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PREFACE

When the Armistice was declared at the end of the First World War, a conflict that had left over eight million dead, the poet Sir Henry Newbolt rather crassly exhorted his readers: ‘Think of chivalry victorious.’ The myth of chivalry has proven persistent. The allure of Chaucer’s ‘verray, parfit gentil knyght’ remains irresistible for its image of a powerful warrior devoted to the ideals of bravery, honour, loyalty and self-sacrifice, all in the service not just of his lord or lady, but also for his role as protector of the weak, the elderly, the young and the defenceless. That Chaucer could describe his knight in such terms appears initially to military historians as a contradiction in terms: a gentle knight was not much use on the battlefield. Chaucer was writing in the second half of the fourteenth century, at a time when the ravages of the Hundred Years War and violent peasant uprisings had racked England and France with breathtaking brutality, as we shall see. Chaucer, with his high connections and travels across Europe, was well aware of these brutalities. His ‘parfait, gentil knyght’ was a call to an idealized version of knighthood, prompted by the horrors of endemic warfare and social unrest.

Chaucer was following in the tradition of a long line of medieval writers who sought to mitigate the excesses of war in the Middle Ages through an appeal to the nobler instincts of knights. This literary genre is the subject of Richard W. Kaeuper’s book, Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe (1999), in which the author explores medieval writers’ attempts at reform in calling for a return to the true values of chivalry. However, at the same time, other writers were calmly accepting – or, indeed, were encouraging – the waging of war against non-combatants as the most practical way to achieve victory, even going so far as to justify these measures as being in accordance with chivalric values. The pragmatists retained their ascendancy over the idealists. This book examines what this meant for non-combatants in the wars of the Middle Ages and explains the rationale – the military imperative – that lay behind the atrocities committed.

I began studying medieval warfare in London just over twenty years ago, at a time when the revisionist school of medieval military historians there was making its important researches known. There are few who now believe that warfare in the Middle Ages was an amateurish and haphazard affair. However, the military atrocities of the age are still too frequently regarded as the natural outbursts of a violent age. The limitations of chivalry and the reality of medieval warfare have been the subject of exceptional scholarship by such medievalists as John Gillingham, Matthew Strickland and Christopher Allmand. This scholarship is deservedly acknowledged in academic circles, and at times I have drawn heavily on their work in their own particular fields. But the very nature of such research has perforce meant that it has been tightly focused in terms of period and region and that its audience has predominantly been a narrow, academic one. (Matthew Strickland’s outstanding War and Chivalry: The Conduct and Perception of War in England and Normandy, 1066–1217 (Cambridge University Press, 1996) is especially worthy of note here, not least because the research – originally in the shape of a PhD thesis – has taken the form of a book, albeit one designed for an academic readership.)

In this book I attempt to present the findings of recent research, including my own, in an accessible way to a broader readership that will demonstrate clearly that medieval atrocities were not simply the result of ill-disciplined soldiers sating their blood lust, or the abhorrent acts of aberrant knights acting out of character. I explain these atrocities in detail within their immediate and more general military context. In its geographical and chronological scope – ranging across the whole Middle Ages and the Latin world to encompass the crusading movement in the Middle East – I believe that this is the first book of its kind on this important subject.

The savagery of medieval warfare is widely acknowledged and understood; yet the idea of chivalry as an important and influential force in the conflicts of the Middle Ages somehow lives on in seemingly comfortable juxtaposition with this awareness. In By Sword and Fire I show that such notions of incongruent compatibility do not reflect the reality of the times. As far as the practicalities of war are concerned, chivalry has been showered with too much attention. It represented but one small facet of medieval warfare; for non-combatants, it was so small a part of warfare as to be inconsequential. Although, as Malcolm Vale has shown in his important study War and Chivalry: Warfare and Aristocratic Culture in England, France and Burgundy at the End of the Middle Ages (1981), chivalry remained (with notable exceptions, I would argue) practical and flexible for the nobility at war throughout the medieval period, for non-combatants it remained, as I hope to show, pretty much as irrelevant as it had always been. Chivalry was a cult and a code for a small elite; it was not designed for the masses in warfare, be they ordinary soldiers or non-combatants.

This book, then, concerns itself not with chivalry but with warfare, with the realities of conflict and what it meant for non-belligerents. The chapters on atrocities are introduced with a brief explanation of how the central operations of warfare – battles, sieges and campaigns – were conducted and the role they played within overall strategy. In this way, the background to the atrocity can be understood in the light of the overriding military imperative.

No less importantly, I wish to emphasize that the atrocities described by medieval chroniclers were not merely the excitable outpourings of monkish hyperbole submerged in biblical and religious symbolism; rather, for all the undoubted exaggerations of many of these accounts, they reflect the reality and brutality of medieval warfare as the great figures of chivalry pursued their military objectives by whatever bloody means they deemed necessary.

When I had just finished writing this book, I began reading George Orwell’s essays. In his reflections on the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s, he comments on atrocity stories with his usual lucidity and perspicacity. These comments are reprinted at the beginning of this book; they summarize perfectly its conclusions.

Sean McGlynn

October 2007
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Epigraph

‘But unfortunately the truth about atrocities is far worse than that they are lied about and made into propaganda. The truth is that they happen. The fact often adduced as a reason for scepticism – that the same horror stories come up in war after war – merely makes it rather more likely that these stories are true. Evidently they are widespread fantasies, and war provides an opportunity of putting them into practice … These things really happened, that is the thing to keep one’s eye on.’

GEORGE ORWELL, ‘Looking Back on the Spanish War’


1

VIOLENCE

INTRODUCTION

On 12 February 2002, Carla del Ponte, chief prosecutor at the war crimes tribunal at The Hague, accused Slobodan Milosevic, the exleader of Serbia, of ‘medieval savagery’ for his part in the sickening carnage that consumed former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. As I watched that war unfold on television during a decade that had also witnessed the genocide in Rwanda, I was struck by how little many aspects of warfare had changed over the course of world history. I have often questioned the accepted idea of a military revolution in Early Modern Europe, but was more willing to accept that perhaps the new technologically driven military revolution at the end of the twentieth century really did mark a turning point in warfare. Yet in former Yugoslavia I was witnessing scenes of warfare that had been described in the pages of medieval chronicles: sieges, as at Sarajevo, where Serbian troops used donkeys to supply their troops in the hills around the invested city, from which heights the besiegers lobbed missiles onto a predominantly non-combatant population; the ravaging of the countryside, with troops burning, killing, stealing and raping their way across the land, the columns of smoke from razed villages punctuating the process of driving generations of families from their homes in a deliberate policy of ethnic cleansing; and the massacres, most notoriously at Srebrenica, where Muslim men and boys were murdered in their thousands. The parallels were striking; it seemed that in warfare there was nothing new under a blood-red sun.

Some scholars of the Middle Ages tend to mitigate common assertions and accusations of ‘medieval savagery’. Their textual analysis of medieval chronicles raises objections of the contemporary sources’ motives. Most records and annals were produced by monks and ecclesiastics; surely these would exaggerate the lamentable state of affairs in their time in pursuit of their vested interests? These were men of God who prayed for peace in well-ordered kingdoms; anarchy and warfare were God’s punishment and judgement on a wicked people for deviating from the path of righteousness and holiness. More cynically, warfare was expensive to them: not only were they expected to supply men, money, food and transport for armies; they and their monasteries and churches were targeted by marauding troops in search of booty and supplies. What is more, as some medievalists have argued, what did these men of the cloth, secluded from the world in their rarefied cloisters, know about the business of warfare? (A good deal, actually, as we shall discover.) They spent their time chanting and producing beautiful illuminated manuscripts, full of woe and lamentation, the writing done by timid, even hysterical, clerics given to hyperbole.

This perception is a rare form of inverted chronocentrism. If, at the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first century we observe and write with moral indignation about horrors being perpetrated which shock us to the core, why should it be so very different for the people of the Middle Ages? Everyday society was more violent then, and plague, disease and famine made death an ever-present reality; but this did not render the population of Europe immune to suffering, or any less disturbed by random, arbitrary violence. To suggest otherwise is to adhere to a more prevalent chronocentrism: that modernism is always best, more compassionate and civilized, and always an improvement on the past. Such neophilia has led to a ludicrous notion that has long held sway in scholarly circles, but is at last being banished by rigorous research and common sense, that before the Early Modern period parents did not hold such a strong, emotional bond with their children. The rationale for such nonsense has been that poverty, disease, hunger and infant mortality compelled parents to loosen their attachments of feeling, as there was such a poor return on their emotional investment. In other words, children were loved less because parents could not afford the anguish of frequent loss. This flies in the face of human nature. Similarly, we should not let the stories of brutality in this study be blunted by the wearing-down of the centuries. Death does not follow the laws of supply and demand; it is not to be devalued even in a flooded market. When we discuss the fear of medieval soldiers in facing mortal danger, we shall see it was no less real then than now.

Why, then, was medieval society so violent? Why did ordinary people demand spectacles of mutilation and execution? Were they made sadistic by the nature of their environment and harsh conditioning? In this chapter we shall explore how these impulses were in themselves largely driven by fear of random violence, and how societal views were shaped by the desire for stability. The following chapters will then discuss and analyse how and why atrocities took place in medieval warfare, in the environment of maximum violence. The purpose is to explain why these atrocities took place; this is not to exonerate or justify them but rather to reveal the military thinking behind them. The book will also hope to show that warfare, despite its purported ‘revolutions’ and undisputed technological leaps and bounds, retains its constant of misery. The chaos of war never restricts itself to soldiers in the field of battle. Once the Mars juggernaut has been unleashed, all who fall in its path can expect to be crushed. As one authority on modern warfare has noted, ‘Organized violence creates its own momentum.’1

The geographical focus of this book is on England and France – but not exclusively so – and to well-attested events that allow for confident and detailed use of the contemporary sources of evidence. As the book’s objective is explication rather than condemnation, I am largely spared the burden of deploying evidence to apportion explicitly moral guilt; if even the repulsive defendants at the Nuremberg trials could offer some form of defence, how much harder it would be to offer a full trial for war criminals in the medieval period with its limited documentation. (Disputes arising from military situations did gradually come to be settled in developing Courts of Chivalry as the Middle Ages progressed in time.) Even in the twenty-first century, the manifest culpability of Milosevic would not have guaranteed his conviction on all counts and to everyone’s satisfaction. As it was, like so many war criminals, the ‘Butcher of the Balkans’ escaped judicial judgment and sentencing by dying a natural death in 2006.

To illustrate this point about culpability, we can delve back exactly one thousand years from the Milosevic trial to the infamous St Brice’s Day Massacre in Anglo-Saxon England. Against the background of Anglo-Danish warfare and tribute payments to the Vikings, in November 1002 King Ethelred II (the ‘Unready’) of England gave orders, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘for all the Danish people who were in England to be slain … because the king had been told that they wished to deprive him of his life by treachery, and all his councillors after him, and then seize his kingdom’.2 Henry of Huntingdon, writing a century later, confirms the massacre from eyewitness oral tradition: ‘Concerning this crime, in my childhood I heard very old men say that the king had sent secret letters to every city, according to which the English either maimed all the unsuspecting Danes on the same day and hour with their swords, or, suddenly, at the same moment, captured them and destroyed them by fire.’3

The massacre takes on the characteristics of a major act of genocide, yet historians are uncertain as to just how extensive this pogrom really was. For a start, over one-third of England was under Danish control, including the cities of York and Lincoln, so Ethelred’s mandate did not run there. In fact, hard evidence for the massacre comes only from Oxford, where Danes had taken refuge in vain in St Frideswide’s Church. For the most part, it appears that the main casualties were new merchants and mercenaries. Only two victims’ names are recorded, by tradition the married couple of Pallig and Gunnhild, prompting some historians to consider the massacre as little more than a political execution. Pallig, a Danish naval captain, had broken his pledge of loyalty to England and raided the southern coast; Gunnhild, sister to King Swein of Denmark, was living in England as a diplomatic hostage. But as these were high-ranking personages, it is to be expected that their names should be noted; medieval chroniclers were not concerned with the (unknown) names of the lower orders. One of Ethelred’s later charters refers to the slaying of the Danes. Swein, possibly in partial revenge for his sister’s death, made deep incursions into England in the following year. Clearly, fatal violence was inflicted upon some Danes in southern England in 1002, but whether it constituted a political crime of mass murder, a pre-emptive strike against a potential fifth column, a legal execution of a traitor and a small number of hostages or a local manifestation of millenarianism and ethnic hatred exacerbated by economic factors is not certain. It is likely that all these elements were present to some extent; but the most significant underlying factor is the King’s role in unleashing the violence against a targeted group. The atrocities examined in this book are much clearer in their magnitude and certainty, but equally diverse in motivation.

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

Medieval society was violent; and it was a society organized for war. Some historians have wondered not so much at its violence but at its periods of peace. Relatively quiescent phases did occasionally occur. In relative terms, the thirteenth century in England, from c. 1220 onwards, equates in many ways to the nineteenth century. Both periods experienced a mid-century dip into war – the Baronial War and the Crimean War – but otherwise full-scale military conflicts did not encroach too deeply upon people’s preoccupations. However, in both cases, the following centuries seemed to make up for lost time, as the Hundred Years War and the World Wars more than negated the earlier peace. Thirteenth-century England might have been peaceful; thirteenth-century Britain most certainly was not. The border wars on the Celtic fringe were escalating with ever more brutalities. In 1230 alone, the chronicles tell us of: an ambush in which twenty thousand Irish soldiers were slaughtered (the figure is obviously inflated); Welsh prisoners being decapitated and their heads sent to the English king; and, in revenge for this deed, Prince Llewelyn embarking upon a series of savage raids across the border into England, during which he was accused of sparing no one, even burning alive women and girls who had taken sanctuary in churches. So even in this ‘quiet’ century, war and violent death were not banished. Even in periods of relative peace, war was forever in the forefront of a monarch’s thoughts.

Not all society was militarized, but military matters touched upon all aspects of society. In England, for example, all men (and boys over twelve) were subject to call-up to the national levy in times of danger for the country. Anyone physically capable of bearing arms was expected to answer the call when given; those who failed to respond could expect a life of servitude and culvertage (degradation of a vassal to the position of a serf). Local and municipal militias were also organized, such as those to guard London or watch the coast for invasion. These militias were reorganized by Henry II’s Assize of Arms in 1181, making no distinction between feudal and non-feudal elements. In the thirteenth century, archery practice at the butts became compulsory in England, the statutes of Winchester (1285) and Cambridge (1388) being but two attempts by the Crown to compel men and youths to train with bows and arrows. These reforms were emulated on the continent, especially during the exigencies of the Hundred Years War, when rulers ushered in laws to direct subjects away from games towards more martial pursuits: Charles V of France prohibited pastimes that did not involve military training; James I and II of Scotland banned football and golf.

In the shadow of the castles, those formidable fortresses that dominated the landscape as symbols of power and authority, peasants worked in the fields with agricultural implements that could easily serve as weapons; these were ever at hand should an argument turn violent, and so the murder rate was a high one. Recourse to violence was easier in an age without a local police force pounding the beat and when courts could be prohibitively expensive.

Perhaps the greatest influence on modern perceptions of violence in the Middle Ages has been Jan Huizinga’s famous The Waning of the Middle Ages (1919), the first chapter of which is entitled ‘The Violent Tenor of Life’. Huizinga paints a colourful but bloody picture of life in the late Middle Ages: his is a Europe of lepers and deformed beggars, processions of self-flagellants and, most of all, public executions announced by ceremony and fanfare. These executions were ‘spectacular displays with a moral. For horrible crimes the law invented atrocious punishments.’ An appropriate punishment to fit the crime was uppermost in the eyes of the law: thus arsonists might expect to be burned to death. But harshness could be tempered by human emotion. Final speeches of condemned men could prompt tears from the crowd assembled for the carrying out of the court’s sentence. One of the victims of the 1411 Burgundian terror in Paris begged the hangman to embrace him, a request witnessed by ‘a great multitude of people, who nearly all wept hot tears’. Huizinga explains how crime was ‘a menace to order and society, as well as an insult to divine majesty. Thus it was natural that the late Middle Ages should become the special period of judicial cruelty’, a reference to the harsh and deliberately terrifying and inventive punishments meted out to malefactors.4 The people’s investment in social order encouraged their exultation and enthusiasm at ending any perceived threat to it; medieval accounts tell of brigands being bought for money so their quartering and execution could be witnessed in front of an ecstatic home crowd, a form of transfer market for executions. At a hanging in Paris in 1427, the victim is harangued by a high official who not only prevents a last confession to a priest, but who also, working himself up into a frenzied state of self-righteousness, physically attacks not only the condemned man but the hangman as well (for granting spiritual reconciliation). The executioner, unnerved by events, botches the hanging; the rope snaps and the condemned man falls to the ground, fracturing some ribs and a leg. He is then forced to drag himself back up to the scaffold for completion of sentence.

Huizinga relates how late medieval society deteriorated from previous ideals held in a golden age of chivalry, where concerns for justice and mercy loomed higher in medieval man’s conscience. While correct in ascribing a ‘violent tenor’ to medieval life, Huizinga is wrong to consider it a phenomenon of the late medieval period. There was never a golden age of chivalry, as accounts in this book will demonstrate. Nor was earlier medieval society much less brutal in character. Spanning the entire Middle Ages, in different times and in different places, we can see both waxing and waning in the prevalence of violence, but nothing that amounts to a golden age or anything like it. In a notorious case from the late sixth century, Gregory of Tours imparts the story of Sichar and Austregisel. During a night of drinking a retainer of a priest was killed. As the priest was Sichar’s friend, Sichar and his followers took up arms in vengeance but were worsted by Austregisel’s contingent. Sichar, a casualty of the encounter, made his escape, leaving his wounded retainers behind in the priest’s house, where they were slaughtered by Austregisel’s men. These then stole goods from the house. Sichar later recovered the goods by force, killing not only a certain Auno, in whose house they were stored, but also his son, brother and some slaves. Another of Auno’s sons, Chramnesind, swore vengeance and refused Bishop Gregory’s placatory intercession of compensation. As the ensuing feud escalated, both families suffered woundings, mutilations, deaths of retainers and slaves, and the burning of homes. A legal solution was finally settled between the two families and peace was restored. The families were reconciled and resumed the habit of socializing over convivial dinner and drinks. Sichar, possibly drunk, made the gauche comment that Chramnesind should be grateful to him for killing his relatives, as the consequent compensations and inheritances had left him a rich man. For his egregious insensitivity, Sichar received from Chramnesind an axe in his head. Chramnesind hung his body on the fence post of his house.

Such private wars as these abated during the high medieval period, only to re-emerge with renewed vigour in post-Black Death Europe, reflecting a central period when comparatively strong government stamped upon any diminution of its controlling status. But this did not mean any reduction in local or judicial violence. What was important to all elements of society at all times was the difference between legitimate and illegitimate violence, and the need for the former to suppress the latter. Those in power were expected to exercise violence in pursuit of social order, in a pre-Weberian form of condoned violence in pursuit of social stability. There was little point in villagers appealing to the better nature of a group of marauding brigands to spare their homes and chattels; far better for the authorities to hang them, thereby sending out a strong message to deter further bandits while obviously also preventing this particular group from causing any further problems.

Medieval society is frequently, if restrictedly, viewed in terms of its three principal orders: the bellatores, oratores and laboratores – those who fought, those who prayed and those who worked. The last of these is typically regarded in terms of peasantry, but actually encompasses the middle and mercantile classes. In exploring medieval violence, we shall have cause to address each: the Church through its opinions, practices and attempts to limit the violence; the warriors through images of kingship, political control, and the practice and culture of war; and, first of all, the laboratores through their personal exposure and attitudes to criminal violence.

Visual violence, in its cautionary and minatory forms, was ubiquitous in the medieval period. Barbara Tuchman’s classic study A Distant Mirror: The Calamitous Fourteenth Century (1978) makes this gruesomely clear:


The tortures and punishments of civil justice customarily cut off hands and ears, racked, burned, flayed, and pulled apart people’s bodies. In everyday life, passers-by saw some criminal flogged with a knotted rope or chained upright in an iron collar. They passed corpses hanging on the gibbet and decapitated heads and quartered bodies impaled on stakes on the city walls. In every church they saw pictures of saints undergoing varieties of atrocious martyrdom – by arrows, spears, fire, cut-off breasts – usually dripping blood.5



Entertainment was also very often violent. Sometimes, like today, it was the offshoot of a sporting event. In the early thirteenth century Roger of Wendover reports a wrestling match that erupted into a full-scale riot, with extensive damage to property. The ringleader was executed and his leading cohorts had their hands and feet amputated. By modern standards, this was a zero-tolerance society. Violence was commonly the explicit purpose of the entertainment. Even football originated as campball, the camp designating a field of battle, an apt term to apply to some of these early, highly aggressive games. More blatant still were games with animals. One involved the chasing of a pig by men with clubs, the aim being to beat the poor animal to death; another, its match in subtlety and intellectual elegance, involved nailing a live cat to a post so that competitors could headbutt it to death. (Brutal as these pastimes were, they are not so very different from festival entertainments that persisted in Spain until at least the end of the twentieth century.) The links between play and punishment could be close, as we shall see later.

Literature also chose violence as one of its central themes. Chivalric works are replete with knights being cleft from shoulder to saddle. Morality tales were hardly any less scary. One recounts how a woman eloped with a monk. She is found in flagrante delicto by her outraged brothers. They castrate the monk, hurling the dismembered parts into her face and forcing her to eat them. Then she and her lover are drowned. Extreme as this sounds, the reality of punishment was not so very different; it is hard to determine here whether art is imitating nature or vice versa: the case of Abelard and Héloïse comes painfully to mind. Judicially, there are similarities as well with the unfortunate end of Hugh Despenser the Younger in 1326: he was forced to experience castration and to watch as his genitals were cast into flames before his own final execution. Such forms of execution were devised to reflect the crime of sodomy. (At this time Portugal held more liberal views towards homosexuals: here punishment was not a life taken on the gallows but a life spent serving in the galleys.)

With few prisons and no police force, severe punishment was deemed invaluable as a deterrent to crime; the more extreme the crime, the more extreme the punishment it warranted. Expectations exceeded Old Testament notions of an eye for an eye. Capital punishment for non-violent crimes was normal: in France, counterfeiters could expect to be boiled alive in a cauldron. Political crimes, especially those of treason, were dealt with particularly harshly: by the thirteenth century in England, treason was punishable by disembowelling, hanging, drawing, quartering and burning at the stake.

Where temporal powers failed or were unable to prosecute, God stepped in. Medieval chronicles are never short of stories of divine retribution for human failings; mankind brought war, famine, pestilence and all manner of calamities upon himself through his lassitude, moral turpitude and persistent sinning. More often than not, divine punishment was directed at those who had offended against the Church or religious sensibility. Abbot Suger relates from 1119 the fate of Enguerrand de Chaumont. Having destroyed some lands belonging to the Church of Notre Dame in the archdiocese of Rouen in Normandy, Enguerrand was struck down by a serious illness. For a long time he was racked by ‘continual bodily pain, which he deserved but could not bear’; he died ‘having learned too late what was due to the Queen of Heaven’.6 Sometimes divine intervention was instantaneous. Anglo-Norman records tell us of the pickpocket caught in the act of thieving by the crime-busting St Ecgwin, who trapped the criminal’s hand in the purse from which he was stealing, and then caused the hand to shrivel up. Even minor digressions were not overlooked. The otherwise dependable Roger of Wendover offers the cautionary tale of the washerwoman who took in laundry on a Sunday; for this outrage she was tormented by little black pigs who sucked her dry. Society expected transgressors everywhere to meet with just retribution, whether divine or secular.

Manor rolls from medieval England show that deaths from manslaughter were far more frequent than accidental deaths. Protagonists of violent crime came in all shapes and sizes, from normally docile, henpecked husbands to abused women, and from drunken old brawlers to the most prominent grouping, young men. Most killers, whether guilty of manslaughter or murder, were young male adults; they often had accomplices; their victims were predominantly male; and both perpetrator and victim were usually poor. If this is not so very different from our own day, the development of the law to deal with these offenders is. Although it does not lie within the scope of this study to explore legal and judicial issues, it is necessary to draw attention to legal responses to criminal violence, as this reveals much about approaches and responses to the problem of violence in medieval society.

Crime figures for our own high-tech, bureaucratic times are sufficiently dubious and malleable to render medieval crime rates even more problematic. Thirteenth-century evidence suggests that for every twenty villages there was one annual killing. As already mentioned, tools of all varieties, especially knives, were ever at hand, and the lack of medicinal knowledge and good practice could make even a minor wound potentially dangerous. Common, too, were other violent crimes such as rape and arson. Arson was particularly feared and condemned in a world of timber and straw. Thirty-five people found guilty of the great fire that destroyed Norwich in the 1270s were hanged and burned, the fate also of the Carlisle arsonist two decades later in 1292. John Hudson’s recent monograph on the formation of the common law in Anglo-Norman and Angevin England notes how most minor infringements and disputes would never surface in the sources. However, he shows how some of these minor difficulties and petty circumstances did develop into major cases. The mother of Hugh of Moreville (one of Thomas Becket’s assassins) had her advances to a young man thwarted. In revenge, she contrived a situation in which it appeared (falsely) that the young man was about to attack her husband with a sword, and she publicly accused him of such. For this he was condemned to death; he was boiled alive. (Boiling, a favoured French method of execution, was more common in the Channel Islands than in mainland England.) Malice and ill intent towards neighbours were to be instrumental in later inquisitorial procedures.

It was the collective responsibility of communities to maintain law and order in their vicinity and to bring criminals to justice. Punishment could also be communal. William the Conqueror enforced the murdrum (murder) fine: if an unrecognized body was discovered, it was presumed to be French; unless nearby villages could prove otherwise, they were subjected to a monetary penalty, which could be very onerous. Through a system of frankpledge and tithings (in which groups of ten freemen were responsible for the actions of the others), and through peer pressure and punitive authority, order was largely maintained. Judgment could only be passed down and sentence carried out if the culprit had been apprehended. Flight after the deed was common and, given the draconian punishment waiting, often sensible. Those who avoided justice were outlawed and, if subsequently caught, could be executed immediately their outlawry was established.

Of those relatively few cases of wrongdoing that came to court, trial by ordeal or battle was commonly undertaken. Ordeal took the forms of water or burning iron; the latter was the standard test for women, while men confident in their prowess and strength tended to opt for battle. Neither ordeal was undertaken lightly. ‘Fear of God, the elaborate ritual build-up, the certainty of physical pain in trial by hot iron, the potential of execution following failure, could all encourage submission in the hope of a settlement which would at least leave one alive and unburnt.’7

Both ordeal and battle called upon God’s judgement; both employed violence in the process of determining justice. Ordeal by water offered reasonable chances of success: over sixty per cent of those taking it passed. It involved the immersion of a suspect in a large pit of water. The water had been blessed and thus purified. If the suspect sank beneath the surface it signified that he or she was accepted by the pure water and was therefore innocent; if the suspect floated, the water had rejected him and he was therefore guilty. This process of dipping is more familiar to modern eyes from pictures of witch hunts in the Early Modern era. The chances of success in ordeal by water could be dramatically improved if those undergoing it counter-intuitively exhaled before submersion. The hot iron left more to chance. The accused was made to carry a burning rod over a defined number of spaces; the hand was then bound for three days. When the binding was removed, the hand was inspected. If the hand was healing cleanly the suspect was innocent; if the hand was infected, he was guilty. In the 1170s a defendant by the name of Ailward requested either judicial duel or ordeal by fire, but was offered only ordeal by water. He failed the ordeal and, before a large crowd, he was mutilated, losing his eyes and testicles. By this time the use of ordeal had been extended, the water form taking priority as it offered an instant judgement. The legal reforms of Henry II, as laid down in the Assizes of Clarendon and Northampton, stipulated the loss of a foot and the right hand for those failing the ordeal.

Trial by battle was a Norman introduction to England. It was more popular than ordeal by water, the water form being associated with a lower status. Battle is rather a grandiose term for what was in effect a wrestling and bludgeoning act. The usual weapon was a wooden staff. The early thirteenth-century legal treatise known as Bracton (officially entitled On the Laws and Customs of England, it was largely written before its attribution to the supposed author, Henry Bracton), commented that for trial by battle a good set of incisors was important to a successful outcome. The weapons were not obviously lethal, as death in combat would prescind the failed duellist from the necessary judicial punishment. In the late twelfth century, the sacrist of Canterbury cathedral oversaw a duel between two peasants, disputing an accusation of theft; he hanged the vanquished party. The use of champions was strictly limited and was more common in clerical disputes between men of the cloth, who were fortunately (for them) forbidden to shed blood.

As the legal system developed, so greater emphasis was placed on the death penalty. This usually entailed hanging. A spectacular example of this is given in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle from 1124, when forty-four thieves were hanged in one mass execution. Of the gruesome methods of despatch available and utilized, the nobility abhorred hanging as the worst death of all, as it denoted common criminality and low status. Women could expect to be burned to death, as Alice of Wheatley was in the early thirteenth century for the murder of her husband. Infanticides were torn apart by four wild horses. Clemency meant commuting the death penalty to mutilation: eyes, noses, ears, hands, feet and testicles were the most frequent payments for life; in many cases, mutilation was the standard, mandatory sentence. Henry I, outraged at deficiencies in his coinage, had the moneyers’ testicles and right hands cut off. Such leniency could also serve a purpose: the survivors were a living testament to the harsh justice meted out to wrongdoers. Deterrence – either through death or mutilation – was an essential element of medieval spectacles of punishment. Public executions and displays of outlaws’ heads in prominent places were both common and exemplary, and survived long after the Middle Ages and its barbarities had faded away.

The right to exercise capital punishment was a fundamental prerogative of authority. Despite St Thomas Aquinas’s judgement that capital punishment was the preserve of princes (who attempted jealously to guard this right), this licence was claimed and exercised by a number of authorities, chiefly lords and towns. The primary motivation in such an appropriation of rights was the authority, and hence power, that it conveyed; the gallows communicated not only threat, but also ultimate power over life and death. Overenthusiastic use of the death penalty led to reform and greater centralization in England. Cases such as the Abbot of Evesham’s court executing a thief over 4d prompted a government response to such severe sanctions against petty theft; by a statute of 1278/9, 12d became the measure of a man’s life. Diversity of authority facilitated diversity of execution. A recent study of attitudes to capital punishment in England between 1200 and 1350 reveals a wide range of methods, often based on local traditions concentrated along the south coast; here felons were flung from the cliffs of Dover, buried alive, or left on an isolated rock to drown by the tide.

Much as society ardently supported the death of malefactors, there were signs of resentment at rich man’s justice and the impersonal handing down from high of the ultimate penalty. When, in 1285, rape was made a capital felony, ‘jurors immediately ceased to convict laymen of it, though they remained willing to convict men in holy orders, who could save their lives by claiming benefit of clergy’.8 In 1292 a fourteen-year-old thief from Westmoreland in north-west England was saved from hanging by two judges who took two years off his age. Dramatic rescues and clerical interventions sometimes cheated the hangman. Ironically, in 1293 two hangmen who helped a condemned thief escape the gallows were themselves hanged. Research by Henry Summerson shows that as the death penalty became more widely imposed, so revulsion for it grew as it failed to represent a sense of balanced justice. He cites an appalling case from 1258, in which a woman from Woodstock was sentenced to the gallows for theft. Not only did she claim to be able to prove her innocence, she was also heavily pregnant. (Pregnant women were normally executed only after having given birth.) The court emptied, people refusing to participate in the carrying out of the sentence. It seems that people wished a violent end for violent people; petty thieves merited severe punishment, but not to this extreme.

The Church usually aided and abetted the full vigour of the justice system, but occasionally it mitigated excessive sentencing. Many a felon was condemned to death in a Church court. In the late twelfth century Ranulf le Taburer was sentenced to the gallows by a court of the Abbey of Glastonbury in Somerset for theft; after burial he was exhumed and hung from a tree. As in all areas of medieval government, Church and State worked hand in hand. Being men of peace, the clergy relied on swift retribution against wrongdoers as a means of protecting the Church. Clerical courts, as we have noted, commonly ruled on secular crimes; criminous clerks, however, claimed exemption from secular courts. Some recent research into homicide in the ecclesiastical court of fourteenth-century Durham in north-eastern England sheds new light on this area. In 1370, Archdeacon William de Beverley stood accused of malicious homicide (the victim being his niece’s husband). His trial was recorded in a twelve-thousand-word episcopal register. The archdeacon’s presentation and manipulation of five well-prepared and co-ordinated eyewitnesses enabled him to successfully defend himself against the charges, but at great cost to his own reputation, which was further tarnished in an unusual, follow-up secular trial. He was acquitted and, officially, exonerated; but William felt it prudent nonetheless to move to Westminster for his personal safety. The close co-operation between episcopal and royal authorities in this case demonstrates the vested interests of both in the maintenance of social order, and that in medieval communities ‘the condign punishment of individuals, lay or clerical, who transgressed social mores sometimes mattered more than the strict preservation of jurisdictional boundaries’.9

Later medieval England is often depicted as being as anarchical as the country, like Europe in general, degenerated in the wake of the systemic shock from war and plague: the Hundred Years War and the Black Death. Estimates for medieval England suggest violent crimes at the annual rate of twenty per hundred thousand of population, ten times the rate of the nineteenth century. However, this may be overstated, especially for the late medieval period. In nearly a century of correspondence, the Paston Letters (1424–1518) reveal that the family experienced only twenty-six cases of violence to themselves or their neighbours (including injuries incurred from sporting events or incidents). One explanation for this benign environment (which should emphatically not include the border regions) is, paradoxically, war. War destabilizes society like few other phenomena, but prior to the 1450s England was fighting its war in France, not in England. The result was relative peace at home and the opposite for war-torn Europe, where a state of war encouraged further acts of non-military violence. Thus, during particularly intense phases of the Hundred Years War, many potential and actual lawbreakers were exported to the continent, where their violent tendencies were rewarded rather than condemned. But it should be remembered that many killings involved not weapons of war but everyday implements, normally associated with work. In her study of violence in East Anglia during the period 1422–42, Philippa Maddern has calculated that over one-quarter of murder cases involved such tools, while many others involved no weapons at all. Two examples illustrate the point: in 1428, while John Wysbeche was working alongside John Colley clearing out a drain, Wsybeche struck down and killed Colley with his turf shovel; a trial from 1434 examined the death of Richard Tarcel, killed by Elesius Tomesson wielding a hedge stake.

Public executions continued apace, a warning to those who offended God and his divine order. Although premeditated and unintentional homicides were differentiated, violent intent was foremost in a jury’s mind. Thus two dissimilar cases from medieval England met with the same judgement. In one, Richard Fayrcock and Martin Budde were found guilty of calculated murder. They buried their victim in a deep grave, carefully arranging and camouflaging the soil to prevent detection. Both were condemned to hang but Budde, pleading clergy, escaped Fayrcock’s fate. When Thomas Elam attacked Margaret Perman in his attempt to rape her, he broke three of her ribs and bit off her nose. Her wound became infected and she died; Elam was hanged for murder, although this was not premeditated. However, perhaps the extent of violent crime is not so important as the extent of violent, public punishment against all forms of crime: approximately eighty per cent of all executions in England were for non-violent offences, predominantly property crime.

By and large, similar attitudes to violence in both rulers and ruled existed throughout Europe. Here, as in England, monarchs held their position by divine right, and so punishment for acts against the body politic drew on themselves divine retribution. Ideas on punishment went back to Roman times (the Holy Roman Empire of the Middle Ages essayed to imitate its more illustrious classical predecessor) and to the early Church, with its long line of martyrs. In Europe we can perhaps discern some earlier appearances of punishments that were to develop later in England, such as the commutation of the death penalty to mutilation: for example, in the early seventh century the Visigoths sometimes used blinding as an alternative to capital punishment. As discussed, mutilation had a visual, minatory effect, but it also conveyed other intentions. Sometimes these were unsubtle but effective: a thief without hands was unlikely to resume his career as a pickpocket. Other times the intent was more subtle: at least one early medieval source justifies blinding so that the guilty party could not see the damage he had wrought, and so take no satisfaction in it.

Certain crimes had designated punishments, as with mutilation for counterfeiters in England, boiling in France. In Europe and in the Byzantine Empire, blinding was inflicted upon political criminals and became increasingly widespread from Charlemagne’s time. As a form of mutilation, it allowed the offended ruler to display clemency for crimes that warranted death: the sources praise Charlemagne and Pippin who, having quelled revolts in 786 and 792, had the conspirators blinded instead of killed. Similarly, over three centuries later, the French chronicler Suger notes the mercy of Henry I of England towards a chamberlain who attempted to kill him: the chamberlain suffered blinding and castration, instead of hanging as the crime merited. On occasion, the process of inflicting such terrible wounds did result in actual death. One contemporary account of King John’s murder of his rival and nephew Arthur of Brittany mitigates his culpability by explaining that John had only castrated Arthur, the victim dying from shock. It is interesting to note how varying forms of punishment developed their own theological justification: blinding, for instance, was couched in terms of the repudiation of divine light that God had showered on his temporal prince.

A recent groundbreaking study by Trevor Dean, Crime in Medieval Europe (2001), reveals similarities in crime patterns to England, but also differences in judicial approach. Again, the influence of imperial Rome is to the fore, with England diverging from Europe to construct common law and frankpledge later declining with the greater social mobility of the fourteenth century. However, the later medieval period saw areas of convergence: trial by ordeal receded as lawyers trained in universities grew in influence; and central, monarchical authority took an ever greater role in persecuting criminals. But Europe generally pursued a more inquisitorial line, perhaps not surprisingly influenced by ecclesiastical inquisition processes. This permitted the creeping inclusion of torture into criminal cases.

By the thirteenth century, torture was becoming an established measure in France, Italy and Germany; by the fourteenth century it was common procedure. At first, judicial torture was carefully regulated and could be applied only once, but inevitably it was increasingly employed with fewer and fewer safeguards. Initially, confessions elicited by torture had to be ratified beyond the confines of the torture chamber, but such refinements were frequently dispensed with. In late medieval Venice and Paris torture was the norm in theft trials; distorting limbs, fracturing bones and even death from its excessive application are all recorded. Understandably, ‘some suspects clearly confessed to anything in order to end the pain’.10 Sometimes, as in Florence in 1369, written complaints were made about the all too early recourse to torture in criminal trials. It is possible that such reactions occasionally had some effect; in Paris in 1488 the record reveals that increasing pressure from relatives and friends meant that only twenty out of six hundred prisoners underwent torture. However, torture, unlike punishment, was rarely public; it was a disreputable means to an end that did not warrant publicity. After all, the vile methods of torture might, in the end, have been applied to victims ultimately cleared of the crime under investigation. In 1376 in Vauvert, a suspected counterfeiter was put to the rack three times before being set free. Another case from the same century concerns Finuccio de Marti, who was tortured four times for tax evasion before being released by the judge.

As with modes of capital punishment, the variety of tortures was seemingly limited only by imagination; indeed, some torture techniques were adapted for public execution. No doubt there was also a diabolical exchange of ideas between the military and civil spheres. Unlike punishment, torture did not command universal popular approbation, but, as a window into medieval attitudes, it reveals to what frightening extremes the authorities would go in sanctioning official forms of violence in their quest for law and order. Techniques ranged from the most intricate and inventive devices to simple noninterference (neglect, exposure, starvation) and were often combined with the death penalty.

Impalement was common. It was for this that Vlad III Dracul of Walachia earned his sobriquet of ‘the Impaler’ in the mid-fifteenth century. Vlad, the inspiration behind Bram Stoker’s Dracula, learned this method from his time spent in the Turkish courts as a youth. One story relates how some visiting Muslim ambassadors to Vlad’s court did not doff their caps to the prince when they were presented to him; Vlad had their caps nailed to their heads. Throughout his territory corpses of his victims were to be seen suspended on huge stakes on which they had been impaled. Other forms of impalement included the ‘Dice’, an inquisitorial device in which the victim was extended on the floor and bound or held down. A metal, spiked die was tightly tied to a heel and forced into the flesh from pressure applied by a screw. Pressing, peine forte et dure, offered a blunted variation: the victim, again stretched out, was subjected to immense weights being placed on his body, crushing the breath out of it.

Fire was used in the execution of women and heretics, but it was also applied in torture. Executions could either be hastened by oil (and later gunpowder) or protracted by faggots (especially green ones). A detailed account from the sixteenth century offers a gruesome narrative of death by burning, the victim being John Hooper, Bishop of Gloucester:


But even when his face was completely black with flames, and his tongue swelled so that he could not speak, yet his lips went till they were shrunk to the gums; and he knocked his breast with his hands until one of his arms fell off, and then continued knocking with the other while the fat, water and blood dripped at his finger ends … Soon after, the whole lower part of his body being consumed, he fell over the iron that bound him … His nether parts were consumed, and his bowels fell out some time before he expired.11



The whole, grisly process took, in this case, forty-five minutes. This was the fate of thousands of medieval victims, from lowly criminals and heretics, to famous historical figures such as Gilles de Rais, Joan of Arc and John Hus; it was also the fate of many victims of warfare, especially those who died in atrocities consumed by flames in the churches in which they had sought sanctuary. The fortunate ones, such as the garrison of Petit-Andely in 1203, died from smoke inhalation. The application of fire in torture was obvious. Branding by iron, and boiling and frying, are frequently attested to in the sources. One form was to place the victim in stocks, grease their bare feet, and literally fry the victim’s soles. The body’s most sensitive parts were exposed to flames; grilling occurred on gridirons over fires; boiling could be in a cauldron, in a suit of armour, or localized, as when boiling water was poured into a high leather boot.

Suspension and stretching were central to medieval torture practices. The pulley torture, or squassation, entailed suspending the victim using a pulley system; heavy weights were attached to the feet. If no responses were elicited by whipping, the victim was drawn to the ceiling and then dropped precipitously almost to the floor before being jerked to a sudden, bone-juddering halt, the countering forces of pull ensuring a violent jolting of the body. The rack was one of the most commonly employed forms of all torture. Two rollers that moved in opposite directions when operated by
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