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The detective as knight-errant must nonetheless sally forth, though he knows that his native chivalry… is as hopeless as it is incongruous.


—David Lehman, The Perfect Murder
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IN THE 1660S, an unusual parchment scroll was discovered at an old château in the French Pyrenees. Thirty feet long and filled with small, neat script, the scroll had been lost for more than two and a half centuries. It was the original police report on a high-level assassination whose violent repercussions had nearly destroyed France.1


On a chilly November night in 1407, Louis of Orleans, controversial brother of the French king, had been hacked to death in a Paris street by a band of masked assassins. After knocking him from his mount, they split open his head with an ax, splattered his brains on the pavement, and stabbed his body to a bloody pulp before throwing it on a pile of mud and disappearing into the dark.


The crime stunned the nation and paralyzed the government, since Louis had often ruled in place of the periodically insane king, Charles VI. As panic seized Paris, an investigation began. In charge was Guillaume de Tignonville, provost of Paris—the city’s chief of police. Knight, diplomat, man of letters, and man of law, he was also very likely one of history’s first detectives.


Guillaume soon learned that behind the murder lay an intricate conspiracy. But who had plotted it? A jealous husband avenging one of Louis’s flagrant seductions at court? A foreign power eager to sow chaos in France? The mad king, who had once drawn a sword on Louis and tried to kill him?


Over the next several days Guillaume solved the case, astounding the city all over again as the mystery behind the crime was revealed. Yet his official report—committed to the scroll—eventually disappeared, and with it many details. Now, in the 1660s, more than two hundred and fifty years later, it had come to light again.
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The parchment scroll. “In the year of grace one thousand four hundred and seven…”


Like a torch ignited in the dark, the long-lost scroll revealed the gruesome facts of the assassination. It contained firsthand accounts of the grisly autopsy and the ensuing investigation as well as sworn depositions from shopkeepers, housewives, and other eyewitnesses who had seen the actual murder or the killers escaping afterward.


The parchment scroll also captured a great national calamity in the making. For Louis’s murder had plunged France into a bloody civil war, leading to a devastating English invasion under Henry V, followed by a brutal foreign occupation that began to lift only with Joan of Arc.


Guillaume’s inquiry took place hundreds of years before the advent of police detectives in the nineteenth century and the creation of the modern detective story by Edgar Allan Poe, Arthur Conan Doyle, and others. But literary murder mysteries are as old as Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, whose title characters each pursue a criminal inquiry.2 And Guillaume de Tignonville’s real-life investigation shows that one literary scholar is wrong to claim that “as long as the officially practiced, universally accepted means of crime detection was torture, the detective story was impossible.”3 Indeed, Guillaume led the investigation with what an expert on medieval law describes as “a remarkable legal and scientific rigor.”4


A brilliant sleuth, Guillaume directed the scores of officers and clerics under his command to examine the crime scene, collect physical evidence, depose witnesses, lock Paris’s gates, and ransack the city for clues. The priceless scroll gives us a unique inside look at his investigation, conducted without modern forensic tools and mainly with shoe leather, intelligence, and a courageous pursuit of the truth.


There are some things we will never know about the case. The decadent court of the mad king swirled with scandalous rumors of adultery, poison, witchcraft, and treason. But the tattered scroll provides a rare window onto a turbulent week in Paris that changed the course of history, recording developments almost as they took place and before their huge, enduring consequences for millions became apparent.


The scroll also gives us a glimpse into the lives of ordinary Parisians who were going about their daily routines when they were suddenly caught up in great events. These people played small but crucial roles in the drama, speaking for themselves and in their own voices, as carefully recorded by the provost’s scribes. Along with other surviving records spared by the teeth of time, the rediscovered scroll tells a story of conspiracy, crime, and detection that would be hard to believe were it not true.


This is that story.















1



The Provost
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ONE DAY NEAR the end of October 1407, when Louis of Orleans had less than a month to live, a cart carrying two condemned men rumbled through the huge fortified gatehouse at the Porte Saint-Denis, across the wooden drawbridge, and into the northern suburbs of Paris.1 Behind the departing cart and its well-armed escort, above the great encircling wall, rose “the city of a hundred bell-towers,” the largest metropolis in Europe, a mile-wide panorama of spires and steeples all reaching toward Heaven amid a smoky haze exhaled by tens of thousands of kitchen fires.2


Veering right, away from the freshly harvested vineyards covering the slopes of Montmartre in autumnal red, the execution party headed for another, more infamous hill to the east.3 The two felons in the cart, their hands bound and hemp nooses already around their necks, could see the grisly public gibbet looming before them as they lurched along an unpaved track toward the hill known as Montfaucon. They may have smelled it too—scores of blackened corpses dangled there, exposed to the wind and the sun, pecked and nibbled by the crows and rats that scavenged among the dead.4


Riding on his horse at the head of the somber procession was the provost of Paris, “superb in his furs and scarlet robes.”5 He was followed by his lieutenant and his bodyguard, a dozen mounted sergeants known as the Twelve.6 Behind the sergeants rode a gray-cloaked friar who would hear each prisoner’s last confession.7 Then came the burly executioner atop his horse, and behind him the rattling cart containing the two prisoners.8 After the cart came a troop of sergeants, some mounted, others marching on foot with wooden staff in hand.9


Following along behind the sergeants in a less orderly fashion was a crowd of spectators, larger and noisier than usual.10 Some of them had come because they had nothing better to do, simply for their own amusement, eager to watch the two hanged men struggle and kick their way out of this world and into the next. But others were there in protest, for the case involving the two men had aroused a good deal of controversy. Some, wearing the hooded robes of coarse black or brown woolen cloth that marked them as university men, were even shouting angrily at the provost and his officers, denouncing the imminent hanging. The prisoners, as if still hoping to be rescued during their short, final journey to the gibbet, loudly joined in, crying out, “Clergie! Clergie!”—“We’re clergy!”11


The gradual upward slope of the ground soon turned steeper as the group began to ascend Montfaucon, or Falcon Hill—named for “the ghastly sight of those birds of prey plunging down on to crows and ravens as they flew away with gobbets of flesh from dead bodies.”12 Shouts from the approaching crowd now competed with “the cawing of crows and the cries of birds of prey.”


The immense gibbet towered some forty feet in the air above the hilltop, “a hideous monstrosity” visible for miles around and lurid with the whitewash daubed onto it from time to time.13 Sixteen massive limestone piers stood in a rectangular array on a raised foundation about forty feet long and thirty feet wide. Three separate tiers of heavy wooden beams held the weathered ropes and rusty chains that could suspend at least sixty bodies at one time. Even so, the continuous demand for space often kept the gibbet filled to capacity.14
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Montfaucon. The huge public gibbet was the reputed haunt of sorcerers and body snatchers.


The place “was like an outdoor Chamber of Horrors” with its vast “crowd of skeletons swinging aloft, making mournful music with their chains at every blast of wind.” In addition, “the remains of criminals previously beheaded, boiled or quartered were brought from all over France to hang in wicker baskets beside the people actually executed in situ.” And “delinquents and blasphemers” were chained alive to the pillars, in the company of the dead.15


The odors of the grisly place and the cries of these unfortunates kept most people away, except when there was a hanging. And Montfaucon’s evil reputation for body-snatching and sorcery ensured that almost everyone avoided it after dark. “Dabblers in black magic were reputed to steal and use not only the bodies of dead criminals, but also pieces of rope, chains, nails, and wood from the gallows.”16 The gibbet, some said, was haunted by the Devil himself.17
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The provost of Paris leading the procession that day amid the crowd’s taunts and protests was a knight named Guillaume de Tignonville.18 Sir Guillaume, who had been appointed provost by the king, was essentially Paris’s chief of police, although he also had the powers of a judge, district attorney, and head of the local militia. In matters of law and justice, the provost, “after the king, was the most important person in the city.”19 As the king’s top law officer, Guillaume was responsible for maintaining order, investigating crimes, presiding over the city’s chief tribunal, and carrying out the sentences handed down there. Shortly after he took office in 1401, his powers had been further enlarged by a royal ordinance authorizing him “to do justice to all malefactors throughout the realm.”20 In a civil emergency, Guillaume could close all the city gates, muster troops and post them in the streets, and call for the townsmen to arm themselves—with staffs, clubs, knives, or “whatever they had handy”—and keep watch in front of their houses, with big fires burning in the streets all night.21 He could also order great iron chains, specially forged for the purpose, to be stretched across streets throughout the city to prevent the sudden rush of invading enemy troops or mobs.22 He had wide civic authority as well, since a popular revolt in 1383 involving the provost of the merchants had prompted the king to abolish that office and grant its powers to the provost of Paris.23 Guillaume thus enforced the trade statutes governing silk makers, armorers, and other artisans’ guilds, and he was responsible for garbage disposal and the half dozen or so leper hospitals on the city’s outskirts.* 24


Besides his personal bodyguard, the Twelve, Guillaume commanded several hundred police sergeants as well as scores of clerics who made and kept the official records.25 There were two kinds of sergeant: the sergent à verge, or tipstaff, who “did the local work,” patrolling the city on foot; and the sergent à cheval, a mounted officer who “went further afield, both as a policeman and as part of the town’s militia.”26 All had the power to make arrests, though some were as dishonest as the criminals they pursued, even to the extent of acting as their accomplices. One officer reportedly “sent two or three fiddlers in advance of him, so that their noisy playing would alert wrongdoers to his approach.”27 But Guillaume himself, said a chronicler, was “a very respected knight” with a reputation for personal integrity and aggressively enforcing the king’s laws.28 As provost, “he refused to do many strange things he was asked to do, such as relaxing the demands of justice.”29


In 1407, Guillaume was probably in his early to middle forties.30 Descended from an old noble family in the Loire, he had inherited his father’s title, estate, and coat of arms—six gold macles on a field, gules.* 31 Wellborn, he also had great ability and drive. In 1388, when he was probably still in his twenties, Guillaume had ridden as a knight banneret, leading troops under his own command, in a royal expedition to the duchy of Guelders, in Flanders.* 32 In 1391 he was appointed a chevalier d’honneur and a chamberlain, one of the king’s personal advisers. In 1398, he became a member of the royal council—the inner circle of royal relatives and close advisers around the king.33 A highly valued diplomat as well, Guillaume had served on important embassies to various cities in Europe, including Rome, Milan, and the papal court at Avignon.34 In the mid-1390s, Guillaume saw further military service during a one-month siege at Montignac, in the south of France, where he helped lead an expedition of “two hundred men-at-arms and one hundred and fifty crossbowmen” who had been sent to crush the robbers and brigands terrorizing the region.35 As a man-at-arms, Guillaume had battlefield courage and impressive skill with a sword as well as the toughness it took to ride all day and bivouac overnight. And as a well-traveled, well-connected royal official with years of experience at court, he was intimately familiar with the workings of the French government and the levers of power in general.


Guillaume served as provost at the king’s pleasure and could be sacked at a moment’s notice, but in the autumn of 1407, he had held office for over six years, a lengthy tenure suggesting his competence and success.36 No portrait or physical description of him survives, but his contemporaries praised him for his mind, character, and personal presence.37 “Of noble lineage,” he was also “wise, knowledgeably and well spoken, and greatly valued by the king for his advice,” says one source.38 Another says that he was “renowned for his mind and his knowledge” and that he spoke in “a loud, clear voice.”39 In all, Guillaume seems to have been “a highly intelligent and cultivated man” with an “independent mind” who was “moderate in his politics” and, “above all, loyal to the king.”40


Besides being a knight, diplomat, and officer of the law, Guillaume was also a man of letters.41 He was wealthy enough to keep a personal library, then a rarity, with books such as Aesop’s Fables, an encyclopedia known as On the Properties of Things, and other works in Latin and French, all copied out by hand and bound in leather or heavy cloth.42 Like many educated noblemen, Guillaume had written some courtly verse.43 More unusually, he had also translated an originally Arabic collection of philosophical wisdom entitled Moral Sayings of the Philosophers from Latin into French, an achievement that had earned him a modest literary fame. The translation was probably completed around 1402, after he became provost. One of the stories collected in the book recounts how Alexander the Great once refused to pardon a man condemned to hang despite the man’s claims of penitence. “Hang him at once,” ordered Alexander, “while he is still sorry for what he did.”44 A more measured quote found elsewhere in the text—“There is no shame in doing justice”—was particularly apt to the challenges faced by the provost.45


A man devoted to the law and to letters, Guillaume was evidently fond of courtly and literary society. His friends included the celebrated poet Eustache Deschamps, who had died just the year before, in 1406. Guillaume had also befriended Christine de Pizan, a rare woman in the male-dominated world of letters, supporting her defense of women in a famous literary quarrel over the Romance of the Rose and even helping her with legal advice.46


Guillaume had a wife named Alix and a daughter, and he lived with them in the city.47 As provost, he was provided with a residence at the Petit-Châtelet, a small château facing the river on the Left Bank, but Guillaume chose instead to live at his own house in the Rue Béthisy, not far from the Louvre—the huge square fortress guarding the western edge of Paris. Guillaume’s house had once belonged to the lords of Ponthieu, a county north of Paris in Picardy. An imposing stone mansion, located in a prestigious quarter, it identified its owner as a wealthy, distinguished noble.48 At the end of a long busy day on the job—studying documents and writing reports, issuing orders to his officers, questioning prisoners and witnesses before his tribunal, or supervising a hanging—Guillaume probably went home with relief to his family and the neighborhood’s quiet and comfort.
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The two men whom Guillaume was leading to the gibbet that day were named Olivier François and Jean de Saint-Léger. Both claimed to be students at the University of Paris, and this was the reason their case had caused such controversy and protest.49


They had been arrested earlier that month, charged with “robbery and murder on the high roads.” After their imprisonment, they had demanded “benefit of clergy,” the right to a trial in a special ecclesiastical court.50 The university, known as “the daughter of the Church” because it answered to the pope rather than the king, enjoyed great independence in matters of law, as was typical of universities throughout Europe at this time. From its founding in the twelfth century, the University of Paris had been an independent corporation with its own royal charter granting it special rights and protections.51 For example, like priests and friars and monks and nuns, students and professors were considered clergy and thus were under the jurisdiction of the Church courts, a separate legal system distinct from the secular courts wherein laypeople were tried. There was a good reason for this: clerics tried in a Church court under the authority of the local bishop generally got more lenient treatment; even those convicted of capital crimes, including theft, murder, and rape, often got away with very light sentences or nominal fines.52


After arresting the two men, Guillaume had conscientiously “gone to the rector and officials of the university and offered them the malefactors charged in the case” for trial in a Church court.53 But the university, wanting nothing to do with these accused “murderers, thieves and highwaymen,” or “infamous evildoers,” as another source describes them, had washed its hands of the matter, refusing to acknowledge the two men as its own.54 Guillaume next went to the Parlement of Paris, the highest secular court in France, and requested that judges be appointed in order to try the case in that venue. The Parlement duly assigned several magistrates to hear the case. The two men were convicted and sentenced to hang.


Word of their condemnation angered their fellow clerics, who began to complain, raising a vociferous protest intended to rouse the university authorities to action. There were threats of a strike, which meant canceled classes and a suspension of preaching—an attempt to enlist popular support for the cause by withholding spiritual benefits from the people. But Guillaume had carefully followed the law in all of his proceedings, and he held firm in the face of the university’s noisy opposition. The provost, wrote a monk, wished to demonstrate “that from now on, scholars and priests would be punished just like everyone else.”55 In his account, the monk, perhaps fearing a new precedent, failed to mention that Guillaume had already given the university a chance to try the two clerics in its own court. But ordinary people may have welcomed the idea that no one was above the law or beyond its reach.
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When the execution party finally reached the top of Montfaucon, Guillaume ordered one of his sergeants to unlock the sturdy gate in the wall surrounding the gibbet.56 The wall helped keep out wolves and dogs as well as the thieves who stole bodies from the gallows for medical or more occult purposes. The wall also discouraged friends or relatives of the condemned from visiting the site at night to cut down the bodies and give them proper Christian burials.


By now the stench of the place would have been overwhelming. Besides the odor from scores of rotting corpses swinging back and forth above whenever jostled by a breeze, a foul smell arose from the charnel pit below, where the remains of the dead were eventually thrown without ceremony to make more room on the gibbet.57 Some of the attending officers may have worn scent-soaked cloths over their faces to ward off the smell, although the two condemned men had to withstand its full, unmitigated force.


It was customary to allow the condemned to go to confession before they died, and now the friar in gray stepped forward to perform this office. Confession had not always been allowed to criminals prior to execution, a withholding of ultimate pardon that cruelly added spiritual torment to the physical agony, but attitudes had changed over time, and by the early 1400s, even felons convicted of capital crimes were allowed to put themselves right with God before suffering their sentences.58 Had not Christ himself forgiven the repentant thief on the Cross?


As the friar led the two men through their final confessions, “assistant hangmen tested chains” and “fixed the halters.”59 When all was ready, the executioner prodded the freshly confessed felons toward one of the half a dozen “long wooden ladders” propped against the gibbet. One after the other, nooses looped around their necks, the two men were forced to climb.60


Once a condemned man reached the top of the ladder, he had to wait as the hangman tied the loose end of his rope to the beam. There were no blindfolds or hoods. What he saw in that moment—the gaping crowd below, the circle of sky above, the city’s silvery spires in the distance—would have been his last living glimpse of this world.


Finally, he stepped off the ladder; if he did not, the hangman simply pushed him. In some cases, the sudden drop may have caused death, but such a mercy was by accident rather than design. Death by hanging, before the advent of more “scientific” methods centuries later, was often a slow strangulation rather than a sharp snapping of the neck.* 61
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Eventually the wretched strugglings of the two men ceased, their bodies slack and motionless at last. They now had left the realm of the living to join the vast brotherhood of the dead. Their corpses would hang at Montfaucon for weeks or months, their eyes ripening into fruit for birds, their flesh rotting away, their bones bleaching white in the wind and sun—although popular belief held that hanged men could come back to life, as revenants, to haunt the living.62


Once the spectacle was over, the crowd began to drift away. Guillaume, his unpleasant task complete, ordered his men to lock and secure the gibbet’s gate and then mounted his horse and formed up the procession, now smaller by two.


As Guillaume reined his horse around for the return trip, the whole city lay stretched out before him.63 Despite the macabre surroundings, the view from the top of Montfaucon was superb, revealing Paris in all its splendor: the great river streaming with vessels of all sorts and lined by shrines and palaces gleaming like polished ivory, the profusion of towers and spires soaring above the horizon, the neat circumference of wall around the whole.64 Huge and multitudinous, with as many as one hundred thousand inhabitants, the bustling metropolis that Guillaume was sworn to police and protect now beckoned him away from the smaller, desolate village of the dead.65
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Fifteenth-century Paris. The view is from the north, with Notre-Dame on the left and the Louvre on the right.


His officers fell in behind him, followed by the friar, the executioner and his assistants, and, finally, the additional troop of sergeants. At Guillaume’s signal, the group began to move, heading down the slope.


Guillaume had probably supervised many hangings during his six years as provost, even if he often left executions to his deputies. But this case was unusual in its accompanying uproar. As Guillaume led the procession back to the city, he may have suspected that he had not yet heard the end of the matter.


But whatever his private thoughts as he rode back to Paris, Guillaume could not have foreseen that a new and much bigger case would soon push the two hanged men right out of his mind. A far more sensational crime, with tremendous consequences for all of France, was about to break upon the astounded city, seizing the provost’s full attention and that of all Parisians literally overnight.
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The Châtelet
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GUILLAUME HAD TO be on duty by seven o’clock each morning at his headquarters in the Grand Châtelet, about a third of a mile from his home in the Rue Béthisy.1 After rising early, perhaps to a servant’s call, and dressing, he probably heard a Mass said by his chaplain or a cleric in his employ and then had a small breakfast with his family—“primarily bread, possibly with cheese, and some ale”—before leaving.2 To get to his destination, he could follow a series of narrow, winding streets to the east—many of them paved with carreaux, flat square stones—then turn right into the wider Rue Saint-Denis and jostle his way south, nearly to the river, through an early-morning crowd of carters, vendors, and shoppers.3 He could also take a less congested route, turning near his house and heading straight for the river, where he could then proceed east along the busy but more spacious quais.4 Walking beside the Seine, or riding his horse if he was in a hurry, and doubtless escorted by some of the Twelve, Guillaume would have had a splendid view over the water to the Île de la Cité, the city’s main island and the oldest part of Paris.5


Along the bank of La Cité, as it was called for short, he would have seen the old royal palace, known as the Palais, its four imposing stone towers lined up like sentinels.6 The Palais housed the Parlement of Paris, to which Guillaume had referred the case of the two men who claimed to be clerics. Behind it rose the graceful spire of La Sainte-Chapelle, the exquisite shrine of gilded limestone and colored glass built by Louis IX—Saint Louis—to house precious relics from the Holy Land, including Christ’s Crown of Thorns and a piece of the True Cross. In the distance behind the spire loomed the two great square towers of Notre-Dame, and behind them the cathedral’s even taller spire.


Like ancient Gaul, Paris was divided into three parts.7 And like a living body, it had a head, a heart, and a stomach. La Cité was its heart, surrounded by the great artery of the Seine and symbolizing the monarchy.8 Although the king no longer lived in the old royal palace, residing instead at the Hôtel Saint-Pol, farther east along the river, he often came there to sit in state, presiding godlike over his Parlement from a plush, cushioned throne bedecked with the royal emblem—the golden lily, or fleur-de-lis—and tented by a ciel, or canopy, of bright blue cloth.9 To the north of La Cité lay the swelling Right Bank, known as La Ville, where Guillaume lived and worked. Home to many artisans and merchants and built around the great central marketplace, Les Halles, it fed the city’s huge appetites with goods of all sorts that came rumbling in on carts and wagons through its winding, shop-lined streets.10 To the south of La Cité, on the Left Bank, lay the smaller, more cerebral Latin Quarter, also known as L’Université, dotted with colleges and religious fraternities, including the already famous Sorbonne.11 Its streets buzzed with robed scholars and hooded students from all over Europe, proud of their learning and their clerical status.


As Guillaume drew abreast of the old royal palace on the opposite bank, he may have glanced over to check the time on the great clock tower at its northeast corner, a royal gift to the city and the only public clock in Paris. (Perhaps just a dozen of the larger towns in France had one of these geared mechanical devices for ringing bells or showing the hour.)12 He was now nearing the two bridges that connected La Ville to La Cité.13 First was the Pont aux Meuniers, a narrow wooden trestle resting on the stone piers of an earlier bridge and named for the thirteen water mills churning beneath it with the steady river current, grinding grain for baking bread. Behind it stood the wider, sturdier Grand Pont, built entirely of stone and supporting a dozen houses and more than a hundred shops along both sides. Besides the merchants and artisans selling their wares along this commercial avenue, money changers busily converted foreign currency into French coinage, giving the bridge its more common name, the Pont aux Changeurs.14


Before reaching the first bridge, Guillaume would have turned left, away from the river, into a narrow curving alley that cut north to the Rue Saint-Denis. The Grand Châtelet—or the Châtelet, for short—was now just to his right, standing squarely across the Rue Saint-Denis, as if blocking its way to the river.


The Châtelet was originally a fortress built to guard the bridge crossing the river—a natural moat—to La Cité.15 Its most striking feature was “an enormous round tower,” which dominated a cluster of smaller towers and turrets, all topped by pointed conical roofs as sharp as spears.16 Parts of the Châtelet dated back to the ninth century, when Vikings rowed their longships up the Seine from the sea to lay siege to Paris. It had been enlarged by Saint Louis in the thirteenth century, and portions had been rebuilt by Charles V, father of the present king. A relic of an older, smaller city, the Châtelet was no longer needed for defense, but the old gray fortress still frowned over the quarter with a military aspect, its morgue and its prisons inspiring fear among the populace. After the Montfaucon gibbet, the Châtelet, with its forbidding towers, thick walls, and high, narrow windows covered by iron bars, was feared as “the most sinister edifice in Paris.”17


The Châtelet’s evil reputation owed something to its neighborhood, an unpleasant one that it shared with the Grande Boucherie.18 This huge abattoir and its adjacent market stalls dominated a stinking row of slaughterhouses and tanneries. Here rough, brawny workers butchered cows and sheep, skinned the carcasses, quartered the meat, and hung the freshly scraped hides to dry. Foul odors filled the air, along with the shouts of men and the cries and groans of dying animals. Blood ran down the streets at times, and offal clogged the central gutter.
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The Châtelet looked north, facing the Grande Boucherie and with its back to the river. Its front had a vaulted stone entrance leading to a passageway about one hundred feet long and running at street level all the way through to the riverbank and the bridge beyond. Through this darkened passage, just wide enough for two carts to squeeze past each other, flowed a constant stream of city traffic heading to or from La Cité.
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The Châtelet. Looking south along the Rue Saint-Denis, with the Grande Boucherie in the foreground at left.


To one side of this passage lay the morgue, where the sergeants of the watch collected a grim daily harvest.19 Each day about a dozen bodies—crime victims or indigents—were found in the streets or pulled from the river. The corpses were stripped, washed, and placed on view in the morgue for identification; after three days, they were salted and packed in straw to mask the smell. If unclaimed, the bodies were buried in the Cemetery of the Holy Innocents, the city’s largest graveyard, just up the Rue Saint-Denis and dedicated to the infants slaughtered by King Herod.


To the other side of the busy passageway lay the prisons, four in all and located on different levels of a large square tower, or donjon, next to the great round tower. All were built of stone and had iron-braced doors and locks; the “best” prisons were up high, and the worst down below.20


The first prison, on the upper floor, consisted of five cells considered the very best in the building and known, respectively, as the Chains, the Good View, the Moat, the Room, and the Little Glory. The cells were shared, but each prisoner had his own bed, though he had to pay for his accommodations: two pennies per day for his place, and four for the bed, if he chose to have one.*21


The second prison, one floor down and not quite so good but “still comfortable,” had three chambers: the Butchery, the Beaumont, and the Griesche. Each was subdivided further, with most of the cells reserved for female prisoners. Prices were the same as in the first prison.


The third prison, much worse, was on the tower’s bottom floor, a single vaulted chamber known as the Beauvais. It was for poor and indigent prisoners, “who were piled up here pell-mell, sleeping on mats or bales of straw on the floor, in the middle of which sat a great stone water tub named Grand Pierre.” For all of this, a prisoner paid just two pennies per day.


Worst of all was the fourth prison, a dank underground labyrinth lit and ventilated only by airholes high up on the wall. Its four “cells”—the Hole, the Well, the Gourdaine, and the Oubliette—were actually funnel-shaped pits without doors or stairs into which prisoners were lowered by rope from a trapdoor above and where it was impossible to sit or lie down. The prisoners incarcerated here still had to pay a penny per day. Into one of these foul pits, “filled with ordure and teeming with vermin,” a man named Honoré Poulard was dropped in 1377 after having poisoned his mother and father, his two sisters, and several others. After a month there, he died.22


Despite its risks and privations, prison was not generally intended to punish those confined there but to hold them until they could be questioned, tried, sentenced, or released.23 Guillaume or his deputy was obliged to visit all the prisoners once a month to ensure their welfare and make sure they were being fed.24 Every year on Palm Sunday a procession of clergy entered the Châtelet and ceremonially freed a number of prisoners, although the most dangerous inmates were excluded from this amnesty.25
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The main business of the Châtelet, to which the prisons were merely an adjunct, centered on the tribunal.26 This was an imposing ceremonial room with a tiled floor and a dais at one end where Guillaume held court, flanked by his council, the examinateurs who conducted inquiries and the auditeurs who served as his deputies.27 Wearing his scarlet robe and a soft black cap, Guillaume questioned witnesses, consulted lawyers, conferred with his council, and handed down sentences on those summoned sur les carreaux—“on the tiles.”28 The tribunal typically convened twice a week, but on any given day the auditors might hear cases for the provost as sergeants and attorneys came and went, examiners deposed witnesses, scribes copied documents, and the greffier, the chief clerk, kept all the records in order.


Also on hand at the Châtelet was a special corps of lay experts—barbers, surgeons, midwives, and others—who could be consulted to verify key facts, such as whether a man with a tonsure (a partly shaven scalp) was really a cleric and thus entitled to benefit of clergy, or whether a woman claiming to be pregnant was in fact so, as this might bear on her case or even her sentence.* 29


A person arraigned before Guillaume’s tribunal swore to tell the truth about whatever crime he was accused of and either confessed his guilt or maintained his innocence.30 Any witnesses were then deposed, and they, too, had to swear on a copy of the Gospels to tell the truth; punishments for perjury ranged from the pillory to death.


After the witnesses had been heard, the judges—the assembled auditeurs and examinateurs—deliberated while Guillaume or his deputy presided. If the accused had not confessed, the judges sometimes contented themselves with le procès ordinaire, in which they sought empirical proof of guilt or innocence. In many cases, however, the judges chose le procès extraordinaire, ordering that the accused be “put to the question”—that is, examined under torture.


Judicial torture was on the rise in Europe at this time, and it was “commonly used at the Châtelet.”31 Confession was considered “the paramount proof of guilt,” and “pain was perceived… as a means of reaching the truth.”32 If the accused had admitted to his crime, he was often suspected of concealing further crimes. If he had not, his guilt was often assumed anyway, and torture was used to make him confess. It seems to have been a damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don’t situation. But the few surviving records may paint an overly harsh picture; a recently discovered document that covers a one-month period in 1412 shows that the Châtelet was hardly a place of endless torture and interrogation.* 33


When torture was used, it was generally one of two kinds: le petit tréteau or le grand tréteau—“the little trestle” or “the great trestle.”34 The accused was stripped naked and placed on an inclined plank, his hands tied to a metal ring attached to the wall about two yards off the ground, and his feet secured to a similar ring on the floor. Then a small wooden trestle was inserted between the ropes and the plank to stretch his tendons. Essentially, it was a crude form of the rack. In addition, a funnel was often placed in his mouth and cold water poured in—an early form of waterboarding. If the little trestle did not get results, a larger one causing more tension and pain was employed, and greater amounts of water were used. These methods usually rendered the subject willing to talk. If so, he was immediately brought to a recovery room, known as the Kitchen, where he was dressed in “good clothes,” warmed by a fire, given food and drink, and even allowed to rest. Thus refreshed, he was brought back to the tribunal to answer the questions put to him. If he again refused to confess, the torture was repeated.*


In rare cases, even after being questioned under torture, the accused refused to confess. In such a situation, “the embarrassed tribunal sought a middle way,” sometimes simply banishing the prisoner.35


Once a person’s culpability had been established by outright confession, proofs, or admission of guilt under torture, the court deliberated over the sentence and determined the verdict by majority vote. Sometimes the vote was divided, as in the case of eighteen-year-old Jean Petit, accused of theft in 1390.36 After his guilt was established, five of the ten judges voted for hanging, while the other five, in view of his youth, voted for banishment and the cropping of his right ear. The provost at the time—Guillaume’s immediate predecessor—deferred the decision to the next session of the court. The judges voted again, and Jean Petit was hanged.
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In addition to the sergeants, examiners, and clerics who staffed the Châtelet as well as the changing cast of prisoners and witnesses passing through, the place was overflowing with documents: scrolls, books, ledgers, writs, depositions, accounts, affidavits, and inventories, some in Latin, some in French, all written on parchment or vellum (dried and cured animal skins) or on a newer and cheaper but less durable substance called papier. And half a century before Gutenberg, all of these records had to be time-consumingly copied out by hand, since there were no printers or official forms or even rubber stamps—just wax seals to attest to a document’s authenticity.37


The overflow was unsurprising; by this time, written records had replaced many ancient oral procedures of the law. Confessions, for example, “were not valid until they had been written down, read aloud in court to the accused, and approved by him.”38 As a result, legal documents lay piled up throughout the old fortress, stacked on wooden tables and writing desks, sorted onto shelves, cubbyholed in armoires, and stuffed into storerooms, along with the various tools used to make them—goose quills whitened and hardened by heat, silver penknives, black-stained inkpots, pumice for smoothing parchment, and polished wooden rulers and shiny metal styli for scoring straight lines across freshly cut sheets of white, virgin calfskin. Whole herds of cows and hillsides full of sheep had been slaughtered and skinned to make these records of human misdeeds, entire flocks of geese had been plucked, and huge numbers of oak galls had been laboriously collected and boiled down to produce barrels of ink.39


Many documents at the Châtelet bore the provost’s personal seal, which featured the royal fleur-de-lis.40 Without these voluminous records, and without the scribes and clerks who copied, sorted, and filed them, it would have been impossible for the provost to administer justice. Indeed, once a fortress and still a prison, the Châtelet was now above all a bustling bureaucracy. And Guillaume, the man in charge, had to have not only a deep knowledge of the law, an encyclopedic grasp of Paris, powerful political allies, great personal courage, and skill with the sword, but also a complete mastery of the written word.41
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The teeming capital that Guillaume policed from the Châtelet with his hundreds of officers and clerics had a population larger than nearly every other European city.42 Paris in turn was a microcosm of France—a place, as one contemporary observer put it, “filled with a most remarkable crowd of people from all walks of life, ranks and vocations, coming from all the different peoples and provinces of France, and embodying the kingdom in miniature.”43 Simply to supply the huge, hungry metropolis with enough meat, grain, wine, produce, and firewood for its daily needs was a colossal undertaking. Each day, an observer wrote, Parisians drank seven hundred barrels of wine. And every week they consumed four thousand sheep, nearly seven hundred and fifty cattle, six hundred pigs, and countless wagonloads of grain and vegetables.44 Parisians also received daily deliveries of fresh fish from seaports to the north, rushed to the city by overnight wagons that clattered noisily each morning along the Rue des Poissonniers.45


Even at the best of times, when Paris was not under siege from within or without and food and other necessities were available in abundance at reasonable prices, the city was a noisy, crowded, smelly, dangerous place. Its main defense from the outside world was its “enormous girdle of ramparts,” some five miles in circumference and constructed—largely by Charles V, the previous king—to keep out robbers and enemy armies.46 The wall dominating the ramparts was forty feet high in many places and studded with watchtowers and battlements—notches in the masonry for archers to shoot through.47 Behind it was a raised earthen platform where additional troops could be mustered for defense. A steep slope or escarpment fronting the wall tumbled to a wide, deep moat filled by water diverted from the Seine. Beyond the moat, in yet another concentric circle of defense, lay a great dry ditch to slow down attackers and make them better targets for archers. Hostile forces thus had to cross more than two hundred horizontal feet of ditch, moat, and steep escarpment, all the while exposed to deadly bolts and arrows, before they could even plant a scaling ladder at the sloping base of the high, forbidding wall. Around the wall’s perimeter stood a dozen well-guarded portes, or gates, each defended by a large fortified gatehouse and a drawbridge. And two great moated forts, one on the east and one on the west, stood guarding the wall where the river pierced it: the Louvre and the Bastille, built or refurbished by Charles V to protect Paris and the royal family in case of attack or siege. In addition to protecting Paris from human foes, the massive ramparts kept out predators such as wolves, though the wily creatures would swim the Seine or boldly trot over the river ice in winter to hunt and scavenge in the city, digging up newly buried corpses and even attacking and “eating women and children.”48


The great city wall also kept in a disparate mass of humanity, many of them poor, vagrant, or violent, who scraped out a marginal and often criminal existence. Besides the three main social classes, or estates—nobility, clergy, and commoners—the city teemed with an unofficial fourth estate made up of the itinerant poor who barely subsisted there, vagrants drawn to Paris from all over France hoping to live off the wealthy city’s leavings, and the dedicated professional criminals who preyed on everyone. By day, thousands of beggars, pimps, prostitutes, petty thieves, and grifters roamed the city looking for clients or victims or lay in wait for them in darkened alleys, cemeteries, and other familiar haunts.49


Cutpurses were a particular menace.50 Clothes equipped with pockets were rare, and both men and women carried coins, the only form of money in circulation, in small bags—purses—hung on their belts. Quick-fingered thieves armed with knives or scissors would cut off the purses and slip away through a crowd or a busy street. Boldly plying their trade in any well-populated place, they were even active among the throngs watching at the gallows as their fellow thieves were being dispatched.


Every night at eight o’clock—seven o’clock in winter—the churches rang the curfew bells, a signal that all law-abiding folk should be in their homes, their doors barred and their windows shuttered, with their lights and fires extinguished.*51 Soon after the curfew bells sounded from the churches, the guet, or night watch, a local police force, made its rounds in each quarter to ensure compliance.52 After twilight, and especially after curfew, the city sank into a profound darkness unknown in even the worst parts of today’s modern cities, and the dangers increased manyfold.


People feared the dark for several reasons, including the threat of the supernatural. The air was thought to be filled with angels and demons continually warring over one’s eternal soul, tempting or protecting it, leading it astray by a will-o’-the-wisp or guiding it to safety, waiting to seize or save it at the moment of death. Nighttime was the special haunt of demons and evil spirits—elves, goblins, the incubi who preyed on women and the succubi who sought out men.53 These were the hours when witches held their covens, and magicians and sorcerers stole bodies from the gallows under cover of darkness.


Night also provided cover for criminals, for “night was the time of crime.”54 Anyone who dared to travel the city streets after curfew was at risk, and those who did so usually traveled in company or carried arms.55 Most noblemen carried swords or daggers as badges of rank and were armed as a matter of course. Many commoners also went about armed or could turn the tools of their trade—cook’s knives, carpenter’s hammers—into handy weapons. By night, it was simply foolhardy for anyone to travel the streets alone or unarmed.


Theft was a capital offense, often punished as severely as murder, rape, or treason.56 A fundamental principle of the law was that the punishment should fit the crime. Thus, stealing at night might mean that the perpetrator’s eyes were put out. Penalties increased for repeat offenders: “A first theft might entail cutting off an ear or putting out an eye, but at the second a foot or nose would be cut off; there was no excuse for a third theft—the thief was hanged.”57


Public executions took place at various sites in addition to Montfaucon, including the central market, Les Halles. Executions, intended as moral lessons for the spectators, were often fraught with ceremony and spectacle. A royal official condemned for embezzling in the early 1400s went to the scaffold at Les Halles “wearing his own colors: an outer coat of red and white, hood the same, one stocking red and the other white, and gilt spurs.… They cut off his head and afterwards his body was taken to Montfaucon and hung up as high as it would go, in its shirt and hose and gilt spurs.”58


People expected executions, like other public rituals, to be done the right way. When Capeluche, the city’s executioner in the early 1400s, was himself found guilty of several murders and sentenced to death, he gamely “showed the new man how to go about it” as a rapt crowd watched. “They unbound him and he arranged the block for his neck and face, taking off some of the wood with the end of the axe and with his knife, just as if he were going to do the job on someone else—everyone was amazed. Then he asked God’s forgiveness and his assistant struck off his head.”59
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As the Châtelet was to Paris, so the walled and moated capital city was to France, standing guard over a sprawling realm that was “beyond question the richest and most populous European country.”60 Outside the city’s great encircling wall, along the “high ways” running out in all directions, stretched a kingdom of about ten million people extending from Brittany nearly to the Alps, and from Picardy to the borders of Provence.61 (England, by contrast, had as few as two million.62) Some of the people were settled in towns, where they kept shops, trading or producing goods, but the vast majority lived in outlying villages or hamlets, tilling the soil and tending livestock.63 Whether townsfolk or peasants, they kept regional customs, prayed to local saints, and spoke separate dialects—Norman, Breton, Occitan, and many others.64 Although nominally the king’s subjects, they entrusted their lives to the local lord, as they entrusted their souls to the parish priest.


All over France, as in the rest of Europe, people lived in constant fear—of famine, plague, robbers, and war. Castles large and small still dominated the land, ruled by great lords who were sworn to the king and by local knights sworn to the great lords. Towns and villages cowered in the protective shadow of these castles, each encircled by its own walls and towers to fend off robbers and marauding troops. (Many remote farms also had walls and moats to protect their cattle, grain, and inhabitants.) Fortified places dotted France, as if the whole nation were braced for a sudden attack.65 However, in the late 1300s, reports of a magically explosive black powder that could knock down towers and blast holes through walls heralded a new and devilish kind of warfare that threatened to bring the age of castles to an end.66


Most people knew little of the larger world. Few could read, even fewer could write, and there were no newspapers anyway.67 Reports from the “outside” traveled mainly by word of mouth and no faster than a horse—about thirty miles a day, except for urgent dispatches carried by mounted relays.68 Most of the news available was strictly local, though one village might get word of another from wandering beggars, itinerant peddlers, and mendicant friars who made the rounds hearing confessions and receiving alms. Towns were better informed by the soldiers, merchants, and questing pilgrims who crisscrossed France, bringing word of great events from afar—a battle, a siege, a miracle, the birth of a royal heir, the death of a king.


News of such a death had arrived from England at the close of the previous century, in 1399: Richard II had mysteriously died in prison after being deposed by his usurping rival Henry Bolingbroke, now King Henry IV.69 Richard’s underage wife, Isabelle, daughter of the French king, was insultingly sent back to France, just ten years old and still a virgin but already a widow.70 The mismatched royal union had been arranged three years earlier, in 1396, to end the long, inconclusive war between England and France. With the end of the royal marriage and Henry’s accession, France was again in danger.


Since the 1330s, when a dispute over the succession to the French throne arose because of entangled royal genealogies, English armies had repeatedly invaded and devastated parts of France. The seemingly endless conflict—known to history as the Hundred Years’ War—also spilled over into Flanders, Italy, Germany, and Spain, foreshadowing the great European wars of later centuries.71 During the Crécy campaign of 1346, the English had burned and looted parts of Normandy and Picardy. At the battle of Poitiers, in 1356, they inflicted another humiliating defeat on France and even captured its king, carrying him off to London and holding him for ransom. In 1407, half a century and two kings later, the French still owed England part of the huge royal ransom, to be paid in gold, and English troops still occupied parts of France, holding hostage the great fortress on the coast at Calais and much of the wine-rich Gascony. For now, the two uneasy nations watched each other warily across the narrow blue Channel that moated both.


At the end of October 1407—right around the time that Guillaume hanged the two self-professed clerics—the French navy attacked some English ships in the Channel, threatening the fragile truce.72 Sailing ships and oar-driven galleys carried crews of up to two hundred who attacked mainly by unleashing showers of arrows at enemy vessels, although some ships carried small cannons as well. When word of the incident arrived, the English court must have wondered who had ordered the attack. The French king? Another lord in the royal council? Or a rogue sea captain?


The confusion of the English was unsurprising. It was often unclear to them who exactly was in charge of the huge, populous realm across the Channel, and for a relatively simple reason: the king of France had been intermittently insane for the past fifteen years.
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The Mad King’s Brother
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BY THE AUTUMN of 1407, Charles VI had suffered no fewer than thirty-five spells of derangement, many of them lasting for weeks or even months, and some for almost a year.1 A strong, vigorous man, Charles loved to be outdoors and in the saddle, hunting or jousting.2 But during his spells he sat inside, keeping perfectly still for hours, claiming that he was made of glass and that any loud noise or sudden movement might shatter him into a thousand pieces.3 At other times he would shake and scream, shouting at invisible enemies and running so wildly through his palace that the doors had to be walled up to hide his antics from his curious subjects and prevent him from escaping.4


In his mad fits, Charles hurled objects, smashed furniture, and struck courtiers and servants.5 There are reports that he even hit the queen.6 He also refused to change his clothes or bathe, wearing his royal finery to rags until his body grew so foul and his presence so odious that his servants had to overpower him, cut him out of his filthy, tattered garments, and forcibly wash him.7


During the king’s “absences,” as his spells were politely called at court, his brother, Louis, took charge of the realm, presiding over the royal council, commanding troops, controlling the treasury. Louis, the Duke of Orleans, was three years younger than the king and next in line to the throne after the underage royal heir, the dauphin.8 A smaller, slighter man than his brother and less inclined to the joust or the hunt, Louis preferred books and society and collecting expensive things, like the statues of the Nine Worthies and their female counterparts that graced a pair of galleries in his magnificent château at Coucy.* 9 Intelligent and learned—the only peer of France who really knew his Latin—Louis spoke in councils with great eloquence.10 Apart from the king himself, Louis was easily the richest, most powerful lord in France. But as “the principal authority in the realm” during the king’s mad spells, he was regularly challenged and opposed by his uncles and his cousins, who all thought they knew better than he how to govern France.11 Louis was also widely resented by the people, who loathed his frequent tax levies and his spendthrift ways.12


Guillaume, the provost, evidently knew Louis quite well, having served the duke as a chamberlain, or adviser, for many years.13 Guillaume “often visited” the Hôtel des Tournelles, Louis’s spacious palace in the Rue Saint-Antoine, which suggested that the two men were close acquaintances, even good friends.14 The two shared a love of fine books, and Guillaume had sold Louis some prized volumes out of his own collection.15 Prior to becoming provost, Guillaume had been bailiff of Chartres, the king’s chief law officer in that important town, a two-to three-day ride from Paris, and Louis had attended Guillaume’s installation in 1400, a sign of his patronage.16 When the office of provost became vacant in the following year, it may have been Louis, acting for the king, who appointed Guillaume to this powerful position as the leading man of law in Paris.17


Given Guillaume’s close ties to Louis, his frequent visits to Louis’s palace, and their shared love of learning and books, it’s possible that the provost was also familiar with the duke’s private retreat: an exclusive picture gallery that Louis was rumored to have—a collection quite different from the gallery of virtuous female worthies at Coucy, for it was hung with revealing “portraits of the most beautiful women he had enjoyed,” most likely wearing the low-cut gowns then in fashion that “exposed the neck, shoulders, and sometimes even the breasts.”18 A great collector of noble titles, territories, and castles, as well as sculpture, books, and jewels, Louis above all collected women. And once he had possessed them, he had them painted in all of their seductive beauty so that they would belong to him forever.


Many nobles and courtiers winked at Louis’s seduction of their wives, since they often reaped rewards from these affairs in the form of monetary gifts or advancement at court. But every now and then a cuckolded husband took offense at Louis’s exercising a sort of droit du seigneur. Among those outraged husbands was a knight from Picardy named Albert de Chauny whom Louis not only cuckolded but also made the butt of an infamous joke.19


De Chauny had an extraordinarily beautiful wife named Mariette, and Louis became so enamored of her that she eventually left her husband to become Louis’s mistress. One day the knight himself received a summons from the duke. When he arrived at Louis’s palace, he was shown into a private chamber, where a beautiful woman lay on a bed, entirely naked except for a veil over her face. Louis was also there, and he ordered de Chauny to judge the woman’s beauty—whereupon the embarrassed knight recognized the odalisque before him as his own wife. As a result of this incident, the outraged knight “conceived an implacable hatred against the duke.”20 The episode of the veiled lady, one of Louis’s most notorious amours, became so famous that centuries later it inspired a provocative painting by Delacroix.21


While most of Louis’s affairs were inconsequential, one of his amorous escapades had shaken the throne of France in a way that no one could have foreseen, helping to precipitate the king’s madness and setting the stage for Louis’s ultimate demise.
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“Louis of Orleans Showing His Mistress.” The notorious incident as painted by Eugène Delacroix.


[image: image]


Around the beginning of the year 1392, Louis fell in love with a beautiful young girl and offered her a thousand gold crowns (over $100,000 today) if she would sleep with him.22 But before he could consummate the affair, his own wife, Valentina Visconti, daughter of the Duke of Milan, learned of it. She summoned the girl and threatened her so severely that the terrified girl went into hiding. Louis, angered and mystified by her sudden disappearance, blamed a chamberlain he had confided in, Pierre de Craon, and had him banished from court. Craon in turn heard that Olivier de Clisson, the constable of France—the king’s chief military officer—had been responsible for his disgrace. On the basis of this hearsay, he secretly returned to Paris, rented a house there, and staffed it with his hired thugs. Late one night, he and his men tried to assassinate Clisson but succeeded only in wounding him. Craon fled to the court of the Duke of Brittany, who refused to give him up to the king. King Charles, outraged at the attack on his constable and at Brittany’s protection of the culprit raised an army to bring the rebellious duke to heel and bring Craon to justice.


That is why, on a blazing hot August day later that same year, the young king was riding at the head of a great army—five thousand strong—on a road through a large forest near Le Mans on the border of Brittany.23 Not far behind him rode his brother, Louis, whose passion for a girl months earlier had been the first link in a long, unfortunate chain of events that would culminate that day in a disaster for all of France. Also riding in the royal army was a newly dubbed chevalier d’honneur, Guillaume de Tignonville, who had no idea how the events of that day would alter his own career.24
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