraged him to seek out wars. ‘If God himself were a soldier, he would be a robber,’ said one English knight, in reference to mercenaries. He might as well have been referring to those knights who belonged to the great chivalric orders of the day, but whose hands were nevertheless stained with the blood of innocent civilians, and whose saddlebags were filled with looted treasure.


Knights were an instrument of force: they could use violence to build communities, or to destroy them. They did both. And so, in his way, did Hawkwood, who was elaborately memorialised by Florence, the community he repeatedly assaulted, and later joined. In England, too, he was celebrated: William Caxton inserted Hawkwood, together with another notorious mercenary, Robert Knowles, into his translation of Ramon Lull’s The Order of Chivalry, as men ‘whoos names shyne gloryously by their vertuous noblesse and actes that they did in thonour of thordre of chyualry’. If chivalry allowed its participants to glorify their misdeeds, then what use could there be in distinguishing between knights and robbers?
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CHAPTER ONE


Bad Company







I will make war my work.


I will become rich or die


Before I see my country again


Or my parents or my friends.


John Gower, Mirour de l’omme


 


What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow


Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,


You cannot say, or guess, for you know only


A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,


And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,


And the dry stone no sound of water.


T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land





Thickset men who relished a noisy brawl in a tavern, a tussle over a whore, stole through the frozen nightscape with the lightness of ghosts. Their horses, and the clanking matériel of an army on the move, were held back. The guards posted along the town walls squinted into the blue-grey shadows, and saw nothing untoward. The water in bowls set out on the top of towers to detect vibrations did not ripple. By the time the scaling ladders had been assembled – each section silently and quickly fitted into the next – and placed against the foot of the walls, it was too late. The attackers poured up and over, and rushed through the dark streets. Members of the town’s defence militia stumbled, half-dressed, from their houses, and attempted to drive back the assailants. But they were soon overwhelmed as more and more men hauled themselves over the walls. Everywhere, people emerged from their houses, clutching their children and their most important possessions, and ran, this way and that, frantic, barefoot. Some managed to follow the sound of the bells of the priory of Sant Pierre, ringing out the dreadful alarm, and lock themselves in the church there. Others simply stood in the streets, petrified, disorientated, inhabitants of pandemonium. The rest waited in their homes, knowing that escape was now impossible.


By sunrise on Tuesday, 29 December 1360, the town of Pont-Saint-Esprit, named for its bridge of twenty-five arches that spanned the Rhône, had been completely subdued. As its attackers dismantled their scaling ladders, they shouted greetings to their companions who, from their place of concealment in the outlying countryside, were now coming over the bridge, a noisy caravan of cavalry, infantry, engineers carrying spades and axes, carpenters, cooks, wagoners, farriers, pages, and drummer boys – to all appearances, a regular army. Inside, nervous castellans surrendered to their captors the keys to the town’s heavy gates, which were now swung open to allow the occupying army to pass. The traffic was one way: no citizen of Pont-Saint-Esprit was allowed to leave.




*





Almost eight months earlier, on 1 May 1360, commissioners appointed by the English king Edward III had met with their French counterparts to negotiate a truce in the war that had started twenty years before. Dozens of negotiators, plus scores of squires, notaries, servants, and messengers, squeezed into the little hamlet of Brétigny, not far from Chartres, and for seven days laboured over the marbled rhetoric of thirty-nine articles of legal and territorial details. On 8 May the two sides finally set their seals and signatures to the Treaty of Brétigny. As news of the truce spread, English soldiers walked barefoot into Chartres to give thanks to the Blessed Virgin in the cathedral dedicated to her.


The treaty marked a caesura in what history has termed the Hundred Years War (it actually lasted 115 years, but the shorthand is too useful to abandon). In 1328 Charles IV of France died leaving no direct heir. In the confusion that followed, his first cousin, Philip of Valois, assumed the crown. In July 1340 Philip received a letter from Edward III stating, in the politest of language, that he, as Charles IV’s nephew, was the rightful heir to the French throne, and that if this inheritance should be denied him, he would be obliged to take it by force. Philip politely demurred, replying that he was the lawful King of France. The formalities thus dispensed with, Edward launched an invasion of France.


For its participants, of course, there was no sense in the spring of 1360 that the conflict in which they were engaged would continue for another nine decades, reaching into the lives of their children and their grandchildren. In the end, four generations were dragged into this, the first total war, before Joan of Arc began the turn in French fortunes, and Charles VII completed the expulsion of the English from France (with the exception of Calais) in 1453.


Edward’s opponent Philip VI died in 1350, passing the crown to his son, Jean. He inherited a military nightmare: all the gains in the war so far had accrued to the English, who had crushed the French army at the Battle of Crécy in 1346 and repeated the humiliation at the Battle of Poitiers ten years later, in which King Jean himself was taken prisoner. By the early spring of 1360, Edward III had reached the gates of Paris, which he besieged. It was Passion Week, but the English king showed little interest in Christian mercy. He assaulted monasteries, and ordered that the suburbs of Paris burn ‘from sunrise till midday’, as his men spread fire ‘everywhere along his route’. But the blockade drained his resources, and on 13 April his tired and ill-provisioned army found itself under siege – by the weather. Long remembered as Black Monday, it was ‘a foul day of mist’ which developed into ‘such a tempest of thunder, lightning and hail that it seemed the world should have ended’. Freezing winds swept over Edward’s army, pinning it down on the stony heaths beyond Chartres. Helpless in their breastplates and chain mail, many knights died, electrocuted, on their horses. Thousands of vehicles became stuck in the mud, and had to be abandoned. It was this storm, according to one chronicler, that caused the English king to ‘turn toward the church of our Lady at Chartres and devoutly vow to the Virgin that he would accept terms of peace’.


Under the Treaty of Brétigny’s terms, Edward renounced his claim to the French throne and to the overlordship of Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, Brittany, and Flanders, and promised to restore by the end of September any castles and cities held in these provinces. In return, he was to receive Calais, Ponthieu, and the whole of Aquitaine – nearly a quarter of France. King Jean, who had been a prisoner in London since his capture at the Battle of Poitiers, was to be released for a ransom of three million gold crowns, a sum so huge that many could not compute it.


On 19 May Edward and his son the Black Prince sailed for England from Honfleur. After stopping at Rye, they arrived a week later at Westminster. The bells of London pealed all day, rejoicing at the victory of the fifty-year-old king and his noble knights. 




Bows and armour hung from every window on his route. Gold and silver leaf was showered on him from above. An escort of a thousand mounted men was provided by the London guilds to escort them through streets that would hardly take three men abreast. Guilds and companies drew up their members in livery at the roadside. Curiosity and pride brought many thousands out to see the [captured] King of France go by. The Bishop of London met the procession at Saint Paul’s churchyard, with the entire clergy of the city. Crowds crammed every building and alleyway. The press was so great that it took three hours for the Prince and his prisoner to cross the city from Bridge Street to the Savoy Palace.





From twelve suspended gilded cages provided by the goldsmiths of London, maidens scattered flowers of gold and silver filigree over the cavalcade. ‘And then there was dancing, hunting and hawking,’ sang Sir John Chandos’s herald, ‘and great jousts and banquets, as at the court of King Arthur.’


In June the treaty was ratified by Edward and the captive King of France in a solemn ceremony at the Tower of London. The two monarchs agreed that they and their children would live as brothers in perpetual peace and love. It was a courtly pledge, but one which was to expose their interpretation of perpetuity to ridicule.


On the last day of June King Jean began his journey back to France. His internment in England had been lenient enough: his accounts show expenses for horses, dogs, falcons, elaborate wardrobes, jesters, astrologers, musicians, books, and wine. A French historian reviewing the accounts five hundred years later said they made him feel sick. In France’s most miserable hour Jean had grown obese, his richly draped corpulence an insult to the pinched country to which he was now returning. It was France’s unhappy fate to provide the battleground for most of the Hundred Years War. Few of her regions were spared, and much of her population was demoralised and starving. Torn from without by invasion and pillage, and within by dissension, it was a country over which Jean would never properly be able to restore his royal authority.


But there was peace, respite from the terrible hostilities which had included the slaughters at Crécy and Poitiers, battles which had decimated the ranks of France’s nobility, and brought for England an almost mystical triumph. When England’s soldiers had walked barefoot to Chartres Cathedral, this was no hiccup of holiness, but a sincere acknowledgement that the Treaty of Brétigny was a direct manifestation of the divine will. Over the following months, thousands of soldiers started to return home. Geoffrey Chaucer, a young squire who had been captured by the French during a foraging raid in 1359, and ransomed for £16, was among them. Most likely, he sailed back to England from Calais with Edward III’s son Lionel, Duke of Clarence, in whose household he served. Travelling in the same convoy was the French clerk Jean Froissart, a squire of Edward’s consort Queen Philippa, already gathering material for the chronicle that would mark him out as ‘the Herodotus of his age’.




*





Large numbers of Edward’s army were absent from the celebrations in London. They had remained in France. Scores of discharged soldiers, unable or unwilling to return home, suddenly found themselves without a livelihood. To these men-at-arms, long inured to discomfort, the one enemy they feared was peace, ‘the enricher of merchants, the fattener of priests’.


War, as it had been prosecuted by the English king, was effectively a system of institutionalised greed powered by violence. Unable to raise an army by compulsion, Edward III recruited by indenture, a contractual system under which the lords of the realm agreed to supply the king with knights, infantry and archers, all of whom would, in turn, contract with the lord to serve for a certain period at a fixed daily wage. Edward used this arrangement of voluntary conscription on a grand scale, pulling together contract armies that were like ‘elaborate business ventures, in which wages … and the speculative chances of war served as potent recruiting agents’. The arrangement brought the vast latent forces of his kingdom – and its full business energies – to bear on a French chivalry which was so exclusive as to be impractical (one historian referred to its ‘pathetic gallantry’). As Jonathan Sumption, historian of the Hundred Years War, explains,




The great bulk of the French army’s strength was supplied by hundreds or thousands of individual noblemen and gentlemen, each accompanied by a tiny retinue, often no more than a squire and a page. When they arrived, one of the military officers of the Crown, or a deputy, would receive their muster. They would line up wearing their armour and weapons and holding their horses. The men were counted. The equipment was inspected. The archers were made to demonstrate that their bows worked and that they knew how to use them. Horses were valued and branded as a precaution against fraud. Inadequates were sent away. The new arrivals were then assigned more or less arbitrarily to a battalion commanded by some famous nobleman.





Coming into existence with no training for particular campaigns, French armies could rarely be melded into cohesive military units.


The concept of a man offering his services in battle merely for monetary gain had all the hallmarks of a mercenary institution and the English kings did their best to disguise it with a veneer of noble idealism. The truth was that Edward III introduced a system of recruitment that, with its emphasis on financial and material reward, was frankly mercenary – ‘rapacity working through well-organised legal channels’.


Motivated by promises of rich plunder and ransoms, Edward’s armies fought with suicidal courage. After the Battle of Poitiers in 1356, the Black Prince sat down to dinner with the captured King of France, and consoled him with assurances that, even in defeat, he had brought honour upon himself (an opinion echoed in many contemporary accounts). But where was the honour of France, when thousands of her soldiers lay clotted in blood, dead or dying on the steaming field, while the English victors bartered over their bodies for prisoners, loot, and horses? (The great mass of corpses was left to rot until the following February, when the putrefying remains were loaded on to carts and hurled into huge pits beside the Franciscan church at Poitiers.) As the Black Prince knelt to serve food to King Jean, scrupulously observing the etiquette of chivalry, the theatre of war outside his tent had become a frenzied market place for the sale and exchange of booty. At the end of the day, the total receipts from all prisoners, apart from the king and his son, Philip of Burgundy, amounted to £300,000, almost three times what Edward III had spent on the war in the past year.


‘I am so great a lord that I can make all of you rich,’ King Jean had told the crowd of soldiers who had jostled to claim him as their prisoner in the battle. His promise was not empty. Even the humblest returned with battle-horses, swords, jewels, robes, and furs. There was hardly a woman in England, crowed Thomas Walsingham, without some necklace, silver goblet, fur, or piece of fine linen brought home by the victors. Those fortunate enough to capture some great magnate became themselves lords. Sir Thomas Dagworth was offered £4,900, an enormous fortune, for the ransom of Charles of Blois. One shrewd looter who had come away with the King of France’s Bible cashed it in with the Earl of Salisbury for £67.


In this, ‘the age of chivalry’, loot mattered as much as loyalty to captain or crown; it was the key to courage in combat. Pillage was not simply the inevitable and distasteful consequence of war, but the very substance of it. ‘From earl to archer they were all adventurers, with the plunder of [France] as the prize for which they staked their lives.’ No wonder, then, that when an English army went forth, it looked, said one contemporary, ‘more as if it were going to a wedding than to a war’.


A further characteristic of the Hundred Years War was the scorched-earth policy of the English. Official campaign letters from the front in 1346 and 1355–6, some written by the king and the Black Prince, boasted of all the towns and countryside ‘burnt and destroyed’ or ‘laid waste’. According to one estimate, a campaign led by the Black Prince in 1355 in south-western France inflicted devastation on a total of 18,000 square miles in a little over two months. One historian has calculated that France ‘probably suffered no comparably destructive invasions’ until the twentieth century.


A medieval manuscript shows what happened when knights went to war. Under the sign of Mars, they attack a village; one beats a peasant on the head, another strikes a farmer’s wife, and others set fire to a house. Stealing, preying on the powerless, burning: all these acts were prohibited in manuals of chivalry. But ‘this was the way … war was to be won. The regular battle on a major scale was seen to be only the deathblow at the end of the process.’ War in the fourteenth century was not typified, and certainly not decided, by the outcome of battles. ‘To riden out’ was a technical term for ‘to go on raids’. These were pillaging raids, usually undertaken away from the main body of the army. An obvious motive was the profit to be had from looting. Yet with the English armies often striking ten to forty miles outside their line of march, it is clear that their principal function was to sap the enemy’s resources and morale, challenge the legitimacy of the local authority, and force an acceptance of unfavourable peace terms. It follows, therefore, that in the months following the Treaty of Brétigny, this activity reached new levels of intensity. Weaned as they had been on plunder and profit, and seeing the larger shareholders withdraw, the smaller investors now took over. Groups of demobilised soldiers joined together and rode out in a campaign of terror that swept across France with the speed and ferocity of a forest fire.


The chronicler Jean de Venette, prior of the French province of the Carmelite Order, himself witnessed these ‘sons of Belial and men of iniquity’ as they pillaged and raided, and saw them burn the village of Venette near Compiègne (in north-eastern France), where he was born. They left behind them a ‘lamentable spectacle of scattered, smoking ruins’, deserted, sulphurous fields, empty market places. ‘The pleasant sound of bells was heard indeed, not as a summons to divine worship, but as a warning of hostile incursions, in order that men might seek out hiding places while the enemy were yet on the way.’ Visiting France a year later, Petrarch found a country changed beyond recognition, the air still charged with the emotions of a vast collapse: ‘Everywhere was solitude, devastation, and sadness; everywhere fields untilled and neglected; everywhere houses in ruins and abandoned … everywhere the melancholy traces of the English, and the fresh and horrible scars left by their swords.’


As Maurice Keen wrote, ‘Little wonder that when Philippe de Mézières sought to draw his allegorical picture of Nimrod’s “horrible and perilous garden of war”, he conceived it as a barren land, bringing forth leafless trees and infested by gigantic locusts.’ For the freebooters did just what locusts do to the countryside: they arrived in swarms, and stripped it until it was bare, a baleful wasteland of stony rubbish.


Hugh de Montgeron, prior of the small abbey of Saint-Thibault, near the marshes of the Gâtinais, left a harrowing description of the fate of those who found themselves in the path of the freebooters.




Then they brought the whole of the region around under their control, ordering every village great or small to ransom itself and buy back the bodies, goods and stores of every inhabitant, or see them burned, as they had been in so many other places. The people appeared before the Englishmen, confused and terrified. They agreed to pay in coin, flour, grain, or other victuals in return for a temporary respite from persecution. Those who stood in their way the English killed, or locked away in dark cells, threatening them daily with death, beating and maiming them, and leaving them hungry and destitute.





For those who had no way of buying themselves back from the English, the only option was to flee. They ‘made themselves huts in the woods and there ate their bread with fear, sorrow, and great anguish. But the English learned of this and they resolutely sought out these hiding places, searching numerous woods and putting many men to death there. Some they killed, others they captured, still others escaped.’


When the invaders approached his abbey, Hugh hid its treasures and fled into the forest with the peasants. The English broke into the abandoned buildings. They drank the wine, carried off the grain, and stole the horses and the vestments. In the forest Hugh and the other refugees took turns to keep watch, catching occasional glimpses of the enemy attacking hamlets and isolated houses and listening to the distant sounds of fire and violence. But they did not remain undisturbed. The English wanted the fruits of the land. They were not prepared to allow the fields to lie unsown and the wealth of the district to be strangled by weeds. They searched the forest, pulling out everyone they found there and putting them to work. Some were killed, others were ransomed. A few remained hidden or escaped. One winter night, the soldiers evaded the forest sentries and found Hugh’s hut. The noise of their approach woke him before they reached the door, and he escaped naked into the freezing swamp, clutching his habit in his hand, ‘shivering and shaking with the cold’. He was captured twice and deprived of his wine, oats, pigeons, clothes, and all other moveable goods. In the following July, from a hiding place he had built at the back of his barn, Hugh sat down there and wrote down what had happened to him on the inside cover of a manuscript book, which still survives, covered in stains, in a Paris library. ‘What can you have experienced of sufferings like mine, all you people who live in walled cities and castles?’ he wrote.


Where were ‘the noble warriors who upheld justice?’ asked the theorist of war Honoré Bouvet, who found the treatment of non-combatants repugnant. ‘The man who does not know how to set places on fire, to rob churches and usurp their rights and to imprison the priests, is not fit to carry on war.’


Nothing, no one, was spared by the freebooters. ‘Insensible to the fear of God,’ wrote Pope Innocent VI, ‘the sons of iniquity … invade and wreck churches, steal their books, chalices, crosses, relics and vessels of the divine ritual and make them their booty.’ A later pope echoed the distress caused by: 




that multitude of villains … unbridled in every kind of cruelty, extorting money; methodically devastating the country, and the open towns, burning houses and barns, destroying trees and vines, obliging poor peasants to flee; assaulting, besieging, invading, spoiling, and ruining even fortresses and walled cities; torturing and maiming those from whom they expected to obtain ransom, without regard to ecclesiastical dignity, or sex or age; violating wives, virgins, and nuns, and constraining even gentlewomen to follow their camp, to do their pleasure and carry their arms and baggage.





One of the most extraordinary things about this orgy of violence was the speed with which its perpetrators organised themselves. Autonomous particles began to amalgamate into single, large cells. A cosmopolitan badmash, the English ranks swelled with Germans, Bretons, Flemings, Hainaulters, Gascons, and even Frenchmen. They held elections for their captains and corporals, agreed rules about the division of spoils, and began to bestow knighthoods on each other. Writing at a safe distance, the English chronicler Henry Knighton noted airily that they ‘had no livelihood unless they actually worked, now that there was peace between the realms’. They were, he said, ‘strong men and war-like, accustomed to fine things and enterprising, who lived by what they gained in war, having nothing in time of peace’. In other words, they were mercenaries (Sir Thomas Gray, another contemporary, preferred to call them ‘a horde of yobs’). In France they became known as the tards-venus, or latecomers (to distinguish them from other troops who had preceded them), or routiers, describing a small detachment of men (from the Latin rumpere, ‘to break’). But they liked to think of themselves as entrepreneurs, calling their bands societates fortunae, ‘companies of adventure’ (or, equally, of ‘fortune’). Every man was a stakeholder in the company. And his business was war.


In late December 1360 the largest of these companies, appropriately named the Great Company, began to move into Provence, drawn southwards by the news that commissioners carrying a large consignment of coin – the fruit of a desperate round of taxation to raise money for King Jean’s ransom – were somewhere on the road between Nîmes and Paris. The commissioners, it was rumoured, were due to stop over at Pont-Saint-Esprit. After descending the Rhône by nocturnal marches, the freebooters slipped silently over the walls of that town on the night of 28 December.


News of their activities had reached Provence weeks before they did, which makes the poor defence of this key town a mystery. Accounts written in other French towns at this time convey something of the panic caused at the approach of the marauders:




letters filled with fear arriving from other towns … men sent out to buy weapons for defence; suburbs abandoned by their populations, now quartered in cramped lodgings within the walls; money raised to ransom prominent citizens seized by armed men; tradesmen setting up their benches on the walls so that they could keep watch as they worked; desperate labour on the walls and ditches; and always the ever-present fear of surprise and the suspicion of treachery within.





The expectations of Pont-Saint-Esprit’s hostage population were bleak. For the women – young girls and nuns included – rape would be the prelude to abduction or death. The men could expect to be murdered. Only the wealthy could entertain the hope that their lives might be bartered for money or goods. But as the day unfolded, it became clear that this was not to be the case. The city wasn’t sacked. Hardly anybody was killed. This was to be a careful appropriation of the city’s riches by disciplined, professional thieves whose actions were calculated to maximise their profits. The soldiers posted at the gates stopped the inhabitants from leaving so that they could be assessed for ransom. The floors of every home were dug up and the walls hacked out to find hidden caches. The people who had taken refuge in the church, meanwhile, agreed to pay a ransom of 6,000 florins to spare their goods and their lives. After six days they emerged, and were met by a daunting reception party. Waiting outside were thousands of mercenaries, who, contravening the agreement, relieved their victims of all their possessions, and detained some of the young women ‘in the service of the company’.*


Their methodical search concluded, the mercenaries had still not located the bullion. The commissioners carrying it had fallen behind schedule, arriving a day late in Avignon with their packhorses loaded with a total of fifty kilograms of gold coins. On hearing of the capture of Pont-Saint-Esprit, they hurried back to Nîmes, taking the money with them. But Pont-Saint-Esprit was a big enough prize for the mercenaries. Commanding one of only four bridges across the Rhône, the town was the key to the whole traffic in the region. As news spread of the rich pickings to be had there, freebooters from all over France started to swarm into the area. Within a few months, the Great Company numbered twelve thousand, which made it larger than any legitimate army ever fielded by the English in the Hundred Years War. This was now ‘a bandit-gang blown up to the nightmare proportions of a full-scale army’.
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