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The grim reality of medieval combat in the Wars of the Roses is validated by the injuries inflicted on the soldiers found in the Towton grave, North Yorkshire. (Bradford University)
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Cover image: A fifteenth-century European poll-axe and an armet of the type worn by some soldiers during the Wars of the Roses. (Royal Armouries)
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For Sheree




There is hardly any without a helmet and none without bows and arrows. Their bows and arrows are thicker and longer than those used by other nations, just as their bodies are stronger than other peoples, for they seem to have hands and arms of iron.


Dominic Mancini
1483
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Preface


The scarcity of reliable contemporary military evidence for the seventeen major battles of the Wars of the Roses provides few clues to the medieval soldiers’ battlefield experience. Indeed, because no fully corroborated accounts of such battles exist, one might conclude that so complex a subject is best left well alone. However, some historians have taken the opposite approach, and many books have been written to explain why and how battles were fought during the period. Similarly, such famous battles as Bosworth, fought in 1485, have been constantly revisited by historians to reconstruct what occurred there. But what was the experience of Bosworth like for a medieval soldier in the Wars of the Roses?


When I first wrote this book in 1996, my curiosity was fuelled by several contemporary fifteenth-century documents, in addition to the chronicles, that provided brief glimpses of the individuals who fought in the wars between York and Lancaster. These fleeting references were mainly contained in letters written after battles had taken place, in documents recording an individual’s military service, in musters where a soldier is named along with his weapons, and in manuals that describe the fighting methods of the time. Some town and city records also described the soldiers who marched off to war between 1455 and 1487, but clearly, other evidence is needed to make sense of the romantic and chivalric ideology portrayed in some of the chronicles.


As regards the bloodiest battle of the wars at Towton, fought on Palm Sunday 1461, the medieval soldier’s experience of warfare is shown to be unique. This experience can be grouped into two main categories that are both physical and mental. The apparent long duration of the fighting in atrocious weather conditions would no doubt have caused acute mental stress and fatigue aggravated, for some men, by continuous campaigning for at least two months. So, what effect did this have on the soldiers thrown into combat? What was the shocking one-sided archery duel like at the battle of Towton? What did soldiers endure in the long no-quarter hand-to-hand fighting and how did they survive the large-scale slaughter after the Lancastrian army broke ranks? These are just a few of the questions analysed in this book, all of which aim to illustrate the human interest beneath the Wars of the Roses and some of its battles.


Of course, there are many more related questions, such as why individuals participated in the conflict, what impact did artillery and handguns have on the medieval battlefield, and what factors influenced recruitment and ‘training’ in the wars. However, in 1996, there was little published to explain a soldiers’ experience in the Wars of the Roses. Therefore, I decided to research the subject in depth, revise my original preconceptions about the medieval soldier, and produce a book focussed on his experience in the wars.


Since then, the results of my research suggest a very different impression of the men who fought at such famous battles as St Albans, Towton, Barnet, Tewkesbury, Bosworth, and others. It is probably no accident that many contemporary chroniclers rarely mention a soldier’s experience, except collectively, or as part of an over-estimated strength or casualties after battles were over. More than likely it was common knowledge how men pursued war, so why describe their involvement in detail? However, according to some more astute contemporaries, English soldiers were not typical medieval warriors. Records also described them otherwise. For example, soldiers in the Wars of the Roses had different reasons for taking up arms, and some of the gentry managed to avoid battles altogether. For others civil war and local feuding heightened their psychology of violence and willingness to commit atrocities. Even the physical appearance of soldiers was different according to foreign visitors to England. Therefore, some writers do provide answers to these more personal questions, but the lack of detail about specific battles in the chronicles hinders deeper investigation.


Most contemporary chronicles were written by monastics and members of the clergy who were, quite naturally, more interested and concerned with matters having a direct bearing on their own lives, such as the fabric and antiquities of their church, rather than in the details of medieval warfare. However, chroniclers occasionally offer comments on the appalling loss of life caused by the fighting, and there is also one report in a monastic history that can be considered an eyewitness account of two particular battles that goes against the grain.1 Other chroniclers, mainly laymen and those with battlefield experience, were intensely interested in warfare but wrote in the very best chivalric tradition of the period, applying a veneer of heroism or romance to the bloodbaths they described. Writers, like the famous and habitually imprisoned Sir Thomas Malory (1415–71), described fighting of the period in detail, and in his classic Morte D’arthur, he even describes how one soldier heard a noise on a battlefield littered with large casualties:




[He] saw and harkened by the moonlight how that pillagers and robbers were come into the field to pill and to rob many a full noble knight of his brooches and beads and of many a good ring and many a rich jewel. And those that were not dead, there they slew them for their harness [armour] and their riches.2





Malory likely witnessed a Wars of the Roses battle and its aftermath.3 However, some narratives and letters of the period betray the overriding influence of propaganda, which is hardly surprising given the political nature of the conflict. Foreign writers also showed bias or favouritism, chiefly to please their patrons. While later Tudor chroniclers expressed extreme prejudice towards the Yorkist regime, and it is they that are traditionally held responsible for most of the detailed information about the Wars of the Roses that we rely on today.4


However, by analysing other sources it is possible to present a much clearer picture of how the medieval soldier dealt with the civil wars. How he was recruited, what problems he faced on the march, and how he was supplied and billeted provide more down to earth clues about his army life. How his superiors led him is recorded in some accounts, and what he wore on the march and for protection in battle can be reconstructed from surviving armour, weaponry and equipment musters. These are all crucial factors when judging his effectiveness in combat, and what emerges from all the evidence is that the medieval experience of soldiering, stripped of all its romantic imagery and propaganda, was quite unique in the Wars of the Roses.


So, what was it like to fight in a medieval battle? Thankfully, we can never know with any certainty. But with a little logic and imagination, the horror and epic nature can be described using the sources. Some details may be partly speculative by some writers, but wherever possible, I have tried to support the theory with a documented case in the fifteenth century (or in an era not too far removed from the events described). Modern research into arms and armour of the period also helps us to prove or disprove various theories regarding the soldier’s battlefield experience.5 How a man was equipped for battle obviously tells us much about how he fought, while surviving musters tell us how he was recruited and what he wore. The English climate, especially the unseasonable and abrupt weather changes during some campaigns, also played a part in assessing how medieval armies moved about the country. And how they were supplied and billeted explains the physical and logistical constraints on armies before they finally came face to face on the battlefield.


While I was researching and writing the first edition of this book in 1996, a unique medieval war grave was discovered by workmen in the village of Towton in North Yorkshire. The grave contained the bodies of some of the soldiers who had fought at the battle there in 1461. Their bones provided many important clues to their tragic deaths and everyday lives that altered my perception of the medieval soldier and changed how this book was written. All the evidence was carefully extracted with the help of forensic and archaeological science, and the preliminary results painted a much more detailed picture of the soldiers than was previously thought possible. Analysis of the bones and the conclusions drawn from them vividly brings to life the trauma of violent death in the Wars of the Roses in a way no documentary facts can hope to show. Therefore, the Towton grave is as near as a historian can get to a medieval battle, and I was very privileged to be consulted when the remains of the Towton dead were unearthed in July 1996, 535 years after their burial.


Some of the results of the dedicated work carried out by the enthusiastic specialists at the Bradford University Department of Archaeological Sciences are contained within this book. Some of the conclusions drawn from the Towton grave are my own. Others belong to specialists, to whom I am very grateful for sharing their knowledge. The results in 1996 were astounding and are still perplexing today, but in my opinion, the Towton grave provides the best evidence yet of the medieval soldier’s experience of army life and the brutality and psychology of fifteenth-century man.


The medieval soldier’s attitude to violence is also discussed in this book, and how the wars changed some men’s lives forever is described. The soldier’s view of combat was complex and depended much upon his social status, but his feelings are alluded to in contemporary records. It is tempting for modern historians to assume that, since medieval man lived in a more brutal age, he was in some way numbed by violence. But this opinion is simply not true. Various attainder documents state the seriousness of local and national rebellion, and contemporaries discussed the various injuries that men suffered in battle, the danger of wounds becoming infected after the event, the loss of horses and equipment and the deprivation caused by warfare are all apparent in personal letters like those of the Paston’s of Norfolk:




Mother, I recommend me to you, letting you know that, blessed be God, my brother John is alive and fareth well, and in no peril of death. Nevertheless, he is hurt with an arrow in his right arm, beneath the elbow; and I have sent him a surgeon that has dressed him, and he tells me that he trusteth that he shall be all whole within a right short time.6





The above was written four days after the battle of Barnet in 1471, and it shows how important it was to be on the winning side during the Wars of the Roses. But how did the threat of attainder and possible execution for treason, or previous knowledge of combat and the type of injuries suffered, affect the medieval soldier? How did some men escape attainder after a battle and later return to fight on the opposite side? Did the common soldier continue fighting indefinitely, or could he avoid taking part in the carnage on the battlefield? In late April 1471 the injured John Paston was still on the run from Edward IV, and his mental state proves that defeated soldiers had worries long after fighting ended, especially if they were in hiding:




Mother I beseech you, send me money … and send me some in as hasty wise as is possible … for now I have neither meat, drink, clothes, leechcraft [medicine], nor money but upon borrowing; and I have tested my friends so [much] that they begin to fail me now [I am] in the greatest need that ever I was in.7





Paston was at breaking point it seems. Therefore, the subject of the Wars of the Roses soldier cannot be taken in isolation, given that the trauma of war was far reaching. Those who fought were part of a continuously evolving process that affected man and master in more ways than we can ever imagine, and this contractual service had its roots in medieval feudalism.


‘Bastard’ feudalism, for example, was a system of recruitment and service that controlled social and military administration during the wars. Written indentures of soldiers still survive, and attest to a type of servitude that had all the characteristics of modern gangsterism. The system had been present in virtually the same form for a long time before the conflict began, and it would persist, in a different guise, long after the wars ended in 1487.8 Therefore, we may be forgiven for thinking it was easy to wipe clean the stain of affiliation to a particular lord or faction in the wars when the consequences of non-committal were so serious and life threatening.


As for the weapons used in the conflict and the formations and basic tactics adopted by the armies, these were firmly rooted in the Hundred Years War with France. Therefore, the background evidence for some aspects of the medieval soldier in the wars can be derived from older, perhaps better documented periods. However, some methods of warfare are unique to the conflict, and this book examines how these evolved from a military viewpoint and how ‘true’ chivalry declined as a result.


In a work such as this, the subject must have a firm foundation and context. Therefore, the book’s first chapter briefly explains the history of the Wars of the Roses, particularly the military campaigns in which the medieval soldier took part. These military aspects are discussed in more depth later in the book when the soldier’s experience of warfare is explained in more detail. The causes of the conflict are also touched upon in chapter one. However, the reader should turn to the books listed in the bibliography for a full account of the Wars of the Roses, particularly the political aspects of the conflict and specific personalities. The chronology of famous battles is central to the theme of the medieval soldier, therefore, all the important engagements are briefly described here in relation to the major campaigns and phases of the wars. But again, more detailed analysis can be found in subsequent chapters, while books dealing with specific battles can be found in the bibliography.


The main section of this book focuses on the experience of the men who fought the Wars of the Roses, taking individual contemporary case histories as examples and following them through a chronological sequence of events culminating on the battlefield. From commander to commoner, from archer to man at arms, the role of the medieval soldier in the civil wars from recruitment to combat is explored, and the myths surrounding his role are exposed, discussed and re-assessed.


In the preface of my book Towton 1461: The Anatomy of a Battle, I explained my indescribable fascination with Britain’s bloodiest day and my respect for the site where the Houses of York and Lancaster struggled in the snow for the prize of the crown of England. After completing the additional research for this book, I now know that my fascination with the wars stems from the men who fought at Towton more than half a millennium ago, and how their secrets shaped the Wars of the Roses, continues to echo in the many conflicts of today.




One


‘Grim visaged war’


The Causes of the Wars of the Roses


As discussed, the wars between the Houses of York and Lancaster can be blamed mainly on the weakness and instability of King Henry VI, the son of the victor of Agincourt, whose inability to control the aristocracy enabled nobles to pursue personal rivalries that escalated into civil war. However, it would be a mistake to lay the whole blame for the wars on the king, any one individual, or on the effects of a socio-military system like bastard feudalism. During Henry VI’s reign, several nobles vied for supremacy, and the balance of power at court was a perpetual cycle of favour and demise. Similarly, feudalism and the inclination of English nobles to be politically and military ambitious had always been a significant threat to the crown well before the Wars of the Roses began. It was only when Henry VI proved incapable of good kingship that these two elements combined provided the catalyst whereby mistrust, ambition, blood feuding and local rebellion led to civil war.


Certain contemporary writers expressed great regard for King Henry’s pious nature, portraying him as a saintly figure, an opinion perpetuated by Lancastrian and Tudor propagandists. Indeed, the king was a man not suited to his age. But, as the highest power in the land, it is generally agreed by most modern historians that Henry was responsible for the outbreak of hostilities in 1455. It is fair to say that the king’s instability and weak nature was in total contrast to his warlike and strong-minded father Henry V, who bequeathed his son the kingdoms of France and England in 1422.1


The immediate causes of the Wars of the Roses can be traced back to 1453, much earlier if we consider the usurpation of Henry IV in 1399 and the Percy rebellion of 1403. However, in 1453 the Hundred Years War finally ended with a humiliating English defeat at the battle of Castillon in France, and soon southern ports became full of thousands of disgruntled soldiers returning home to seek continued employment, protection and advancement in the only trade they knew. Many more potential soldiers in England also felt the lasting effects of defeat in France, and widespread public condemnation turned against those thought to be responsible since failure abroad was bound to breed a sense of discontentment at home. However, the gradual loss of English territories in France was not a direct cause of the Wars of the Roses either, although the shock of it did dramatically affect King Henry’s mental and physical ability to rule. The loss of French territories, won chiefly by the brilliant military ability of Henry V, was a major political disaster but not beyond recovery for a competent leader. Therefore, it was the fragile character of Henry VI and the slow shift of power from the king to the nobility that caused instability in England, especially when Henry took sides in the arguments to find a scapegoat for the disasters in France.2
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King Henry VI from an original dated c. 1450 in the Royal Collection at Windsor Castle.





Historians generally regard this crisis, and more specifically, the shock of the English army’s defeat at Castillon, as the trigger that caused Henry’s first mental breakdown in August 1453.3 Coupled with other personal inadequacies, the king’s intermittent instability enabled various ambitious nobles to manipulate him to further their careers. Fear bred mistrust, and the two prominent peers who vied for King Henry’s favour in the 1450s were Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, and Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York. Henry’s French queen, Margaret of Anjou, also dominated and manipulated her husband during his troubled reign, and this further fuelled the mutual rivalry between Somerset and York that led to military confrontation. However, contrary to the common opinion of King Henry’s character, there is firm evidence that before Henry’s collapse in 1453, he was semi-consciously in charge of his throne and, more importantly, was personally making political and military decisions as King of England.4


Richard of York was an extremely wealthy man with many ancient hereditary estates and titles attached to his name. He was descended from Lionel, Duke of Clarence, and Edmund, Duke of York, Edward III’s second and fourth sons, and was also heir apparent to the then childless Henry VI. York’s claim was widely recognised at the time, and he was critically aware that his succession to the throne might be threatened if the young king happened to fall into the wrong hands. York was particularly wary of Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, who was also descended from Edward III through a legitimised but debarred line of succession stemming from the union of John of Gaunt, King Edward’s third son, and Gaunt’s third wife, Katherine Swynford. Therefore, it was no accident that their mutual rivalry flared into open hostility in the latter days of the Hundred Years War when English military incompetence abroad was at its zenith.


The Duke of York had seen military service in France as the king’s lieutenant, but as the war turned in favour of the French, and the need to finance the army became an increasing drain on England’s finances, York was forced into using personal funds to pursue the war. Soon owed vast amounts of money by the crown, this debt was never paid back to him in full, while in contrast, when the Duke of Somerset was given command of the army in France, he received financial support from the king creating rivalry. York was furious at this show of personal favouritism, and he soon complained bitterly to King Henry and his councillors. However, Somerset was firmly established at court and replaced York as lieutenant of France in 1448, leaving York to count his losses.5


Somerset’s appointment was a crushing blow to York’s pride, but the situation was made even worse when York was dispatched to Ireland as King Henry’s lieutenant for a term of ten years. Doubtless, the king had been persuaded by his pro-Somerset councillors to remove York from the political scene and place Somerset in the ascendancy at court. However, Somerset’s military efforts to turn the apparent stalemate abroad into victory culminated in Normandy’s complete loss. Soon, former English territories were sold off by treaty or overrun by French troops, until at last, only the port of Calais remained English. The Duke of York naturally held his rival Somerset personally responsible for the debacle, although, in fairness, other prominent councillors had also contributed to the defeat. Indeed, the Commons blamed the ambitious Duke of Suffolk, who was banished and clandestinely executed for his involvement, in stark contrast to Somerset, who was recalled to England in 1450, followed by his disgruntled army.


A sense of resentment greeted English soldiers returning to Kentish ports, and led by Jack Cade, the common people of Kent revolted, demanding reform of the government through a petition. Some of the returning English soldiers took part in the anarchy that followed, and many fought in the skirmishes with the king’s garrison troops who were ordered to protect London. Cade himself, a shady character and a soldier with several aliases, had been active in the French wars. Thus, his rebellion appealed to the disenchanted commoners and thugs of all quarters of society, although the revolt was doomed to failure.6


Cade was soon captured and executed for his crimes. However, the questions the common people had raised in their popular manifesto were to have far-reaching effects because rumours spread that the Duke of York had been involved in Cade’s rising. The antipathy between York and Somerset naturally increased, and these accusations, whether true or not, brought York back from his enforced exile in Ireland to try to clear his name. Unsure of his reception, he entered the kingdom with a large force of armed retainers for protection and immediately marched on London to petition King Henry for specific reforms, including removing certain individuals from the royal council. Henry acquiesced to his demands but did nothing. Somerset was back in favour, and York’s rash armed incursion backfired, some nobles viewing his actions as an attempted usurpation.


Thus failed York’s first peaceable attempt at reform, and he returned to Ludlow, his castle on the Welsh border. It would not be the only rash move that York would make in his career, and during the next two years, the duke tried several times to enforce Somerset’s dismissal, only to be defeated by blatant political manoeuvring. At Dartford in 1452, after facing the royal army in the field, he was tricked and arrested. Later York was forced to promise on oath never again to disturb the peace, while the politically astute Somerset strengthened his position as the king’s favourite humiliating York in front of his fellow peers. Ominously, a few months later, the English expeditionary force under the command of John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, set sail for France in a last desperate attempt to win the war abroad in 1453.
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Henry VI creates John Talbot first Earl of Shrewsbury in 1442. Talbot’s defeat at Castillon in 1453 shattered all English hopes in France, which may in turn have contributed to Henry’s mental breakdown in the same year. (British Library)





If the English defeat at Castillon sparked off the king’s illness, which took the form of mental inertia and acute melancholia, it was a blessing for the Duke of York since it threw him back into the political arena. When the royal council could no longer conceal the king’s mental state, they had no other option but to appoint York as England’s Protector because of his status as heir apparent. Quite naturally, York’s first move was to engineer the imprisonment of his enemy Somerset, but this heralded renewed hostility between the two men and, more importantly, a division in the country as the aristocracy began to take sides according to their loyalties and ambitions.


The great marcher lords, Neville and Percy, would play vital roles in the Wars of the Roses from this point on, chiefly because of their political feuding in the north of England,7 where squabbles over ancient land rights and titles had been going on for years. These private quarrels were echoed in other parts of England as belligerent nobles scrapped for power, but the large numbers of soldiers involved in the northern disputes made it essential for the government to act quickly to prevent civil war. This task naturally fell to the Duke of York as Protector to show his aptitude for strong action, in contrast to Henry VI, who preferred the status quo. However, when York favoured the Nevilles over their rivals the Percys, who had argued with the Duke of Somerset over land rights in Wales, the Percys, then Earls of Northumberland, had little choice but to take the opposite side supporting the royal party as Lancastrians from then on.


As for the hapless King Henry, he was incapable of ruling for the next eighteen months, but in October 1453, Queen Margaret incredibly gave birth to a son, Edward of Lancaster and fortuitously, the king temporarily regained his sanity to bless him. Somerset was immediately released from his protective custody in the Tower, and the tables were once more turned against the Duke of York.


However, by this time, Henry’s fiery queen, Margaret of Anjou, had manufactured a firm grip of the king’s council, and she began to secretly favour Somerset, with all his military faults, as her own personal instrument of political power. The wheel of fortune had turned full circle again, it seemed. Suspicions and propaganda fermented at court concerning the paternity of the king’s son, and these political reversals effectively ended the Duke of York’s Protectorship despite worries of the king’s ability to rule. There was growing mistrust in England, and soon York realised that the queen, backed by Somerset, was now aiming at his political downfall. Indeed, York’s intense paranoia led him to believe that his life was at risk, and he immediately made plans for military action to ensure his safety.


First Battles 1455–60


It is hard to be precise about the first battle of the Wars of the Roses. According to some historians, the civil wars began in 1459 with the campaign that included the battle of Blore Heath, which places the first battle of St Albans of 1455 alongside the Duke of York’s other political attempts to remove his enemy Somerset from office before this date.8 Other historians believe that the first battle of the wars took place at Shrewsbury in 1403, or in the private battles of several nobles in the early 1450s.9 It all depends on the degree of political importance attributed to each battle and the perceived length of the conflict overall. This problem is derived from the fact that the Wars of the Roses was not a continuous conflict but rather a series of separate military operations over many years, each fought for different reasons. Even the political opponents changed over time. Nevertheless, the first battle of St Albans was a significant springboard to the wars, especially given the high status of some of the men killed there. The battle also provoked further hostility between noble families, which was to have dramatic consequences as the wars progressed.


In May 1455, the Duke of York, threatened by the assembling of Lancastrian lords at Leicester, gathered his retainers and supporters and once more marched on London to remove the Duke of Somerset from office. At St Albans, York’s men faced the king’s small army, consisting of no more than 2,000 men, who immediately threw up makeshift barricades around the town’s marketplace forcing the Duke of York and his Neville allies, the Earl of Salisbury and his son the Earl of Warwick, to array their ‘battles’ in the fields outside the town. Negotiations between King Henry and the Duke of York began in earnest but soon broke down because of the king’s unwillingness to deliver Somerset into the hands of the Yorkists. However, not long after this, a pre-emptive attack was launched by York on the barricades around the town, which were hastily manned by Lord Clifford and his retainers.10


Despite this attack, the Yorkists failed, and the battle soon developed into a stand-off situation. But while the two sides were still locked in combat across the barricades, a single contingent of Yorkist troops found an unprotected gap between two of the town’s ancient inns and the Earl of Warwick’s 600 men suddenly burst into St Albans marketplace, taking the Lancastrians completely by surprise. Some of the king’s troops were routed immediately by the sudden appearance of Warwick’s soldiers in the street, and when the Yorkist archers poured a hail of arrows into their confused and hemmed-in ranks, mass panic ensued. Finally, the Yorkist army took the barricades, and the king, who had been slightly wounded in the neck by an arrow, was promptly escorted to a nearby house for safe keeping as the battle moved towards the last pockets of resistance, the Lancastrian nobles.


From this point on, the Yorkist forces began to search out and execute prominent Lancastrians, a course of action that would reverberate throughout the Wars of the Roses. First, Lord Clifford, then the Earl of Northumberland, a declared enemy of the Nevilles, were overwhelmed by northerners and were butchered with their followers. The Duke of Buckingham was severely wounded, and the Duke of Somerset was found savagely cut down along with some of his retainers outside the Castle Inn. Somerset’s fate was a matter of political necessity considering his feud with the Duke of York, but it is abundantly clear that all these high-profile killings at St Albans were assassinations not accidents of war.


The first battle of St Albans was a brief affair, and casualties were relatively light, but despite Somerset’s violent removal from office, nothing really changed for the Duke of York. However, from then on, Queen Margaret’s dominant influence was seen to be constantly at work to destroy him. And as for the young Lancastrian nobles who had lost their fathers at St Albans, their determination to seek revenge became a convenient clarion call to arms and a ready source of troops for the queen to use under the king’s standard. The lack of further retribution by the Yorkists immediately after the battle suggests plenty of Lancastrian nobles were ready to take up arms against them. Still, a convenient time to begin the struggle was long in coming. The Nevilles fared particularly well from the spoils of war after the first battle of St Albans. The Earl of Warwick was appointed Captain of Calais, and with his father, the Earl of Salisbury, he was awarded the important wardenship of the West March to guard against Scottish invasion. However, the government was far from secure, and indeed the country. The king had moved his court to the midlands in the face of continuing hostility in London and further disturbances in the west country by feuding nobles. English piracy on the high seas and hostile enemies abroad all contributed to a tense situation in what was now a virtually leaderless country. To make matters worse, King Henry had once more succumbed to mental illness, which ultimately led to the Duke of York’s further appointment as Lord Protector.


In 1457 Sandwich was plundered by a French fleet under the command of the famous continental mercenary Pierre de Brézé, who was allegedly in the pay of Queen Margaret. Contemporary ballads related ‘that the Duke of York had [done] great wrong’11 to the kingdom, and as tensions increased, nobles were constantly accompanied by large retinues of troops to council meetings. York and his followers made conscious attempts at reconciliation in the years after St Albans, and compensation was ordered to be paid to the bereaved families of the Lancastrian casualties. There was even in a charade of pomp and chivalry at St Pauls in London in March 1458, in which both parties willingly, if not wholeheartedly, participated. However, the following year both sides were preparing yet again for war.
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The taking of a fortified camp, as depicted in the Schilling Chronicle, 1484. (Royal Armouries)





Suspicions reached a new height in 1458 when Warwick was involved in a minor scuffle with some Lancastrian retainers and only just escaped with his life. Queen Margaret, naturally, blamed the earl for the incident and added insult to injury by accusing him of piracy on the high seas to finance his unpaid Calais garrison. Commissions were sent out in May 1459 to loyal Lancastrians to meet at Leicester, but prominent Yorkists were deliberately excluded. Clearly there was a conspiracy against York and his followers, and during the subsequent council meeting in Coventry, all the Yorkists were indicted for their failure to attend the king in what can only be termed as a trap sprung by the queen to punish her enemies.


The civil wars had begun in earnest, and the Duke of York’s response to this new Lancastrian threat was to concentrate his forces at Ludlow despite his allies being widely scattered in the north of England and at Calais. York and his family were trapped, it seemed. However, the Earl of Warwick crossed the English Channel with troops from the Calais garrison, and the Earl of Salisbury’s northern army marched southwest from Middleham Castle. Warwick, with some of the Calais garrison, managed to reach the muster point at Ludlow, narrowly avoiding the new Duke of Somerset’s contingents, but the Earl of Salisbury’s northern forces were blocked at Blore Heath in Staffordshire by the royal army under the command of Lord Audley.


In the battle which followed, on 23 September 1459, the Earl of Salisbury occupied an elevated defensive position, which withstood several assaults from both cavalry and infantry contingents. While leading one of these desperate uphill charges against the Yorkist archers, Lord Audley was killed, and soon after, through lack of leadership, and the ability to concentrate their forces, the Lancastrians were soon overwhelmed.


Before the battle, problems of troop concentration and communication difficulties meant that Audley’s Lancastrian army had to fight Salisbury’s men in an isolated battle. In fact, Lord Stanley’s troops and Queen Margaret’s main Lancastrian army had both been close to the battle zone when the fighting took place, but they had both failed to link up with each other at the crucial moment. The lack of Lancastrian troop concentration also gave the Earl of Salisbury a golden opportunity to slip through these forces under cover of darkness, and he and his army were able to unite with the Duke of York’s forces at Ludlow as planned.12


After the battle of Blore Heath, the Yorkists again sent letters to King Henry in which they declared their innocence and expressed concern about the evil counsellors who, they believed, were still intent on controlling the king for purely personal reasons. The Yorkists stated categorically that even now their prime concern was for King Henry’s safety and that they had been forced into gathering their forces in self-defence. However, their hopes for a favourable Lancastrian reply were doomed. Old grievances festered and could not now be healed and the Yorkists prepared their defences in anticipation of the Lancastrians’ next move. The fields beyond Ludford Bridge were already planted with defensive wooden stakes and barricades. Guns were brought into position on carts, and the Yorkists defiantly awaited the appearance of the king’s forces in anticipation of yet more bloodletting on English soil.13


By now, the sons of the leading nobles slain at St Albans had acquired their father’s titles and were firmly entrenched in Lancastrian ranks. Each eagerly awaited the renewal of hostilities with the Yorkists, and the new Duke of Somerset, Henry Beaufort, who had been involved in the fighting at St Albans, soon partnered with the new Lord Clifford and Earl of Northumberland, who had also answered the royal call to arms. Clearly, the civil wars were now tarnished with a major blood feud in which almost everyone had a personal stake in the outcome. York had been forced into a corner again, according to chroniclers, and despite their good intentions towards King Henry, the Yorkists had also committed high treason.


Loyalty was to play an important part in the events which followed on 12–13 October 1459. A message from the Duke of Somerset reached the Duke of York’s entrenched army at Ludford, stating that the king would issue pardons to all those who would abandon the Yorkist cause. This offer took root in the Calais garrison and especially in the conscience of one of the most famous soldiers of the day, Andrew Trollope. On hearing Somerset’s offer, Trollope canvassed his men to search their souls and urged them not to commit treason against their rightful king and paymaster. As night approached, the Yorkist leaders could only watch in horror as a portion of Warwick’s trusted garrison deserted to the Lancastrians, and the rest of the Yorkist line turned tail and fled in panic across Ludford Bridge. The Yorkist commanders had no choice but to flee also, taking separate routes into Wales, and all they could hope for now was to find refuge and safety in exile abroad.14


The victorious Lancastrian soldiers swarmed over Ludford Bridge, broke into Ludlow and pillaged the town. Later, at Coventry, a parliament indicted the Yorkists for their treasonable actions, which resulted in the confiscation of their lands and titles to the crown and, even worse, the corruption of their blood descendants so that they could neither inherit nor transmit any property in the future.15 It is not surprising that henceforth Andrew Trollope was branded a traitor by the Yorkists. However, the Lancastrian subterfuge at Ludford had dramatically shown that this form of treachery in the face of the enemy was a commodity which could be bought and sold without warning; and this would become a telling issue in the many battles to come.


The bloodless Lancastrian victory made possible by the ‘rout of Ludford’ effectively split the Duke of York’s forces in two. York and his young son Edmund, Earl of Rutland, escaped to Ireland where the duke had been well-liked during his enforced exile as the king’s lieutenant there in 1448. The Nevilles, with York’s eldest son Edward, Earl of March, sailed for Calais where Warwick was, in theory at least, still captain of the garrison. Calais was to provide the Yorkists with a vital base of operations to plan and launch an invasion of England. It was equally important for the Lancastrian government to control Calais because its strategic significance could not be ignored militarily and economically.


The English wool trade and the proximity of potential continental allies were two constant reminders to the Lancastrian government of just how volatile and insecure the situation now was. In fear of this, the Duke of Somerset was immediately dispatched to capture Calais, but he found that Warwick’s uncle, Lord Fauconberg, had already secured the position for the Yorkist earls, and this forced Somerset to embark upon several unsuccessful military actions to capture their objective. The Duke of Exeter was sent with ’a great navy’16 to intercept the Earl of Warwick in the English Channel, but Exeter’s ships were forced to disperse when no money was provided to pay for troops and provisions. At Sandwich, Warwick’s ships, under the command of Lord Dinham, captured Lord Rivers’ entire fleet before they set sail for Calais. Meanwhile, Somerset’s beleaguered army, badly in need of finance and supplies, valiantly tried to drive the Yorkists out of the port but had to accept defeat due to lack of support.


Warwick then met with Richard of York in Dublin, a friendly bridgehead was secured by Lord Fauconberg at Sandwich, and in late June 1460, the Yorkists set sail for England with a small force. Their arrival was preceded by a well-timed canvassing of popular opinion in the shires, especially in Kent, where discontent and dissatisfaction with the king’s chief ministers still prevailed. Against this turbulent background in southeast England, the Yorkists raised a new army and marched on London hoping to recapture the king.17


The three earls reached London virtually unopposed, and such was their popularity that some Lancastrian troops sent by the king to intercept their invasion at Canterbury turned their coats and joined the Yorkist ranks instead. However, the Tower of London had been well fortified by the Lancastrians. Under the command of Lord Scales, they defiantly secured the position against the Earl of Salisbury, while Warwick, Fauconberg and Edward, Earl of March with the Yorkist army, marched out of the city intending to capture King Henry who was then at Coventry.


Before the Yorkists left London, they reiterated that their aim was only to deliver the king from his enemies, and in support of this claim, their army was accompanied by a party of churchmen, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, whose role was to make sure that the Yorkists kept their oaths of allegiance. However, even the efforts at mediation by these lofty prelates to avoid bloodshed was no longer a deterrent against military action.18 By this time, King Henry and his loyal adherents had arrived at Northampton from Coventry, and his army had entrenched themselves within a defensive redoubt fortified with artillery between the River Nene and Delapré Abbey. The Duke of Buckingham was given overall command of the Lancastrian army, as he had been at St Albans five years earlier. And supported by the Earl of Shrewsbury, Lord Grey of Ruthin and Lords Beaumont and Egremont, every indication suggests they were confident of victory.


However, the battle of Northampton on 10 July 1460 was a complete catastrophe for the Lancastrian cause. To begin with, their guns, which should have made any Yorkist attack on the Lancastrian defences very costly indeed, had been waterlogged by heavy rain, and worse was to follow. The main disaster occurred when the Yorkist vaward, struggling up the slippery royalist redoubt, were helped into the camp by turncoat Lancastrians. Lord Grey and his troops, acting on what was almost certainly a pre-arranged plan with the Yorkists, changed sides, and consequently, Grey’s troops did not attempt to prevent the Yorkists from attacking their amazed and already fleeing Lancastrian comrades. The Duke of Buckingham and the Earl of Shrewsbury rallied their men in vain at the king’s pavilion to try to protect him, but they were quickly butchered by Yorkist soldiers, while other Lancastrian nobles met a similar fate as they tried to wade across the River Nene.19


King Henry was soon captured and was led triumphantly back to London where he once again became a puppet in Yorkist hands. Lancastrian resistance at home and abroad crumbled in a cloud of retribution and negotiated pardon when both the Tower garrison, still under the command of Lord Scales, and the Duke of Somerset surrendered to Yorkist pressure. Somerset fled first to France then joined Queen Margaret in the north of England, but in the meantime, the Duke of York grasped the opportunity to re-enter the kingdom from Ireland and reap the rewards of the Yorkist victory. However, no one was prepared for the extraordinary way he would do this nor what dynastic problems might emerge from the subsequent mediation.


The Duke of York’s claim and right to the throne of England, although abstract until a time when King Henry and his son were no more, was, according to the law, still recognised by parliament and the royal council, but this was hardly the moment for the duke to claim the throne. However, this is precisely what he did in front of his dismayed supporters. What followed was an unprecedented settlement in answer to the duke’s claims. The Nevilles were forced to negotiate a compromise that effectively disinherited the young Prince of Wales and made York heir apparent if King Henry should die.20


However, this so-called Act of Accord was not without its safeguards, and it was explicitly worded so that the king should not be ‘removed’ by violent means. But did any faithful Yorkist supporter believe the king worthy of his crown, considering the difficulties caused by his inability to rule? It was clear that most Yorkists did, including Warwick himself, still preferring to keep the anointed king on his throne, even as a figurehead, and frowned upon the Duke of York’s attempted usurpation.


For the moment, restoration to office would have contented most Yorkist nobles, but York’s actions had inadvertently set in motion events that would prolong the struggle. Disinheritance was a grave matter, and it made a determined enemy of Queen Margaret if not the king. The wars would go on, and consequently, the Act of Accord neither solved the developing dynastic problem nor prevented further hostilities. In fact, it may have led to disunity in the Yorkist ranks. And this same dynastic claim would within a year cause the Duke of York’s death and, in turn, bring about his son’s successful usurpation of Henry’s crown in a great outpouring of English blood.


The North-South War 1460–61


There was little continuous campaigning during the Wars of the Roses between 1455 and 1487, but the 1460–61 mid-winter conflict must be considered the longest, bloodiest and most closely followed episode of the whole wars. Between December 1460 and March 1461, there were fought no fewer than four major pitched battles on English soil, several sharp skirmishes, not to mention an unruly pillaging campaign which cut a swathe of destruction along the main artery of the kingdom. Add to this the effects of the unusually harsh weather conditions that prevailed at the time, and this phase of the wars certainly earns Shakespeare’s description of ‘grim visaged war’ that the Duke of Gloucester alludes to so candidly in Richard III.21


During this series of individual but consecutive, short military campaigns, the medieval soldier was tested to the limit, both on the march and the battlefield. Here he faced the ultimate horror and confusion of close-quarter hand-to-hand combat, culminating in the bloodiest battle ever fought on British soil. It was also when the north and south of England were divided by a wave of scaremongering and widespread propaganda that would persist for generations to come.


In December 1460, Queen Margaret secretly gathered a large army in the north of England to restore her son’s rightful inheritance and remove the Act of Accord. She then left Hull, her base in the north, and travelled to Scotland to recruit additional troops to prepare for the expected march south to free King Henry from further Yorkist control. Meanwhile, the Lancastrian leaders, based at Pontefract Castle, proceeded to pillage the Duke of York’s lands in the north and this brought the Yorkists hotfoot out of London to quell what they thought was a purely local issue in Yorkshire. Old grievances, and the desire for revenge, would soon be the order of the day as the Duke of York’s meagre army of about 5,000 men struggled northwards with a consignment of artillery through the rain and mud of December roads.22


The Duke of York’s army advanced without support from London. However, commissions had been issued to ‘trusted’ Yorkist captains, including Lord Neville, who subsequently took his recruits over to the enemy instead of fulfilling his contract.23 Meanwhile, Warwick was left in charge of the capital, while York’s eldest son Edward, Earl of March, was sent on a recruiting drive in the Welsh Marches to link up with his father in due course. Soon a skirmish involving York’s advance guard at Worksop proved that the Lancastrians were active, if not wholly in control of, the north, which immediately forced the Yorkists onto the defensive. They quickly sought refuge in York’s castle at Sandal near Wakefield, where it is said a truce was negotiated between the two sides to allow the Christmas festivities to proceed.
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A young Edward IV from the ‘Rous Roll’. Edward was still only eighteen years of age when he fought in the crucial campaigns of 1461 which finally won him the English throne. (British Library)





It was to be a raw season for the Yorkist lords when supplies ran out at Sandal, and foraging began in earnest at the end of December 1460. On 30 December 1460, Lancastrian troops attacked some of these Yorkist ‘scourers’ searching for victuals in the neighbouring countryside, and this threat soon escalated into a major engagement when part of the Lancastrian force arrived outside Sandal Castle. His supply line to Wakefield now cut, the Duke of York had no option but to seek battle with what seemed like a much smaller Lancastrian army than he had anticipated. His advisers counselled caution, but the duke was determined, and tragically, within half an hour, the Duke of York himself and many of his followers were killed in pincer movement made by astute Lancastrian commanders. In the rout from the battlefield, York’s second son Edmund, Earl of Rutland, was stabbed to death by Lord Clifford, avenging his own father’s death at St Albans in 1455. And similarly, the Earl of Salisbury was captured, denied ransom, and then executed at Pontefract Castle along with other Yorkist soldiers soon after the battle was over.24


Yorkist heads were spiked on the gates of York to signal their final humiliation and defeat in the north, and soon the queen arrived from Scotland with more troops which she had bought with the surrender of Berwick-upon-Tweed and an unscrupulous marriage arrangement with the Scottish king. With York now dead, the way was now clear for the Lancastrians to push south to free King Henry from Warwick’s control. The advance began with the sacking of Beverley by Lord Neville’s troops, which continued unabated and uncontrolled as the queen’s army marched towards London, followed by those looking for an opportunity to loot and pillage who had no intention of fighting for their king.


The process of destruction was painted much worse by contemporary southern chroniclers,25 and the Earl of Warwick had every reason to exaggerate the horrors of the Lancastrian advance to encourage the recruitment of troops for the expected encounter with the Lancastrian army. Doubtless, every subsequent muster was coloured with this patriotic call to protect both families and property from the unruly northerners whom southerners now held in the utmost dread. After all, towns like Grantham, Stamford, Peterborough and others had already felt the effects of the renegade element in Queen Margaret’s army, and reports of indiscriminate pillaging were rife in London and its suburbs.


However, the queen’s unruly northern army was not the only problem facing the Yorkist faction. After hearing news of the deaths of his father and younger brother at the battle of Wakefield, Edward Earl of March, the new Duke of York, received reports of another Lancastrian army advancing into England from Wales. This army of mainly foreign mercenaries and Welshmen was commanded by the Earls of Wiltshire and Pembroke, who intended to link up with Queen Margaret. Edward, then recruiting in the Marcher lands of his ancestors, the Mortimers, was ideally placed to deal with the western threat, and with the support of what was to become over the next two months a vastly experienced army of loyal Yorkist retainers and battle-hardened soldiers, he confronted the Lancastrian army near Mortimer’s Cross near Hereford.


Although he was only eighteen years old at the time, Edward was already commanding great respect from his supporters, both militarily and, more recently, politically, as the new head of the House of York. He had been directly involved in the Ludford fiasco and the Calais campaign. He had fought at the battle of Northampton and may also have been present at, although not directly involved in, the battle of St Albans five years earlier. Therefore, Edward already had some experience of warfare by the early 1460s.26 However, he also had several experienced veterans of France present in all these campaigns to give him sound advice.


On 2 February 1461 at Mortimer’s Cross, Edward thoroughly beat the Lancastrians, chiefly because of the quality of his troops compared to the mixture of nationalities opposing them. In addition, some of Edward’s adherents were, in effect, protecting their lands in the Welsh Marches and thus had a further incentive to fight vigorously. Before the battle, a natural phenomenon known as a parhelion – three suns – also may have greatly encouraged Edward’s men to fight, him declaring that the vision represented God and the Trinity, although the details of the battle are largely shrouded in myth. However, after the fighting, Edward’s heraldic achievements included the ‘sun in splendour’, which he then used as a livery badge, supporting the theory that the vision was an essential factor in his victory and the morale of his troops.


Many Lancastrians were killed or executed in the rout after Mortimer’s Cross. Owen Tudor was beheaded in Hereford marketplace with other Lancastrian prisoners, but the Earls of Wiltshire and Pembroke, undoubtedly Edward’s two main targets, managed to escape the battlefield and lived to fight another day.27 After the battle, the victorious Yorkists immediately marched on London, aware of Queen Margaret’s pillaging army. Initial reports were followed by others which indicated that Warwick’s army had been beaten in battle and driven out of St Albans, and that, even worse, King Henry was once more in Lancastrian hands.


The second battle of St Albans, on 17 February 1461, was an engagement that developed unusually and was therefore very different from the other set-piece actions of the Wars of the Roses. The main reason for the running battle that ensued in the streets and on the outskirts of the town was the poor intelligence supplied to the Earl of Warwick by his scouts. After marching out of London to confront the queen’s pillaging army, he was forced to deploy his forces too thinly to cover numerous routes into the town. This lack of proper intelligence forced Warwick to split his army into numerous smaller forces, and consequently, when battle was joined, the Yorkist army was unable to maintain a continuous and cohesive battle line against the repeated Lancastrian attacks from different directions.


As the queen’s army advanced into the centre of the town, the Yorkists fared well at first, one contingent of archers succeeding temporarily in turning back the Lancastrians. However, the Lancastrian commanders quickly found another route into St Peter’s Street and the Yorkist archers were soon outflanked and overrun. The Lancastrians then advanced to Barnards Heath and the main Yorkist position there. This section of Warwick’s army had been fortified with various ingenious defensive contraptions to make the Lancastrian approach and attack more difficult. It also contained a contingent of mercenary Burgundian handgunners whose weapons misfired. However, none of these defensive measures was of any use to Warwick because they had been deployed in the wrong direction to confront the Lancastrian army, and this misalignment was soon taken advantage of by the queen’s troops and the fight developed into a running mêlée.


The Earl of Warwick decided to quit the field with what was left of his army, and as night closed in, his whole force took their chance to escape. Warwick fled, skirting the thin Lancastrian picket lines to reach safety, leaving King Henry near St Albans with some trusted Yorkist knights. The queen’s army made short work of the last remaining pockets of Yorkist resistance on the field and then promptly executed the king’s keepers in a fit of rage. As for Warwick, he rallied his men and marched westwards to link up with Edward, Duke of York, while the Lancastrian army, now seriously depleted because of continuing pillaging, marched on London to what seemed like certain victory.28
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