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Prologue


The Hinge Factor: sunny and clear . . .


‘Chance and uncertainty are two of the most common and most important elements in warfare.’


Carl von Clausewitz, On War, 1832


A silver-grey Superfortress of the 509th Composite Group, 20th US Air Fleet, rumbled down the runway of Tinian Atoll. It carried neither bombs nor other means of destruction. Only twelve pairs of eyes. And yet, this plane was to be responsible for the sudden death of over a hundred thousand civilians.


Thirty minutes later, another plane, bearing the number 82, and a circled ‘R’ on the tailfin, lumbered off the same runway. Painted beneath the Plexiglas cockpit were the first names of the pilot’s mother, Enola Gay. The pilot was US Air Force Colonel Paul W. Tibbets, and this aircraft carried a bomb, a big bomb.


When Tibbets and his crew of twelve took to the sky, he was provided with four possible targets. Which one, he had to decide for himself. His orders from US Airforce General Thomas T. Handy were quite specific: ‘. . . to deliver the special bomb to a target depending on good weather conditions and to be dropped onto one of the following targets: Kokura, Niigata, Hiroshima, Nagasaki . . .’


At 07.42 hours on the morning of 6 August 1945, while cruising at 26,000 feet above the Pacific, Tibbets received a coded message from the meteorological observer in the scout plane, the one which had preceded the Enola Gay by thirty minutes.


One target was obscured by clouds. Another had only limited visibility. But one mark was in clear sunshine. The big bomber turned onto its final heading because of a message which read:


‘CLOUD COVER LESS THAN THREE-TENTHS, ADVICE: bomb primary.’


By caprice of nature a town was chosen for doom.


BOMB PRIMARY was a city called Hiroshima.


One sunny day in September – I was eight at the time – my father came home and said to me: ‘Hitler has declared war.’


I knew all about Hitler. I had seen him on the Ringstrasse when he made his triumphant entry into my native Vienna. But war? So I asked: ‘Father, what is war?’


Since that autumn day of 1939 I have learned what war is all about. First, while I sat, shivering with fright, in a coal cellar as Allied planes unloaded their bombs onto my city, my house and my family and, afterwards, when my whole life became inextricably connected with war. For thirty years I was dispatched from conflict to conflict, and thus able to observe from close-up the folly of men like Hitler. There may be just wars, but never have I witnessed one that hasn’t ended in terrible suffering.


War is about battle, and the clash of arms. No matter how purposeless it seems, battle is the heart of war. It’s an obsession where everyone can, and does, participate. Some die, some cry. Others remember and celebrate. And then there are those who plan. I have met men whose minds were obsessed by a desire for military glory, men who moved tin soldiers around a sand box and conquered cardboard cities. Then they went into the field and used real soldiers. Somehow, it never turned out the way it did in the sand box.


History bears witness. Great armed hosts have been defeated through the stupidity and the incompetence of their leaders. War is not about trumpets and military glory, war is about death. Or, to paraphrase Georges Clemenceau, the man who led France out of the horrors of the First World War: ‘War is much too important to be left to generals.’


Some chroniclers wish us to believe that battles are won by valour and the brilliance of war lords, on whom they bestow the accolade of ‘genius’ when they are triumphant. They record the victor as being brilliant and the loser as not. And yet, there is no secret formula to the victorious outcome of a battle – except that much depends on who commits the bigger blunder. Or, to put no finger point on it, many battles have been decided by the caprice of weather, bad (or good) intelligence, unexpected heroism or individual incompetence – in other words, the unpredictable. In military terms, this phenomenon is known as: The Hinge Factor.


In many cases, the scenario leading up to disaster has been assembled well before the play was ever written. The annals of war are loaded with examples which prove that incompetence is (most of the time) not due to a failure of intelligence, but of character. Wooden-headedness, while assessing a rapidly developing situation in terms of preconceived fixed ideas, is invariably a good reason for downfall. Time and time again, brave men have been thrown away in reckless attacks. Orders given not from a clear perception of the situation, but from ignorance, spite or simply to achieve personal glory. Before setting off into the desert to confront the Saracen host of Sultan Saladin, the heroic Raymond de Tripoli asked his Frankish king, Guy de Lusignan: ‘Sire, ask yourself the question: “Why do I want to give battle? Is it for my country’s glory – or for my own?”’


When an industrialist picks on a bad design he risks closing down the factory and putting his workers out of a job; when a financier speculates foolishly on the stock market he may lose the money of a many investors. These things are painful – but not lethal. But if a military leader commits a blunder such an error is disastrous, paid for in blood and human suffering by thousands, and sometimes by many more.


Then there is always the unexpected brought on by divine design, the cloud which hides one target and so condemns another to obliteration. The fluke, a secret battle map found by the enemy. Or, perhaps the most unpredictable of all, the way that people behave under stress and fire. The personal initiative and the heroism, not necessarily by some sabre-raising general whose memory will be perpetuated with a bronze statue, but by the unknown, unheralded soldier buried in an unmarked grave.


Recorded history tells us what happened. But there is invariably a ‘Reason why’ it had to happen. (In this, I make no claim to present a coherent or definitive explanation why the outcome of any particular battle suddenly took a turn.) At the end of every conflict, it has become standard practice that politicians and generals justify their action in print, explain their moves across the chessboard of battle, or discuss in dry statistics the mega-deaths they’ve caused. The simple foot soldier writes home about the way he has lived through it. It is from both of these records that my hinge factors have been selected.


Reading about a particular combat many years after the event, sometimes turns into the complex problem of separating a reliable source from poetic licence. At the abyss of disaster prevailing conditions of unbiased reporting can be, at best, chaotic and records incomplete or perhaps they have disappeared altogether. Others may have been falsified by contemporary chroniclers and poets for reasons of their own. That goes for yesterday as it does for today.1 The medieval narratives by Juvénal des Ursins about the massacre of the French nobility during the battle at Agincourt project his French perspective. When the Duke of Wellington spoke about ‘a close run thing’ at Waterloo, he never mentioned Ney’s blunder, nor Blücher’s part in l’affaire. The Times man-on-the-spot, William Howard Russel, reported on the bungled Charge of the Light Brigade and was accused of betraying sensitive military information.2 The same senseless sacrifice was glorified in a poem by Lord Tennyson. Where then lies the truth?


War has always been the province of confusion. I cannot tell if war is really indispensable to the advance of humanity, I only know it is man’s favourite preoccupation, and that it has dominated all other human activities.


E.D.
Domaine de Valensole
Winter 1998


1 This is particularly true for the numbers game about strength of fighting forces and losses. To give an example: at Agincourt (1415), the loosing French side is quoted with 8–10,000 dead knights, while the English suffered only 400 casualties. Considering the hand-to-hand slaughter, this is hard to believe. We don’t even have precise figures of the atomic victims at Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and that was only a few years ago and duly recorded.


2 It reminds people in my trade, so frequently considered by the military as ‘professional voyeurs’, that our accounts distil the chaos of combat into indelible icons, and that the impact of the events we report outlasts the next day’s edition.
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A Wooden Horse


Troy, 1184 BC


‘Do not believe this horse. Whatever it may be, I fear the Greeks, even when bringing gifts.’


Virgil’s Aeneid, 20 BC


The year is 1184 BC.


A god descends from heaven; disguised as a swan he lies with Leda. Their love results in a daughter, Helen, a maiden so fair that every prince desires her for his wife. She chooses Menelaus, King of Sparta. One day a handsome young prince comes to visit them. He is Paris, son of King Priam of Troy, a fortified city on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean. Paris is royally received but does not reveal the purpose of his visit.


Before Paris left his native Troy, King Priam had been warned that his son would bring ruin to his country. And so it came to be. The high drama began the day Paris was visited by three goddesses, Aphrodite, Hera and Athena. They handed him a golden apple and asked him to choose the fairest among them. Hera promised to make him Lord over Asia and Europe, Athena said that she would lead him to great victory over the Greeks, and Aphrodite offered him the loveliest maiden on Earth. The Judgement of Paris went to Aphrodite, goddess of love. She told him about Helen of Sparta.


While Menelaus leaves for Crete to do war, Paris takes Helen to Troy. It is not certain if she follows for love or by force. On his return from Crete, King Menelaus calls upon all the Greek heroes to help him punish the wicked deed and lay Troy in ashes. Under the leadership of Agamemnon,1 the Greek Army is strong. But so is Troy. King Priam has brave sons, the bravest is Hector,2 who has only one equal, the champion of the Greeks, Achilles. For years on end they fight it out, and for many years victory wavers. Once again, a fierce battle rages, when Helen appears on the ramparts. Her face is so lovely that all fighting stops, only Achilles and Hector continue in single combat. Athena hands her spear to Achilles who drives it into Hector’s throat. ‘Return my body to my father,’ begs the dying Trojan hero.


‘I would that I could make myself devour your raw flesh for the evil you have brought upon me,’ replies Achilles. The Greek warrior then drags the slain Hector behind his chariot around the walls of Troy.3 Aphrodite gives Paris a poisoned arrow. Paris takes aim and shoots it into the Greek’s only vulnerable spot, his heel. Achilles dies. Then another arrow strikes Paris, and he dies.


But Troy holds out. After a siege which has lasted ten years the war has reached a stalemate. Unless the Greeks can break down the walls they will never conquer the city fortress and must accept defeat. Odysseus, the cleverest of the Greeks, devises a cunning plan: to build a wooden horse, slightly taller than the Scaean Gate. Then hide Greek warriors inside the horse, and leave it standing outside the walls of Troy. That done, the Greeks set sail, but hide their fleet behind the nearest island. To make sure the Trojans fall for his ruse, Odysseus leaves Sinon the Greek behind who convinces the Trojans that they must pull the horse into the city as a votive offering to Athena.


King Priam falls for the Greek trickery and orders the horse to be brought in. For this, the Trojans will have to break a hole into their walls. Troy’s chief priest Laocoön warns his king: ‘I fear the Greeks, even when bringing gifts.’


Priam, a ruthless potentate, is infuriated that a mere priest dares to question the will of his king. Yet Laocoön is not the only one who fears deceit. The king’s beautiful daughter, Cassandra, stands up to her father and echoes the priest’s warning. ‘Oh miserable people, poor fools, you do not understand at all your evil fate.’


The judicious counsel by the philosopher-priest nearly convinces the Trojans, when destiny takes a hand. Two serpents rush from the sea to crush Laocoön and his two sons. Fate comes to pass, a doom destined for so many prudent sages over the next three millenniums. People never listen to their prophets, rather they watch them being silenced and stride blindly forth to disaster. The Trojans remove the lintel stone from the Scaean Gate, which brings their walls tumbling down. They drag the horse to Athena’s temple and celebrate a great feast. ‘With song and great rejoicing, they brought death in, treachery and destruction.’


In the middle of the night Sinon unlocks a secret door beneath the Wooden Horse. Odysseus and his warriors steal out while the rest of the Greek host rushes in through the breach and sets the city on fire. By the time the Trojans rise from their drunken stupor, blood flows in rivulets. This is not fighting, it is butchery. Desperate men bear down on each other, killing before they are killed. Trojans take off their own armour and put on that of the dead Greeks. Greeks, believing they are being joined by their own units, pay for that error with their lives. From the rooftops, Trojan women hurl burning beams on their attackers, a palace tower crushes a great number of Greeks. But the contest is unequal, too many Trojans have already died and the Greeks smash their way into the palace. King Priam is brutally struck down in front of his wives and children. With his death the Trojans lose heart and the Greeks rape, pillage and plunder. They kill the men, hurl the children from the battlements, and carry the women into slavery. Troy dies.


Only Aeneas,4 Aphrodite’s son, escapes the bloodshed. He crosses the sea and the winds push his vessel onto a distant shore, at the mouth of the River Tiber. There he founds a town which is to become Rome, the city state that will eventually defeat the conquerors of Troy.


Ultimate justice shrouded in the veil of mythology.


What really took place that night, three thousand years ago, we can only guess. ‘To the gods I owe this woeful war’, proclaimed a downcast Priam.5


We may forget about an active participation by the gods, and turn towards more strategic, military and economic aspects. In the late nineteenth century, a German amateur archaeologist, Heinrich Schliemann, discovered ruins of what may have been Priam’s Troy, a fortified city founded by the warrior tribe of Phrygians on the Mound of Hissarlik.6 From its geographic location, we can assume that Greek and Trojan maritime ambitions clashed. Vital control over the Hellespont (today’s Dardanelles), the Aegean Sea, and with it, the trade routes along the Mediterranean, was at stake.


As for the ten-year siege, no siege could have possibly lasted ten continuous years; without harvesting seasonal grain, armies on both sides would have starved. Therefore, the war must have been a series of raids, and possibly actions fought by sea.


A vital factor which should not to be overlooked is the warning by the philosopher Laocoön, which, assuming that Troy was run by a despot, shows opposition to tyrannical rule, a trend carried to new summits by the greatest of Greek philosophers, Socrates, and his disciples.


Ten years passed and nothing happened. Suddenly, everything was resolved in a single instant. The Wooden Horse is certainly not a figment of fiction;7 ruse has always been employed during the siege of fortified places, the simplest way to put the vigilance of the defenders to sleep and breech the walls. Thus, the story of Odysseus’ Horse is something tangible, a conquest by stratagem.


Strange are the circular paths of history. The Greeks learned from the Trojans, Trojan refugees founded Rome, and the Romans conquered Greece, only to adopt its culture.


The Hinge Factor at Troy was victory by stratagem.


[image: image]
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The Loss of the True Cross


The Horns of Hattin, 4 July 1187


‘I shall not lay down my arms until there is no more infidel on earth.’ Sultan Saladin, recorded by Beha ed-Din


Ibn Shedad, 11871


Spread out before the Frankish host lay a desert, hot and dry, the Plain of Baruf. To venture into it during the heat of the day would mean courting certain death for a great army of iron-clad and chain-mailed knights. Yet Guy de Lusignan, King of Jerusalem, ordered them to do just that. A tall man approached the king. He was dressed in chain mail covered by a white cloak with the embroidered crimson Cross of the Holy Quest. Around his waist, dangling from a leather belt, was his long, straight sword. The baron’s head was protected by the type of bullet shaped helmet with nasal guard worn by Crusader knights. He was a heroic figure of medieval history: Raymond III, Count of Tripoli. ‘My liege, why are you ordering your host to move into these barren lands?’


‘To succour your lady in distress.’ The king referred to a message received from the Lady Eschiva, Countess of Tripoli, besieged by the Saracens inside the walls of Raymond’s fortress of Tiberias, situated on the Lake of Galilee.


Raymond, who knew that the leader of the Turks, the Sultan Saladin, would always conform to Saracen honour and never hurt a woman of rank, also understood that the same Saladin was as smart as a desert fox. He wished for nothing more than to lure the Frankish army onto a hasty rescue mission that could only then lead to disaster. That’s why Saladin had allowed the messenger, dispatched by Lady Eschiva, to pass without hindrance. ‘Sire,’ replied Raymond, ‘if you wish to do combat with Saladin so, let this be near our fortress of Acre. If matters go ill we can count on the town to march to our rescue. On the other hand, if God is with us, we can blunt the Saracens.’


‘Blunt them?’ shouted one of the noble barons, Reynald de Chatillon, the Lord of Kerak. ‘Blunt them? What perfidy do I hear?’


‘Aye, blunt them,’ replied the Count of Tripoli, ‘and blood them as well, and Saladin will be so crushed that he must flee the Holy Land, never to return. My liege,’ he turned towards the king, ‘out in the desert, Saladin has the advantage of mobility, his strength will ride over us. Then who is there to defend Jerusalem?’


The king tended to agree with Raymond’s wise counsel.


That night, after a repast which King Guy had shared with his barons, the loom of intrigue, vanity and ambition began to weave. The cunning Gérard de Ridefort, Master of the Templars, came into the king’s tent. ‘Sire, the Count of Tripoli wishes us to cringe like cowards.’


The king, fearful of the Templar, a man of great power who had been instrumental in helping him usurp the crown from the rightful heir, wavered. He pulled back the flaps of his tent to look at the night sky, at the same stars his adversary would be looking at on the other side of the desert. His mind was engaged with the problem to seek certainty which might justify his act. As it has happened so many times to other men of ultimate power, having staked their whole future on one decision, he too became uncertain, he feared that his travel order might lead to tragic consequences. But Ridefort was not about to let pass an opportunity to prove himself invaluable to his king. ‘My King, you know the Count of Tripoli doesn’t like you. He speaks treason and only cares to uphold his truce with the Turk. We are of superior mettle to the pagan. I counsel you to go from hence and march on to glorious victory.’


That same night, it is said that a servant of the king spotted an eagle with seven darts in its claws pass overhead. He heard it scream: ‘Beware, Jerusalem!’


Yes, there was treachery in the air, and foolishness, but it did not come from the Count of Tripoli, a knight who had studied Saladin’s generalship. He knew that the Sultan would lay wait for them in ambush. One last time, before sunrise, the count tried to change the king’s mind. ‘Roi Guy, I warn you, do not stir from this place or Saladin will assuredly set upon us in the desert.’


Confronted by the only baron who had failed to support his claim for the throne of Jerusalem, the king now turned on the knight, and spoke furiously: ‘It is not for you to tell your king what to do. I want my knights to mount up and prepare to move for Tiberias.’2


And so, the Frankish King of Jerusalem headed for a disaster of his own making.


The beginning of the Crusades can be set with the defeat of the armies of the Eastern Empire, at Manzikert in 1071,3 by the Seldjuk Turks’ rider hordes which spilled from the steppes of Asia and adopted Islam. Constantinople, despite its ongoing quarrel with the Church of Rome, asked the Pope for his help to recover Asia Minor. In 1095, Pope Urban II launched the First Crusade, an adventure which, even by today’s standards, can be considered unique. Godfrey de Bouillon led a host of French nobility, knights from the military orders on their ‘Way to the Cross’. His followers were promised forgiveness for their sins and salvation for eternity. By 1099, the Crusaders had captured the City of God – a victory stained by the massacre of Jerusalem’s entire Muslim population.4 This led directly to a holy Jihad which lasted the next two centuries, and, in retrospect, has never ended. The first Frankish Crusaders founded the Kingdom of Jerusalem. For nearly a hundred years, all went well, the Christians held the walled towns and strong places, such as the Acre, Jaffa, Tyre or the Kerak des Chevaliers, while the countryside was beset by roving bands of Saracens. It was not until the disastrous defeat of the Eastern Emperor Manuel at Myriocephalum in 1176, that events began to move towards their final climax. Without Byzantine support the Frankish knights had no longer sufficient men to hold out against the forces of Islam brought against them in Palestine. Christians and Muslims moved rapidly towards a confrontation.


To make matters worse, the age of chivalry in a quest for the Holy Cross had passed to a ragamuffin band of barons, eager to fill their pockets. Reynald de Chatillon was one of the adventurers who had come to the Holy Land to seek fortune. Instead of proving his valour as a defender of the True Faith, he seduced the widow of the Prince of Antioch, who became so besotted by his charms that she gave him the key to her provinces. Quickly tired of her ageing charms he rejected her to marry another noble maiden, the Lady of Kerak, and then continued with his business, which was to rob caravans. Another knave was Gérard de Ridefort, who had applied a ruse to get himself elected Master of the Templars. He then used his noble warriors to terrorise and plunder helpless citizens. The most vicious of all was the Patriarch of Jerusalem, Heraclius, a ‘chaste monk’ whose mistress was a notorious prostitute, known to all in the Holy City as ‘The Patriarchess’. This unholy threesome was to lead the Kingdom of the Franks to its downfall.


Confronting this villainy was the noble Raymond III, Count of Tripoli,5 the appointed Regent of Jerusalem and one who upheld his oath to his child-king, Baldwin V. But the feeble infant died, and Guy de Lusignan, another adventurer who had married the king’s aunt, usurped the crown. Raymond fell out with the new ruler over this. It was a grave blow to the cause of Christianity, since Raymond was the only baron who enjoyed the trust of Saladin. In 1185, the Frankish prince and the Saracen sultan had established a truce, based on mutual trust and the word chivalry. It was only after the incident at the Springs of Cresson, when the Saracens were about to invade Galilee, that his fidelity to the Christian cause forced Raymond to rejoin his liege.


At the end of the twelveth century, the Frankish Kingdom of Jerusalem was faced by the greatest of all warrior sultans, the fabled Salah ed-Din, or Saladin. He was a Turk6 whose ancestors had migrated from the foot of the Altai Mountains of Central Asia. In the tenth century, that warrior tribe came into contact with Islam. It can be said that the conversion of the Turks to Islam had a similar impact on the Orient as Teutonic Christianism had for the Occident. Saladin, born as the son of a lieutenant to Sultan Nur ed-Din, Emir of Aleppo and Damascus, had proven his valour in a series of battles against the Franks as well as dissident Moslem rulers. By 1169 he became Vizier to the Caliph,7 and in 1171 he deposed the last of the decadent Fatimids. As new Caliph of Egypt and Vizier of Syria he now held the Crusader Kingdom in a vice, leaving open only the sea lanes to Cyprus and Europe. For thirteen years the Christians could hold Saladin at bay, until two events upset this delicate balance. The first was set in motion by Reynald de Chatillon.


One night a spy arrived at Lord Reynald’s castle to inform him about the passage of a pilgrim caravan on its way to Mecca, bearing great riches. The Lord of Kerak and his followers went on a raid and seized the camel train. This caravan not only carried gold and spices, but an even greater treasure: the sister of Saladin, ‘a maiden so fair that the nightingale praised her beauty’. The Sultan dispatched a messenger to King Guy’s court to demand that his noble sister be set free immediately. Reynald de Chatillon, who expected a sizeable ransom for the royal lady, refused to obey the order by his king, claiming that, contrary to Raymond de Tripoli, he had never concluded a truce with the Saracens.


About the same time (30 April 1187), the son of Saladin, Malik al-Afdal, asked Raymond of Tripoli for passage through the count’s provinces, which Raymond granted on condition that the Muslim host passed through his lands between sunrise and sunset without bothering his towns. To make sure that all knew about this promise, the count sent a covering letter to Gérard de Ridefort. Instead of adhering to the truce, this overbearing knight in search of personal glory led his ninety Templars and ten Hospitallers to confront the Saracens. They found the Turks peacefully in camp around the Springs of Cresson.8 A Templar, Jacques de Mailly, warned his hotheaded leader, who snarled: ‘Is it that you wish to keep that pretty blond head of yours? Then run.’


‘I will die a brave man, but you, Master, you will run!’ retaliated the insulted knight. His prediction was to come true. The insolent Ridefort, with an unfounded contempt for the fighting spirit of the Saracens, attacked the 7,000 Muslim warriors with his handful of knights. The inevitable happened, the Saracens surrounded the knights. Ridefort plus three of his knights abandoned the fight and escaped, the rest were captured and their heads cut off. The Turks paraded the heads on the tips of their lances under the walls of Tiberias before they retired into their own lands, as promised, before sunset.


Without trying to find out about the cause for this slaughter, King Guy foolishly ordered all Christian knights to join his banner, and told the Patriarch of Jerusalem, Heraclius, to fetch the True Cross so that it might lead the Christian Army into battle. The Patriarch took the cross from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and never again would it return to Jerusalem.


Following the unpardonable affront brought onto his sister, Saladin swore a sacred oath that he would personally behead the villain Reynald. He raised ‘an army without number, like the ocean’,9 and units joined him from Egypt, Mosul and Maridin. Following the skirmish at Cresson (1 May 1187), Saladin was joined by his son near Astara10 and together they set off on 27 May to establish their camp at Dabeira. On 2 July he attacked Tiberias, where, due to careless manipulation with a torch, one of his Turks set the storage houses on fire. Soon the whole town was in flames, only the citadel survived.


It was on the following day, 3 July 1187, a Friday, that the Frankish host set off into the waterless desert which separates Saffuriya from Tiberias. Fifteen thousand knights and foot soldiers began their march towards the distant Sea of Galilee.11 The vanguard was led by Raymond of Tripoli, the rear was brought up by Balian of Ibelin. In the centre rode King Guy de Lusignan protecting the Bishops Ruffin of Acre and Bernard of Lydda, bearers of the True Cross. Seen from the distance, the Crusader Army presented an impressive sight, the lines of white-robed riders and the companies of crossbow men in dun-coloured kilts and leather jerkins. Since the distance to travel was relatively short12 the king hoped to cross the barren lands in less than one day, and he didn’t wish for his army to be slowed down by water carts pulled by oxen,13 and had decided against dragging these along. A disastrous miscalculation. What a mounted knight could accomplish in hours of brisk canter took several days for a foot soldier. And, travelling as a combined army, the mounted chevaliers could move no faster than their foot soldiers and crossbow men.


The vanguard under Raymond of Tripoli had deployed well; the count had put a phalanx of his best fighting men in front. Platoons of crossbow men guarded the sides of the advancing columns, and screens were well out to the flanks to warn of attempts of an attack on the True Cross. The centre was not quite so orderly, foot soldiers mingled with mounted knights and servants carrying tents. Soon the army began to stretch out, with foot units lagging behind on the mountainous path. The king called for a brief halt to give the trailing elements a chance to catch up, but the groups became even more disorganised as they piled onto one another.


When Saladin was informed about the move by the Christian king, he was delighted: ‘This accords well with my wishes. Once we have destroyed this Infidel host, we shall have Tiberias, and with it, the coast line.’ He ordered his army to take up a position at Lûbiya, and dispatched his riders on their light ponies to harass the slowly advancing Christians. They taunted the Crusaders with arrows without launching into a concerted attack, aware of the accurate missiles fired by the Christian crossbow men. King Guy wasn’t overly worried; skirmishing archers couldn’t take on his heavily armoured knights; that is, unless he was foolish enough to provide Saladin with a suitable killing ground.14 Though the foot soldiers protected the knights from these pinprick attacks, they couldn’t shield the mail-shirted knights – nor themselves – from the relentless desert sun. The limestone reflected the heat from the cliffs and turned the valley into a cauldron of intense heat. Soon their water bottles were empty and they began to complain of thirst. King Guy de Lusignan missed a chance to provide water for his troops when he ignored a small detour towards the Springs of Turan. By late morning, everyone was well aware that they couldn’t count on more water before they reached the Sea of Galilee. It didn’t take long before the column began to look more like a mob than a disciplined army. They slugged on listlessly. King Guy soon began to realise his mistake; but for him, retreat meant losing face, and that was out of the question. The long column had reached the scorched plateau when suddenly figures popped up from holes in the ground and put torches to the dry brush that had been cut and left in piles, forming a semicircle of fire around the path. The heat and dense smoke added greatly to the discomfort of the knights. A strong wind fanned the flames so that the uncut brush, covering the desert floor, also caught fire. Flames barred the track ahead and the long column stumbled around in smoke and flame, galled by a shower of arrows from ever-increasing numbers of circling Saracens. This was the final straw; withdrawal became finally impossible and their thirst unbearable.


More than any attack by Saracens, the thirst was starting to take its heavy toll on man and beast alike.15 While the animals became lethargic and simply collapsed, the men were maddened by a craving for water and quarrels broke out. The knights who tried to escape through the dense smoke were cut down by Saracen blades. Others, wounded by arrows or made dizzy by thirst, fell off their horses and were left to roast in the burning brushwood. Some foot soldiers broke away from the formation and surrendered to the Saracens. In exchange for water they accepted Islam as their new faith. Even some of the knights relinquished their arms,16 and when they were brought before Saladin, they said: ‘Sire, why dost thou wait? Fall upon them because they’re all dead.’


From their position on the heights the Crusaders could see in the distance the sparkling clear water of the Sea of Galilee; this added greatly to their torture. But the Frankish host couldn’t reach it, their road was barred by a huge body of men: the Army of the Sultan.


Raymond knew of a well in the mountainous region to the north. This would redirect their route away from Tiberias and the Sea of Galilee; however, as water was now vital, this was their only chance for salvation. Thus he rode up to his king and suggested to move the Frankish host into the hills, towards the springs at the Horns of Hattin.17 This watering place was on the count’s lands, and the king ordered Raymond to attack the enemy and breach the way.


When the Frankish host turned north, Saladin, who had already been appraised of Raymond’s plan by one of the captured knights, realised that he had to block the Crusaders’ passage towards the well. He launched a full rider attack under his newphew, Taqui ed-Din, who put up a barrier on the slopes leading to the Horns of Hattin. At the very spot where, according to legend, Christ delivered his Sermon on the Mount, Raymond charged and the ensuing fight was terrible in its slaughter. The din of battle was everywhere. Piles of bodies covered the stone-strewn plain leading up the mountain.


Saladin watched the battle from a nearby copse. He saw Taqui’s waves break against the mail-clad knights, who fought with the fury of men maddened by thirst. The Muslims’ numerical superiority could not develop as they attacked on a narrow front. The Turkish line began to weaken and the Christian knights charged into them like an irresistible battering ram. Their long swords cut a swath through the Saracen army, catching Taqui’s foot guards on the flank. The Saracen line wavered and broke.


The furious charge by the Count of Tripoli had achieved the breakthrough, and he turned in his saddle to wave to the main body around the king. They wouldn’t move! Raymond had worked a miracle in breaking through the Turkish line at great costs to his knights; however, as if he was afraid to expose their holy relic, the king didn’t move! A messenger of King Guy reached Raymond to deliver a fatal order. Instead of pursuing the fleeing Turks, the count was ordered to halt and establish a camp on the rocky ground. In desperation, Raymond rode to see the king: ‘My liege, we must move or this is the end, the war is over, we are betrayed and our lands are lost. If we cannot reach water by tonight, our host is finished.’


The king wouldn’t change his mind and ordered his tent to be pitched on a nearby hill.18 That night, the full might of Saladin’s army moved up and surrounded the camp so tightly that ‘not even a cat could have escaped.19 Four hundred camel loads of arrows were brought up and distributed to the Sultan’s warriors, after which they all kneeled and offered a prayer. The sound from thousands of throats of ‘Allah akhbar – Allah is great’ echoed from the hillsides, followed by the Sermon of the Fighters of the True Faith.20


The night vigil of the knights was made unbearable by scorpions and spiders which crept under their armour. Throughout the night, Saracens taunted them, holding up precious water in their cupped hands which they then let trickle into the sand.


At sunrise on Saturday, 4 July 1187, the king, surrounded by his barons, sank to his knees to implore the Almighty. ‘God, look down on your children carrying in your holy name the cross of the true faith,’ he silently prayed, ‘if we must give final battle then let it be my God, not his.’ But God would not consider any kingdom but His own.


A sound of galloping hooves broke the silence. A young man in a splendid tunic, a gold-sheathed Saracen blade on his side, jumped from his horse. ‘Sire,’ he spoke in a clear voice so everyone could hear his message, ‘I come in peace from my liege, the Sultan. He wishes you to know that you must abandon your quest, return from whence you came beyond the sea, never to return.’


‘By the Holy Cross, never’, yelled Reynald de Chatillon.


‘Never, you tell your infidel potentate’, voiced the Templar. The king looked around for counsel, but was met by hostile stares of his knights in chain mail. The wise one, the only one who could have averted certain tragedy, Raymond of Tripoli, wasn’t nearby. Slowly, Guy de Lusignan turned to the messenger. His face was pale when he spoke. ‘Tell your sovereign, I, King of Jerusalem, summon him to the Tribunal of Heaven.’


When Count Raymond was informed of the king’s reply to the Turk, he advanced towards King Guy, knelt on his right knee, and said: ‘My liege, if you mean to die here today, I will stand by your side. It will be no victory no matter how many we destroy, for we will have given this Holy Land to Saladin.’


To which the king replied: ‘I’d rather die with my knights here on this field than see Jerusalem the Holy fall to the Infidel.’


This said, he ordered his Frankish host to break camp and climb the long slope towards the Springs of Hattin. Instead of advancing in orderly columns, which might have provided some protection, many of the foot soldiers broke ranks and rushed for the hills, hoping to reach the well. They found themselves blocked by heavy formations of Saracens who felled them with a cloud of arrows. Those who managed to escape were cut down by Saracen blades. Then Saladin’s cavalry struck at the wings of the Crusader knights. Raymond’s vanguard took the initial shock. His remaining foot soldiers grounded the butts of their lances and angled them for the eyes of the attacking horses. The Saracen mounts couldn’t stand it. The Saracens dismounted and attacked with arrow and sword. The wall of iron-clad knights stood their ground, their heavy mail invulnerable to the arrows fired from the short bow. A young mameluk hurled himself against an exposed portion of the Frankish line and brought down a number of crossbow men before he was cleaved in half by the blade of a knight. This so infuriated the Turks that they charged on pell-mell. They were driven back by a furious counter-charge of the knights as a new wave of Turks charged into their midst, turning the fray into a tangle of shouting men and clanging steel. They cut each other down in gruesome slaughter. Saladin watched the outcome with growing anxiety. Despite their feeble number the knights pushed back the Turks, who proved no match for the heavier weapons wielded by the knights. The battle went to and fro; the Templars and Hospitallers rushed at the Saracens until a new wave of Turks would charge into the Christians whose numbers dwindled with every consecutive assault. It couldn’t last, the few hundred Crusader knights could not hold out much longer against the successive waves of thousands which rolled down on them from all sides.


Count Raymond of Tripoli raised his sword and led the small circle of his kinsmen in a furious charge against Taqui ed-Din’s centre of the line. Perhaps by order of Sultan Saladin, who more than anyone respected the valour of this Christian opponent, the Saracens put up almost no resistance to Raymond’s charge before they opened ranks and allowed the count and his suite to get away into the hills. Then their line snapped back into place and the fate of the king and his last remaining faithful was sealed.


Saladin observed the battle with his son Afdal.


‘And Afdal sat on his stallion beside his father, the noble Sultan, when they saw the King of the Franks retreat to the top of a hill. The Infidels were brave men, and they fell one after another. Saladin was of great sadness and tugged at his beard: “Give the devil the lie!” he shouted, and our men surged forward. “They flee”, shouted Afdal, but his father, the Sword of Allah, cut him off: “Be silent! they will not be defeated until the king’s tent falls.’”21


The remaining Christian foot soldiers fled up a hill and left the knights to their fate. No arguing and begging by King Guy made them move back to join in the fight. So King Guy rallied his dwindling forces around his royal banner to defend Bishop Ruffin of Acre and the True Cross. Now Saladin pushed in his last reserves, who formed a strangling noose around the dismounted knights. What finally broke Frankish resistance was not the fall of the king’s tent, but a spirited attack by the Sultan’s nephew who slashed his way through to the Bishop of Acre, who was killed. The Turk picked up the True Cross and galloped across the battlefield, holding it high for all to see. The Turks broke out in jubilation. But with the loss of the most holy relic of Christianity the morale of the Frankish knights broke. They lay down their arms and waited to be captured. The Saracen hordes stormed forward and slaughtered most of them. Only 200 knights and 1,000 foot soldiers survived the massacre.22 On the spot where the Frankish host had made its final stand around the cross Saladin got off his horse, put his carpet on the blood-splattered sand and gave praise to Allah, the Almighty.


‘The Christians were lions at the beginning of the fight and at the end they were only scattered sheep. Of so many thousands only a small number were saved. I looked in horror at those smashed faces glued to the sand, their bodies covered with the dust of the desert, and gave thanks for our deliverance to Allah, the One.’23


The captured Frankish barons were led before Saladin. There was King Guy de Lusignan, his brother Geoffrey, Gérard de Ridefort, the Bishop Bernard of Lydda, Honfred de Turon, son of the Lord of Kerak, and Reynald de Chatillon. Saladin treated his prisoners with great courtesy, as he was a man who appreciated bravery wherever it was found. When he saw their sorry state and the king’s thirst, he had a chalice filled with delicate sherbet of fruit and snow and handed it to King Guy. But when the Frankish king passed on his cup to Reynald de Chatillon, Saladin became angry: ‘It displeases me that you give him drink from my cup. This accursed will not drink with my permission in my tent, and if he so does his life will not be spared.’ However, he did let Reynald finish his drink, but promised that he would never drink again. He then demanded of Reynald why he had broken the promised vow of knighthood, to which the Lord of Kerak replied: ‘C’est la coutume entre les princes et j’ai suivi le sentier battu – Such is the custom among the princes and I followed only the designed path. ‘. . . upon which, Saladin threw him a hateful glance, but still offered to spare his life if Reynald would denounce his church and adhere to the true faith, which Reynald refused contemptuously. For no riches that anyone might be able to give him would Saladin let Reynald live any longer.24 When the Lord of Kerak had put down the cup, Saladin had him led outside his tent. There, the Sultan took a sharp blade, and with a mighty stroke, cut off his head. Upon his order, the head was put on a lance and ‘paraded throughout the land as a sign of Allah’s victory over the infidels’.


That day, Jerusalem was lost forever.


What if . . .


What if – Reynald de Chatillon had not attacked Saladin’s caravan?


The delicate truce, established between Saladin and Raymond of Tripoli, might have continued and ensured the survival – at least for some time – of the Frankish Kingdom of Jerusalem.


It is doubtful if Saladin, a devout Muslim, would have tolerated much longer a Christian presence in the holy places.


What if – Gérard de Ridefort had been killed at the Springs of Cresson a few months before the disaster at Hattin? Guy de Lusignan would not have had to listen to bad counsel.


The facts


In the years after the first Christian conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, much was made of keeping the delicate balance between two warring doctrines, Islam and Christianity. Both religions claimed to be the sole defenders of the True Faith. This distinction became confused as secular power began to extend into divine papal doctrine and temporal forces used the Crusades for their own enrichment. The Frankish armies did battle against each other, but, at the same time, the Sultanate descended into corruption. Then came Saladin. The Christian barons, forced by Saladin’s meteoric rise, reunited, and only a wafer-thin truce kept the Islamic and Christian armies from slaughtering each other.


As it turned out, Saracen honour eventually transcended Christian treachery. Saladin, unquestionably the greatest and most noble warrior of the time of the Crusades25, took up the sword. The loss of the True Cross at the Battle of Hattin shattered the Franks’ faith, and victory went to Allah, not to Jesus. Hattin was the end of Christian supremacy in the Middle East, and brought the whole Crusader movement tumbling down.


The rest can be called ‘Saladin’s Blitzkrieg’. Three days after Hattin, on 7 July, Tiberias surrendered, and on the 10th, Acre opened its doors to the victorious Sultan. Then fell Jaffa and Nazareth, followed by Saffuriya, Caesaria and Haifa. Nablus was next, Sidon fell on 29 July, and Beirut on 6 August. Raymond de Tripoli, who had escaped to his fortress of Tripoli, died of pleurisy at the beginning of September. Only Tyre held out due to the timely arrival by sea of Count Conrad de Montferrat and his knights. Saladin raised the siege and moved on Askelon which surrendered on 5 September. From there Saladin headed north, towards the heart of the conflict, Jerusalem, a city defended by Balian de Ibelin. The Sultan arrived before its gates on 19 September and soon his engineers had breached the wall. Still the defenders held out, but by 2 October it was all over. The town was sacked, the Christian symbols destroyed, and its Catholic population ransomed or killed.


Out of the confusion, following Saladin’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem, was born new calls for Crusades and history moved with great speed. Guy de Lusignan, pardoned by Saladin, went to Cyprus. King Philip Auguste of France, Henry II of England, and the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I, called Barbarossa, took the cross. Henry II died, Barbarossa drowned, and Philip Auguste returned to France. Richard Coeur-de-Lion took their place, only to leave the Holy Land before he had recaptured Jerusalem. Pope Innocent III launched the Fourth Crusade, yet those who followed his call went not in a sacred quest, but to plunder the riches of the Orient. Hordes of knights ventured into these foreign lands, sacked Constantinople, plundered churches and raped Christian women. The values of this world quickly began to replace the values of the Hereafter. An age of heresy began,26 which brought the church into conflict with temporal power. In 1229, Frederick II, the excommunicated German Emperor, used a fratricidal quarrel between the Muslim rulers of Syria and Egypt to force them into signing the Treaty of Jaffa, which, for a brief time, returned Jerusalem to Christianity (1229—44), but didn’t end the controversy in the Christian camp, since the Emperor used the Teutonic knights of Hermann von Salza to kick out the French Templars.


The Kingdom of Jerusalem, which ever since the Battle of Hattin had been reduced to a string of coastal fortifications, came to its bloody end with the fall of Acre and the massacre of its defenders, on 18 May 1291.


Jerusalem, the cradle of Christianity, never again became a Christian town.


The Hinge Factor at Hattin was a merciless desert.


‘. . . because it is written, he who ventures forth into the barren lands without offering homage to Allah is doomed to perish . . .’
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A Rabble with Bare Feet


Agincourt, 25 October 1415


‘Follow your spirit; and upon this charge Cry “God for Harry! England and St George!”’


Shakespeare, Henry V


The night before St Crispin’s Day, the Constable of France, Charles d’Albret, Count of Dreux, rode from his camp to inspect the plain on which he had chosen to give battle. He was accompanied by the Duke of Alençon. From the dark forest of Tramecourt to the woods of Agincourt, hundreds of camp fires lit up the moonless night. Servants and footmen hurried between conical tents. Every one displayed the proportionate wealth of its owner. Archers in leather jerkins, embroidered with the crest of their liege, held torches. In their pool of light could clearly be seen the noble standards planted in front of each tent. Hail Burgundy, hail to you, Armagnac, Orleans, Bourbon, Alençon, and hail Brabant. The flower of chivalry about to ride into their final joust.


From the tent city of nobility, a mud track, jammed with mule carts, led to a camp of another kind. There, crossbow men mingled with cooks, prostitutes and scavengers, all profiteers of slaughter. Some distance from the rowdiness, the male cursing and female squealing, a monk was on his knees, murmuring a prayer.


The two noble knights ignored the noise, their eyes were fixed on the dark contours of a field. Three times during this day, the Constable had changed his choice of battle ground. Finally he decided on a half-mile wide plain of rich, agricultural soil. Vassal farmers of the sieur of Agincourt had recently ploughed the earth to prepare the ground for the winter seed.


The Constable pointed in the direction of the English camp fires.


‘We shall attack in two columns. You will take one wing of six hundred knights and gens d’armes down the left side. Beware of the English longbow men; make at them in great haste and ride them into the ground.’


‘And who will take the right wing?’ asked the duke.


‘I will. Now, let us return to camp to prepare for the joust.’


A joust, he called it, not a battle. His 8,000 knights and 10,000 men-at-arms and foot soldiers faced a meagre thousand men-at-arms and 5,000 starving archers and foot soldiers, not much of a contest.1 Tomorrow, God willing, that English plague would forever vanish from the hollow ground that was France.


Across the field, so near they could hear the shouts from the French camp, lay the English army of King Harry. It was a hunted rabble, suffering from dysentery and malnutrition. They had been chased all the way from Normandy. Now their backs were to the wall; the French host had cut off their retreat towards the fortress of Calais. King Henry was aware that he must stand and he must fight, he was left with no other choice. He also knew that the overwhelming might of French chivalry would thrash his foot soldiers into the ground.


‘The French march with 8,000 lances’, he thought, ‘I have but one thousand.’


He had done it before, but never had he felt so isolated. He was only twenty-eight and keenly felt his youth. It says much for his charisma that his men obeyed him at all. His camp was silent, none of that boisterous noise that drifted across the field from the drunk, brawling French soldiery and the impertinence of their camp women revelling already in their assured victory. Henry felt cold and perhaps intimidated. He walked up to a fire where his archers rested, that rugged bunch of cutthroats, dressed in leather jerkins and kilts.2 One of them, a gnarly chap, his face tanned to leather, recognised Henry.


‘Up men, don’t you see he’s coming,’ he yelled; ‘do homage to your king.’


They rose as one man. With a ‘Ho, Harry!’ they displayed their loyalty.


Those longbow men were England’s strength, and had been ever since Henry’s great-grandfather, Edward III, defeated the French at Crécy in 1346. Henry could trust them. Yet he felt pangs of guilt.


‘I’ve led you on to be killed in a strange land.’


The tan-faced leader replied, ‘My king, will that be worse than to starve in England?’


Starve in England? How little he knew about the plight of the simple man, he who had caroused in the brothels of London with his obese friend Falstaff.


‘What’s your name, archer?’ he demanded of the soldier, taking his measure.


‘Fluellen, sir, Fluellen from Wales.’


For an instant the glance of a king and that of a lowly archer interlocked. ‘Well, Fluellen from Wales, may the Lord grant us victory and ’tis my solid promise, after tomorrow you and your men shall hunger no more.’


‘For Harry and England’, shouted Fluellen. Like a wave, the roar was picked up by others. Soon the whole camp shouted, ‘Harry, Harry, Harry . . .’


Henry of Lancaster, by the grace of God, King of England, forced himself to remain impassive. But he could not help thinking about death. By next morning’s light, on a freshly ploughed field far from home. While the king knelt for evening prayers, a light drizzle began to fall. Soon this drizzle turned into a downpour, dousing camp fires and soaking deep into the fields of freshly turned earth.


It kept on raining all night.


We are in the year 1415. It is the end of the Middle Ages. Nations don’t exist, only fiefdoms of kings, princes and feudal overlords, with their inherited right to conduct private wars and coin money. The cathedral builders have lost their faith, plague has invaded the Continent, and the countryside is sick of war – a devastating war which has lasted for seventy-five years.


The Hundred Years War was not started in the reign of Edward III as history records. It was not a war of only one century. It began three hundred years before, or, more precisely, in the Year of Our Lord 1152, when Eleanor of Aquitaine married Henry Plantagenet, Earl of Anjou, Duke of Normandy. Her wedding gift was the south-west of France, the rich province of Aquitaine. Two years later, Henry laid his hands on England’s crown and became Henry II. The rest is three hundred years of history steeped in blood. A time which some recall as ‘when knighthood was in flower’, while others refer to it as ‘the dark Middle Ages’.


France, with its 14 million is the most populous country in Europe, while England boasts a mere 4 million. Each belligerent has a feudal army – men serving a limited time in return for land tenure. Both countries use the unit of a lance: a knight, his squire, several archers and common pike men. Victory, or defeat of the mounted knights, usually decides the fate of their auxiliaries. In the past the quality of the English Army has made up for their numerical inferiority, especially its use of the longbow, a primitive weapon taken over from the savage Welsh and Scots. It out-ranges the French crossbow, and has four times its rate of fire. With it, the English kings have won a string of battles, at Crécy and Poitiers, and their armies have gone from strength to strength, as will Napoleon’s armies 450 years later, or the Allied forces after Stalingrad and El Alamein. But here, on this field of 1415, for Henry V the foe’s numerical superiority is too vast to hope for anything but a noble death.


Henry of Lancaster comes to the throne on the death of his father, Henry IV, in 1413. He is a young man of unlimited ambition, keen for military glory and victory. He assembles an army of 6,000 men-at-arms to re-establish his claim to the French throne. On 13 August 1415, he lands near Harfleur, in Normandy. When he hears of a great French host being levied against him, he decides to retreat to his fortress at Calais. But fever and starvation slow up his army, a French vanguard blocks the only passable ford across the Somme, and the main body of French knights catches up with him on 24 October, only one day’s march from the walls of Calais.


25 October 1415. St Crispin’s Day. Dawn broke, the rain had stopped. King Henry assembled his meagre forces. He asked his followers to stiffen their sinews, summon up the blood and imitate the action of the tiger. His mail-gloved hand reached out for the royal banner.


‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more;


Or close the wall up with our English dead . . .’


The archers of Fluellen from Wales cheered: ‘Henry! Henry!’


‘They have the lances, but we have our arrows. Let them taste the flight of English shafts.’


The archers cut down small trees and sharpened their ends over the fire for the purpose of planting a pike barrier against the expected charge by mounted knights. The king lined up his forces into a single rank of battle. His noble knights were near him: Warwick, Oxford, York, Talbot, Gloucester, Exeter, Bedford. Once again, the king knelt.


‘Memento Nostri Domine! Our enemy is assembled and their hearts are filled with conceit. Lord, steal their courage and make them flee so that they know that nobody fights for us but you, Our Lord.’


Then he leaned on the royal banner, and waited.


The sky was grey and overcast. An impartial herald, the Earl of Montjoie, stood by to observe that battle would be conducted by the rules of chivalry. Accompanied by two cavaliers who carried his white herald’s standard, he rode into the English camp.


‘My lord,’ he asked of the king, ‘is it battle that you wish?’


‘No,’ replied Henry. ‘Tell my cousins I am willing to speak in peace. But, if stand we must, stand we will.’


The herald took the message across the field to the French side. The distance was roughly a thousand yards.


‘Connétable, your adversary speaks in peace. Will you come to terms?’


Charles d’Albert looked at the assembled dukes and counts. ‘Well, messires, Le roi Henry makes us an offer. What say you?’


The Duke of Alençon replied for all: ‘Sans pardon. Honour demands we fight. Up and at them, I say.’ The Constable nodded in agreement.


‘You’ve heard the verdict, herald. Go and tell King Henry he must stand and he must fight.’


The herald left to carry the challenge into the camp of the enemy. Nothing could stop the inevitable.


On the French side, the noble knights confessed themselves to their priests. For the first time in many years, the invisible threads of power and intrigue, the mistrust, vanity and ambition had been put aside. A spirit of some national unity prevailed, even the rival Counts of Armagnac and Bourbon shook hands.3 The princely heralds sounded their clarions. The knights, in their polished chain mail and riveted steel armour, were helped by their yeomen onto their steeds. The horses seemed to resent their heavy burden. The knights and their retinue of men-at-arms were handed their lances. These had been shortened because of the wet ground. The crossbow men lined up in divisions in front of the mounted knights. The Constable had ordered the French to form three lines: two lines of foot soldiers and crossbow men in the vanguard, followed by the mounted knights.


From the wet earth rose a mist which made the pennants droop limply from the shafts of lances. Before mounting up, the Constable checked the ground. He had taken everything into account, everything except the weather. The rain had turned the freshly turned fields into a brown, slippery quagmire. This would present a serious obstacle for horses, heavily weighed down by the armour of iron-clad knights. The earth was so heavy that the servants had to place wooden logs on the ground to take the weight of the horses while they helped their knights into the saddle.


Charles d’Albret, the experienced warrior, knew that the chargers of his chevaliers would not find a firm footing. Contrary to many of the nobler princes, the prudent d’Albret had the warrior’s wisdom, earned in many harsh battles, not to boast of triumph before it was achieved. Certainly, he had a crushing superiority under his command, but it was the wet ground that worried him. Rather than stake everything on a premature attack the Connétable tried to reason.


‘Messires, we must wait, for the ground’s too wet.’


‘And I say, let’s hit them now’, growled Antoine, Duke of Brabant.


‘Our horses will get mired in mud’, cautioned Philippe de Nevers.


‘Are you afraid of that canaille aux pieds nus,4 my noble count?’ challenged haughtily the Duke of Brabant. The vengeful feud between French nobility was once again coming out into the open. The passion of the two rivalling French camps, momentarily suppressed in the cause to face a common enemy, was called into question.


The Connétable realised that it was useless to continue his argument; whenever a French knight’s courage was called into question common sense was tossed to the wind. It took all of d’Albret’s diplomatic persuasion to stop a brawl among the princely pros-and-contras for immediate attack. What they failed to realise was that this decision had already been removed from their hands.


It can be said, Henry of Lancaster was an excellent judge of men. The reply brought to him by the impartial herald had made it clear that the French were aching for a fight. Henry understood that it called for a bold stroke; no one in his right mind would send in the heavy cavalry across ground so wet that their horses couldn’t accelerate for ‘the moment of impact’. Therefore, his only chance to survive the day was to goad the French into an attack while the fields were still soggy, their horses vulnerable, and his archers and pike men could benefit from a certain advantage. The French were heavy, the English were light. The terrain was in his favour, the French had chosen badly. Despite their vast superiority of mounted knights they had picked a plain too restricted and narrow to bring their mass of cavalry into formation. The forest on both sides would cause their mounts bunch up to and limit their choice of manoeuvre. He must gall them in order to provide a massed target for his longbow men. That was his only chance.


He ordered his wagon train to the rear. It contained the royal treasure, his crown and the personal baggage of his noblemen, as well as the ‘booty-wagons’ carrying the spoils from his chevauché across Northern France. Owing to the feeble number of troops at his disposal, Henry was forced to leave the wagon park only lightly guarded, a factor which was to add a tragic twist to the battle. Next, he took a calculated risk when he ordered his archers to advance to a distance where their arrows might do some damage. The line of English longbow men advanced carefully. The right of the English line, led by the Duke of York, was anchored by the forest; the centre, under Henry, only slightly behind; while the left, guided by the Lord Camoys, was again ahead of the centre. In this way, the English line formed a half moon which placed each flank’s longbow men in an oblique position to the expected attack’s front and centre. Eight hundred yards from the French, the English archers planted their hedge of pikes.


Here occurred an incident which history has never explained. Either upon an order by the king, or just for a bit of derring-do, a small group of English longbow men advanced stealthily along the treeline. When they reached bow range, they loosened their arrows. Three or four struck a target, although without doing much harm. But it was enough to provoke a furore among the French knights. This pinprick challenge precipitated events and upset the Connétable d’Albret’s advice to wait until the ground had dried. Pennants were raised, trumpets blared, steel clanked on steel. There was great jostling for position, the knights were spoiling for a fight, the price was glory and its reward was immense: titles, castles, land. In vain, d’Albert tried to establish some semblance of battle formation. Clusters of groups gathered, each liege called his own gens d’armes5
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