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AUTHOR'S NOTE ON THE SERIES

	MASTERS OF WAR

	Understanding Military Excellence Across History

	War has shaped human civilization since our earliest days. From the phalanxes of ancient Greece to the armored divisions of the twentieth century, from the longbowmen of Agincourt to the fighter pilots of modern air warfare, military conflict has driven technological innovation, toppled empires, redrawn borders, and determined the fate of nations. At the center of these cataclysmic events stand individual commanders and soldiers whose decisions, courage, and tactical brilliance have altered the course of history.

	This series, Masters of War, examines these exceptional military figures, not as heroes or villains, but as practitioners of their craft. Our purpose is to understand what made them effective on the battlefield, what tactical innovations they introduced, how they led men under the most extreme circumstances, and what lessons their careers offer to students of military history.

	The approach of this series is deliberately analytical rather than moralistic. We examine military excellence wherever it appeared, regardless of the cause for which it was employed. 
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CHAPTER ONE

	Birth of a Dynasty

	The birth of Charles, who would become known to history as Charlemagne, on April 2, 748, marked not merely the arrival of another Frankish prince, but the continuation of a remarkable family ascension that had transformed the political landscape of Western Europe. To understand the military genius that would unite most of Western and Central Europe under a single ruler, one must first understand the dynasty that produced him, a family that had clawed its way from the position of royal servants to the throne itself through military prowess, political acumen, and an unfailing instinct for survival.

	The Carolingian family, named after Charles Martel and later Charlemagne himself, had not always been kings. Their origins lay in the Austrasian heartland of the Frankish kingdoms, in the regions that would later become eastern France, Belgium, and western Germany. For generations, they had served as Mayors of the Palace, a position that sounds ceremonial to modern ears but was, in fact, the true seat of power in the declining Merovingian kingdoms. While Merovingian kings with their long hair and ceremonial authority sat on thrones, it was the Mayors of the Palace who commanded armies, dispensed justice, and made the decisions that determined the fate of the realm.

	The Carolingians understood, perhaps better than any other family of their era, that power in the early medieval world flowed from the edge of a sword. Their rise was built on military success, and each generation proved its worth not in council chambers but on battlefields across Francia and beyond. They were warriors first, administrators second, and their gift for violence was matched only by their talent for organizing and directing that violence toward strategic ends.

	Charles Martel: The Hammer Who Forged an Empire

	The true architect of Carolingian power, and the man whose shadow would loom large over young Charles's childhood, was his grandfather, Charles Martel, Charles "the Hammer." Born illegitimately around 688, Charles Martel had fought his way to power in a series of brutal civil wars that wracked Francia in the early eighth century. His father, Pepin of Herstal, had been Mayor of the Palace, but upon Pepin's death in 714, Charles found himself imprisoned by his stepmother Plectrude, who sought to secure power for her own grandsons.

	What followed was a masterclass in military resilience and tactical genius. Charles escaped imprisonment and spent years fighting against Frankish rivals, Frisians, Saxons, and Neustrian nobles. Battle by battle, campaign by campaign, he forged an army loyal to him personally and developed the military skills that would make him legendary. By 719, he had effectively reunified the Frankish kingdoms under his authority, though he never claimed the royal title for himself, content to rule through puppet Merovingian kings.

	Charles Martel's military innovations were profound and would directly influence the martial education of his grandson. He recognized that the traditional Frankish infantry, while formidable, was increasingly vulnerable to mounted warriors. The stirrup, introduced from the East, had revolutionized cavalry warfare, allowing riders to strike with lance and sword while maintaining stability in the saddle. Charles began to develop a force of heavily armed cavalry, supported by grants of land that would evolve into the feudal system. These mounted warriors required extensive training and expensive equipment, a horse, armor, weapons, and the leisure time to practice the arts of war. The land grants provided the economic foundation for this new military elite.

	But it was a single battle that would cement Charles Martel's reputation and provide the ideological foundation for his family's eventual claim to kingship: the Battle of Tours in October 732.

	The Battle of Tours: Defining Moment of a Dynasty

	The Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula had been swift and devastating. By 711, the Visigothic kingdom had fallen, and within seven years, nearly the entire peninsula was under Islamic control. Raiding parties began to probe northward into Aquitaine and beyond, testing the strength of Christian resistance and seeking plunder. In 732, a massive force under the command of Abdul Rahman Al Ghafiqi, Governor-General of al-Andalus, crossed the Pyrenees.

	The force was formidable, estimates vary wildly, but it likely numbered in the tens of thousands, including both Arab and Berber cavalry renowned for their speed and skill. They swept through Aquitaine, sacking Bordeaux and advancing toward Tours, one of the wealthiest ecclesiastical centers in Francia, home to the treasure-rich basilica of Saint Martin.

	Duke Odo of Aquitaine, who had initially attempted to resist the invasion, was defeated and turned to Charles Martel for aid. Charles, demonstrating the strategic patience that would become a hallmark of Carolingian military leadership, took his time to gather forces from across Francia. He would not be rushed into battle on unfavorable terms. When he finally marched south, he commanded an army of veteran Frankish infantry, the core of his military power.

	The exact location of the battle remains debated, but it occurred somewhere between Tours and Poitiers along the old Roman road. Charles chose his ground carefully, a wooded area that would hinder the Muslim cavalry's mobility and allow his infantry to fight on advantageous terrain. His army formed up in a tight defensive formation, a wall of shields and spears that presented no obvious weakness.

	For six days, the two armies faced each other, engaging in skirmishes and probing attacks. Charles refused to be drawn out, maintaining his defensive position with iron discipline. On the seventh day, Abdul Rahman committed to a full assault. Wave after wave of Muslim cavalry crashed against the Frankish shield wall. Contemporary accounts describe the Franks as standing "like a wall" or "like a belt of ice frozen solidly together."

	The battle raged throughout the day. The decisive moment came when Frankish scouts launched a raid against the Muslim camp, threatening the enormous amount of plunder the raiders had accumulated. Concerned about losing their booty, portions of the Muslim cavalry broke off from the assault to protect the camp. Sensing weakness, Charles ordered a counterattack. In the confusion, Abdul Rahman was killed, and with nightfall, the Muslim army retreated under cover of darkness, abandoning their camp and plunder.

	The Battle of Tours was not, as sometimes portrayed, the salvation of Christian Europe from Muslim conquest, the invading force was a raiding party, not an army of conquest, and the logistical difficulties of maintaining control of territory so far from Muslim power bases in Iberia made permanent occupation unlikely. But it was militarily significant in several ways that would shape Carolingian military doctrine for generations.

	First, it demonstrated the effectiveness of disciplined, well-led infantry against cavalry when fighting on favorable terrain. Second, it showed the importance of strategic patience, waiting for the right moment rather than rushing to battle. Third, it proved that a unified Frankish force under a single capable commander could defeat any enemy. Finally, and perhaps most importantly for the Carolingian dynasty, it established Charles Martel as the defender of Christendom, giving his family a quasi-religious legitimacy that would prove invaluable when they eventually claimed the throne.

	The Consolidation of Power

	Victory at Tours enhanced Charles Martel's prestige enormously, but he still had much work to do. The Frankish kingdoms were not truly unified, and neighboring peoples, Saxons, Frisians, Bavarians and Alemannians required constant military attention to keep them from raiding Frankish territory or asserting their independence.

	Charles spent the remaining nine years of his life in almost constant campaigning. He crushed Frisian resistance in the north, campaigned against the Saxons across the Rhine, brought Burgundy under control, intervened in Provence, and conducted multiple expeditions into Aquitaine. Each campaign served multiple purposes: securing borders, collecting tribute, punishing rebellion, and rewarding loyal followers with grants of land and plunder.

	His military organization became increasingly sophisticated. He divided his realm into military districts, each responsible for providing warriors when called upon. He cultivated relationships with powerful nobles and rewarded military service with land and titles. He began the practice of holding annual assemblies where military and political matters were discussed, creating a sense of shared purpose among the Frankish nobility.

	Charles Martel also recognized the value of the Church as a military and political ally, though his relationship with ecclesiastical authorities was complex. He supported missionary work among the pagan peoples on Francia's borders, understanding that conversion to Christianity made them easier to integrate into the Frankish realm. At the same time, he freely appropriated church lands to reward his warriors, a practice that later generations would criticize but which was essential to maintaining his military machine.

	When Charles Martel died in 741, he left the Frankish kingdoms more powerful and unified than they had been in generations. But he also left a problematic inheritance: he divided his realm between his two legitimate sons, Carloman and Pepin, in the traditional Frankish manner. This division would set a precedent that would plague the Carolingians for generations, including during the early reign of his grandson, young Charles.

	Pepin the Short: From Mayor to King

	Pepin, the father of Charlemagne, was born around 714 and received his education in war and governance at his father's side. He was called "the Short" due to his height, but there was nothing diminutive about his ambition or his abilities. When Charles Martel died, Pepin received Neustria, Burgundy, and Provence, while his brother Carloman received Austrasia, Alemannia, and Thuringia.

	The brothers ruled jointly as Mayors of the Palace, nominally serving under Childeric III, the last Merovingian king. But the Merovingians had long since ceased to exercise real power. They were "do-nothing kings," kept alive as figureheads because tradition demanded that only a member of the Merovingian dynasty could be king of the Franks.

	For the first six years of their joint rule, Pepin and Carloman focused on the same task that had occupied their father: military campaigns to secure and expand Frankish power. They crushed revolts in Aquitaine, Alemannia, and Bavaria. They supported missionary efforts in pagan territories. They maintained the military machine their father had built.

	But in 747, something unexpected happened: Carloman abdicated. Motivated by genuine religious conviction, he entered a monastery, leaving Pepin as sole Mayor of the Palace and de facto ruler of all the Frankish lands. This presented Pepin with an opportunity, but also a problem. He held all the power of a king but lacked the title. In an age when legitimacy mattered enormously, when divine right and ancient lineage were thought to convey authority from God, Pepin's position was awkward.

	The Birth of Charles in Revolutionary Times

	It was into this world of political transition and military might that Charles was born on April 2, 748, likely at his father's palace in what is now Belgium. The exact location of his birth is uncertain, various sources suggest Aachen, Liège, or another Austrasian location but what is certain is that he was born at a moment of dynastic transition.

	His mother was Bertrada of Laon, known as "Bertha Broadfoot" in later legend, a noblewoman from a powerful Frankish family. The marriage between Pepin and Bertrada was politically advantageous, linking Pepin to other influential noble houses and strengthening his position as he contemplated his next move.

	Young Charles was born into a warrior aristocracy where martial prowess was the defining virtue of nobility. From his earliest days, he would have been surrounded by armed men, by the culture of the warband, by tales of his grandfather's victories and his father's campaigns. The palace was not a place of leisure but a command center from which military operations were planned and directed.

	The year 748 was also significant because it marked the acceleration of Pepin's plans to transform his de facto power into legitimate royal authority. He had been in contact with Pope Zachary, seeking papal approval for a revolutionary act: the deposition of the Merovingian dynasty and his own elevation to the kingship.

	The Revolutionary Coronation

	In 751, when young Charles was just three years old, his father achieved what no Mayor of the Palace had dared to attempt: he became king. With papal approval secured through careful diplomacy and implicit promises of military protection for the papacy against the threatening Lombards in Italy, Pepin deposed Childeric III and was anointed King of the Franks by the Frankish bishops, likely including Saint Boniface, the great Anglo-Saxon missionary.

	This was a revolutionary act. For centuries, the Merovingians had been the only legitimate royal dynasty among the Franks. Their right to rule was thought to derive from their semi-mythical founder, Merovech, and ultimately from the gods. The act of replacing them with a new dynasty required powerful justification.

	The justification came in two parts, one practical and one spiritual. The practical argument was simple: the Merovingians no longer possessed the royal power (in Latin, "virtus"), the essential quality of a king. They could not lead armies, make laws, or protect their people. Pepin and his family, by contrast, had demonstrated their possession of royal power through military success and effective governance. The spiritual justification came from the Church: papal approval meant that God Himself had sanctioned this change, that the Carolingians were now the divinely appointed rulers of the Franks.

	This transformation from Mayor to King would have profound implications for young Charles. He was no longer merely the son of a powerful noble; he was a prince, born of a divinely sanctioned royal line. But more importantly for his development as a military leader, he was the heir to a dynasty that had proven its right to rule through martial excellence. The expectations placed upon him would be immense.

	The Warrior Culture of the Frankish Court

	The environment in which young Charles grew up was thoroughly militarized. The Frankish aristocracy defined itself through martial achievement. A nobleman's worth was measured by his skill with weapons, his courage in battle, his success in leading warriors, and the loyalty of his retainers. The greatest virtue was martial prowess; the greatest shame was cowardice.

	The palace itself would have been filled with weapons and warriors. Pepin maintained a personal bodyguard of elite troops, veterans of numerous campaigns who served as both protection and a ready strike force. These men would have been visible to young Charles every day, their equipment bearing a constant reminder of the military foundation of his family's power.

	Hunting was a constant activity at the Frankish court, and it served as both recreation and military training. The skills required for hunting large game, horsemanship, use of weapons, coordination with others, and courage in the face of dangerous animals were identical to those needed for warfare. Young Charles would have been introduced to hunting at an early age, learning to ride and to use weapons while pursuing boar, deer, and bear through the forests of Francia.

	The annual military assemblies, held each spring, would have been formative experiences for the young prince. Here, the great nobles of the realm gathered with their retinues, thousands of armed men preparing for the summer campaign season. Weapons were inspected, tactics discussed, and strategies debated. For a young boy growing up in this environment, warfare was not abstract or distant, it was the central organizing principle of society.

	The Military Legacy Inherited

	By the time of Charles's birth, his family had established certain military principles that would guide Carolingian warfare for generations. From Charles Martel came the emphasis on heavy cavalry, strategic patience, and the importance of choosing favorable terrain. From the early campaigns of Pepin came lessons in siege warfare, as many of the campaigns in Aquitaine and against other rebellious territories involved reducing fortified towns and cities.

	The Carolingian military system was built on personal loyalty reinforced by material reward. Warriors fought for their lord because he had granted them land, because he led them to victory and plunder, because he rewarded loyal service and punished betrayal. This system required constant military success, a king who could not lead his army to victory would quickly find his support eroding.

	Young Charles would also inherit a strategic situation that demanded military vigilance on multiple fronts. To the east, pagan Saxons raided across the Rhine, fierce warriors who resisted Frankish authority and Christian conversion. To the south, the Lombards in Italy represented both a threat and an opportunity, while Muslim forces in Iberia remained a potential danger. To the west, Aquitaine was never fully pacified, and Breton raiders from Brittany conducted their own depredations. To the north, Frisian and Saxon territories required constant attention.

	This strategic environment meant that military readiness was not optional, it was essential for survival. The Frankish king was expected to lead campaigns almost every year, demonstrating his martial prowess and keeping his warriors satisfied with opportunities for glory and plunder.

	Conclusion: A Prince Born to War

	When Charles was born in 748, he entered a world where military excellence was the prerequisite for political power, where a king's legitimacy derived as much from battlefield success as from divine sanction or noble lineage. His grandfather had been perhaps the greatest warrior of his age, his father was a capable military leader who had translated martial success into royal authority.

	The expectations placed on young Charles would have been clear from his earliest days: he would be trained as a warrior, he would lead armies, he would expand Frankish power through conquest, and he would prove through military success that the Carolingian dynasty deserved to rule. Failure in these tasks would mean not only personal disgrace but potentially the collapse of his family's revolutionary seizure of royal power.

	The military culture into which Charles was born was not refined or ceremonial. It was brutal, practical, and utterly central to every aspect of life. From this culture would emerge one of history's great conquerors, a man who would spend virtually his entire adult life on campaign, who would expand Frankish power to an extent that would not be matched in Western Europe for centuries, and who would earn the title "Carolus Magnus", Charles the Great, Charlemagne.

	The birth of Charles in 748 was not merely the arrival of another prince. It was the appearance of a figure who would define European warfare and politics for generations, who would create an empire, and whose military legacy would shape the conduct of war throughout the Middle Ages. But in 748, he was simply a baby born into a warrior dynasty, beginning a journey that would take him from the cradle to battlefields across Europe and ultimately to the imperial throne.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Education of a Prince

	The education of a Frankish prince in the eighth century was fundamentally different from the classical education that Roman emperors or Byzantine rulers received, and even more distant from the scholarly training that would become common for European royalty in later medieval centuries. For young Charles, growing up in the 750s and 760s, education meant preparation for a single overriding purpose: to be a warrior-king capable of leading the Frankish people in battle, expanding their territories, and maintaining their dominance through force of arms.

	The Frankish conception of kingship was intensely practical and martial. A king was first and foremost a war leader, the greatest warrior among a people of warriors. He was expected to be physically formidable, skilled with weapons, brave in combat, and capable of inspiring loyalty in his followers through personal example. The Latin word "virtus," which might be translated as "virtue" or "excellence," carried among the Franks a distinctly military connotation. A man's virtus was demonstrated on the battlefield and in the hunt, not in philosophical debates or literary composition.

	This is not to say that Charles received no intellectual education, he did, and his later reputation as a patron of learning suggests that he valued scholarship more than many of his contemporaries. But the foundation of his education was physical, martial, and practical. He was being trained to survive and excel in a brutal age where personal combat skills could mean the difference between death and victory, where a king who could not lead his army effectively would quickly lose his throne.

	Physical Training: Forging the Warrior's Body

	From the earliest age at which he could sit a horse, Charles began his physical education. In Frankish culture, horsemanship was not merely a useful skill but an essential component of noble identity. The ability to control a powerful warhorse, to fight from horseback, and to manage a mount during the chaos of battle separated the warrior aristocracy from common infantry.

	Charles's early riding instruction would have begun gently, with small ponies suited to a child's size and strength. But the goal was not recreational riding, it was the development of the instinctive balance, control, and courage necessary for mounted combat. Young nobles learned to ride without stirrups initially, developing the leg strength and balance that would later make them formidable cavalry warriors. They practiced mounting and dismounting rapidly, controlling their horses with leg pressure and weight shifts while their hands were occupied with weapons.

	As Charles grew older and stronger, he graduated to larger horses and more demanding exercises. He learned to control his mount at various gaits while wielding weapons, first training weapons of wood, later actual arms. He practiced the couched lance technique that his grandfather Charles Martel had emphasized, where the lance was held under the arm and the force of the charging horse was channeled through the weapon into the target. He learned to strike with sword and axe from horseback, to wheel and turn in formation with other riders, and to maintain control of his horse amid the noise, confusion, and terror of simulated combat.

	Frankish sources describe Charlemagne in his prime as a powerful horseman who delighted in riding and hunting, suggesting that his early training was both thorough and successful. He developed the strong legs, back, and arms necessary to control a warhorse over long distances, the reflexes to fight effectively from the saddle, and the endurance to spend entire days mounted during campaigns.

	But cavalry skills alone were insufficient. Despite the Carolingian emphasis on mounted warriors, the core of the Frankish army remained the infantry, and any noble who might need to command troops had to understand infantry combat personally. Charles trained with the weapons that had made his grandfather's army legendary: the sword, the francisca (the distinctively Frankish throwing axe), the spear, and the shield.

	Sword training began with wooden practice weapons and progressed to actual blades as the student demonstrated sufficient skill and control. The Frankish sword was a slashing weapon, typically around thirty inches in length, designed for powerful cuts rather than thrusts. Mastering it required developing tremendous wrist, forearm, and shoulder strength, along with the timing and distance judgment necessary to land effective blows while avoiding the opponent's weapon.

	The francisca required entirely different skills. This throwing axe, weighted and balanced for aerial flight, could be hurled with devastating effect at distances up to about twelve yards. Frankish warriors famously opened battles by throwing volleys of franciscas at their enemies, disrupting shield walls and creating chaos before closing for hand-to-hand combat. Learning to throw the francisca accurately and with force required years of practice, developing the specific muscle memory and release technique that would make it effective in combat.

	Spear work formed another crucial component of martial training. The spear was the most common weapon among Frankish warriors, effective in both close combat and as a throwing weapon. Charles would have practiced thrusting techniques, learned to use the spear in coordination with a shield, and mastered the art of throwing the spear with sufficient force to penetrate armor or shields.

	Physical conditioning extended beyond weapons training. Frankish warriors needed tremendous endurance, capable of marching for days while carrying weapons and armor, then fighting effectively when they reached the battlefield. Charles's education included long-distance walking and running, wrestling (a standard form of exercise and combat training in this period), swimming, and various forms of strength training.

	Contemporary accounts describe the adult Charlemagne as a large, powerful man, standing well over six feet tall in an age when the average height was considerably less. While genetics certainly played a role, his physical training during youth developed this natural size into functional strength and endurance. He was noted for his ability to swim across rivers, to hunt tirelessly, and to endure the rigors of campaign that exhausted younger men even in his old age.

	The Hunt: Classroom of War

	If formal weapons training provided the technical skills of warfare, hunting provided the practical application and psychological preparation. For the Frankish nobility, hunting was far more than sport—it was both military training and a demonstration of the virtues required for leadership. The parallels between hunting dangerous game and warfare were obvious and intentional.

	Hunting large game, wild boar, bear, aurochs, and wolves required courage, quick thinking, and the ability to function effectively in dangerous situations. A charging boar or a cornered bear could kill or maim a hunter as easily as an enemy warrior could kill a soldier. Learning to face such threats without panic, to react correctly under pressure, and to coordinate with other hunters in bringing down dangerous prey translated directly to battlefield skills.

	Charles participated in hunts from his early youth, initially in carefully controlled situations with experienced hunters ready to intervene if necessary, but progressively in more challenging and dangerous circumstances. The sources suggest that he developed a genuine passion for hunting that lasted throughout his life. Einhard, his biographer, specifically notes that Charlemagne hunted frequently and with great skill, that few could equal him in this pursuit, and that he particularly enjoyed the challenge of hunting dangerous game.

	The organizational aspects of hunting also paralleled military operations. Large hunts required coordination of beaters, hunters, and dogs; the management of logistics to support hunters in the field; and strategic thinking about how to drive game toward desired killing zones. These were miniature versions of the challenges faced in coordinating military operations, and young nobles learned command skills while pursuing game.

	Hunting also reinforced the social bonds essential to military effectiveness. Nobles hunted together, developing the camaraderie and trust necessary for effective cooperation in battle. Success in the hunt brought prestige, just as success in battle would bring glory. Demonstrating courage in facing dangerous game proved one's worth to peers and subordinates alike.

	The physical demands of hunting prepared warriors for campaign conditions. A major hunt might require days in the field, sleeping rough, enduring adverse weather, and maintaining effectiveness despite discomfort and fatigue. These were precisely the conditions that warriors would face during military campaigns, and hunting accustomed young nobles to such hardships from an early age.

	Observation and Apprenticeship: Learning War from the Master

	Perhaps the most important element of Charles's military education came not from formal instruction but from direct observation of his father's military operations. Pepin the Short, despite his diminutive stature, was an aggressive and successful military commander who campaigned almost annually throughout Charles's youth. These campaigns provided an invaluable education that no amount of training in the palace could replicate.

	The exact age at which Charles began accompanying his father on campaign is not recorded, but Frankish customs suggest he would have been present at military assemblies and perhaps on campaign from around age ten or twelve, old enough to sit a horse competently and understand what he was observing, but not yet expected to participate in actual combat.

	From 755 to 768, Pepin conducted numerous campaigns that young Charles likely observed, at least in part. The most significant were the Italian expeditions against the Lombards in 755-756 and 763-764. These campaigns were politically and militarily complex, involving Alpine crossings, siege operations, negotiations with the papacy, and the need to maintain supply lines over great distances. They provided lessons in logistics, diplomacy, siege warfare, and the challenges of operating in foreign territory far from home bases.

	The Aquitaine campaigns, which dominated much of Pepin's reign as he worked to bring this rebellious region under full Frankish control, offered different lessons. Here was a region nominally part of the Frankish realm but repeatedly resisting central authority. Pepin's approach combined military force, sieges of fortified cities, devastation of countryside to deny resources to rebels, with political accommodation of local elites willing to submit. Charles observed how military power could be used not just to conquer but to compel political submission, how fortified positions could be reduced through patient siege operations, and how seasonal campaign patterns worked.

	During these formative years, Charles would have observed the entire apparatus of Frankish military operations. He saw how armies were assembled each spring at the annual Marchfield (later moved to Mayfield when the calendar changed), where the great nobles arrived with their retinues, supplies were organized, and campaign objectives were determined. He observed how his father maintained discipline in the army, how supplies were managed during marches, how camps were fortified each night, and how scouts and intelligence gathering worked.

	He witnessed siege operations, learning the patience required to successfully reduce fortified positions. Unlike later medieval siege warfare with sophisticated artillery and undermining techniques, Frankish siege methods in this period relied primarily on blockade, surrounding a fortified position, cutting off supplies, and waiting for surrender. This required logistical sophistication to keep a besieging army supplied while denying resources to the besieged, discipline to maintain an effective blockade over weeks or months, and the ability to repel relief forces that might attempt to break the siege.

	Charles observed negotiations and diplomacy as integral components of military operations. Pepin's dealings with the Lombards involved complex three-way negotiations with the Frankish king, the Lombard king, and the pope. His Aquitaine campaigns included negotiations with local nobles, offering terms of submission that preserved their status and property in exchange for acknowledging Frankish overlordship. These lessons in combining military pressure with diplomatic engagement would serve Charles well in his own reign.

	Perhaps most importantly, Charles observed the personal leadership style required of a Frankish king. Pepin, despite his short stature, commanded respect through his presence, his decisiveness, and his willingness to share the hardships of the campaign with his men. He understood that loyalty had to be earned and maintained through personal example and the equitable distribution of plunder and rewards.

	Literacy and Learning: An Unusual Education

	What made Charles's education somewhat unusual for a warrior-prince of his era was the inclusion of significant intellectual training. While this aspect of his education should not be overstated, he remained primarily a warrior, it was nonetheless notable and would have important implications for his later reign.

	The tradition of literacy among Frankish nobles was weak. Charles Martel, Charles's grandfather and the most successful warrior of his generation, was almost certainly illiterate. Many of the great Frankish nobles could not read or write, relying on clerics for record-keeping and correspondence. Literacy was largely the preserve of the Church, and even many bishops came from non-aristocratic backgrounds precisely because noble families saw little value in giving younger sons the education necessary for high church office.

	Pepin the Short, however, saw value in learning, perhaps because his position as the first king of a new dynasty required sophisticated legitimization that drew on both military success and ecclesiastical support. He ensured that Charles received instruction in reading, at minimum in Latin, the language of the Church, administration, and diplomacy.

	Charles's primary tutor was likely a cleric, possibly multiple clerics over the years, who introduced him to basic Latin grammar, reading, and the rudiments of Christian theology. The emphasis was practical rather than philosophical. Charles needed to be able to read documents, understand the Latin prayers of the Church, and engage with ecclesiastical authorities who would be crucial allies in maintaining Carolingian power.

	Evidence suggests that while Charles learned to read Latin competently, he never fully mastered writing. Einhard, his biographer, notes that Charlemagne kept writing tablets under his pillow and practiced forming letters in his spare time, but that he began this practice too late in life to achieve real proficiency. This suggests that reading was emphasized in his early education but writing was not, a practical distinction since reading was more immediately useful for a king who would have scribes to write documents for him.

	Charles was also exposed to mathematics, particularly practical calculations necessary for military logistics, land measurement, and administrative purposes. Understanding how many supplies were needed for an army of a given size, how to divide plunder equitably, or how to calculate distances and travel times required at least basic mathematical ability.

	Religious instruction formed an important component of his intellectual education. Charles needed to understand Christian theology and liturgy both for personal devotion and for political purposes. The Carolingian claim to kingship rested partly on papal sanction and divine approval. A king who appeared ignorant of Christian teaching would undermine this claim. Moreover, the conversion of pagan peoples, which would justify many of Charles's later military campaigns, required at least basic understanding of what Christianity taught and why paganism was to be rejected.

	The sources suggest that Charles developed a genuine interest in learning that went beyond mere political utility. He enjoyed listening to Augustine's "City of God" being read aloud, he engaged in theological discussions, and he collected learned men at his court. While this intellectual engagement flourished most fully in his mature reign, its seeds were planted during his education as a prince.

	Understanding Frankish Military Organization

	A crucial component of Charles's education involved understanding the military and administrative system that made Frankish power possible. This was not theoretical knowledge but practical understanding of how armies were raised, supplied, and commanded.

	The Frankish military system in the mid-eighth century rested on several foundations. At its core was the personal bond between lord and warrior. Great nobles held land from the king in exchange for military service, providing armed warriors when the king summoned them for campaign. These nobles, in turn, granted land to lesser nobles and warriors who owed them military service. This created a hierarchical system where loyalty, land, and military obligation were intimately connected.

	Charles learned that a king's power depended on his ability to reward faithful service. Plunder from successful campaigns, land grants from conquered territories, and the spoils of victory were distributed to maintain loyalty. A king who could not provide rewards would find his support eroding. This created a dynamic where military expansion was not merely a matter of ambition but a practical necessity, new conquests provided new resources to reward followers and fund further conquests.

	He learned the practicalities of the annual military summons. Each spring, messengers went throughout the realm, commanding nobles to assemble at a designated location with their warriors and supplies. Understanding who owed what service, how to ensure compliance, and how to organize the resulting army required detailed knowledge of relationships, obligations, and capabilities throughout the realm.

	Logistics were unglamorous but essential. An army of several thousand men required enormous quantities of food, and moving through countryside that might be hostile or simply unprepared for such demands created constant supply challenges. Charles learned that campaigns were limited by the agricultural calendar; they typically began after spring planting and ended before autumn harvest because warriors were also farmers who could not be absent during crucial agricultural periods. He learned that supply lines lengthened as armies moved farther from home, that living off the land was often necessary but could alienate populations that might otherwise be friendly, and that control of fortified supply depots could determine campaign success or failure.

	Social Education: Building Networks of Loyalty

	Charles's education also included what might be called social or political training, learning to build and maintain the networks of personal relationships that would be essential to his power as king. In the Frankish world, personal bonds of loyalty were more important than abstract institutions or legal structures. A king ruled through the loyalty of powerful nobles, and that loyalty had to be earned and maintained.

	From his youth, Charles was introduced to the great nobles of the realm. He attended feasts and assemblies where bonds of alliance and friendship were forged. He learned to judge character, to identify who could be trusted and who required watching, to understand the complex web of family relationships, feuds, and alliances that characterized Frankish politics.

	The importance of gift-giving in cementing relationships would have been impressed upon him. In Germanic culture, generosity was a royal virtue. A king who hoarded wealth was despised; one who distributed it freely to his followers was celebrated. Charles learned that a magnificent gift at the right moment could secure loyalty more effectively than any legal bond, while failure to reward service appropriately could create lasting enmity.

	He observed how his father managed the great nobles, granting honors and responsibilities to the loyal, isolating the potentially disloyal, using marriages to create alliances, and when necessary, crushing rebellion with overwhelming force. These were lessons in practical statecraft that no book could teach.

	The Prince at War's Threshold

	By the time Charles reached his late teens, he had received as comprehensive a military education as the Frankish world could provide. He was a skilled horseman and competent with the full range of contemporary weapons. He had observed multiple military campaigns and understood the logistics, tactics, and organizational requirements of Frankish warfare. He had developed the physical strength and endurance necessary for the rigors of the campaign. He had learned to read and understand Latin, giving him access to written orders, diplomatic correspondence, and ecclesiastical texts. He had built relationships with the nobles and warriors who would form the core of his support.

	What remained was practical experience, actual command in battle, the test of personal combat, the weight of responsibility for the lives of warriors under his command. This final element of his education would come soon enough. But the foundation had been laid with exceptional thoroughness. Charles was not merely physically prepared for warfare; he understood the Frankish military system from the inside, having observed and participated in its operation throughout his formative years.

	The education of a Frankish prince was harsh by later standards, focused almost exclusively on preparing for a life of warfare and command. It lacked the breadth of classical education, the philosophical sophistication of Byzantine imperial training, or the scholarly depth that would characterize later medieval royal education. But for its purpose, creating a warrior-king capable of leading the Franks in battle, it was remarkably effective.

	When Pepin the Short died in 768, he left behind two sons educated in the Frankish martial tradition. Charles, at age twenty, was a fully trained warrior ready to assume the duties of kingship. The education he had received, physical, martial, intellectual, and political, had prepared him for the challenges that would define his reign: nearly continuous warfare, the expansion of Frankish power across most of Western Europe, and the revival of imperial authority in the West. The prince's education was complete; the warrior-king's career was about to begin.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The Shared Kingdom 

	(768-771)

	On September 24, 768, Pepin the Short died at the royal palace in Saint-Denis, north of Paris. He was approximately fifty-four years old and had ruled as king for seventeen years, during which time he had transformed the Frankish realm into the most powerful kingdom in Western Europe. His military campaigns had brought Aquitaine firmly under Frankish control, established Frankish influence in Italy, and secured the borders against external threats. He left behind a realm far stronger than the one he had inherited, but he also left behind a problem that would nearly tear that realm apart: two ambitious sons.

	Following the ancient Frankish tradition of partible inheritance, the division of a realm among all legitimate male heirs, Pepin had arranged for his kingdom to be split between his sons, Charles and Carloman. This division, confirmed by the Frankish nobles gathered at Saint-Denis, created two separate kingdoms from what had been a unified realm. The exact nature of this division reveals much about the political tensions it would create and the military challenges it would pose.

	Charles, at twenty years old, received the outer territories of the Frankish realm: Austrasia (the northeastern heartland), most of Neustria, and the Atlantic coastal regions including portions of Aquitaine. His domains formed a crescent around his brother's territories but were geographically fragmented and required defending multiple vulnerable frontiers. Carloman, age seventeen, received the interior territories: Burgundy, Provence, Septimania, portions of Aquitaine including the critical region around Toulouse, and Alemannia. His realm was more compact and included some of the wealthiest regions of the Frankish kingdom.

	This division was strategically problematic from a military perspective. Charles's territories faced the most serious external threats: Saxon raiders across the Rhine to the northeast, potential Lombard aggression from Italy to the southeast, and restive Aquitanian nobles in the southwest. Yet to respond effectively to any of these threats, he would need to move troops across or near Carloman's territories, requiring his brother's cooperation or at minimum his permission. Carloman's interior position gave him strategic depth but also meant that any external threat to his territories would likely have already penetrated Charles's domains.

	The division also created unclear military obligations. When external threats arose, which brother was responsible for responding? If one brother went to war, was the other obligated to provide assistance? The Frankish tradition assumed that brothers would cooperate, but it provided no clear mechanism for resolving disputes or coordinating military action when interests diverged.

	The Coronations and Early Tensions

	The brothers were crowned as co-kings in separate ceremonies that underscored their political separation. Charles was crowned at Noyon on October 9, 768, in the traditional Neustrian coronation site. Carloman was crowned at Soissons, also in October, in a ceremony of equal magnificence. Neither brother attended the other's coronation, an ominous sign of the relationship that would develop between them.

	From the outset, tensions were apparent. The sources suggest that the brothers had markedly different personalities and governing styles. Charles was energetic, ambitious, and aggressive in pursuing what he saw as his interests. Carloman appears to have been more cautious, perhaps more influenced by ecclesiastical advisors, and less willing to take military risks. These differences in temperament and approach would create friction as each brother navigated the complex challenges of ruling.

	The division of the royal household and military apparatus created immediate practical problems. Pepin had maintained a unified command structure, a single royal treasury, and a coherent military organization. Now there were two courts, two treasuries, two military establishments that had to be created from what had been one. Nobles and warriors who had served Pepin had to choose which brother to follow, creating the potential for divided loyalties and resentment.

	The most powerful nobles of the realm, men who had fought under Pepin and expected to continue wielding influence, found themselves having to navigate between two kings who might have conflicting interests. Some nobles held lands in both kingdoms, creating impossible situations where their obligations to one brother might conflict with their obligations to the other. This political complexity would have military implications when the question of who could call upon whom for military service arose.

	The Aquitaine Crisis: First Test of Brotherhood

	The first major crisis of the joint reign came almost immediately and involved the region that had consumed so much of Pepin's military energy: Aquitaine. The great southern region, with its distinct language, culture, and political traditions, had never fully accepted Frankish domination. Pepin had spent years of hard campaigning to bring it under control, but his death was seen by some Aquitanian nobles as an opportunity to reassert their independence.

	In late 769, a rebellion erupted in Aquitaine. The exact nature and scale of the uprising is debated by historians, but the sources indicate that it was serious enough to require royal military intervention. For Charles, whose territories included portions of Aquitaine and who faced the most direct threat from Aquitanian independence, this was a critical moment. It was his first opportunity to demonstrate his capacity for military leadership as king, but it was also a test of whether the divided Frankish realm could respond effectively to a major threat.

	Charles mobilized his forces for a campaign into Aquitaine. The speed with which he could organize and deploy an army so soon after becoming king suggests that he had been actively preparing for this possibility, perhaps even before his father's death. He called upon the nobles who owed him military service, assembled supplies, and prepared to march south.

	This was when the fundamental problem of the divided realm became apparent. The most direct route to the rebellious regions of Aquitaine ran through Carloman's territories. Moreover, portions of Aquitaine that were in revolt fell within Carloman's sphere of responsibility according to the partition. Military logic dictated that the brothers should coordinate their response, launching a joint campaign that would allow them to bring overwhelming force against the rebels and prevent them from playing one brother off against the other.

	Carloman refused to cooperate. He declined to join the campaign or even to provide passage through his territories for Charles's army. The sources are frustratingly vague about Carloman's motivations, but several factors likely influenced his decision. He may have resented Charles's assumption of leadership in the matter, preferring to handle Aquitanian affairs within his own territories himself. He may have been influenced by advisors who saw advantage in letting Charles struggle with the Aquitaine problem. He may have harbored jealousy toward his older brother or suspicion about Charles's ultimate ambitions.

	Whatever Carloman's reasoning, his refusal to cooperate forced Charles to take a more difficult route to Aquitaine and to campaign with only his own forces rather than the combined might of the Frankish realm. This was a dangerous situation. If Charles failed in Aquitaine, his prestige and authority would be damaged, potentially encouraging further rebellions. If he succeeded, the rift with his brother would likely deepen, as Carloman's refusal to help would be seen as a betrayal that Charles's supporters would not forget.

	The Aquitaine Campaign: Military Leadership Revealed

	Charles's campaign in Aquitaine in 769 provides our first clear view of his military capabilities and leadership style. Facing a rebellion without his brother's support, operating in difficult terrain among a hostile population, Charles demonstrated the qualities that would characterize his later military career: thorough preparation, strategic patience, and the ability to combine military force with political accommodation.

	The campaign began with careful intelligence gathering. Charles needed to understand which Aquitanian nobles were in active rebellion, which were wavering

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







