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AD 914


THE DANES ARE COMING


‘Flee for your lives! The Danes are here!’


EARLY ONE MORNING in AD 791, the much-feared Danes arrived in Warwick and began to sack the settlement – then known as Wearwynk – yet again. During Warwick’s history the settlement was sacked by raiders on at least four occasions – some historians say six times. Sadly, being raided by these fiendish warriors was an occupational hazard in pre-medieval England. Amongst Warwick’s raiders were the Picts, Saxons and other barbarians. And this attack by the Danes was not to be their last incursion.


They came again in 1016.


When the raiders arrived, nobody was spared. The men would be slain and their women raped and carried off. Any child who survived would be carried off as well. Their livestock was either taken or slaughtered, along with anything else that could loosely be considered as having value. The raiders would leave a smoke-covered scene of havoc, slaughter and total desolation. Even local wildlife would shun the area for a while. The survivors would then be faced with the soul-destroying task of burying their dead and starting to rebuild their lives. Not all of them could cope with such tragedy; many left the area after an attack. But nowhere was safe from these raiders, especially the Danes.


However, that all started to change in 871 when Alfred the Great became king of Wessex: his military tactics meant that the Danes could no longer maraud wherever they wished in England. Alfred’s eldest daughter, Ethelfleda, followed in her father’s footsteps: although she was an educated woman, she became a very proficient soldier and formidable individual. In time she married Ethelred of Mercia, and the Danes had another formidable enemy to face.
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A Pict. (THP)




THE MISSING CHILD
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Ethelfleda had one child, a daughter who was called Elfwynne, who seems to have disappeared from history.


Having experienced the pangs of childbirth once, Ethelfleda had no intentions of ever having to go through them again. William of Malmesbury wrote: ‘Who from the difficulty experienced in her first labour, ever after refused the embraces of her husband, protesting that it was unbecoming of the daughter of a king, to give way to a delight which after a time produced such consequence.’


Very little is known about Elfwynne’s life, and even less about her death. It has been suggested she was deposed by Ethelfleda’s brother, who succeeded her, but that may or not have been the case. She died in 919, the year after her mother.


[image: images]





Wessex consisted, roughly speaking, of Hampshire, Wiltshire, Dorset, Somerset and Berkshire. Mercia, on the other hand, covered what are mainly the Midlands today. An alliance, by marriage, between the two kingdoms made them a powerful force.


By now the Danes were colonising North-West England, but it did not stop them plundering other parts of the country. They were allowed to settle in Mercia, but it was an uneasy co-existence. Eventually Ethelred and Ethelfleda decided that enough was enough and declared war. Part of their tactics involved the construction of a series of fortifications, earth mounds topped by wooden palisades. These were accompanied by new villages and towns (which would become known as boroughs). In time Ethelfleda came to Warwick where she built one such mound here in 914. With it she founded what was to become today’s town.


Often known as the ‘Lady of the Mercians’, Ethelfleda was also described by the twelfth-century historian William of Malmesbury as being a ‘spirited heroine’. Ethelfleda died in 918, having outlived her husband. She is buried in Gloucester Cathedral.


Although Warwick was only one of several new settlements Ethelfleda created, the town owes her a tremendous debt of gratitude.




AD 1068


CASTLE OF THE


CONQUEROR


THE YEAR 1066 is probably the best-known date in English history. In this year, England was invaded by William the Conqueror – also referred to as William the Bastard, although never to his face. Ever-conscious of his illegitimacy, William was merciless towards anyone who reminded him of it: being blinded and/or having your hands cut off were amongst his more lenient punishments.


With such a reputation, Warwick’s residents waited fearfully for the arrival of his representative to take over the small castle which had been founded in the previous century. In 1068, he arrived. Whilst it is popularly supposed that the 1st Earl of Warwick was created at the same time, this does not appear to have been the case; however, Henry de Newburgh was definitely the 1st Earl of Warwick by 1088. Henry won his title by remaining faithful to the new king, William II (known as ‘Rufus’, probably because of his red face), supporting him during a rebellion by the barons. The title Earl of Warwick was his reward.


The castle and its earls have played many important roles in the town’s history, though not all of the earls lived to tell the tale. Today the castle is a big tourist attraction, but in years gone by it was a place to be treated with respect and held in fear. The tools of torture can still be seen in the castle today. As lord of the manor the earl’s word was law – or, in his absence, that of his deputies. He held the power of life or death over the miscreants who were brought before him. Trials were fair in name only and juries non-existent.


Suspected witches would have their hands tied to their feet before they were thrown into water: if they floated they were found guilty; their innocence would be proved if they sank. It did not matter to their accusers, who often included clergymen, if they drowned before they were brought to the surface. If a suspect had influential enemies the result could be fixed accordingly.


Other suspected criminals would undergo ‘trial by ordeal’. Here the suspect was made to carry a lump of hot iron for three paces. The wound would be bound up and examined three days later. If the burn was healing, the defendant was thought to be innocent; if not, his or her guilt was thought proved, and suitable punishment – usually death or mutilation – soon followed. There were of course a few loopholes: a suitable bribe could result in a cooler piece of iron to hold.
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Warwick Castle then (Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsc-08951) and now. (Author’s collection)


In theory torture was never legal in England – not that it made any real difference. If a confession was needed anything was considered acceptable: victims could be suspended from the ground by their wrists, and weights would sometimes be attached to their feet to make this even more painful. Normally it was sufficient for the unfortunate person just to hang, with his feet off the ground. Apart from the hideous swelling of his limbs, in a short period of time he would begin to suffer from all manner of chest pains.


Unlike its neighbour at Kenilworth, Warwick Castle was never really seriously besieged – there was a small event during the English Civil War, but that was all. With the invention and growing use of gunpowder the castle, along with most of its contemporaries, ceased to have a defensive role. Consequently, British castles were frequently converted into stately homes, usually at great expense.
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Suspension from the hands or feet, as illustrated in a book of 1591 (with a few horrible additions…). (THP)




AD 1312


EVERY DOG HAS ITS DAY


The Horrible Death of Piers Gaveston!


Piers Gaveston awoke with a start when several heavily armed men invaded his bedroom. His heart sank. Amongst their stern faces was one he recognised and feared: it was Guy de Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, whom he had nicknamed ‘the Black Dog of Arden’, and who was his most implacable enemy… 





Piers Gaveston, 1st Earl of Cornwall (1284-1312) was the son of a fairly unimportant Gascon nobleman. He was described by a contemporary as ‘graceful and agile in mind, sharp-witted, refined and well-versed in military matters’. However, other critics say this was just a façade, and that in reality he was ‘arrogant, haughty, grasping and immature’. Growing up in Edward I’s court, he and the young Prince Edward became long-standing friends – more than friends, in fact, if the rumours flying about the court were to be believed. (Today historians express some doubt concerning this suggestion. Both men had wives and had fathered children: were they more like brothers than lovers?)


Prince Edward’s father, King Edward I, initially liked Gaveston, but by 1307 he had changed his mind. The king’s temper was notorious. Edward I argued with his son about Gaveston and all the lavish gifts the prince had bestowed upon him, an argument which ended when Edward banished his son’s favourite, after pulling out handfuls of his hair! Only too aware of Gaveston’s malign influence, Edward knew he had to do something: on his deathbed, he instructed the Earls of Lincoln, Pembroke and Warwick to make sure that Gaveston’s control over his son did not long continue. It might have been a very different story if they had succeeded…


When the prince became King Edward II in 1307, Gaveston’s future was assured. He was soon exercising an increasing control over the new monarch – and they both succeeded in alienating the barons. The chorus of complaints eventually grew so loud that in February 1307 Edward was forced to temporarily exile his friend. As soon as he could, however, Edward II recalled him. He continued to reward his friend with all manner of gifts: horses, luxurious clothes and, on one occasion, £260 (approximately £128,000 today). He also gave him lands with an annual income in excess of £4,000 (approximately £1,950,000 today). Then, as a final mark of his love, Edward II made Gaveston Earl of Cornwall, a rank normally reserved for members of the royal family. His promotion joined the barons’ growing list of grievances against Edward.




THE FOURTEENTH-CENTURY’S WORST BRITON
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Hugh Despenser also met a grisly end, one which made Gaveston’s death seem comparatively easy and painless. Although he had opposed Gaveston’s influence on the king, Despenser also became a royal favourite. Whilst it brought him tremendous power, for a while, like Gaveston he made many enemies among the barons. He was exiled in 1321, and turned to piracy for a while before returning to England (without permission). By 1326, Edward II was in a difficult position, being deserted on all sides by his supporters, and all because of his friendship with Despenser. It did not take long for Despenser to be tracked down, captured and tried as a traitor. The charge was returning from exile without permission. His conviction was a foregone conclusion, and the sentence of death by hanging, drawing and quartering was carried out immediately. One report states that – as he was castrated – he uttered a ghastly and inhuman howl just before he died.
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In 1308 Edward II went to France and married Philip IV’s daughter. He appointed Gaveston to act as regent in his absence. Still secure in Edward’s friendship, Gaveston made no effort to befriend the barons: instead, he continued to insult them. He called the Earl of Gloucester ‘cuckold’s bird’ or ‘whoreson’; he called Lancaster ‘churl’ or ‘fiddler’; Lincoln ‘burst-belly’; Pembroke ‘Joseph the Jew’; and Warwick, because of his dark complexion, ‘the Black Dog of Arden’.


It would prove to be a fatal mistake.


In 1311, when Edward returned, these powerful enemies forced his hand, and Gaveston was banished. Believing himself to be invincible, however, he once again returned. Not surprisingly, the earls of Hereford, Lancaster, Pembroke, Percy, Warren and Warwick lined up against the king, and civil war broke out. The king’s supporters were pitifully few by comparison, with the main ones being Gloucester and Richmond.


Gaveston was eventually captured at Scarborough, and handed over to the Earl of Pembroke. Being an honourable man, the earl was tasked with escorting Gaveston to London – and he had every intention of doing so. However, on the way they stopped at Deddington. Believing Gaveston was safe, Pembroke went to visit his wife. But he had not reckoned on the ‘Black Dog’, who had other ideas.


A QUICK AND BLOODY END



Warwick, learning of Gaveston’s whereabouts, quickly seized the prisoner. He was dragged to Warwick Castle for trial. A guilty verdict soon followed – and the sentence was death. In theory it was a legally valid trial and execution, but in reality it was a judicial murder.


Piers was unceremoniously escorted from the great hall, and in due course put on a horse, led through a hostile crowd in Warwick’s streets, and on to the nearby Blacklow Hill (which was not on the Earl’s land). All too soon, his last journey was over, and he was pulled from his horse. Two men were waiting with drawn swords. The first stabbed him in the chest, and the second removed his head in a swift fountain of blood. At long last the Earl of Warwick had taken his revenge. His arch enemy, Piers Gaveston, Earl of Cornwall, was dead.


The monument erected at the site reads:
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The head of Piers Gaveston. (THP)


In the hollow of this Rock


Was beheaded


On the 1st day of July 1312


By Barons as lawless as himself


PIERS GAVESTON Earl of Cornwall


The minion of a hateful king


In Life and Death


A Memorable Instance of Misrule





After his headless body had fallen to the ground, the entire party moved off, leaving Gaveston where he had fallen in the woods on Blacklow Hill. No one was told what to do with his corpse.


Some time later four shoemakers came from Warwick and took Gaveston back to the town. However, no one in the town would accept his body. Finally, therefore, his body was removed to Oxford (which was where Pembroke had appealed for Gaveston’s release to his custody). The city was quite prepared to accept the body, but there was a major problem: Gaveston had been excommunicated, which meant that he could not be buried in consecrated ground.


Edward II was beside himself with rage when he heard what had happened. He kept Gaveston’s embalmed body with him wherever he went. In due course the excommunication order was rescinded, but Edward remained unwilling to release his friend’s body. Finally it was forcibly removed from him and buried in the Dominican Priory at Kings Langley, Hertfordshire.
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Gaveston’s Memorial. (Author’s collection)




AD 1431-1471


DEATH TO WOMEN AND KINGS


Two of Warwick’s Deadliest Earls Revealed!


RICHARD BEAUCHAMP (1381-1439), 13TH EARL OF WARWICK



‘Be of good heart: it is done. She is caught this time.’ With these words, Pierre Cauchon, Bishop of Beauvais, sealed the fate of Joan of Arc. They would also embroil Richard Beauchamp (1381-1439) in controversy for centuries to come.


Richard Beauchamp was the 13th Earl of Warwick. He was knighted in 1401, at the coronation of Henry IV, and by then he was already proving himself to be a capable soldier, administrator, and a good friend to Henry V.


Soon afterwards he was sent to fight in Wales against Owain Glyndwr. During his early campaigns he acquired a reputation for chivalry, taking part in many sporting combats – he was even the queen’s champion at one stage. Nonetheless his power and loyalty grew, and he remained totally devoted to his king. This explains why he was entrusted with the young Henry VI’s education and welfare.


In 1429 the English faced a new and formidable enemy in the unlikely form of a seventeen-year-old French girl known as Joan of Arc, who dressed in male clothing (cross-dressing being a capital offence at the time, as it was regarded as being against natural law). In a surprising turn of fortune, she persuaded King Charles VII of France to give her command of the French army. It has never been fully understood why he did so. In a superstitious world, her enemies were quick to maintain she had bewitched him. Whatever the reason, giving her overall command led to a massive uplift in the French fortunes: after only a few weeks she had succeeded where all others had failed, leading her troops from one victory to the next. The English were on the run.


Richard Beauchamp travelled to France with a huge army and managed, by a stroke of luck, to capture Joan. Initially she was moved from one prison to another whilst her captors negotiated her sale to the highest bidder. With such a formidable reputation, there was no real chance of her being returned to the French. Finally she was purchased by Beauchamp and Pierre Cauchon, in whose diocese she had been captured. Joan was taken to Rouen, where Cauchon had her tried for heresy and witchcraft. As far as the English were concerned, she was a witch.


It was not an easy imprisonment for Joan, as she was regularly subjected to sexual abuse, eventually forcing the earl to change her guards.
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Tomb of Richard Beauchamp, the 13th Earl of Warwick. (With kind permission of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, Univeristy of Toronto)


She was tried and sentenced to life imprisonment in February 1431. Four days later Joan was found wearing men’s clothing, which had been conveniently left in her cell; her own had been removed. She was now found guilty of heresy and sentenced to death. On 30 May she was taken to the old market place in Rouen and tied to a stake, surrounded by faggots of wood. A kindly disposed English soldier fashioned a cross from two pieces of wood and gave it to her. Then the fire was lit. Traditionally, the executioner climbed up to his victims and strangled them before the fire got too hot. But he was not able to do so in Joan’s case: she died slowly, writhing in agony before the flames destroyed her body, whilst the smell of her burning flesh filled the air. A flock of doves flew away from the castle as she died. Twenty-five years later the Pope pronounced her innocence, and in 1909 she was declared a martyr and beatified.
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Capture of Joan of Arc. (THP)


The English king at the time was only nine years old, and many have suggested that Joan was mistreated, and indeed executed, at the suggestion of the Earl of Warwick.


RICHARD NEVILLE (1428-1471), 16TH EARL OF WARWICK



One of the most famous Earls of Warwick is Richard Neville (1428-1471), 16th Earl of Warwick, remembered by history as ‘the Kingmaker’.


Described as being one of the most powerful and wealthiest of men, Richard Neville lived up to his nickname. During his life he helped crown two kings: Henry VI and Edward IV. He was a very capable and efficient soldier, blessed with a charisma which appealed to his followers. The governor of Abbeville once wrote a letter to Louis XI in which he discussed the situation in England. ‘They have but two rulers: Monsieur de Warwick and another whose name I have forgotten.’




THE HISTORY OF CROSS-DRESSING
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Over the centuries many women have worn male clothing, illegal or not. For women who served in the army or navy this was one way of hiding their gender; it was also more practical to wear. However, cross-dressing was not restricted to females: in the age when press gangs forcibly abducted men into the navy, likely recruits adopted all manner of ruses to avoid capture. One was to wear women’s clothing, although the press gangs were well aware of such tricks.
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