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Preface


The materials for English history in the mid-fifteenth century are notoriously intractable. Many a bewildered investigator must have echoed the despairing cry of a seventeenth-century historian, William Nicolson, who, after attempting to write an account of Edward IV’s reign, admitted himself too perplexed ‘to form a regular History out of such a vast Heap of Rubbish and Confusion.’ Though government records oppress posterity by the hundredweight they are mainly concerned with administrative and judicial detail, composed in ‘Indenture English’, the prolix, inelegant language of the government department. Only occasionally are they suitable for quotation in a book of this type. I make no apology, therefore, for choosing (with few exceptions) extracts from chronicles and letters already printed – many of which (if any justification is needed) are in editions out of print, often rare and accessible only to scholars or in the better-equipped libraries.


At the time this book was first published, in 1965, general histories gave a deceptively clear account of the events of the mid-fifteenth century. In fact such narratives were a patchwork of legend and rumour mingled with and all too often, taken for fact. A convincing history of the period had yet to be written. During the last two decades a younger generation of scholars has produced a large variety of articles putting forward more detailed investigations of the economic and social structures of the times, which has led to new and more plausible political interpretations. Even so, in the absence of intimate personal correspondence and detailed state papers such as we are accustomed to for later ages, the motives of politicians, must in most cases, still be deduced from their actions and the results of those actions – a highly fallible hit and miss process.


Many of the letters and narratives quoted in this book purvey biased opinion, wild rumour, meretricious propaganda and the foulest of slander as well as historical truth. Baffling though they are, the smears of unscrupulous politicians and the credulous misconceptions of London merchants and country gentlemen are not to be despised. What people thought, their affections and their prejudices have often been as important in history as truth itself. I have tried to indicate some of the wilder vagaries of this kind: it would be impossible to note them all even with a vast (and quite out-of-place) critical apparatus.


Although there are grave objections to such a method, for easier reading I have, as far as possible, modernized spelling and punctuation while leaving tense and sentence structure in their original form to retain the savour of the originals – though it is impossible to be entirely consistent in such matters. Exact references are given for all extracts and scholars may therefore easily trace the originals for themselves. Where possible I have used existing translations from Latin and French sources. Other translations are my own. Mr F. Learoyd, Professors P. Chavy and Irene Coffin gave valuable advice and assistance in translating passages from French and Professor P.J. Atherton assisted with the extract from Abbot Whethemstede in Chapter 2.




Introduction


That great historical romancer, Sir Walter Scott, invented ‘The Wars of the Roses’1 to embellish a moral, almost tragical pattern of fifteenth-century English history, first set out by an Italian cleric, Polydore Vergil of Urbino. By the beginning of the sixteenth century the diplomatic and propaganda value of humanistic Latin had risen so high that the monarchs of northern Europe found it wise to justify both their ancestry and their ways to the world in the fashionable prose of Italian historians. Paolo Aemiliani was already writing such a history at the French court when Polydore arrived in England in 1502 as the deputy of Adriano Castelli, diplomat and collector of the obsolete papal tax, Peter’s Pence. Encouraged by Henry VII, Polydore soon began to collect the materials for a history of England and by 1513 he had completed the first draft of his Anglica Historia. The theme of this soon notorious work became the exemplar for all the more accomplished historians writing in Tudor England. The Henrician chronicler, Edward Hall, extended, coloured and almost hallowed the conceptions of his Italian predecessor and passed them on to Shakespeare who, ignoring the historian’s pedantic regard for ‘old mouse-eaten records’, as Sir Philip Sydney called them, with a poet’s licence ignored or changed inconvenient facts to dramatize the moral theme.1 Polydore Vergil drew the design of a world where institutions were more or less stable across the ages and where, within this stable framework, the personalities of individual kings determined the fate of their realms. Three powerful sentiments swayed the minds of the generations about whom he wrote – God’s watchful presence over the affairs of princes, the inviolate nature of a family’s inheritance and the sanctity of an anointed king.


Fifteenth- and sixteenth-century authors were lavish with evidence of God’s intervention in the affairs of princes. Philippe de Commynes set down his conviction that the rulers of this world, too powerful to be controlled by other men, were subject in their doings to the peculiar interventions of the Almighty. Although the judicial duel was no longer respectable for the settlement of ordinary legal cases it survived in the affairs of princes through the idea of the judgment of God in battle. Edward IV, according to the hints of some contemporary writers, put off his coronation until God had blessed him with victory at the battle of Towton. There was hierarchy even in wickedness. As the Lord watched more closely over princes, so he visited their transgressions with a heavier rod even in this world, and they bought their soul’s peace in the next with masses on a scale which their subjects could only envy.


‘Only God can make an heir.’ The landed classes of the time regarded the exclusion of an heir from his lawful rights – though it was a frequent enough occurrence – as one of the worst of all crimes. As Shakespeare, following Polydore Vergil and Hall, tells the tale, Richard II first banished Henry Bolingbroke, then on the death of his father, John of Gaunt, unlawfully deprived him of his patrimony, the Duchy of Lancaster. Henry returned from exile to recover it with the help of part of the nobility. Henry Hotspur claimed that he had seen Bolingbroke:




A poor unminded outlaw sneaking home,


My father gave him welcome to the shore;


And, when he heard him swear, and vow to God,


He came but to be Duke of Lancaster,


To sue his livery, and beg his peace


With tears of innocency and terms of zeal,


My father, in kind heart and pity mov’d,


Swore him assistance, and perform’d it too.2





Bolingbroke himself implied that he had returned to England with no intention of usurping the Crown. Events had dragged him to his high estate – and had punished him with everlasting calamities:




Heaven knows, my son,


By what by-paths and indirect crook’d ways


I met this crown; and I myself know well,


How troublesome it sat upon my head.3





To deprive a man of his inheritance was one great sin to provoke God’s anger. To slay a king was sin mortal and incomparable – ‘heinous, black, obscene’ – words could scarce express the horror such a sin evoked. The Lord’s Anointed partook of the Lord’s mystery. He shared in God’s sanctity and could not be slain without divine retribution. Even at the thought of his subjects daring to condemn Richard II the Bishop of Carlisle warned of the wrath to come:




And shall the figure of God’s Majesty,


His captain, steward, deputy-elect,


Anointed, crowned, planted many years,


Be judged by subject and inferior breath,


And he himself not present?





If such things happen:




The blood of English shall manure the ground,


And future ages groan for this foul act;


Peace shall go sleep with Turks and infidels,


And, in this seat of Peace, tumultuous wars,


Shall kin with kin, and kind with kind confound;


Disorder, Horror, Fear and Mutiny


Shall here inhabit, and this land be call’d


The field of Golgotha and dead men’s sculls.4





The dread theme of guilt unfolds itself time and time again. Even on the night before Agincourt Henry V brooded on sin and expiation:




Oh, not today! – Think not upon the fault


My father made in compassing the crown!


I Richard’s body have interred new;


And on it have bestow’d more contrite tears,


Than from it issued forced drops of blood.


Five hundred poor I have in yearly pay,


Who twice a day their wither’d hands hold up


Toward heaven, to pardon blood.5





Henry V escaped the curse. It descended to his son, Henry VI, whose weakness and inability to control a quarrelsome aristocracy gave Richard of York the opportunity to revive his own stronger, legitimate claim to the throne. Tragedy developed within tragedy. Each new crime brought its own fitting retribution. The murder of Edward IV’s two sons, the Princes in the Tower, punished the perjury which he had committed on his return from exile in 1471 – to gain support he claimed, at first, that he had returned to recover only the Duchy of York, his family lands, not the Crown. Bosworth Field finally wiped out in blood a monstrous consummation of crime in Richard III and united the Houses of Lancaster and York in Henry VII and Elizabeth Plantagenet: ‘Now civil wounds are stopp’d, peace lives again.’ All was set for the peace and prosperity of Tudor England.


The needs of the stage forced Shakespeare to transmute all action into personal terms. He compressed the dreary annals of politics and war into an unhistorical but tragic unity so intense that it overwhelms us with horror: like Margaret of Anjou we know ‘the realm a slaughter house’. From the Duchess of Gloucester’s demand for revenge in Richard II, through Prince Henry’s horrifying boast that he would extinguish his frivolity in ‘a garment all of blood’, through the scene at Towton where father slays son and son father, the reek of death and horror rises to Queen Margaret’s last envenomed taunt to the Duchess of York:




Forth from the kennel of thy womb hath crept


A hell hound, that doth hunt us all to death.


That dog, that had his teeth before his eyes,


To worry lambs, and lap their gentle blood;


That foul defacer of God’s handy work;


That excellent grand tyrant of the earth,


That reigns in galled eyes of weeping souls,


Thy womb let loose, to chase us to our graves.6





This bloodthirsty moral theme cannot, however, be entirely laid to the door of Polydore Vergil and the Tudor writers. Its genesis may be found in Yorkist propaganda. The claim of the House of York was not as clear as this symmetrically designed history mesmerises us into believing. In fifteenth-century England there was no definite public law governing the descent of the Crown and it was deduced, with some confusion, from the rules governing the descent of real property. In this there were conflicts of interest between the heirs male and heirs general of aristocratic families. The rules of primogeniture gave both title and estates to the heir male but if there were no son an affectionate father might well favour the claims of a daughter (the heir general) over those of a younger brother or a nephew. Such conflicts of interest were from time to time settled by awarding the title and part of the estates to the heir male and the rest of the property to the heir general. It was obviously impossible to apply such a compromise conclusion to the Crown and Kingdom of England. No division could be made in such a way.


The Lancastrians claimed as heirs the male line of Edward III, denying the right of Richard of York, as heir general descending through a female2 – thus assuming in England a kind of Salic law which they themselves denied in France. When Richard of York forced the issue in 1460 his claim, in the way already noted, was argued through prolonged discussions with the law of real property. By this analogy the nobility, assembled in parliament, finally – and grudgingly – conceded the claim to be valid. The compromise then arranged, which recognized York as Henry VI’s heir to the exclusion of Henry’s son, Prince Edward, soon broke down. When Richard of York was killed a few weeks later at the battle of Wakefield and Margaret of Anjou had defeated another Yorkist army under the Earl of Warwick at the second battle of St Albans, to save a desperate situation a mere fragment of a faction made York’s son, the Earl of March, king, as Edward IV. The new king’s supporters were by no means numerous. Necessity drove him to use every possible means to support his weak position. During his enthronement at Westminster on 4 March 1461 a speech was made setting forth his title, a statement repeated almost verbatim when his first parliament met the following November. The king and his advisers took their stand upon a declaration which his father had made a few months before – ‘though right for a time rest and be put to silence yet it rotteth not nor shall not perish.’ They assumed that no one could possibly question the validity of Edward’s title and in scathing words attributed the recent disorders of the kingdom to God’s judgment upon it for tolerating so long the cancer of Lancastrian usurpation and the unjust denial of their rightful inheritance to the House of York. According to this interpretation Henry IV had taken:




upon him usurpously the crown and name of king and lord of the same realm and lordship; and not therewith satisfied or content, but more grievous thing attempting, wickedly of unnatural, unmanly and cruel tyranny, the same King Richard, king anointed, crowned and consecrate, and his liege and most high lord in the earth, against God’s law, man’s liegance, and oath of fidelity, with uttermost punicion, a-tormenting, murdered and destroyed, with most vile, heinous and lamentable death; whereof the heavy exclamation in the doom of every Christian man soundeth into God’s hearing in heaven, not forgotten in the earth, specially in this realm of England, which therefore hath suffered the charge of intolerable persecution, punicion and tribulation, whereof the like hath not been seen or heard in any other Christian realm . unrest, inward war and trouble, unrightwiseness, shedding and effusion of innocent blood, abusion of the laws, partiality, riot, extortion, murder, rape and vicious living have been the guiders and leaders of the noble realm of England.7





The government saw to it that such propaganda had the widest possible circulation and the reading of this particular statement in parliament would alone ensure that it was well known. Polydore Vergil could not have escaped from the background of such vehement opinions. For Edward IV’s reign he relied on both a popular oral tradition and the reminiscences of men in high places who had lived through the events of those days – or who had at least heard of them from their fathers. He therefore reflected the judgment of Englishmen of his own day, a judgment strongly influenced by Yorkist propaganda, on the end of the House of Lancaster. The ‘Yorkist myth’ so strongly propagated in 1461 must surely have grown into the stem on which he grafted the more ‘Tudor myth’.


Since this myth prevailed generations of authors have obviously enjoyed writing about the fifteenth century as a degraded, blood-drenched anti-climax to the great constructive period of the Middle Ages. It was, by modern standards, a turbulent and disorderly period; whether it was so much worse than the fourteenth or sixteenth centuries and whether its disorders were due to the civil wars are other, and contentious questions. The highly theatrical, richly-coloured conflation of picturesque fables, bloody battles, proscriptions and attainders, quick reversals of fortune, desperate flights and sudden victories, is a deceptive guide to the state of the country. Most probably England was no more war-ridden in the fifteenth century than in earlier centuries. Between 1066 and 1377 there were only two periods of more than thirty consecutive years when general peace prevailed in the land.8 During the Wars of the Roses the total period of active campaigning between the first battle of St Albans (1455) and the battle of Stoke (1487) amounted to a little more than one year – one year out of thirty-two years.9 Henry VII’s progress from his landing in Milford Haven to his victory at Bosworth Field lasted only fourteen days.


These almost miniature campaigns bear no comparison with the scale of warfare in the rest of Europe. The first battle of St Albans has been described, with little exaggeration, as a ‘short scuffle in a street’.10 Only at Towton (1461), the greatest battle of the period, did the numbers engaged possibly approach 50,000. Training and tactics alike were elementary. The law required every free-born Englishman between the ages of sixteen and sixty to bear arms, but such regulations did not make an army. With the exception of the Calais garrison (not in any case a field force), and from 1468 the king’s personal bodyguard of two hundred archers, there was no standing military force in the country receiving constant military training. The troops which fought the battles of the Wars of the Roses were hastily – and many of them unwillingly – collected as each particular climax mounted to its crisis and were as quickly disbanded once it was over. Neither side could afford the cost of anything better.11 Strategy was equally elementary. At the second battle of St Albans Warwick was unaware of Queen Margaret’s approach. Towton was fought in a snowstorm, Barnet in an April fog and even Edward’s famous pursuit of the Lancastrian army to Tewkesbury in 1471 was marked more by dogged tenacity than strategic ability.


Though several English towns were sacked from 1459 to 1461, none suffered a prolonged siege. None burned their suburbs to make it easier to defend them from besieging forces as several French towns had been forced to do in the course of the Hundred Years War. This urban immunity is the more significant if we call to mind that English towns were more open to attack than any in Europe. Owing to the early unification of England and the power of the central government, defences had become less necessary than they were elsewhere. Little fortified market towns, so common in France, were almost unknown in England. Even major towns like Reading and Oxford lacked fortifications.12 The dilapidated condition of the walls of London may well, in part, account for the readiness of the city fathers to negotiate with both Yorkists and Lancastrians in the 1450s and 1460s. If so, they continued to feel secure enough to take risks. A few years later they remained almost contemptuously negligent of a vigorous mayor’s efforts to rebuild the fortifications.


The architecture of the day shows few concessions to warfare. After the end of Richard II’s reign the science of military fortification was almost unknown in England until Henry VIII, between 1538 and 1540, built a chain of coastal artillery forts in a revolutionary foreign style. The Wars of the Roses produced nothing comparable to the fortifications and earthworks built up during the great civil war in the seventeenth century.13 ‘Castles’ like Tattershall, Caister, Ashby-de-la-Zouch and Hurstmonceux (the first two built in the then fashionable French or Rhenish style) were, despite their delusive military air, more magnificent dwellings than fortresses.


The private castles erected during the fifteenth century might never have existed as far as their significance in the Wars of the Roses was concerned. Lesser houses were very unmartial indeed. When John Norreys built Ockwells during one of the most acute phases of the civil war – it was not quite finished when he died in 1465 – he saw fit to build a house notable for the number and size of its windows, to a design based on simple but harmonious mathematical ratios worked out for their aesthetic effect, quite unrelated to thoughts of defence.14 Of the older royal castles only Harlech, for reasons now obscure, withstood a long blockade. The rest of the Welsh castles and the famous strongholds of northern England which figure so prominently in the struggles of the early 1460s never held out against a besieging force for more than a few weeks – often it was only a matter of days.


Looting was not unknown – it never can be in any war. Yet complaints of it were singularly rare. The war was highly localized. Any damage inflicted was small in comparison with the destruction wrought by the devastating raids of the Scots and the English ‘scavengers’ leagued with them in the early fourteenth century when, in the years between the battle of Bannockburn and the death of King Robert I of Scotland, the tithes of the churches appropriated to the monastery of Durham fell in value from £412 to £10 a year.15 In the fifteenth century disorders certainly occurred less in England than in its poorer neighbour Scotland. Seen against events in the northern kingdom – two kings assassinated within twenty years and the interminable bloody feuds of the Black and the Red Douglases, the Crichtons and the Livingstones – the Wars of the Roses seem less ferocious. Again, England seems a haven of quiet if compared with the faction fights of contemporary Bohemia.


Louis XI’s councillor, Philippe de Commynes, once remarked: ‘England enjoyed this peculiar mercy above all other kingdoms, that neither the country nor the people, nor the houses were wasted, destroyed or demolished; but the calamities and misfortunes of the war fell only upon the soldiers, and especially on the nobility.’16 Although Commynes himself admitted that he was somewhat hazy on the details of English politics, his comparisons of conditions in different countries are exceedingly shrewd.


The English hardly suffered at all compared with the damage which they had inflicted on many of the provinces of France during the Hundred Years War. The fortified church, almost unknown in England, once again as in earlier times became a familiar landmark in France. The chronicler, Molinet, devoted a long poem entirely to the destruction of the French abbeys. They fell into poverty of a kind they had not known since the Dark Ages: monasticism in France never recovered from the effects of this English destruction.17 When the English were finally driven out of Gascony in 1453 they left thirty per cent of the villages ravaged or seriously damaged.18 Nothing in English experience could compare with Limoges where it was said that in 1435 only five people were left alive in the town. Recovery took twenty years and more. As late as the 1480s some districts still suffered from the wartime destruction of draught animals: men, women and children were still being harnessed to the ploughs.19 Around Amiens the damage had been so great that all the city’s parish churches and most of the religious houses in the district had to be rebuilt – and they were rebuilt between about 1470 and 1490.20 It took about the same time to clear up another of the war’s more serious legacies – a tangle of conflicting property rights – for during the fighting both sides had made grants of the same estates, often several times over – causing legal confusion and social conflict far more extreme than anything that resulted in England from the confiscations and acts of attainder inflicted on the various combatants during the civil wars.21


England escaped the horrors of invasion by a foreign power: an immunity which has led historians to treat the Wars of the Roses too exclusively as an incident in English history. Although the civil conflicts began in a domestic crisis they were by no means an insular affair. Neither Lancastrians nor Yorkists scrupled to call in foreign help when they could get it and the rapid changes of English politics upset the calculations of statesmen in courts as far distant as Milan, Naples and Aragon. John of Calabria, Margaret of Anjou’s brother, still pressed his family’s claim to the throne of Naples and his Italian ambitions reacted upon his sister’s fortunes in England. In the early 1450s the French still feared a renewed English invasion: in the second half of the decade they were obsessed by a dread of Burgundy. From about 1456 to the death of Charles the Bold in 1477 the politics of north-western Europe turned upon the mutual suspicions of these two powers. In this bitter conflict no holds were barred. The insincerity, chicanery and ruthlessness of its diplomacy could have taught Machiavelli as much as he ever learned from the quarrels of Italian states. As diplomacy failed war took its place. Both sides competed for an English alliance and for many years their ambitions made worse the squalid confusions of English politics.


From 1459 onwards Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan, wished to unite England and Burgundy in an invasion of France in order to frustrate French support for John of Calabria’s ambitions in Genoa and Naples. He employed as his agent the papal legate, Francesco Coppini, who unscrupulously used his position to support Warwick and his friends when they mounted their invasion from Calais in 1460. In 1462 Louis XI France, dreading once more an Anglo-Burgundian alliance, countered by supporting Margaret of Anjou, only to leave her in the lurch at the end of the year when the danger to his kingdom had passed away. France and Burgundy continued to compete for the English alliance. Charles the Bold unsuccessfully tried to persuade Edward to join with the League of the Public Weal against Louis. Later it was a temporary success on the part of France which drove Charles to marry Margaret of York, and according to one chronicler, he bitterly remarked that to avenge himself on the King of France he had been constrained to marry a whore. Reacting strongly Louis (probably as early as 1468) toyed with the idea of bringing together Queen Margaret and Warwick: the almost fantastic plan which led to their successful invasion of England in 1470 – and ultimately failed because Louis, going too far, pushed his puppet Lancastrian government into an invasion of Burgundy. Duke Charles, who until that point had shown scant sympathy for the woes of his exiled brother-in-law, then quickly supported Edward’s plans for a counterinvasion. Margaret and Warwick on the one side, Edward on the other, owed their triumphs, in part at least, to foreign interests which supported them for their own purposes. Even after Edward’s restoration in 1471 his invasion of France, delayed until 1475, took place only after a bewildering progression of truces, counter-truces and contradictory negotiations between the three rivals. Henry VII invaded the country with Breton help and for many years nearly every court in northern Europe found it expedient at some time or another to support the claims of the Yorkist pretender, Perkin Warbeck.


Though by continental standards England escaped the horrors of war it was a turbulent enough land. Long before and long after the civil wars its inhabitants complained bitterly and endlessly of ‘lack of governance’ and the prevalence of violent crime. In the minds of medieval men a period of good order had always ; existed in some erstwhile golden age and the conditions of their own day were found wanting by this legendary standard.22 As evidence accumulates of the extensive crime of earlier centuries it beggars credulity to think of any massive deterioration of public order in the mid-fifteenth century. The execution of criminal law had always been weak23 and the criminal records of any period in medieval or sixteenth-century England present a grim and lurid picture.3 The respectable classes of society were as much given to violent crime as the rabble. Fifteenth-century letters often show in their writers a disturbing irascibility of temperament. Respectable members of the Mercers’ Company drew their knives on each other at the company’s meetings. Landed families who accused each other of whole catalogues of crime from forcible entry to arson and mayhem were soon on good terms again and even arranging marriages between their members. Even under Henry V outrageous assaults and the like were frequent. In 1415 servants of the members of parliament for Shropshire waylaid and attacked the tax collectors for the county.24 A fine example of the gentleman thug was John Newport, a veteran of the French wars, whom the Duke of York had appointed as his steward of the Isle of Wight. In 1450 the inhabitants of the island complained:




. . . the said John Newport, hath at this day no livelode to maintain his great countenance, but by the oppressing of the people in the country that he sit in, through the which he hath greatly enpovred and hurt the poor island ready; for what time he was Steward of the isle, he had but ten marks of fee, and kept an household and a countenance like a lord, with as rich wines as could be imagined, naming himself Newport the Galant, otherwise called Newport the rich, whom the country cursen daily that ever he come there . . . 25





One of the widest streams of violence flowed unceasingly from a combination of land hunger and the fantastic involutions of the law of real property. Under-developed agrarian societies are always fiercely litigious. During the later Middle Ages and the sixteenth century men seized every chance of adding acre to acre. Few landed families went for more than a few years unentangled in a lawsuit of some kind. The law of real property was in no state to meet the demands of so acquisitive a society. Quite apart from the appalling protractions and delays of common law procedure, no statutes of limitation had been passed since Edward I’s day. In real actions the term of legal memory still went back to 1189. It was not until 1540, and again in 1623, that legislation applied some limited remedies for these evils.26 Bad titles everywhere had become one of the curses of social and economic life. Many of the notorious attacks upon the Paston properties were supported at least by the pretext of a suddenly discovered, antiquated legal claim. Many men, in angry frustration at the delays and inadequacies of the common law, took to violence to impose their ‘rights’. It is hardly straining the evidence to suggest that the obsolete deformities of the common law caused more disorder than the sporadic incidents of the civil wars. Disputes over land could be expensively exacerbated by the corrupt support of powerful men,27 the crime of maintenance, as it was known at the time. On the other hand conditions were ameliorated by a considerable revival of arbitration – sometimes by neighbours, sometimes under the aegis of influential baronial councils.


The dramatic crises of history distort our vision of the past. Despite the periodic, spectacular clashes between them, cooperation in the government of the realm was the normal relationship between the king and the nobility. While writers from the fifteenth century to the present day have rightly condemned the intransigent ambitions of the overmighty subject – the menace to the king of the nobleman ‘equipollent to himself’ as Sir John Fortescue (1394?–1477?) put it – they have too often passed over the less interesting, because merely mighty, subjects.


Edward IV and Henry VII would have regarded as little more than simple-minded the once popular interpretation of history which saw them putting down the nobility and basing their rule on the middle classes. Politics are not played out in vacuo: those who rule must work in the conditions they find. Even if the monarchs of the day had been capable of thinking in terms of ignoring the nobility, harsh realities would never have permitted them such anachronistic illusions. In the countryside royal servants of less than noble rank were unreliable. The sheriffs’ offices had long been notorious centres of corruption. From their very inception experienced judges like Geoffrey le Scrope had looked upon the justices of the peace with grave – and justified – doubts about their probable efficiency.28 The society of the day was incapable of organizing an effective bureaucracy and in its absence no government could possible ignore the nobility. Sir John Fortescue, himself one of the official class, had no illusions about the power of officials. He ranked it as less than that of the aristocracy – ‘For the might of the land, after the might of the great lords thereof, standeth most in the king’s officers.’29 Again Bishop Russell described them in a draft sermon of 1483 as the firm islands and rocks in an unstable sea and added that it was obvious ‘the politic rule of every region well ordained standeth in the nobility.’30


At the same time the English nobility were hardly typical of their generation in Europe. Provincial feeling in England was weak for it was a small country early united under strong kings. It had nothing to compare with what Shakespeare aptly called France’s ‘almost kingly dukedoms’, with their separatist tendencies and, at times, near-independence of the central power. As the intelligent Venetian envoy pointed out in 1497, by continental standards the English nobility, lacking compact territories and extensive judicial powers, were nothing more than rich landlords. They expected to be, and were, treated with greater consideration than other men, from such small matters as having bread baked for them on Sundays (otherwise forbidden by law) when they arrived unexpectedly in strange towns, to declaring their income on oath instead of being assessed for taxation, and having the king and council settle their major quarrels instead of suing in the law courts like other men.


Yet limited as their powers were compared with those of their peers in France, Italy and Germany, they were far too powerful for the insecure Houses of York and Tudor to ignore them. Their ultimate success makes us forget that both Edward IV and Henry VII were so precariously seated on their thrones that they were compelled to make use of whatever support they could command, enforce or bribe. Their shifts and turns and essential opportunism may lend their actions a somewhat haphazard and contradictory air, but far from suppressing the nobility they welcomed the adherence of old opponents. Eighty-four per cent of the attainders passed against nobles in the Wars of the Roses were reversed. The wars had no significant effect on the numbers or wealth of the English landed classes. Edward IV and the early Tudors, far from suppressing the nobility were prepared, as and when particular circumstances made it necessary, to increase the wealth and influence of those who were loyal and to discipline, by whatever means they could, those who were as politically unreliable as they were highly placed, or whose low intelligence, positive eccentricities or erratic conduct were likely to make them a danger to the state. The influence of the Percys, if not indispensable, was at least highly desirable in governing the north. Just as Edward IV restored Henry Percy IV to his earldom of Northumberland in 1469–70 to offset the power of the Nevilles, so Henry VII soon released him from imprisonment after the battle of Bosworth to make him warden of the East and Middle Marches.


There is little to commend the traditional idea that kings at this time created a new and more subservient nobility as a counterpoise to the older aristocracy. The idea of ‘old nobility’ has been very much overworked. Baronial families in general seem to have died out in the male line about every third generation or so and the Wars of the Roses made little difference to this aristocratic mortality. The honours of a large section of the lay peerage did not go very far back. Between 1439 and 1504 sixty-eight new peerages were created (excluding promotions from one rank to another). Of these twenty-one went to the husbands or sons of heiresses to old titles: forty-seven creations were completely new. The ranks of the nobility were constantly recruited from below, by promotion from a group of rich, untitled families whose way of life and political instincts differed little, if at all, from those of the lesser nobility. Some such peers were created, and splendidly endowed, by the king with a consciously political purpose in mind. In 1461 Edward ennobled William Hastings and by granting him the forfeited Leicestershire estates of the Earl of Wiltshire, Viscount Beaumont and Lord Roos transformed him from a middling landowner into a magnate capable keeping loyal what before 1461 had been a strongly Lancastrian district in the central Midlands.31


Such men through their connections with the local gentry, a mixture of patronage and dominance summed up by the contemporary term ‘good lordship’, in no small measure kept the countryside in peace and quiet. The new Lord Hastings in the course of twenty-two years sealed legal indentures with no less than eighty-eight retainers, ranging from two other noblemen to knights and squires, spread over at least five counties. The noble retinue, the affinity, in other words the ‘bastard feudalism’ which has been so often condemned as an unmitigated evil, was an essential part of Yorkist and Tudor government. The lack of a police force and a standing army left the personal bond between lord and man, exercised as Lord Hastings’ indentures state ‘as far as law and conscience requireth’, essential for the peace of the countryside.32 Law and conscience, it is true, were often conspicuously absent from these relationships. The magnate had to be given a fairly free hand in his own district; in return for his loyalty the government did not probe over-carefully into his activities.


The potential success or failure of the system lay in the personality of the king: on whether he could hold the balance between turbulent men too powerful to be ignored, prevent them from gaining undue control of his resources in land, men and money, and see that by and large they used their own in his and the general interest. This Henry VI conspicuously failed to do. All through the Middle Ages and until well into the reign of Elizabeth I the monarch and the royal council spent an inordinate amount of their time on settling the personal and territorial problems of the great.33 Bastard feudalism, by putting coercive power into the magnates’ hands, undoubtedly gave them the means to take advantage of Henry’s irresolute character and to fight out their quarrels vi et armis free from the normal restraints of royal discipline. Consequently in the 1440s and the 1450s more and more families took to violence to settle their disputes. This progressive deterioration of public life and the discredit which its final, swift defeat in the Hundred Years War had brought upon the government gave Richard of York the opportunity to pit his legitimist claim to the throne against the prescriptive right of the House of Lancaster. Even so, whenever York tried to impose his will by force upon the king during the 1450s it is remarkable how little support he commanded amongst the nobles. Though turbulent and excessively prone to take to arms to settle their own quarrels, they were not prepared to cross the line which separated violence from treason. York’s great rival, Somerset, may have been unpopular, but there is no evidence that York was greatly loved. York’s programme, if such it can be called, was the programme of an ambitious magnate, not a party. In the 1450s the nobility was certainly not divided into Yorkist and Lancastrian. More men than we know may well have sympathized with York’s complaints, and their sympathy may well have increased as support for the Lancastrian dynasty waned in the later 1450s before the court’s increasing weakness. In spite of this only after York’s attainder at the Parliament of Devils in 1459 did any significant part of the nobility begin to support him. Even then at first they – and even his closest friends amongst them – were unaware that he planned to revive his dormant claim to the throne. The parliamentary discussions of 1460 show above all things reluctance to accept and the impossibility of peacefully rejecting the duke’s challenge. York himself was never able to topple Henry VI from his throne: he was forced to accept a compromise – recognition as Henry’s heir. A few months later a mere fragment of the Yorkist faction which had grown up since 1459 made his son king as Edward IV – impelled by the desperate circumstances which had developed from York’s lone policies rather than by conviction and wide support.34


Treason, once committed, tends to breed treason. Four political revolutions in a quarter of a century tarnished ideas of loyalty and the vision of kingship and bred an atmosphere tainted with sedition, at least amongst certain types of people. The ‘union of the two noble and illustre families’ of York and Lancaster in the marriage of Elizabeth of York and Henry of Richmond failed to stifle treason. There were more and wider conspiracies against Henry VII than there had ever been against Henry VI though the conspirators came mainly from lower social groups. Although, if a spy’s report can be believed, even after 1500 some of the highest in the land could discuss the question of the succession without even mentioning the king’s son; the nobility and the greater gentry remained aloof from both the monarchy and from treason. The political misfortunes of two generations had made them cautious and wary. They, after all, had most to lose by active involvement when high politics led to violence. Events had shown how very small were the forces which could topple a king with disastrous results for those on the losing side. Nor did the stability of the settlement of 1485 inspire much confidence. Only a small family group of nobles had then actively supported Henry VII and, as far as we know, only two peers actively fought for him at Bosworth. Lord Stanley remained aloof although his troops fought and the Earl of Northumberland stood by and watched the fight. During Henry’s reign, as Sir Francis Bacon perceptively remarked, ‘for his nobles, though they were loyal and obedient, yet did not cooperate with him, but let every man go his own way’. Henry returned the suspicion in even greater measure. During the Yorkist period two-thirds of the peerage had been under attainder, more or less suspended sentences of attainder or enormous financial bonds and recognizances to be of good behaviour. Under Henry the proportion increased to four-fifths.


Finally in recent years historians have debated the economic condition of fifteenth-century England. Such debates still vigorously resound. After some years in which it was generally regarded as a stagnant if not a declining economy it is now recognized that conditions were much more complicated. The country could hardly be called a unified economy. Regional variations were enormous. Some great landlords undoubtedly suffered from declining rent rolls until the last quarter of the century when there was a modest, if slow and uneven, revival. The fortune of the towns likewise varied and some undoubtedly suffered serious decline, while others vigorously prospered on the growing cloth trade. On the other hand there is a general consensus that the century was a golden age for the peasant, the labourer and the artisan. Economic change was due not to technological innovation but to demographic movements. Before the Black Death of 1349 and the further outbreaks of bubonic plague which followed it the country had been disastrously over-populated. Population had outrun agrarian resources so that the greater part of the population was seriously impoverished and its living standards depressed. The subsequent decline of population by at least one-third resulted in greater productivity per head of the population and, therefore, greater prosperity – a situation which was again reversed in the sixteenth century with a long term recovery of the population level which depressed large sections of the population into ever-increasing poverty. A detailed discussion of these highly technical problems is impossible here except to note that the civil wars had little or no effect upon agrarian and commercial life and to note a certain connection between financial power and the revival of the monarchy.35


The period of the ‘New Monarchy’ as J.R. Green in his History of the English People called the decades after 1461, or the ‘Tudor Despotism’ as others until about a couple of decades ago used to call its later phases, has often been analysed in a way which gave it a deceptive appearance of strength; a kind of incipient autocracy based on strong royal finances, the decline of parliament and an aristocracy weakened and demoralized by the Wars of the Roses – or alternatively as the medieval monarchy restored to new heights of secure power. In reality it was neither. Its stability must be sought in other causes.


There was no greater fundamental opposition between the king and parliament in the later Middle Ages than between the king and the aristocracy. Parliament occupied no static place in the constitution: it varied with circumstances. Normally its role was to cooperate with the king in the government of the realm. The great periods of parliamentary drama, apart from the peaks of revolution, were periods of financial mismanagement and financial strain, when the Commons, suspicious and resentful of heavy royal expenditure which the king expected them to defray by taxation, demanded financial reforms and concessions. The so-called ‘New Monarchy’ coincided with one of the longest periods in English history free of prolonged and expensive foreign warfare. Between 1453 and 1544 campaigns abroad were short and took place at long intervals. The end of the Hundred Years War was itself enough to end the principal drain on the royal coffers.36 Edward IV, more by luck than judgment, avoided prolonged war with France and his single expedition abroad ended in his return home the richer by a valuable pension from Louis XI. Henry VII enjoyed the like good fortune. With no wars to fight, men expected the king to ‘live of his own’ and thus remove the most nagging dissonance between the king and his subjects in parliament. With the great shift in English trade from the export of wool to the export of cloth, revenue from the customs duties had become much smaller than it had been in the fourteenth century. Rather than risk political discontent by radically reforming the customs dues and, even more, by reforming the antiquated and unproductive system of taxation on personal property to take account of changes in the distribution of wealth, Edward IV quickly adopted as his official policy demands which the Commons had forced on Henry VI between 1449 and 1453 – demands for less taxation and for the conservation and more businesslike management of the crown lands, by cancelling grants from these estates, adding to them by a rigid enforcement of feudal rights, and placing them under a strict administration copied from the most up-to-date methods of seigneurial estate management. The whole transferred from the Exchequer and entrusted to the Chamber (a department of the royal household) the organization of which was more flexible and more adaptable for this particular purpose, though its actual achievement was somewhat patchy. Meanwhile the Exchequer of Receipt was also improving its procedures for the handling of cash and debt. Edward IV also added a more meticulous control of the customs service to avoid evasions of payment, his French pension and the considerable profits of his private trading ventures; he redeemed the monarchy from chronic debt and died rich – the only English king to do so since the time of Henry I. Parliament sank into the background, content enough to accept an administration which made no demands on its purses. Henry VII continued these practices, profiting from Edward’s experiments which time and his own attentive care made even more profitable.37


Edward IV and Henry VII, in spite of the dramatic incidents of their careers, were by no means adventurous men. Conventionally minded to a large degree, they worked within the social and political facts of the world in which they lived, not against them. Cunning to the extent of perjury if it served their turn, their moral outlook was no worse – and no better – than that of the men through whom they had to work. Though both could be hard and cruel, they were, on the whole, merciful towards their opponents, partly because the political conventions of the day demanded it, partly because they could not afford to be anything else. Financially, by modern standards, or even by the standards of some of the more magnificent and warlike medieval kings, their ancestors, their state was hardly a state at all. With inflexible incomes derived from contracted sources, capable of only limited expansion, they were compelled to shift more after the ways of a college bursar than of a modern minister of finance. To call such a monarchy strong is to mistake shadow for substance. The English monarchy emerged from the Wars of the Roses under firm, strong guidance, but inherently it was a ramshackle structure: its survival depended on the protection of the sea, serving ‘as a moat defensive to a house, against the envy of less happy lands’ as John of Gaunt, ‘time-honoured Lancaster’, proclaimed. A generation later even the reforming schemes of Henry VIII’s minister, Thomas Cromwell, failed to obliterate its inherited weaknesses. By continental standards it was one of the shallow little backwaters of monarchy.38
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1 In Anne of Geierstein (Ch. vii). I owe the phrase and the information to Professor S.B. Chrimes. Pointing out that the red and the white roses were only two amongst many badges used by the Houses of Lancaster and York, Professor Chrimes condemns the term as misleading and would like historians to abandon it. See History, xlvii 24, 1963 and Lancastrians, Yorkists and Henry VII, pp. xi–xiv, 1964.


2 Richard of York was also descended in the male line from Edward III’s fifth son, Edmund of Langley, but he never put forward his claims on this ground.


3 In the early thirteenth century over three hundred crimes of violence were committed in one year in the county of Lincoln alone, and as late as 1600–1 the Council in the Marches of Wales during the same short period of time levied two hundred and seventy fines for riot.




ONE


The House of Lancaster


When in 1399 Henry of Derby, the heir of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, fourth son of the great Edward III, usurped the throne from his cousin, Richard II, he concealed the flaws in his title in a vague and evasive declaration in parliament:




In the name of Father, Son and Holy Ghost, I Henry of Lancaster challenge this realm of England, and the crown with all the members and the appurtenances, als I that am descended by right line of the blood coming from the good lord King Henry third, and through that right that God of his grace hath sent me, with help of my kin and of my friends to recover it: the which realm was in point to be undone for default of governance and undoing of the good laws.(1)





In so doing he ignored the claims of the Mortimer family, descending through a woman, Philippa, the daughter of Lionel of Clarence, the third son of Edward III. These claims after 1425 passed to her great-grandson, Richard, Duke of York. There was no certain rule of succession to the English crown at this time. Should the inheritance descend to the heir male or to the heir general? For the time the claims of the heir general lay dormant – but potentially dangerous. Only success could justify the House of Lancaster in continued possession of the throne. Henry V’s renewal of the Hundred Years War in France soon lost its appeal for any except the soldiers who directly profited from his campaigns and the merchants who victualled his armies. Henry bought his triumphs against the Valois at the cost of mounting resentment at the high taxation which he levied on the rest of the community to pay for them. By 1421 many men echoed the indignant wail on which Adam of Usk ended his Chronicle:




And, seeking to avenge it1 yet more, our Lord the King, rending every man throughout the realm who had money, be he rich or poor, designs to return again into France in full strength. But, woe is me! mighty men and treasure of the realm will be most miserably fordone about this business. And in truth the grievous taxation of the people to this end being unbearable, accompanied with murmurs and with smothered curses among them from hatred of the burden, I pray that my liege lord become not in the end a partaker, together with Julius, with Asshur, with Alexander, with Hector, with Cyrus, with Darius, with Maccabaeus, of the sword of the wrath of the Lord!(2)





After Henry’s premature death the following year, the English in France, led by his brother John, Duke of Bedford, for a time extended their conquests. From about 1429, however, the French began to gain ground against the English. By 1435, with the death of John of Bedford and the failure of peace negotiations – the result of almost insanely presumptuous demands which the English made at the conference of Arras – the French war had reached a crisis. Sir John Fastolf, one of the most experienced of the war captains, advised that Henrys V’s policy of conquest and consolidation by the maintenance of garrisons had become too expensive. Terror and a ‘scorched-earth’ policy were his recommendations for the future:




. . . First, it seemeth . . . that the king should do lay no sieges nor make no conquest out of Normandy, or to conquest by way of siege as yet; for the sieges hath greatly hindered his conquest in time passed, and destroyed his people, as well lords, captains, and chieftains, as his other people, and wasted and consumed innumerable good of his finances, both in England and in France, and in Normandy. For there may no king conquer a great realm by continual sieges, and specially seeing the habiliments and ordnances that be-eth this day used for the war, and the knowledge and experience that the enemies have therein, both in keeping of their places and otherwise; and also the favour that they find in many that should be the king’s true subjects.


Wherefore . . . it is thought right expedient, for the speed and the advancement of the king’s conquest and destroying of his enemies, to ordain two notable chieftains, descreet and of one accord, having either of them seven hundred and fifty spears of well chosen men, and they to hold the field continually and oostay,2 and go six, eight or ten leagues asunder in breadth, or more or less after their discretion; and each of them may answer to other and join together in case of necessity. And that they begin to oostay from the first day of June continually unto the first day of November, landing for the first time at Calais or Crotoy, or the one at Calais and the other at Crotoy, as shall be thought expedient; and so holding forth their way through Artois and Picardy, and so through Vermandois, Lannoy, Champagne and Burgundy, brenning and destroying all the land as they pass, both house, corn, vines, and all trees that bearen fruit for man’s sustenance, and all bestaile3 that may not be driven, to be destroyed; and that that may be well driven and spared over the sustenance and advictualling of the hosts, to be driven into Normandy, to Paris, and to other places of the king’s obeisance, and if goodly them think it to be done. For it is thought that the traitors and rebels must needs have another manner of war, and more sharp and more cruel war than a natural and anoien4 enemy . . . to th’intent to drive th’enemies thereby to an extreme famine.(3)





In these unhappy circumstances Henry VI and his later foe, Richard, Duke of York, came to the forefront of politics for the first time. Henry, at the age of fifteen, signed his first royal warrant in December 1436. Richard of York had taken part in a Great Council at Westminster in April and May 1434 and in January 1435 (he was then twenty-four) the royal council appointed him Lieutenant and Governor of France and Normandy. Many years later John Blacman, a Carthusian monk who had been one of Henry’s chaplains, wrote a memoir of his master. He depicted an extreme form of a contemporary type of intense lay piety – an English variation of the devotio moderna: bliss to a monk of a strict contemplative order, disastrous for a people in days when a king must rule as well as reign:




He was, like a second Job, a man simple and upright, altogether fearing the Lord God, and departing from evil. He was a simple man, without any crook of craft or untruth, as is plain to all. With none did he deal craftily, nor ever would say an untrue word to any, but framed his speech always to speak truth.


He was both upright and just, always keeping to the straight line of justice in his acts. Upon none would he wittingly inflict any injustice. To God and the Almighty he rendered most faithfully that which was His, for he took pains to pay in full the tithes and offerings due to God and the church: and this he accompanied with most sedulous devotion, so that even when decked with the kingly ornaments and crowned with the royal diadem he made it a duty to bow before the Lord as deep in prayer as any young monk might have done . . .


. . . And that this prince cherished a son’s fear towards the Lord is plain from many an act and devotion of his. In the first place, a certain reverend prelate of England used to relate that for ten years he held the office of confessor to King Henry; but he declared that never throughout that long time had any blemish of mortal sin touched his soul . . .


. . . . A diligent and sincere worshipper of God was this king, more given to God and to devout prayer than to handling worldly and temporal things, or practising vain sports and pursuits: these he despised as trifling, and was continually occupied either in prayer or the reading of the scriptures or of chronicles, whence he drew not a few wise utterances to the spiritual comfort of himself and others . . .


. . . This King Henry was chaste and pure from the beginning of his days. He eschewed all licentiousness in word or deed while he was young; until he was of marriageable age, when he espoused the most noble lady, Lady Margaret, daughter of the King of Sicily, by whom he begat one only son, the most noble and virtuous Prince Edward; and with her and toward her he kept his marriage vow wholly and sincerely, even in the absences of the lady, which were sometimes very long: never dealing unchastely with any other woman. Neither when they lived together did he use his wife unseemly, but with all honesty and gravity.


. . . It happened once, that at Christmas time a certain great lord brought before him a dance or show of young ladies with bared bosoms who were to dance in that guise before the king, perhaps to prove him, or to entice his youthful mind. But the king was not blind to it, nor unaware of the devilish wile, and spurned the delusion, and very angrily averted his eyes, turned his back upon them, and went out to his chamber, saying:


‘Fy, fy, for shame, forsothe ye be to blame.’


At another time, riding by Bath, where are warm baths in which they say the men of that country customably refresh and wash themselves, the king, looking into the baths, saw in them men wholly naked with every garment cast off. At which he was displeased, and went away quickly, abhorring such nudity as a great offence, and not unmindful of that sentence of Francis Petrarch ‘the nakedness of a beast is in men unpleasing, but the decency of raiment makes for modesty . . . 5


. . . I would have you know that he was most eminent for that virtue of humility. This pious prince was not ashamed to be a diligent server to a priest celebrating in his presence, and to make the responses at the mass, as Amen, Sed libera nos, and the rest. He did so commonly even to me, a poor priest. At table even when he took a slight refection, he would (like a professed religious) rise quickly, observe silence, and devoutly give thanks to God standing on every occasion. Also on the testimony of Master Doctor Towne, he made a rule that a certain dish which represented the five wounds of Christ as it were red with blood, should be set on his table by his almoner before any other course, when he was to take refreshment; and contemplating these images with great fervour he thanked God marvellous devoutly . . .


Also at the principal feasts of the year, but especially at those when of custom he wore his crown, he would always have put on his bare body a rough hair shirt, that by its roughness his body might be restrained from excess, or more truly that all pride and vain glory, such as is apt to be engendered by pomp, might be repressed.(4)





York,6 with little or no experience of warfare, took up his first command in the most depressing circumstances. The French had penetrated to the very gates of Rouen and in Easter Week they captured Paris. The following year, despite a modest success, rejecting urgent protests from the royal council, he insisted on giving up his charge. Re-appointed in July 1440, he lingered in England, ignoring urgent appeals that he should cross the Channel, until in June 1441 the council at Rouen predicted total defeat unless he immediately went to their rescue. As the following warrant shows the government spared no efforts to provide the money his forces required:




Henry by the grace of God King of England and of France and Lord of Ireland. To the Treasurer and Chamberlains of our Exchequer greeting. For as much as for the setting over the sea of our cousin the Duke of York into our realm of France and Duchy of Normandy for the conservation and keeping of them and also the th’entretenue of our subjects in our obeisance in the same us needeth in haste great and notable sums of money. Whereof we be not as now purveyed neither cannot be without chevisance of our subjects or sale or departing from us of parcel of our jewels. And in so much as the chevisance7 that we can make at this time for the said cause will not suffice for the contenting of the said army over ready money by us perforce paid and that we would not for th’ease of us and of all Our true subjects but that the same army shall by the grace of our Lord take good effect and exploit it to the good relief and succours of our said realm, duchy and of all our subjects. We will therefore and charge you straitly that anon after the sight of these ye do break, cune,8 sell and lay to wedde9 such and as many of our jewels as over the payments by you made for the said army and over ready apprestes10 to us made for the same will reasonably suffice for the setting over of the said army, and as far as the said jewels will stretch if ye can and may do it. And these our letters shall be unto you here your sufficient warrant and discharge. Given under our privy seal at our castle of Windsor the second day of February the year of our reign XIX.(5)





During the next few months York, advised by Talbot, the greatest of the war veterans, made no less than five valiant onslaughts to relieve the besieged fortress of Pontoise. At last their troops, unable to live on the ravaged countryside, fell back on Rouen and Pontoise surrendered to the French. York accomplished very little after the summer of 1442, despite factions and plots at the French court which weakened his opponents in the field. When the English and French concluded a truce in April 1444 he had seen less than three years’ active campaigning during the five years of his second command, and the English position was hardly better than it had been in 1440. York himself, may well have brooded in bitterness of spirit over obstructive political intrigues at home11 and, as a royal warrant of 1446 clearly shows, by the recent failure of the government to meet his expenses:




Henry by the grace of God, King of England and of France and Lord of Ireland. To the Treasurer and Chamberlains of our Exchequer greeting. We let you weet that we have understand by a supplication of our cousin the Duke of York that where as now late we commanded you by our letters of warrant to content him of all this that should be found due unto him of his appointment of £20,000 yearly for five years ended at Michaelmas last past for the keeping and entretening of our realm of France and Duchy of Normandy as in his indentures thereupon made it appeareth more at large, it is so as he saith that and he should be counted with and paid after the tenor of the said indentures there should be found due unto him of the fourth year of the same five year £18,666 13s. 4d., and of the fifth year the whole sum of £20,000 which amount to the sum of £38,066 13s.4d.12 And how be it that he hath promitted the lords, captains and soldiers of our garrisons within our said realm and duchy to content them of their wages which he cannot without he may have payment of the said sums, yet natheless he hath agreed him considering the great charges that we have in hand to rebate £12,666 13s. 4d. of the said £38,006 13s. 4d. so that he might be payed of have sufficient assignment of the residue which amounteth to the sum of £26,000. Wherefore we will and charge you that unto our said cousin ye make payment or sufficient assignment of the said £26,000. Given under our privy seal at our Tower of London the 2nd day of June the year of our reign XXIV.(6)





Whether or not the English had wantonly followed Sir John Fastolf’s scorched-earth policy, his secretary, William Worcester, a few years later admitted that their administration had become oppressive and savage in the extreme. As the following account, written by the Norman ecclesiastic, Thomas Basin, shows, in their demoralized ferocity they reduced to utter misery wide areas of the borderlands of northern France where their control was constantly disputed:




Thus after the death of his father . . . Charles VII succeeded to the throne of France, at the age of twenty-two or thereabouts. In his day, as well through the effect of continual wars, civil and foreign, as through the negligence and idleness of those who conducted business or commanded under his orders as through lack of military order and discipline and the greed and slackness of the men-at-arms the said kingdom was reduced to such a state of devastation that from the Loire to the Seine the peasants had been slain or put to flight. Most of the fields for long remained, over the years, not only uncultivated but without men enough to till them, except for a few odd pieces of land where it was impossible to extend the little that could be cultivated away from the cities, towns and castles owing to the frequent forays of the robbers.
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