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INTRODUCTION


This is the second book I have written about the medieval world. It takes up the tale related in The Hundred Years War and continues until the last Plantagenet King of England rode to his death on Bosworth Field in August 1485, and so ushered in the Age of the Tudors.

Most historians, and certainly those who write popular history, are motivated partly because they enjoy their subject and partly to learn about and perhaps understand a period that interests them. These are certainly part of my motivation, but there is another reason: it is my belief that the study of history is important, because history teaches, as no other subject can, the sad fact that acts have consequences.

As to what acts lead to which consequences, there is considerable scope for debate. My aim is to be accurate — and to this end I must acknowledge the invaluable help of Geoffrey Hodges, whose knowledge of the Wars of the Roses is encyclopaedic — but also to entertain, for if history is not presented in an entertaining fashion, few but the devotees will bother to read it.

The Wars of the Roses is a subject that has enjoyed a revival in recent years. Books with this title abound, and scarcely a year, and never a decade, passes without another one being added to the already extensive canon of work on that complex and confusing period of English history. The reason for adding this book to the rest is to offer an entertaining guide to a complex subject and, perhaps, to encourage those whose interest has been aroused to pursue their studies with the help of the bibliography, for the story of the Wars of the Roses is nothing if not complex.

Even the beginning is uncertain. Did the trouble start when Henry Bolingbroke usurped the throne of Richard II, or when Henry V died in 1422 with his conquests incomplete, with the power struggle between Cardinal Beaufort and Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, or when Henry VI concluded decades of incompetent rule with his bout of insanity in 1453? The brief answer to this catalogue is ‘Yes’, all these situations and many more besides had their part to play in the Wars of York and Lancaster, and therefore feature in this book.

I have chosen to begin this book where The Hundred Years War ended, with the English defeat at Castillon, because it is my belief that this was the final straw in the strained relations between Henry VI and his subjects, and between the Dukes of York and Somerset; the point at which the cracks in the body politic of England could no longer be papered over. There is no single cause or event which triggered off that 30-year period of civil strife which we now call the Wars of the Roses. In the fifteenth century, England itself was so confused and lawless, so disturbed by disputing magnates, so poorly governed, that civil strife was almost inevitable.

The complexity of the period does not end after the civil war finally broke out at St Albans in 1455, and continues until Bosworth. To this day there are disputes as to where the Battle of Bosworth Field was actually fought, and on the formation adopted by King Richard’s army … not to mention that most memorable of medieval mysteries, the deaths of Edward, Prince of Wales, and Richard, Duke of York, the Princes in the Tower.

Taken all in all then, this period of history proves almost irresistible to popular historians. It has knights and ladies, great battles, intrigue, secret romances and more secret murders, and a great mystery and final tragedy to round the period off, with the death of the Princes in the Tower and the final extirpation of the Plantagenet dynasty. Those who enjoy fascinating, complex tales from England’s colourful past will find this period both entertaining and frustrating. Those in search of further enlightenment are directed to the bibliography.

Robin Neillands



CHAPTER ONE


THE CAUSES OF THE WAR (1399–1422)



O, if you raise this house against this house,

It will the woefullest division prove

That ever fell upon this cursed earth,

Prevent it, resist it, let it not be so,

Lest child, child’s children, cry against you ‘woe’.

THE BISHOP OF CARLISLE, RICHARD II





In the dreary autumn months of 1453 a defeated army returned to England. From small coasting craft and great, deep-hulled trading nefs, in empty vessels taken up from the wine trade, from anything that would float and could brave the gales of Biscay, the soldiers streamed ashore at a dozen southern ports from Winchelsea to Bristol, a host so downcast and bedraggled that it was difficult to imagine that it had ever been an army.

A few weeks before, on 17 July 1453, the last field army of King Henry VI, a great force commanded by his most experienced and formidable general, John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, ‘great Marshal to our Lord, King Henry VI, for all his wars within the realm of the French’, had gone down to death and defeat before the entrenched infantry and cannon of Charles VII of France. English armies had known such defeat before, at Bouvines in 1214, and more recently in 1451, when Gascony first fell to the French, but this defeat at Castillon spelt the end of everything. On the banks of the River Dordogne, south-east of Bordeaux, three centuries of Plantagenet dominion had ended, and of all their French territories, only Calais remained.

Sick and starving, many half-clad, weaponless and nursing untreated wounds, the disillusioned survivors of this host scattered far and wide across England, the final act of an English tragedy that had been playing since the English armies had been driven from Normandy in 1450. Harried out of town by the sheriff’s officers whenever they stopped to rest, given scant subsistence by the townspeople and the monasteries, squatting exhausted beside the muddy roads, these ramshackle survivors of Castillon spread the word of their King’s final defeat across the realm. In the next few weeks and months, many soldiers died of neglect and starvation, the lucky ones drifting into the uncertain security of some great lord’s retinue, to gather strength for the fresh conflict that was coming.

That long dynastic struggle between Plantagenet and Valois, which later generations were to call the Hundred Years War, was finally over. The English kings no longer had the men or the money, the means or the will to maintain their dominion over France. Five English monarchs had tried in their turn, but now, 116 years after it all began, the French war was finally over. Now there was time for quarrels at home.

* * *

History does not come in convenient segments or small, contained packages, sealed at both ends. Each period or event is a result of what went before and contributes, to a greater or lesser extent, to what follows. The seeds of the Hundred Years War were sown when William the Bastard crossed the Channel in 1066 and killed Harold the Saxon on Senlac Hill. The seeds were fertilized when Henry II of England married Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152 and so created a power which exceeded that of his feudal overlord, the King of France. The quarrel finally burst into flower in 1337 when, for his own good reasons, Edward III claimed the throne of France by right of descent through his mother, Isabelle, daughter of Philipe IV. In its turn, in the same implacable fashion, the Hundred Years War and a long series of apparently unconnected incidents, dynastic murders and casual slaughters, from 1399 to 1455, lead to the start of that 30-year period of civil war in England which has come down to posterity as the Wars of the Roses.

It should not be thought, however, that the civil wars which decimated the English nobility between 1450 and 1485 were prompted by England’s defeat in France; that was the catalyst, but the fuel for that conflagration had been laid down long before – by Henry Bolingbroke’s usurpation of 1399, when the heir of Lancaster seized the throne of Richard II. That dynastic cause was cited later in the struggle between York and Lancaster (and it will be discussed shortly), but the conflict has other causes too. The troubles began because Henry VI could not rule his kingdom, and rival factions therefore competed to control his Councils, his lands, and the King himself. The dynastic part of the so-called Wars of the Roses — a term only invented by Sir Walter Scott in the nineteenth century – did not begin until 1460. The seeds of conflict, however, were laid down decades before that particular year.

Shakespeare traced the roots of this conflict to 1399, when Henry Bolingbroke, heir to the Duchy of Lancaster, rebelled against his King and cousin, Richard II, and came to the throne of England as Henry IV, the first sovereign of the House of Lancaster. It was another half-century before that act recoiled upon his House, and another ten years before more direct descendants of Richard II put forward their own claim to that dangerous inheritance.

The final defeat of Plantagenet ambitions at Castillon was simply the spark which set alight many long-smouldering quarrels in England, but it is generally conceded that had Shrewsbury triumphed at Castillon and the ambitions of Charles VII received a check, then the long slide to chaos and civil war in England might have been halted. As it was, and as always happens after a defeat, those in power on the defeated side looked about for someone to blame. In the England of 1453 there was no lack of suitable candidates, but the chief of these was the unhappy King of this unsettled realm, Henry of Windsor, the sixth of that name.

King Henry VI had been born at Windsor Castle on 6 December 1421, the son of Henry V, victor of Agincourt, and his wife, Catherine of Valois, daughter of Charles VI of France. The young Prince Henry arrived at a most fortunate hour and with the best of prospects. That rare relic, the foreskin of Our Lord, was brought over from the Halidom of St Louis at the Sacré Coeur in Paris to aid in his birth, and he seems to have been a healthy baby. He was also the living symbol of the success of his father, the great King Harry, who in the six years since Agincourt had concluded an alliance with the powerful Duke of Burgundy, regained the old Plantagenet Duchy of Normandy and captured most of France north of the Loire.

Military triumphs, economic pressure and skilful diplomacy had succeeded in forcing the often deranged Charles VI to come to terms with England at the Treaty of Troyes, which was signed on 14 June 1420. This treaty gained for King Henry both the succession to the French throne for himself and his heirs – the treaty having declared the Dauphin Charles of France a bastard — and the hand of Princess Catherine, whom the King had married the same afternoon in Troyes Cathedral.

In the months between that happy day in 1420 and the birth of the young Henry VI in December 1421, there had been a series of setbacks. The Dauphin Charles had defeated an English army at Baugé in March 1421, killing Henry V’s brother, the Duke of Clarence, and capturing, among others, John Beaufort, the first Duke of Somerset, who was to remain in captivity for the next 17 years. By 1421, in spite of six years of constant campaigning since Agincourt, the English had still not rooted out French resistance to their rule; but, on the whole, matters were going to plan. All Henry V had to do was to have a son by his new Queen and so secure the succession to both kingdoms.

Queen Catherine was already pregnant when the King departed again for the wars in June 1421. In October, his army sat down to besiege Meaux. King Harry was still besieging the town in December when his son was born. He was still there nine months later, in early August 1422, when he fell ill. On 31 August, the warrior king died of dysentery at his castle of Vincennes, on the outskirts of Paris, leaving as his heir Prince Henry of Windsor, who was just eight months old. Then, two months later, the mad King of France, Charles VI, also went to his grave, and the infant Henry of Windsor became the heir to two contending kingdoms.

The English knew one thing about the rule of an infant king: it was dangerous. Henry V also realized this. As we shall see, he left clear instructions for the management of his realm during his son’s minority and his councillors tried, with some success, to carry out his wishes. However, not even King Harry could rule from beyond the grave. Young princes had to have councillors and were very prone to the influence of their advisers. Those advisers might not only usurp the Royal authority and use it for their personal advantage, but they might also be reluctant to give up their powers when the time came for the king to rule as well as reign.

Besides, while all men accepted the rule of a king, the rule of an imperious peer, a fellow lord, was quite another matter. Minority rule meant a council of ministers, drawn from the magnates of the realm, and that meant argument, faction, unrest and defiance of the rule of law. Sensible men in 1421 viewed the long years that must elapse before the king could rule as well as reign with considerable trepidation. This worry aside, there were other problems for the young heir of Lancaster, a baby still gurgling in the cradle, for his very succession was open to question. To explain that, we must go back to the end of the previous century.

The House of Lancaster was descended from one of the great noble families of England. Edmund Crouchback, Earl of Lancaster, a son of Henry III, had been one of the mighty pillars of the state in his time, and his grandson, Henry of Grosmont, Earl of Derby and eventually Duke of Lancaster, had been a fine soldier in the long wars of Edward Ill’s reign. Duke Henry had campaigned for his King in Aquitaine and on the march of Normandy, served at the siege of Calais in 1346, as well as giving the monarch much wise counsel. These successes gained Henry of Grosmont many rewards from his master, including the marriage of John of Gaunt, the King’s third son, to the Duke’s younger daughter, Blanche.

After the death of her elder sister and then of Duke Henry himself in 1362, the titles and a vast fortune of the House of Lancaster went with the Duchess Blanche to her husband, John of Gaunt. The House of Lancaster became second only to that of the Royal House itself and by Gaunt’s royal connection, the Lancastrians nosed ahead of the other great magnates of the realm, the Percies, the Nevilles, the de Veres, the Beauchamps, the Montacutes and the Mowbrays, traditional props of the throne and Royal authority.

John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, was a marrying man. His first wife, Blanche, died soon after the birth of her only son, Henry of Bolingbroke. John of Gaunt then had ambitions in Spain, so he married Constanza of Castile, daughter of Pedro the Cruel, by whom he had a daughter. On her death, he married his long-time mistress, Katherine Swynford, by whom he already had three sons. These children were eventually legitimized by the Parliament of 1397, taking the family name of Beaufort. This legitimacy was later confirmed by Richard II, and again, though with certain reservations concerning their right of succession to the throne, by their half-brother, Bolingbroke, when he overthrew Richard II and came to the throne of England as Henry IV. Gaunt, however, was only the third surviving son of Edward III. Others stood closer to the line of succession than the heirs of Lancaster.

Edward Ill’s eldest son, Edward of Woodstock, the Black Prince, predeceased his father, dying of dysentery in 1377 and leaving as heir his young son, Richard of Bordeaux, who came to the throne as Richard II at the age of 10, in 1377. John of Gaunt was nominally in charge of the kingdom during the King’s minority, but he proved a less than competent guardian. Faction ruled; there was rebellion and civil unrest, and on commencing his personal rule at the then late age of 20 in 1387, Richard II proved himself a wilful and reckless monarch. In 1398, unable to handle his turbulent lords or the pressing economic problems of his kingdom, he took advantage of a quarrel between Gaunt’s heir, Henry Bolingbroke and Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk – who accused each other of treason – to banish both peers from the realm; Mowbray for life, Bolingbroke for ten years. A few months later, in February 1399, old John of Gaunt, ‘time honour’d Lancaster’, went to his grave.

Richard II then made a fatal mistake. Ignoring all custom and justice, he seized all the wealth of the House of Lancaster. Richard II needed the money but this was an act which struck at every man’s inheritance. Within months Henry Bolingbroke, the Earl of Derby, came home to claim his rights as Duke of Lancaster. Many lords flocked to his banner and when matters escalated, Bolingbroke’s claim changed from a simple demand for his father’s dukedom to a struggle for the crown. Within a few weeks, Richard II was in the Tower and Bolingbroke sat on the throne of England. Less than a year later, Richard II was dead, most probably murdered in Pontefract Castle.

Henry’s usurpation was more than an act of personal power and will: it struck at the very foundations of kingship. Although the doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings had not yet been formulated, the king was at least God’s deputy on earth. His coronation was a sacrament; his coronation oaths and those acts of homage made to him, were solemn compacts, given before God. To overthrow an anointed king was a dreadful thing, and there were those who said that no good could come of it. Fifty years later, the wars of York and Lancaster were seen as a form of divine retribution, for did not the Bible say that the sins of the father would be visited on the children, ‘unto the third and fourth generation’?

Henry’s usurpation also created a new situation and put forward a novel idea: that the king was simply primus inter pares – first among equals. This meant that the divinity of kingship could be aspired to by other, more competent, members of the Royal family, the princes of the Blood Royal. This theory may have comforted Henry IV, who was never entirely happy about overthrowing King Richard, even to the point of claiming that his ancestor, Edmund Crouchback, had been the eldest son of Henry III, but there was a snag to it. The Blood Royal flowed through other veins, and some of the princes of the blood stood closer to the line of succession than Henry IV and his heirs. However, for the moment, the House of Lancaster ruled competently in England and the axe and block could cut short the voices of any who disputed its right to do so.

The reigns of Henry IV (1399–1413) and his son Henry V (1413–22) were not untroubled by rebellion, but they were both successful monarchs. They were able to win battles if not wars, and contained both rebellion and treason by successful campaigns and the periodic recourse to the axe and the block. Nevertheless, their reigns were a foretaste of what was to follow. Henry IV faced rebellion from his original supporters, the Percies of Northumberland, and attack from the Welsh lord, Owen Glendower. Henry V had to deal with a plot even on the eve of his departure for France in 1415, which he terminated with the execution of his cousin, Richard, Earl of Cambridge, son of Edmund, Duke of York, third surviving son of Edward III. Cambridge left an heir, another Richard, whose wardship was given to that Earl of Westmorland, Ralph Neville, Henry V’s ‘My cousin Westmorland’, who fought with the King at Agincourt and wished for the support of ‘but one ten thousand of those men in England that do no work today’.

Henry Bolingbroke’s reason for overthrowing his King was that Richard II was unfit to rule. Even so, there were other contenders with claims to the throne just as strong as those of Henry Bolingbroke. What it came down to after 1399 was that any prince of the blood who had the money to raise an army and cause for dissatisfaction with the king could become a contender for the throne. When moral justification combines with righteous self-interest, no throne in the world is safe.

At this point, it would be advisable to study the genealogical table charting the extended family of Edward III on here, for this will help to explain the links between York and Lancaster. Edward had 13 children, three of whom died in infancy. The crucial members were his five sons who lived to be adults. The eldest, Edward of Woodstock, the Black Prince, father of Richard II, died in 1377. Interest now concentrates on the second surviving son, Lionel, Duke of Clarence. He had a daughter, Philippa, who married Edmund Mortimer, third Earl of March. Philippa and Edmund Mortimer’s eldest son, Roger, fourth Earl of March, had three children. The eldest, another Edmund, died in 1425 without issue, and the other son, another Roger, died young. The wealth and claims of his House then descended to Richard, the son of his dead sister Anne Mortimer, who married Richard, Earl of Cambridge, a grandson of Edward III, nephew to the second Duke of York.

This Richard of Cambridge was the one attainted and executed by Henry V in 1415 for attempting to put his brother-in-law, Edmund Mortimer, on the throne, and it was Edmund who betrayed him to the King. Cambridge had a son, another Richard, to whom, for the sake of clarity, we shall now give the name which he later adopted, Richard Plantagenet. Richard Plantagenet inherited the Duchy of York when his uncle, Edward, the second Duke, died fighting for Henry V at Agincourt, and the Mortimer Earldom of March when Edmund Mortimer died in 1425. It is this Richard Plantagenet who founded the House of York and began the wars of York and Lancaster. Although Richard Plantagenet initially took his descent from his grandfather of York, and bore his arms and title, he could also claim descent from the closer line of Mortimer, through his mother, Anne, a descendant of the Duke of Clarence.

[image: images]

The House of Lancaster was well aware of the potential dangers posed to their rule by the Mortimer Earls of March. The Mortimer claim to the throne was drawn from Lionel, Duke of Clarence, the second surviving son of Edward III, while the Lancastrian claim was from Gaunt, Edward Ill’s third surviving son. The caveat that Richard Plantagenet’s claim was through the female line via Anne Mortimer has no validity, not least because the current English claims to the throne of France were also made through the female line, Edward III being the grandson of the French King Philipe IV by his mother, Isabella, the notorious ‘She-wolf of France’. So, as Shakespeare puts it in the second part of Henry VI, ‘if the issue of the elder son succeed before the younger’, the issue of Mortimer in the person of Richard Plantagenet should, by right of descent, be King of England. It is necessary to add at this point that until the 1450s, when he was already 39, Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York, was a loyal Lancastrian and a good servant of the King. Had he been well treated and trusted, he might have remained so.

Apart from the Houses of York and Lancaster, two other great English families need some explanation now. The first are the Beauforts, Gaunt’s children by Katherine Swynford, who became the Dukes of Somerset. The elder brother, John, Earl of Somerset, died in 1410. The second son, Henry Beaufort, became Bishop of Winchester, a Cardinal and Chancellor to Henry VI. The younger brother, Thomas, Duke of Exeter, died in 1426. Earl John had five children and numerous grandchildren, who were to play a prominent part fighting for the Lancastrians in the Wars of the Roses. Earl John’s eldest son, Henry, died childless in 1418, and the title went to his brother, another John, later Duke of Somerset, who as already related, had been captured and imprisoned at the battle of Baugé in 1421. It is this John’s daughter, Margaret Beaufort, who married Edmund Tudor, and Edmund’s heir, Henry Tudor, eventually became Henry VII of England, the first Tudor monarch.

Duke John, a remarkably incompetent soldier, died in 1444 and the title went to his brother, Edmund, Marquis of Dorset, who became the second Duke of Somerset, a supporter of King Henry VI’s Queen, Margaret of Anjou, and the deadly enemy of Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York. This Edmund married Eleanor Beauchamp, daughter of Henry VI’s tutor, Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, and their son was to take up the quarrel of York and Lancaster when his time came.

The other House which should be introduced here, and which played a part at the start of the wars, is that of the de la Poles, the Earls, Marquis and later Dukes of Suffolk. The de la Poles were not of noble stock but came from the rising merchant class of England. The family had made their fortune in the wool trade, and were successful merchants from Kingston-on-Hull, rich enough to lend money to Edward III. However, by the time William de la Pole was born in 1396, the family had been ennobled for three generations and William became the fourth Earl and later the first Duke. The de la Poles were still regarded as upstarts by the old nobility and for support naturally leaned towards the new House of Lancaster. Suffolk married Alice Chaucer, granddaughter of the poet, who had married a sister of Gaunt’s wife and former mistress, Katherine Swynford. Duchess Alice’s magnificent tomb, bearing the blazonry of Chaucer and Suffolk, can still be viewed in the church at Ewelme in Oxfordshire.

William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, who features in this story, was more of a courtier and a politician than a soldier, though he served at the famous siege of Orléans in 1428 and was captured by Joan of Arc at Jargeau. He later became custodian and a close friend of Charles, Duke of Orléans, a prisoner in England since his capture at Agincourt in 1415. William de la Pole continued to thrive during the early years of Henry VI’s rule, becoming Chamberlain of England and Ambassador of England to the Council of Tours, even standing in for the King at his betrothal ceremony to Margaret of Anjou at Tours in May 1444.

All these people will have their parts to play in the story which follows, but it is important to fix them in place at the start, for the story of the wars of York and Lancaster is nothing if not complicated. As we shall see, the greatest complication of all is the people involved.

It should also be noted that since Richard II was childless, the succession was open to question even before Bolingbroke usurped the throne. The actual position in the 1390s was that Bolingbroke was the heir-male, while Edmund Mortimer was heir-general. Edmund’s father had been, in practice, heir-presumptive to Richard II, but Richard II had never acknowledged this fact. The early Lancastrian fears of the Mortimer line were largely unfounded, and had Henry VI ruled well, or been able to rule competently, their claim may never have been pressed.

We run ahead of ourselves, but this background and the introduction of some of the later protagonists does serve to make the underlying situation clear and spells out, briefly, some underlying causes of the Wars of the Roses. The House of Lancaster, represented by the three Henrys, IV, V and VI, was not the legitimate heir by right of descent of either Richard II or Edward III. They held the throne by right of conquest and because their conquest had been first supported by a majority of magnates of the realm and later confirmed by Parliament, which later settled the crown on the heirs of Lancaster by an Act in 1406.

Most of all though, the first two Lancastrian kings retained power because they were successful. In medieval times a king did not merely reign, he ruled: he was in charge of the kingdom and responsible for its success, in war and in commerce. He was also expected to give good justice and enforce the Common Law. Henry IV and Henry V reigned because they had the essential ability to rule and wise men obeyed and supported them. If, or when, a weak king were to come to the throne, then the always doubtful Lancastrian claim might be contested. In medieval times a king had to be strong and successful in many spheres; in diplomacy, in finance, in the handling of his fractious people and ambitious lords, but success in one activity was paramount. A king must be successful in war.



CHAPTER TWO


HENRY VI AND THE WAR IN FRANCE (1422–53)



Each man may have a glass to see things past

whereby he may judge justly of things present, and

wisely of things to come.

GRAFTON’S CHRONICLE (1569)





The infant King, Henry VI, inherited the French war in his cradle. Before Henry V died at Vincennes, he left clear instructions as to how his conquests were to be maintained, his realm secured and his son’s interests protected. In these ambitions the dying King had two great assets and one great problem. The assets were his brother John, Duke of Bedford, and a body of loyal and competent councillors. The problem was his youngest brother, Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester. The Royal brothers had this much in common: both were competent, warlike and faithful to the aims and memory of their elder brother, the late King. They were both anxious to do their best for their nephew, the young King, and maintain the conquests of his father. The difference was a matter of temperament. Duke John was quiet, mature, steady, a diplomat as well as a soldier. Duke Humphrey was volatile, artistic, short-tempered, intolerant and fractious.

On his deathbed in 1422, Henry V decreed that Bedford was to take charge in France, as Regent. He was to pursue the war against the Dauphin Charles, hang on to Normandy at all costs and maintain the alliance with that slippery prince, Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy. He must also keep a watchful eye on England, where the situation was more complicated.

The young King Henry VI had many relatives, uncles and great-uncles, brothers or half-brothers of the late King. Among them was the second son of John of Gaunt by Katherine Swynford, now a rich and powerful cleric, Henry Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester.

The Beaufort family was to play a prominent part in England’s affairs during the first half of the fifteenth century, but the main protagonist of the family during the King’s minority was the Cardinal-Bishop, Henry Beaufort. Henry V had always kept an eye on his ambitious uncle. Bishop Henry had asked for and obtained a cardinal’s red hat from Pope Martin V, but King Henry ordered him to return it, citing the request as an offence under the Statute of Praemunire, which forbade English clerics to appeal over the King’s head to the Vatican. Henry Beaufort received his long-awaited promotion to the cardinalate in 1427, after King Harry was dead, but he was quarrelling with Duke Humphrey long before that. By 1422 Henry Beaufort was Chancellor of the realm and in charge of the King’s private fortune – the lands and revenues of the Duchy of Lancaster. He also enjoyed the revenues of several wealthy sees, and was one of the richest men in England.

Henry V was well aware of the characters of all his relatives. On his deathbed he declined to appoint the volatile Duke Humphrey as his Regent in England, as John of Bedford was in France. Instead, he made Humphrey Protector of the Realm, but only while Bedford was out of England. The guardianship of the young Prince of Wales went to another Beaufort, the Duke of Exeter. The day-to-day conduct of affairs was entrusted to a council of ministers, which included Duke Humphrey, as well as the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishops of London, Norwich, Winchester and Worcester, the Duke of Exeter, and five earls, including Mortimer and March, but where the balance of power rested with the Beauforts and their adherents. King Henry V was therefore hardly in his grave before his son’s ministers began to quarrel.

By the time Henry V died, England had changed a great deal from the England that had begun the French wars under Edward III. The country was now wholly English, and had completely absorbed the old Anglo-French nobility. A knowledge of French was now rare enough to be remarked on, and Henry V’s laws and proclamations were now promulgated in English. Society, though still sharply divided by class, had become more egalitarian; nobles indulged in trade and married their daughters to rich merchants, who could and did aspire to the knightly class.

In the latter half of the fifteenth century, England was not a happy, prosperous or united country. The ransoms and plunder from France which had flowed in so copiously in the past had now stopped. The wool trade still flourished but the wars and the disputes with Burgundy had not permitted any expansion. Trade in general was not helped by lawlessness at home and piracy abroad.

Much of the blame for this lay with the Royal Council, and the all-powerful magnates and clerics who composed it. Parliament was called when and where the King required it, and Parliament, though growing in influence, only had control over matters of taxation and war. The day-to-day running of the realm was left to the Council, which farmed the realm and its revenues to its own advantage.

All that apart, the realm was changing. The middle classes, the merchants, lawyers, rich yeomen, were growing in wealth and therefore in power, and even the lords were not above marrying into their ranks, for the wealth of trade was not to be despised. The lower classes were also on their way up. The peasants were still grindingly poor but the small population, estimated at between 2 and 2.5 million, meant that there was a permanent labour shortage. Wages were relatively high and in spite of statutes to prevent them, more and more peasants left the land for the better pay and easier life in the cities.

The peasants were also getting control of the land they worked, and their old customs and rights were gradually being confirmed in law. In 1467, Chief Justice Danly confirmed this trend by declaring ‘If the lord ousts his tenant, he does him wrong, for the tenant is as entitled to inherit the land for himself and his heirs according to the custom of the manor as any man is at common law’. One of the great dynamics of change was the spread of education: literacy was growing and not just, as in former times, among those destined for the Church. The new trade and businesses needed literate men to run their affairs, so grammar schools sprang up and flourished among the children of the wealthier laymen, even if the actual education was still in the hands of the clergy.

As for the Church, it felt itself under siege. The translation of the Bible into English, coupled with the spread of literacy, had removed that great clerical prerogative of signposting the path to Heaven. The wealth of the Church and the ostentation and greed of the clergy also made a poor impression among an increasingly critical population. There were still more than 800 monasteries in England, owning about a third of the cultivated land, controlling much of the wool trade and the wealth that went with it; but in spite of their economic power the spiritual influence of the Church was in decline.

Given good government, law and order, and a stable currency, England in the latter half of the fifteenth century should have been a happy and prosperous country, progressing smoothly from the dark days of feudalism into the bright sunshine of the Renaissance. As it was, and as this story will reveal, faction ruled in the higher councils of the state, and poor government became one of the main causes of the wars between York and Lancaster.

The dark side of all this was that the English, irrespective of class, were notoriously difficult to rule. By the 1440s the rule of law was largely ignored and breaking down everywhere. Robbery, murder, riot and disorder were common; juries were intimidated, sheriffs and judges corrupt. The common law was, in effect, the king’s law, and the king was the fount of justice; but as the common law fell into disuse or was ignored, men sought the protection of local lords and powerful magnates, who could protect them from others and condone their crimes, giving them ‘good lordship’. In this lay the beginnings of that so-called ‘bastard feudalism’ which was another feature of English life in the fifteenth century.

Law and order at home, however, took second place to pursuing the war in France. This had not gone well since Joan of Arc appeared on the scene in 1429, and there was continual division in the Council over how the war should be pursued, or even if it should be pursued at all. If Henry VI came to the throne and was half the man his father was, all might be well, but for the moment wise men kept their heads down and their mouths shut and hoped in their hearts for better times.

Meanwhile, the young Prince stayed with his mother, Queen Catherine, and his realms of France and England were ruled by his uncles. Under their direction England continued to prosecute the war with the Dauphin Charles, who had claimed the French throne after the death of Charles VI on 22 October 1422.

* * *

King Henry VI’s childhood was conventional, the normal upbringing for a medieval prince. His involvement in state affairs began early, in November 1423, when he was taken to the House of Commons at Westminster to inaugurate the second Parliament of his reign. The King was not yet 2 years old but he sat still enough during the Speaker’s loyal address and returned to spend Christmas with his mother at Hertford Castle. This early introduction to his Parliament and people was not entirely unconnected with the fact that a scion of the House of Mortimer, Sir John Mortimer, cousin of the Earl of March, who had been interned in the Tower by Henry V for plotting against the throne, had been caught attempting to escape. The infant King’s appearance reminded the realm, and in particular the Commons, where their true loyalties must lie. The Royal Council then drove home the message by having Sir John Mortimer hanged, drawn and quartered on Tower Hill at the end of February 1424.

Over the next few years, Henry went to lessons, learned his letters and the duties of a young gentleman and played with his small group of chosen companions. The king was shown to his subjects at frequent intervals, and though he must have sensed the conflict between his uncles of Gloucester and Beaufort, he was still far too young to play more than a ceremonial part in state affairs. The most significant change in his life came at the age of 6, in May 1428, when he was given into the charge of the ‘Good Master’, selected by the Royal Council, Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, who was made responsible for the King’s further education. Warwick was an ideal choice for this post. A long-time adherent of the House of Lancaster, he was a noted linguist and fluent in French, a facility which was now becoming rare among the English nobility. A good soldier and a kindly and patient tutor, he was also extremely rich.

Warwick’s duties were to instruct the King in skill-at-arms and courtesy, to teach him discipline, self-control and self-reliance; in short, to show him by instruction and example all that was needed and required in a Christian prince. The young Prince of Wales seems to have been a lively boy, and the time arose when the Earl found it necessary to apply to the Council for permission to give his charge a good thrashing. There was no sign in Henry’s boyhood of the affliction that would trouble him later on.

The King gave himself over quite willingly to this instruction and two years later, in November 1429, when he was 8 years old, Henry was crowned King at Westminster Abbey. He was still too young to rule, so his ministers continued in office, the Council striving to control the creaking affairs in the two kingdoms of France and England and soothe the quarrels between the cardinal and Duke Humphrey. Their differences had escalated to the point where at the Leicester Parliament of 1426, all those summoned had been forbidden to carry arms. The Members, therefore, arrived carrying cudgels and clubs, for which reason this session came to be called ‘The Parliament of Bats’. This dissension among the nobility did nothing to check the spread of lawlessness in the country at large.

By the terms of the Treaty of Troyes, Henry of Windsor was heir to the kingdoms of France and England. However, by November 1429, when he put on the crown of England, the throne of his maternal grandfather, Charles VI of France, was no longer empty. In 1428, according to the letters of Duke John of Bedford, ‘a certain witch of France’, called Joan the Maid, or Jeanne d’Arc, had ‘succeeded by enchantments’ in defeating an English army before Orléans and then taken the bastard Dauphin Charles to his coronation at Rheims in July 1429. Seven years after the death of Henry V, the realm of France had a king again, and this Charles VII was to prove himself a most formidable opponent. The English and their Burgundian allies might refer to Charles VII as ‘the King of Bourges’, but he was more than a match for them in politics and the field and more Frenchmen flocked to his standard each day.

Therefore, on St George’s Day 1430, Henry VI of England landed at Calais on his way to be crowned in Paris. He waited there and in Rouen for more than a year while his captains attempted to secure the way to Paris. Accompanied by a large army, Henry finally entered Paris, where he was crowned King of France at Notre-Dame on Sunday, 2 December 1431, a few days before his tenth birthday. This coronation completely failed to impress the French. A King of France must be crowned at Reims, and anointed with the holy oil of St Remy. The French saw Henry’s Paris coronation as a political manoeuvre and nothing more. More and more aid flowed to King Charles VII, who continued to thrive, and with the Burgundian alliance faltering, the English began to fall back.

The first ten years of King Henry’s life had seen an almost total reversal of English fortunes in France. After Henry V’s death, matters at first went very well. The Anglo-Burgundian armies totally defeated the Dauphinist forces at Cravant in 1423 and again at Verneuil, in Normandy, in 1424 when Duke John of Bedford destroyed a Franco-Scots army under the Earl of Douglas.

However, periodic victories could not conceal the underlying economic political weakness of the English position. Unable to support the war from their own resources, the English had come to depend on the help of the Valois Dukes of Burgundy. The first Valois Duke, Philip the Bold, or le Hardi, had taken over the reins of power in France when Charles VI went mad, but he had quarrelled with the other dukes on the French Council. In 1407, his son, John the Fearless, the second Valois duke, had murdered their rival, the Duke of Orléans, igniting the quarrels between Burgundy and Armagnac which divided France from 1407 to 1419. These escalated further when Duke John was murdered on the bridge at Montereau in 1419 during a parley with the Dauphin Charles.

It was this murder of his father by the Dauphin’s adherents, rather than any love for the Plantagenets, which threw the third Valois duke, Philip the Good, into the arms of the English. This alliance was motivated solely by self-interest and proved very fragile. Duke Philip could never forget he was a French prince and by 1424 he was making overtures to the Dauphin. Duke Philip gave little practical or military help to his English allies and charged them a stiff price for doing virtually nothing. His demands for subsidy were another steady drain on English funds, and when he quarrelled with Duke Humphrey in 1425, the whole Burgundian alliance looked set to fall apart. The Dauphin Charles was still at large south of the Loire and he was recognized as the rightful King of France by the majority of the French population. Slowly and steadily the French drove the English back, and after his coronation as Charles VII in 1429, the Treaty of Troyes was a dead letter. The Hundred Years War had begun again, and would now be fought to the finish.

* * *

If matters were deteriorating steadily in France, the state of affairs was little better in England. Disputes between the Beauforts and Gloucester were always acrimonious around the Council table and sometimes descended to street violence. As early as October 1425 the Cardinal brought armed men and archers from Lancashire and Cheshire into London to confront the Duke’s supporters, where they were met by armed apprentices and 300 men of the city militia under the lord mayor. A pitched battle in the streets was only avoided by the hurried intervention of the Archbishop of Canterbury. This constant bickering placed an additional burden on the Duke of Bedford, who had to shuttle between England and France to pursue the war abroad as well as keep the peace at home.

The situation which had developed between the Beauforts and Duke Humphrey was a foretaste of what was to follow when Henry VI began to rule, for the argument boiled down to who should control the policy and direction of the King’s Council.

John, Duke of Bedford, was a sorely tried man. His chief charge was to hang on to his brother Henry’s conquests and hand them on to his nephew. To do this, he had fought the French for years, won the great battle at Vermeuil, and endured the torment of handling the slippery Duke of Burgundy, even to the point of marrying first the Duke’s sister, and on her death, the Lady Jacqueline, sister of Burgundy’s ally, the Count of St Pol. He might have felt, with good reason, that he had more than enough to do without the recurrent problems of England.

His brother, Duke Humphrey, had other reasons for feeling aggrieved. He had expected the position in England that Bedford had in France – and together what deeds they might have done! Instead, he was saddled with the Beauforts, whose policies ran contrary to the late King Harry’s wishes and were not even successful. How much better life would be if only he could find more men like his protégé, young Richard Plantagenet, the Duke of York, who knew that the best way to deal with a Frenchman was to hit him with your battle-axe?

The Beaufort’s faction, the Cardinal, his brother and nephews of Somerset, John and Edmund, and their ally, the Duke of Suffolk, were not deliberately setting out to undo King Harry’s work, ruin the kingdom or betray the young King – far from it: they were simply acting in the King’s best interests as they saw them. They thought that Gloucester was wrong.

With the Dukes of Somerset and Suffolk though, there was perhaps a second reason. They had something to prove. Both Somerset and Suffolk were ‘new men’, the first descended from a mistress of Gaunt, the second from a line of Humberside merchants. They had both come a long way in a short time and had no intention of becoming subservient to the wishes of any of the old nobility. That apart, most of the nobility, ‘new’ or ‘old’, had a personal axe to grind, positions to maintain, offices to aspire to. The King they all claimed to serve was not merely their sovereign lord and the son of their revered King Harry, he was the fount of honour and, more important, a source of profit.

* * *

As time passed, the animosity between the Beauforts and Duke Humphrey had settled into a difference over policy. The Beauforts had decided that the war in France could not be won. They, therefore, believed that they should settle and end the war on the best terms they could get. Duke Humphrey, on the other hand, thinking of his dead brother, King Harry, believed the war should be fought with the full resources of the realm. He refused to admit even the possibility of defeat and accused the Cardinal, Somerset and Suffolk of failing to prosecute the war with either enthusiasm or competence.

Hindsight may tell us that the Beaufort party was right, for peace is always more appealing than war, but Duke Humphrey of Gloucester did not see it like that. Two of his brothers, King Harry and the Duke of Clarence, had died fighting to win the land of France, and his last brother, Duke John, was still in arms and dying from his exertions. What else could Duke Humphrey do but support them; but somewhere, somehow, there must be an honourable end to this endless, debilitating war.

Once King Henry was crowned in France and England there would be an opportunity for a negotiated peace, for clearly the King must marry and beget an heir. If he could marry a princess of France, as his father and many of his ancestors had done, surely there were possibilities here for both peace and advantage? Some sort of accommodation was certainly becoming necessary, for in 1433 the Royal Council had the unhappy task of telling the King and his uncles that they could neither see an end to the war nor the means to finance further campaigns. A truce, or better still, a peace, was imperative, not least because the much-needed Burgundian alliance was visibly crumbling.

There was, inevitably, a dispute over whom the King should marry. The Beauforts, hoping for a peaceful outcome, favoured a match with a Valois princess as the basis for a settlement of Plantagenet affairs in France and in this bid for peace they had the support of the King. Duke Humphrey and his supporters favoured an alliance with one of the Gascon families, which would bind these warlike nobles to the English cause, and help protect the Plantagenet holdings in Aquitaine.

The snag in finding a French princess to seal an alliance between the kingdoms was that there were now two Kings of France, Henry of Lancaster and Charles of Valois. Both were crowned kings, which left little room for compromise. The deadlock was finally broken in 1434 by Philip the Good, who called for a meeting between all the parties at Arras in July 1435. Duke Philip then appointed himself as arbiter between the kingdoms, although he had long been the ally of England, and had recognized the Plantagenets as Kings of France since the Treaty of Troyes in 1422.

Sensing a trap, the English stalled. Cardinal Beaufort again proposed that the matter be resolved by marriage between a daughter of Charles VII and the 13-year-old King Henry. This Charles rejected. Bedford then suggested a compromise. Henry VI should be recognized as King of France while Charles kept his half of the kingdom, but as Henry’s vassal. The French did not even consider this suggestion worthy of reply.
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