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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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CHAPTER 1



Henry IV and the origins of dynastic crisis 1399–1413





Medieval England was a wild, sparsely populated country of peasants ruled by a king supported by his landowning nobility and gentry. It is a period in history which has long fascinated historians because of its drama, intrigue and bloody conflict. Much has been written about Henry Bolingbroke’s usurpation of his cousin, King Richard II, not least how it led to a dynastic conflict that dominated the later part of the century. This introduction provides an essential background by examining four themes:





•  Introduction: fifteenth-century England



•  England and Europe in the fifteenth century



•  The deposition of Richard II



•  The troubled reign of Henry IV
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Key dates






	1399

	Henry IV usurped the throne by removing Richard II






	1400–10

	The Glyndŵr rebellion in Wales






	1403

	Percy rebellion and Battle of Shrewsbury






	1405

	French invaded England through Wales






	1408

	Battle of Bramham Moor






	1413

	Henry IV died
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1 Introduction: fifteenth-century England




What was fifteenth-century England like?






Government and administration


The fifteenth century was a period when personal monarchy stood at the centre of government. The king took a personal interest in the running of the kingdom and in the machinery of government. The most vital cogs in that machine were the king’s council and departments of state such as the Court of Exchequer (finance) and Court of Chancery (law) that made up central government. As an aid to government the monarchy also had Parliament at its disposal to offer advice, pass laws and raise revenue. Unlike the departments or courts that made up central government, Parliament was not a permanent feature of royal rule but it played a vital if occasional role in governing the kingdom. At the very least, the election of representatives from the privileged class in localities across England to sit and meet together in Parliament in London had the effect of bringing the kingdom together.


The fifteenth century witnessed the development of central and local government. Local government had long been focused on the county as a unit of administration with its own officials appointed by the Crown. However, by the second half of the century a new tier of administration had developed to sit between central and local government: the regional council. The councils of the North and of Wales (the latter included the westernmost counties of England) were established to function as extensions of the king’s council. In this way, the reach, power and authority of the Crown were beginning to be felt in even the remotest regions of the kingdom. By binding the outlying regions of the kingdom together in partnership with the Crown at the centre, the government of the kingdom became more effective and, in time, more efficient.
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The maintenance of law and order


English kings had no police force to enforce law and order. However, fear of what the Crown, as a God-given institution, could do was a potent weapon in the struggle to maintain law and order. The monarchy communicated its orders by means of royal proclamations that were carried by royal messengers to various parts of the kingdom. Although not everyone was able to read these proclamations, word soon spread, thus making known the monarch’s will to a great number of people. The monarchy also relied on the unpaid services of the local gentry and nobility, who were expected to uphold and enforce the law by means of the powers vested in them through the offices of sheriff and justice of the peace (JP). The holders of these offices had no supporting enforcement agencies but relied on their wealth, status and influence in the community to exert their authority.


Unlike its counterparts on the Continent, the English monarchy did not have the financial means to maintain a regular, professional army. The only professional forces available to the monarch were the 300 men that garrisoned Berwick to guard the border with Scotland and the 4000 men maintained in the Calais garrison.


The Crown also exercised its authority in more informal but equally effective ways. Royal imagery was used to impress both the people and visitors alike. For those wealthy and influential enough to be invited to attend the monarch in one of the many royal palaces, the sheer scale and size of the buildings themselves would have been impressive, let alone the paintings and portraits that hung within. Even the majority of the population who might be fortunate enough to view the palaces from afar would have been impressed. There were also frequent royal progresses in which the king and his court toured the kingdom. This served to overawe those who witnessed them and to remind the people of the might and majesty of the monarch. However, if the people needed reminding of the power of the Crown they had only to reach for their coins, every denomination of which carried pictures of the ruling monarch.



Society and economy


At the beginning of the fifteenth century England was a relatively prosperous, if sparsely populated, kingdom of between 2 million and 3 million people. The population had barely begun to recover from the effects of the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century before it was struck again by disease, pestilence and death. The plague returned in the 1420s and 1430s, killing large numbers of people before it disappeared, only to be replaced by equally deadly outbreaks of the ‘bloody flux’ in 1472 and the so-called ‘French pox’ of 1475. Following another bout of plague in 1479–80 and the ‘sweating sickness’ of 1483, the increasingly infection-resistant population first stabilised and then began to rise quite dramatically from the 1490s. Little wonder that the fifteenth century has been described as ‘the golden age of bacteria’.


England was a mainly rural kingdom in which the lives of nearly 90 per cent of the population revolved around the cycle of the seasons and the harvesting of the crops. Arable or crop farming went hand in hand with pastoral or animal husbandry, with cattle, pigs and sheep the three most significant livestock in the agricultural economy. Of these, sheep were probably the most important insofar as their wool was the mainstay of England’s largest industry – cloth. It has been estimated that the cloth trade employed over 35,000 people, around three per cent of the working population, and accounted for nearly 80 per cent of England’s exports. Between 1462 and 1508 the average annual export of cloths rose from 25,000 to 90,000. This helps to explain why nearly half the statutes passed by Parliament during the Yorkist period, 1461–85, dealt with commerce and industry.


A society dominated by agriculture depended on the success of the harvest to survive. Harvest failures invariably led to a sharp increase in the death rate and to social unrest, due to deprivation, starvation and disease. W.G. Hoskins (writing in 1976), a specialist in social and economic history, calculated that in an average decade around one in every four harvests would be deficient, with one in six being seriously bad. Unfortunately for Edward IV, it is known that England suffered three bad harvests in a row between 1481 and 1483. Nor did it improve much in the following seven years, 1484–90, with only one really good harvest in 1485 and the rest merely average. Fortunately for Henry VII, the 1490s were something of a ‘golden age’, witnessing six plentiful harvests, with only one being seriously deficient.


Peasant, priest and parish


If farming dominated the lives of the overwhelmingly peasant population, so did the borders of the parish in which they lived. The local church and parish priest guided and shaped the lives of those who faithfully followed their teachings. Peasants looked to the priest for leadership, advice and comfort, and to satisfy their spiritual needs. The cycle of life was represented by the Church, in its form of worship, and in the way it regulated baptism, marriage and burial. The Church was an ever-present part of daily life and it served as a reminder of God’s plan for man: to work, to worship and to obey. The preacher and the pulpit exerted a powerful influence over all sections of society but they were at their most persuasive with the largely uneducated mass of the population.



Social order and the Great Chain of Being



The Church was able to exert so much authority over the people because of a concept known as the Great Chain of Being (see Source A). This was the belief that every man was born to a specific place in the strict hierarchy of society and had a duty to remain there. It conveyed the contemporary idea of God punishing those who rebelled against their prince – treason – or who questioned the Great Chain of Being – heresy. However, it also emphasised that those in authority held their power for the good of those below them, and were subject to those above them. The concept was clearly expressed in Church doctrine and it was ordered to be taught as a normal part of the church service. Thus, by means of the weekly sermon preached from the pulpit, the Church aided the Crown in its endeavour to govern and control the people.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] Study Source A. What does this illustration reveal about the thinking of late medieval minds?
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The Great Chain of Being. Late fifteenth-century illustration showing animals and plants at the bottom, topped by God and the angels. The people in the middle represent the various social classes.
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Nobility and gentry



There had been little structural change by the beginning of the sixteenth century. The three social hierarchies of monarchy, nobility and gentry stayed broadly unaltered in size and in their relationship to each other:





•  The nobility and gentry made up less than three per cent of the population but they, along with the Crown and Church, possessed over 95 per cent of the wealth of the kingdom. Their wealth came primarily from the ownership of land, but the profits of war and the revenue derived from royal service also contributed to their financial power. The maintenance of law and order was as vital to the survival of a medieval king as it was to the survival of the nobility and gentry. Discontent, disorder and rebellion were ever-present threats. To help the Crown maintain the peace and security of his kingdom, the king made use of, and controlled, the richest and most powerful ruling classes in England: the nobility and gentry. The source of their wealth and power, and that of the king, was the ownership of land.



•  Besides the ownership of land, titles also defined the upper levels of society. For example, a duke was the premier noble title in England, followed by marquis, earl, viscount and baron. The most powerful, the noble elite, were those who could claim a blood relationship with the king or had secured a regular place at court, or, more significantly, in the royal household. They were men who were well known to the king and who personally served him in government and in war. Although the nobility were comparatively few in number, between 55 and 65, the king relied on them to provide him with the means to govern and police the provinces.



•  The gentry made up the class below and are sometimes referred to as the lesser nobility because they, too, were landowners and members of a politically and economically privileged elite. Like the nobility, the gentry, were classed according to title but in a less formal sense. For example, the knight occupied the highest rank of gentry but this was a title conferred by the king for life and did not descend to the heir. Below the knights were the esquires and gentlemen, the last rank being adopted in the fifteenth century to take account of the growing numbers of smaller or lesser landowners who had gained their wealth by trade.





The English Church


Apart from the king, the Church was by far the largest landowner in the kingdom. The fifteenth-century English Church was part of the Roman Catholic Church and its first allegiance was not to the English Crown but to the Pope in Rome. Although the Pope had no control over the day-to-day running of the Church in England, he had the spiritual authority to determine how the people worshipped and how Church doctrine was to be understood.


The Pope also had the power to influence a kingdom’s domestic and foreign politics by either offering or withholding his support for the ruler.


The Church was a powerful organisation that consisted of:





•  regular clergy – some 10,000 strong



•  secular clergy – numbering around 35,000.





It formed a state within a state, with its own system of law courts and privileges available for the clergy, which rivalled the authority of the king. These courts dealt with religious crimes and crimes committed by churchmen. Although this relationship had the potential to be awkward, Crown and Church normally managed to exist side by side in relative harmony.


Despite its size, power and wealth the Church did have internal problems. The chief abuses were poverty, pluralism, non-residence and ignorance. Many parish priests were poorly educated, some were illiterate, and their poverty contrasted with the wealth of the bishops. For example, by the end of the fifteenth century, 75 per cent of parish priests earned less than £12 a year (£5500 in today’s money) while two-thirds of bishops earned more than £400 (£180,000 in today’s money). The average annual wage for unskilled farm labourers at this time was between £2 and £3. In order to survive, many priests tried to serve more than one parish (in the worst cases as many as five), which affected the quality of religious worship. It has been calculated that of the 10,000 parishes in England and Wales a quarter were likely to be without a resident clergyman. Nevertheless, in spite of its flaws, the Church was generally popular with the people, whom it served well.
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Summary diagram: Introduction: fifteenth-century England
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2 England and Europe in the fifteenth century




What was the nature of England’s relationship with continental Europe in the fifteenth century?





The kingdom of England


The kingdom of England embraced the greater part of the British Isles, stretching as far north as Northumberland and Cumberland on the Scottish border, and as far west as the Marcher counties of Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire bordering Wales. The rest of the kingdom bordered the sea and laid claim to the outlying territories that consisted of the Isle of Wight, the Scilly Isles and the Isle of Man. Beyond the territorial confines of the kingdom, the authority of English kings extended further afield to the whole of Wales, a significant slice of eastern Ireland, the Channel Islands and Calais in France. Indeed, until 1453 the English Crown exercised its authority over great swathes of northern and south-western France.
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The struggle against the French and the consequent loss of these continental possessions in the so-called Hundred Years’ War (1338–1453) contributed to a growing sense of Englishness and of nationhood that evolved into an early form of English nationalism. In the opinion of many Tudor historians and writers, the playwright William Shakespeare prominent among them, the key event that defined Englishness was the Battle of Agincourt of 1415. Henry V’s victory over the French in that battle was used to help create ‘a spirit of Agincourt’, a feeling of unity within the realm where Englishmen could feel pride in being English.


Yet fifteenth-century England was a divided land, being much more regionalised than it is today. In terms of their customs, culture and mode of life, the north-country people were very different from southern folk. Even as late as the 1530s, John Leland, Henry VIII’s librarian, described his visit to Lancashire as if he were entering ‘a wild, foreign land’. The west country, too, was thought to be a strange land, especially as it bordered Cornwall, in which more than half the people spoke the Celtic language Cornish, and did not think of themselves as being English. The difference between the English and their Celtic neighbours, the Irish, Scots and Welsh, was more pronounced, with the latter being considered more foreign than even the French. Scotland remained an independent kingdom, but whereas Wales had been conquered and ruled by the English for over 100 years (except for the decade-long Glyndŵr rebellion, 1400–10), Ireland continued to resist complete assimilation, yielding only the Pale, a territory with Dublin at its heart, to English rule.


England and its continental neighbours


People preferred to live in peace. They believed this was the way of life that God had ordained for man. As God’s representative on earth, the king was expected to maintain this ordered existence. However, if a ruler were challenged in an aggressive manner by a foreign power, then war was acceptable as a form of defence. In such circumstances, kings were expected to win great victories for the honour of their subjects. Obviously, this was an oversimplified view of the relations between states, which were far more complex in reality because they sought to avoid war, particularly by the late fifteenth century. Diplomacy in this period had become more subtle and wide-ranging than before. This was because communication was swifter, there were better roads and faster ships, and decisions were being taken by increasingly powerful and ambitious rulers who, because of better maps, knew much more than their predecessors of the world outside their immediate localities.


Table 1.1 The kings of England. Between 1399 and 1509 the kingdom of England was ruled by six monarchs.






	King

	Years of reign






	Henry IV

	1399–1413






	Henry V

	1413–22






	Henry VI

	1422–61, 1470–1






	Edward IV

	1461–9, 1471–83






	Richard III

	1483–5






	Henry VII

	1485–1509







France, Burgundy and Brittany


English kings had been gaining and losing territory in France ever since William the Conqueror had first linked England with the Duchy of Normandy in 1066; consequently, bitter rivalry existed between them. The latest contest had been the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453), which had resulted in the loss of all English lands in France except Calais. France had finally been able to drive the English out because of the increasing strength of its monarchy, which had ended civil conflict and absorbed all but one of the semi-independent feudatories, such as Burgundy and Normandy, into a large and prosperous kingdom. Only Brittany remained, but not for long. By the late fifteenth century, France’s resources in terms of manpower and revenue were about three times those of its English neighbour across the Channel. England could no longer exploit France’s weaknesses, nor compete on equal terms with this enlarged kingdom. England’s continental ambitions would have to be reassessed by Henry VII.





[image: ]






[image: ]


SOURCE B
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[image: ] Why might Source B prove useful to a historian studying the Hundred Years’ War between England and France?
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Thomas Walsingham, a monk from St Albans, kept a chronicle of events between 1376 and 1422. Adapted from an entry in Walsingham’s Chronica Maiora dated June 1377.


At dawn on 29 June, five thousand Frenchmen in fifty ships, both large and small, attacked the town of Rye [in Sussex], which they captured with ease, although the townspeople, confident of their own strength, had decided to forbid anyone taking their possessions away from the town. Love of worldly goods would encourage everyone to hold out more vigorously in battle. Yet though they were armed and carrying bows they turned back on the day of battle. Because of their foolishness, the town was taken and all their possessions with it.
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Scotland


Scotland was an independent kingdom but it was smaller and less wealthy than England. As a consequence, Scottish kings were often subjected to English pressure to recognise the superior authority of the king of England. This occasionally resulted in war but never conquest. For example, Edward I’s failed attempt to conquer Scotland at the beginning of the fourteenth century served as an example to his successors. There were often arguments over where the border between the two states lay, but the most pressing point of conflict was the frequent cattle raids into the richer northern counties of England by the poorer Scottish clansmen. To defend themselves, Scottish kings had traditionally allied themselves with the kings of France. This ‘auld alliance’ was a constant source of anxiety for English kings.


Spain and the Holy Roman Empire


Another factor which came to play an important part in influencing the way in which English kings pursued their diplomacy in the second half of the fifteenth century was the unification of Castile and Aragon in 1479. The marriage between the rulers of Castile and Aragon, Ferdinand and Isabella, led to the creation of Spain, a new power that quickly established itself as a powerful player in international affairs. As the theatre of conflict changed from northern to southern Europe, with England being relegated to the status of a second-rate power, Spain assumed England’s traditional position as France’s main rival. Not that this deterred the emperors of the Holy Roman Empire (centred mainly on Germany and the Low Countries) from seeking an alliance with the English when the European situation demanded that allies be found in war. England’s links with the Empire had grown as a result of trade. This was mainly conducted by way of the Hanseatic League, a group of north German port towns that dominated trade in the North Sea and Baltic, sponsored by the emperor. However, as England’s trade and commerce grew, its kings came into conflict with such commercial monopolies.
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Summary diagram: England and Europe in the fifteenth century
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3 The deposition of Richard II




Why was Richard II forced to abdicate?





Richard II


By the fifteenth century, monarchy had acquired an almost mystical quality. To their subjects, kings were not like ordinary men and claimed God-given power to govern and make laws. This divine right to rule enabled the monarch to command the respect of the people, who were constantly reminded of the Crown’s privileged status by the Church. The monarchy’s strength lay in the combination of traditional respect for its authority and power to dispense patronage and reward. People were expected to abide by the law and for those who disturbed the ‘king’s peace’ there was arrest by the Crown’s officers, trial in the royal courts of justice and punishment by fine, imprisonment or death.


The power of monarchy was such that even a boy of fourteen was able to project sufficient authority and confidence to disperse a violent mob. When the peasants rebelled in 1381 and stormed London, the boy-king, Richard II, acted courageously and decisively in confronting the rebel leaders, Wat Tyler and John Ball. Richard’s impressive display of God-given royal authority led to the collapse of the Peasants’ Revolt but it also convinced the young king that he was a strong and capable leader. Youthful confidence evolved into adolescent arrogance, which conspired to produce in adulthood a cruel tyrant. Richard was to find that the power of monarchy was only as strong as the support it received from the nobility.


Richard II had ruled England for over twenty years when, in 1399, he was usurped from the throne. His rule had been autocratic and despotic and by 1399 many in the nobility had turned against him. By promoting some noble favourites at the expense of others, some of whom were stripped of their titles and exiled, Richard contributed to a growing sense of discontent and resentment. Chief among the exiled nobility was Richard’s cousin, Henry Bolingbroke, Duke of Hereford (1397) and Earl of Derby (1377), who had a distant claim to the throne. Denied his inheritance, the Duchy of Lancaster, Bolingbroke returned from exile and gathered enough support to win the crown from Richard.


The deposition of Richard II


English kingship was, in part, a religious office. Through his anointment at his coronation, Richard II received God’s blessing allied to divine power. As king, Richard was expected to set an example of piety and to protect the Christian faith and Church. However, Richard’s increasingly autocratic rule alienated some senior clerics in the Church, who claimed that the king had betrayed the principles of kingship by ignoring the promises he had made in his coronation oath. The Church abandoned Richard to his fate and although its senior clerics were divided over the rights and wrongs of his usurpation, none was prepared to support him.


In the summer of 1399 King Richard surrendered to Henry Bolingbroke at Flint Castle. Outnumbered by the enemy, the king had no choice but to negotiate with Henry Bolingbroke, who offered him generous terms. In return for restoring Bolingbroke to his Lancastrian inheritance and for surrendering selected members of the royal council for trial, Richard would be released and free to continue his rule. Persuaded by the Archbishop of Canterbury to accept the terms, Richard surrendered to Bolingbroke and accompanied him to London. However, Bolingbroke had no intention of keeping faith with the king, whom he deposed and imprisoned in the Tower of London. Richard was later removed to Pontefract Castle, where he died in captivity in February 1400 (see Source C). Although some of the nobility were opposed to Richard’s deposition, they did nothing to stop it.
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] Study Source C. What evidence is there in the source to suggest that Richard may not have killed himself?
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Adapted from an entry in Walsingham’s Chronica Maiora dated February 1400.


Richard, the former king was distraught. He killed himself by voluntary starvation it is said, ending his days at the castle of Pontefract, on 14 February. His body was displayed at the more populous places that lay on the road from the castle to London, wherever they stopped for the night. After the last rites had been said at St Paul’s cathedral in London, it was ordained that Richard’s body should be carried to be buried. The bishop of Chester, the abbot of St Alban’s and the abbot of Waltham performed the last rites in the absence of the nobles and the people.
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When the news of Richard’s death became known a number of nobility and gentry began to question the new king’s right to rule. Some thought they had exchanged one tyrant for another, while others wished to revenge themselves on the man they blamed for the late king’s death. On the other hand, just as many supported the new regime and were content to be rid of Richard. In this increasingly unstable and uncertain atmosphere, Duke Henry assumed power. According to the chronicler Thomas Walsingham, ‘Henry Bolingbroke was crowned King Henry IV at Westminster by Thomas, archbishop of Canterbury, on 13 October [1399], a year to the day after he had been sent into exile. This was thought to be a miracle sent by God.’ Henry IV was to find that the crown was more easily won than held.
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Summary diagram: The deposition of Richard II




[image: ]




[image: ]





4 The troubled reign of Henry IV




Why was Henry IV’s reign so troubled?





Henry IV


Henry IV was the son of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, who in turn was the youngest son of Edward III. This royal connection did not protect Henry IV from those who sought to challenge his kingship. By usurping the throne Henry had set a dangerous precedent. Other ambitious noblemen might do as he had done and mount a challenge for the crown. Henry’s action had led to the throne losing some of its mystique, its majesty and more importantly, its authority. Henceforth, the power and authority of the Crown would come to rely heavily on the skill, strength and personality of the monarch. Henry possessed the attributes necessary to rule effectively but he was hamstrung by the consequences of his usurpation. Although many nobles were opposed to Richard, few were wholeheartedly for Henry.
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Challenges to Henry IV


The deposed Richard II proved an immediate focus of opposition to the usurper. The death of the king did not deter the ambitious from pursuing their dreams of wealth and power. Among the first to conspire against the new regime were those nobles who had been closely linked to Richard and whom Henry had demoted on his accession to the throne:





•  John Holland, Duke of Exeter, was demoted to Earl of Huntington.



•  Thomas Holland, Duke of Surrey, was demoted to Earl of Kent.





John and Thomas Holland, half-brother and nephew, respectively, of Richard II, were joined in the conspiracy by former supporters of the former king, John Montacute, Earl of Salisbury, and Thomas le Despenser, Earl of Gloucester. The conspiracy was quickly quashed by Henry IV, who had the nobles involved tried and executed. Henry had successfully overcome the first serious threat to his kingship but he would face many more.


Besides complaints from Parliament over his extravagant spending, Henry endured a decade-long rebellion (1400–10) by the Welsh under their charismatic leader, Owain Glyndŵr (see page 19). The most serious opposition to his kingship came from a number of powerful noble families such as the Percy Earls of Northumberland and the Mortimer Earls of March. These families kept the flame of rebellion alive in England between 1403 and 1408. To add to his troubles, Henry also suffered periodic bouts of ill health; from 1410 he ceased to rule effectively after a series of strokes incapacitated him.


Conflict with France, Scotland and Wales


The difficulties facing Henry IV encouraged the French and Scots to try their luck against what they thought was a weakened England, led by an unpopular monarch. Before the Scots had a chance to invade England, Henry led an army north to confront his enemies. His invasion, in the autumn of 1400, proved successful and he reached Edinburgh but he failed to bring the Scots to battle. Having made his point and unable to sustain an occupation of the country – he lacked the funds and resources to do so – Henry returned to England.


Henry’s successful military expedition to Scotland deterred the French from mounting an attack on English territory in France. Apart from demanding the return of Richard’s widow, Queen Isabella, whom Henry was keeping in ‘honourable confinement’, the French simply confirmed the truce they had signed with Richard II. Unfortunately for Henry, his triumph in ensuring there would be no resumption of the Hundred Years’ War was short lived. On his way back from Scotland news reached him that the Welsh had risen in rebellion. To make matters worse, Parliament refused to grant Henry the additional monies he had requested to equip and sustain an army in the field. Fearing a popular rebellion if he tried to raise taxation without Parliament’s approval, Henry decided to try to live within his means. Shortage of money was to be an enduring problem for Henry throughout his reign.
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SOURCE D
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[image: ] Study Source D. What evidence is there in the source to suggest that the Scottish invasion of England was not intended to conquer the kingdom?
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Adapted from an entry in Walsingham’s Historia Anglicana dated September 1402. Walsingham describes the invasion of England by the Scots and the resulting Battle of Homildon Hill.


At that time the Scots, made restless by their usual arrogance, entered England in hostile fashion; for they thought that all the northern lords had been kept in Wales by royal command; but the Earl of Northumberland, and Henry his son, with an armed band and a force of archers, suddenly flung themselves across the path of the Scots who, after burning and plundering, wanted to return to their own country, so the Scots had no choice but to stop and do battle. They chose a hill near the town of Wooler, called Homildon Hill, where they assembled with their men-at-arms and archers. When our men saw this, they left the road in which they had opposed the Scots and climbed a hill facing the Scots. Without delay, our archers, shot arrows at the Scots to provoke them. In reply the Scottish archers directed all their fire at our archers; but they felt the weight of our arrows, which fell like a storm of rain, and so they fled.
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Owain Glyndŵr


The Welsh rebellion, begun in the autumn of 1400, proved to be the most enduring problem facing Henry throughout his reign. Led by the accomplished and charismatic Welsh prince, Owain ap Gruffudd Fychan (known as Owain Glyndŵr, a name taken from the district in which he was born), the Welsh fought a long campaign that lasted for over a decade. Beginning as a guerrilla campaign, the Welsh gained in strength and confidence and within eighteen months of the start of the rebellion they were able to challenge the English in open combat. Two early battles, at Hyddgen in 1401 and Pilleth in 1402, cemented Glyndŵr’s reputation as a brilliant military strategist and commander when he defeated superior English forces. Further victories and the capture of the strategically important castles of Aberystwyth and Harlech meant that by 1404 Glyndŵr was in control of virtually the whole of Wales. Successive royal expeditions led by Henry IV failed to find, let alone defeat, the Welsh leader. As English-held castles and garrison towns such as Carmarthen fell to the Welsh, Henry IV appeared powerless to help.
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[image: ] KEY FIGURE


Owain Glyndŵr (c.1359–c.1415)


A descendant in the direct male line of the Princes of Powys Fadog, Glyndŵr was one of the wealthiest native landowners in Wales. He was educated in the Inns of Court in London and had fought for Richard II in royal campaigns in Scotland and Ireland.
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SOURCE E
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[image: ] Study Source E. What evidence is there in the source to suggest that Walsingham was hostile to Glyndŵr?
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Adapted from an entry in Walsingham’s Historia Anglicana dated August 1404.


All through the summer, Owain Glyndŵr and his Welshmen looted, burned and destroyed the lands of the English. He captured and killed many Englishmen, took many castles and razed them to the ground through treachery, ambush or open warfare, and kept some for himself as protection. John Trevor, bishop of St Asaph, when he saw that the Welsh cause was prospering, became a traitor and went over to Owain’s side.
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Mortimer, Percy and the Battle of Shrewsbury


The repeated failure to crush the rebellion led some disaffected English nobles, particularly those with extensive estates in Wales, to desert Henry. Among the first to do was Sir Edmund Mortimer, uncle of the young Edmund, Earl of March, who, as the great-grandson of King Edward III, had a claim to the throne. Mortimer’s defection in 1402 sent shockwaves through the English establishment, the ripples of which encouraged other noblemen to challenge Henry. In 1403 Henry Percy (known as Hotspur), the son and heir of the Earl of Northumberland, and his uncle, Thomas, Earl of Worcester, rebelled against Henry IV. Their defeat and death at the Battle of Shrewsbury in July 1403 gave the king a breathing space but he was soon confronted by an even bigger problem. Encouraged by the success of the Welsh against Henry IV, the French decided to intervene and they forged an alliance with Glyndŵr.
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Henry Percy (1364–1403)


The son and heir of the Earl of Northumberland, Percy had earned a reputation for his courage and military skills. His father, Henry, and uncle, Thomas Percy, Earl of Worcester, had helped Henry IV to seize the throne but had become discontented with his rule, hence their rebellion in 1403.
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The Franco-Welsh alliance


In the summer of 1405 a French army landed in Wales and joined a Welsh army under Glyndŵr. Later that year the Franco-Welsh army, some 13,000 strong, invaded England and confronted the royal army, led by Henry IV, north of Worcester. Fearful of the consequences of defeat, the armies did not engage in battle, and after a week the Welsh and their French allies retreated back to Wales. Undeterred by this setback, Glyndŵr and Mortimer planned future campaigns against Henry IV. They were joined by Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, who rose in rebellion against the king. In 1405 the allies signed the Tripartite Indenture whereby they agreed to partition England and Wales between them following the defeat and death of Henry IV. In the event, nothing came of the plan and thereafter the Welsh rebellion began to falter, Glyndŵr suffered a number of heavy defeats in battle and his French allies returned home. Nevertheless, it took the English nearly a decade to finally suppress the rebellious Welsh, who had returned to employing guerrilla tactics after the recapture of Aberystwyth and Harlech castles in 1409. The successful campaigns against Glyndŵr after 1406 were led by Henry IV’s son and heir, the future Henry V.


Further conspiracies and rebellion


As Henry dealt with the French invasion of England through Wales, he received news that Hotspur’s father, Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, together with Thomas Mowbray, Earl of Norfolk, and Richard Scrope, Archbishop of York, had risen in rebellion in the north of England. The rebellion was suppressed and Mowbray and Scrope were tried and executed. Percy escaped to Scotland. Following the beheading of Archbishop Scrope at York, Henry IV fell ill with what was rumoured to be leprosy. Many contemporaries regarded this as a sign from God that the usurper king was being punished for his many sins. In 1408 Percy returned from exile in Scotland and joined Thomas, Baron Bardolf, in leading an army to confront the king. They were overtaken by a force led by the sheriff of Yorkshire, Sir Thomas Rokeby, who defeated and killed them at the Battle of Bramham Moor.
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The Parliament of 1406


In the midst of his problems coping with conspiracies, rebellions and the French invasion, Henry IV endured a difficult relationship with his Parliaments. The Parliament of 1406, known as the Long Parliament, was the most contentious. It lasted, with two adjournments from March until December, longer than any other Parliament in Henry IV’s reign. It also witnessed one of the most sustained confrontations between king and commons in English medieval history. Having made a generous grant to the king in the Coventry Parliament of October 1404, neither the financial nor the military situation showed any significant signs of improvement during the subsequent year. A frustrated Commons was unwilling to subsidise a king who appeared unable to defend the kingdom. The following issues were cited by the Commons and presented to the king in a petition:





•  The continued defiance of the Welsh.



•  The presence of French troops in Wales.



•  The French threat to the English province of Gascony.



•  The threat posed by pirates terrorising English shipping.



•  The high levels of taxation.



•  The misappropriation of Crown revenues.



•  The high cost of maintaining the royal household.



•  The composition and powers of the royal council.





The real importance of the Long Parliament lies not in its legislation but in the political achievement of the Commons, which was arguably more substantial than that of any other medieval Parliament. The triumph of the Commons in 1406 was the culmination of several years of bitter wrangling with the king. By refusing to grant taxes until Henry IV had agreed to acknowledge the petition, followed by a promise to address their concerns, the Commons had managed to curb the power of the Crown.


The Lancastrian dynasty established


By the beginning of 1410 Henry had finally secured his dynasty. He had defeated the Scots, Welsh and French, and suppressed numerous conspiracies and rebellions. Given the obstacles that faced him, Henry IV’s achievements are impressive, but he was also the recipient of some good fortune:





•  After 1404 the Scots no longer posed a threat owing to political differences within the kingdom. The death of King Robert III in 1406 was followed by the capture and confinement of his heir, the twelve-year-old James I, by Henry IV. James I was held captive in England for eighteen years before he was released by Henry VI on payment of a £40,000 ransom (nearly £19 million today).



•  After 1407 the French were in no position to threaten Henry IV because of political infighting at court. Owing to the weak rule of the mentally ill Charles VI, the kingdom descended into civil war between two rival groups: the Duke of Orléans (Armagnac faction) and the Duke of Burgundy (Burgundian faction).



•  By 1408 the English nobility had been cowed into submission, and there were to be no more conspiracies or rebellions after the defeat of the Earl of Northumberland at Bramham Moor.



•  By 1410 the Glyndŵr rebellion was all but over. Although the Welsh continued to fight the English using guerrilla tactics for another two or three years, they no longer posed a threat to the English crown.






Death and succession


Despite Henry’s achievements, the stresses and strains of ruling such a dangerous and unstable kingdom had taken their toll on his health. A sick Henry withdrew from public life and he invested his son and heir, Prince Henry, with the power to rule the kingdom. For nearly two years Prince Henry ruled with the assistance of a group of close advisers, chief among them was Henry Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester. Winchester suggested that, given the seriousness of the king’s debilitating illness, the prince should persuade his father to abdicate. When Henry IV heard this he roused himself from his sickbed and, in November 1411, returned to take charge of the government. Prince Henry and Bishop Beaufort were dismissed from the royal council and replaced by men trusted by the king. Henry ruled for a further fourteen months before he finally succumbed to his illness and he died in March 1413. Shortly before he died Henry IV confirmed Prince Henry, the eldest of his four sons, as his successor.
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Summary diagram: The troubled reign of Henry IV
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Chapter summary


England’s relationship with Europe developed significantly during the fifteenth century. Trade, diplomacy and war dominated this developing relationship, especially with France, which witnessed a century-long conflict for control of the kingdom. The usurpation of Richard II was a significant event that ended the succession of the direct line of Plantagenet kings. The usurper, Henry IV, endured a troubled reign. Besides complaints from Parliament over his extravagant spending, Henry endured a decade-long rebellion (1400–10) by the Welsh under their charismatic leader Owain Glyndŵr. The most serious opposition to his kingship came from a number of powerful noble families who wished to remove him from the throne. The Percy Earls of Northumberland and the Mortimer Earls of March kept the flame of rebellion alive in England between 1403 and 1408. To add to his troubles, Henry also suffered periodic bouts of ill health; from 1410 he ceased to rule effectively after a series of strokes disabled him. Yet, in spite of the considerable obstacles placed before him, Henry IV succeeded in firmly establishing the Lancastrian dynasty on the English throne by the time of his death in 1413.
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[image: ] Refresher questions


Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




  1 What was the nature of England’s relationship with continental Europe in the fifteenth century?


  2 Why was Richard II forced to abdicate?


  3 How was Henry IV able to assume power in a bloodless coup in 1399?


  4 Why did relations between England and Scotland deteriorate during this period?


  5 Why did Henry IV face so many conspiracies and rebellions in England during his reign?


  6 Why did the Percy family pose the greatest threat to Henry IV?


  7 Why did relations between England and France deteriorate during this period?


  8 How were the French able to invade England in 1405?


  9 How much of a threat to Henry IV was the Glyndŵr rebellion?



10 How significant was the Long Parliament of 1406?



11 How successful was Henry IV’s kingship?



12 How did Henry IV survive the challenges to his throne?



13 How secure was the Lancastrian dynasty by 1413?
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ESSAY QUESTIONS





1  How far do you agree that throughout the period 1399–1409 Henry IV was largely responsible for the problems confronting him?



2  Why was Henry IV able to defeat the challenges to his rule in the period between 1399 and 1413?
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CHAPTER 2


Henry V and the war in France 1413–22





Henry V was a man who commanded both respect and fear in equal measure. Apart from the failed rebellion of the Earl of Cambridge in 1415, there was no serious challenge to his kingship. His inspirational leadership, dominant personality and success in war against the French earned the respect and loyalty of the nobility. His greatest claim to fame was his victory over the French at the Battle of Agincourt. He died on the verge of settling the war with France in England’s favour. His kingship is explored through three themes:





•  Henry V: the warrior king



•  Henry V and the conquest of France





The key debate on page 33 of this chapter asks the question: Was Henry V an ‘able but short-sighted adventurer’?
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Key dates






	1413

	Henry V succeeded to the throne






	1415

	Conspiracy against Henry V






	

	Renewal of war against France






	

	English victory at the Battle of Agincourt






	1417

	Henry’s successful campaign to capture Normandy






	1419

	The sealing of the alliance with Burgundy






	1420

	Treaty of Troyes






	1421

	Birth of son and heir, Henry






	1422

	Death of Henry V
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1 Henry V: the warrior king




What challenges did the new king face?





The accession of Henry V


Henry V succeeded to the throne on the death of his father, Henry IV, in 1413. Described as tall, clean-shaven, sinewy and agile, Henry was a healthy 26-year-old when he assumed power. Henry was a warrior king and to him the principal functions of kingship were twofold: to defend the kingdom and to rule with justice. Henry had learnt the art of war in Wales against the rebels under Glyndŵr. So impressed was he by Glyndŵr’s leadership that on becoming king he offered the Welshman a pardon, but the rebel refused. Nevertheless, after Glyndŵr’s death (thought to be in 1415) Henry recruited his only surviving son, Maredudd, into his household. Henry was determined to reconcile old adversaries and to bring peace to the kingdom. However, all was not well within England and Henry faced some serious challenges to his kingship. There were two main sources of opposition: the Lollards and dissident nobles.


The challenge of Lollardy


The Lollards, who were followers of John Wycliffe, were a minority religious reform movement who demanded an end to corruption in the Church and the translation of the scriptures into English. They were denounced by the Church as heretics but they were supported by a powerful group of knights at the court of Richard II. However, during Henry IV’s reign, the Crown and Church had united against the Lollards and driven them underground. This persecution caused resentment and by the beginning of Henry V’s reign some of the more radical Lollards planned to assassinate the king.


The leading Lollard knight and head of the conspiracy to murder the king was Sir John Oldcastle. Oldcastle had been among Henry V’s most effective and loyal commanders in the war against the Welsh, but his support for Lollardy drove a wedge between the knight and his king. Under Henry’s patronage Oldcastle had acquired wealth and power, and secured an advantageous marriage to an heiress, through whom he acquired the title of Lord Cobham. In 1413 some of Oldcastle’s letters and manuscripts fell into the hands of his clerical critics, who used them to secure his arrest and trial for heresy. Oldcastle was found guilty and condemned to death, but the king spared his old comrade and imprisoned him in the Tower of London.
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John Wycliffe (1324–84)


A theologian, philosopher and religious reformer who taught at Oxford University. He was an influential dissident voice who criticised the wealth, power and corruption within the Church. He believed in the power of scripture and advocated the translation of the Bible into English. For this, he was declared a heretic.
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Oldcastle somehow escaped and fled to the Welsh border, where he began recruiting followers to join him in a rebellion against the Crown. He sent word to Lollard communities in the Midlands, the West Country and south-east England to join him in London in January 1414, where it was intended to capture and kill the king. However, only 250 Lollard rebels turned up rather than the 20,000 expected. The plan was discovered and the plotters were arrested before the rebellion could take place. Oldcastle went on the run for four years until his capture in 1418. He was hanged for treason and his body was burned on the gallows for heresy. According to Thomas Elmham, ‘Lord Cobham, greatest and most beloved of the king’s servants was the horn of Antichrist, arch-traitor to God and man’.
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Figure 1.2 Social pyramid showing the classes in society from the highest to the lowest.
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