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So let the harshness of this world’s sufferings not weaken but strengthen you, not cast you down but raise you up . . . For suffering is to the righteous what pruning is to vines, what cultivation is to untilled land, what washing is to dirty garments, what a healing but bitter drink is to those who are ill, what shaping with a hammer is to vessels not yet fully moulded, what proving in fire is to gold. So, the discipline of suffering is – for those who meditate not so much on its present annoyance as on the glory of its future reward – an occasion not for sadness but for joy.

Robert Grosseteste to Simon de Montfort



   
Prologue

It was around 8.30 in the morning, with summer rainclouds weighing heavy in the sky, that Simon de Montfort decided to die. He was sitting talking to his oldest friend, Walter, bishop of Worcester, in the abbey of Evesham when the news arrived: his enemies were upon him. As panic overtook his men, and they rushed to take up arms, Simon did not move. He was exhausted. He and his troops had barely slept or eaten for three days and he had marched them fifteen miles through the night, arriving at Evesham only as dawn broke across the Avon valley. Unbeknownst to him, Edward – dispossessed heir to throne – had also moved his forces under cover of darkness, bringing his army towards Evesham from the west to crest the hill above the town. Now Simon faced a decision. He could take refuge in the abbey and wait to be trapped like a beast in the hunt as his enemies closed in around him. He could withdraw and rush what he could of his forces across the bridge below the town, escaping to the road that led to Kenilworth, his fortress. Or he could fight.

He would be fighting uphill, against a superior force – an option that a general of his skill was loath to choose. He would also be fighting to the death. In normal circumstances, the rules of chivalry ensured that noblemen would not be killed in battle but, rather, captured and ransomed. These were not, however, normal circumstances. Already, fifteen months before, on the battlefield of Lewes, Edward and his father, Henry III, had proclaimed that no quarter would be given to their enemies – for Simon, earl of Leicester, had done what no one before had dared to do: he had disinherited the crown in favour of government by council. At Lewes Simon had taken the king and Edward captive, and for the past fifteen months had been ruling England at the head of a conciliar regime. But at the end of May 1265 Edward, in a thrilling moment of triumph, had escaped and joined his allies, the barons of the March of Wales, to raise an army. Now, on 4 August, he was poised to reclaim his kingdom. Edward was a fearsome enemy, twenty-six and bursting with martial energy – like a lion, as the songs already sung of him proclaimed. No rapprochement would be possible. For Simon, defeat would mean annihilation.

Staying seated as the tumult was raised around him, Simon weighed all this and chose his path: he would make a fight of it and die. The choosing was important. He would give himself to death willingly, in a righteous cause, fighting for God and for justice, knowing that in his martyrdom he would find a place in heaven beside the saints themselves. This is what his father – the renowned crusader and Simon’s constant exemplar – had done almost fifty years before, pouring out his blood on the fields of Languedoc in the cause of holy war.

Simon told Walter his decision. The two men rose, and Simon made his farewell with an embrace. The bishop was in tears.

As Simon readied to move his army out, the heavens darkened and the rainclouds burst, soaking his troops. The storm was brief, but a harbinger of what awaited them. One of them tried to stop it all: the men, he pleaded, had gone so long without food or rest that they were shattered, as were the horses. Why not take refuge in the abbey church – its stone walls could be defended – and wait for reinforcements to arrive?

‘No, noble friend, no,’ the earl replied. ‘One should seek knights on the battlefield – and chaplains in churches.’

Simon moved his troops out of the abbey precinct and on into the town. As they passed through the abbey gate, the lance bearing Simon’s standard was shattered against the stone. It was another dismal portent, but nothing now would stop him.

‘On, on, God help us.’

As they reached the road running north to south through the town, Simon looked behind them, towards the river, and saw that Edward still had not blocked the bridge. He gathered his men around him.

‘Worthy lords, there are many amongst you who are not as yet experienced in the world, and who are young. You have wives and children, so think how you might save yourselves and them. Cross the bridge and you will escape the great danger that is coming.’

He turned to Hugh Despenser, another old and dear friend, and member of the revolutionary regime. ‘My lord Hugh, think on your great age and on saving yourself. Think that your counsel can still be of great value to all the land, for you will leave behind you hardly anyone of such loyalty and such worth.’

Hugh’s reply came without hesitation. ‘My lord, my lord, let it be. Today we shall drink from one cup, as we have done long since.’




   
Introduction

Simon de Montfort, earl of Leicester, was one of a rare species: a man who, uncontent with the world, dared to transform it. Today he is known as a champion of parliamentary power, for in 1265 he held what has been hailed the first House of Commons, inviting representatives of the towns – as well as knights – to gather and discuss the business of government. But he did far more than this: he redrew the entire political order, imagining a means to govern the kingdom that had no meaningful place for kings; instead, England would be ruled by a council, whose powers were sharply defined and decisions carried by the vote of the majority. The radicalism of this regime sat unhappily within the culture of medieval politics, which always preferred tradition to the new, and so Simon and his party were sometimes required to hide their government’s more controversial aspects or to cast them in creatively occlusive terms to the outside world. But it was clear then, as it is now, that this was revolutionary. For it was not merely a rebellion, which was a customary form of protest against improper government, whose goal was to compel the restoration of good royal rule. It was an attempt to transform the system of government itself. In this respect, the period stretching from 1258, when Simon and his confederates first seized power from King Henry III, to 1265, when they were annihilated on the battlefield at Evesham, stands apart in the medieval age – the closest parallel, before or since, is the English Civil War of the seventeenth century. The revolution required an uncommon leader, possessed of uncommon traits: above all, monumental audacity and charisma. This is charisma not in the quotidian sense, but in the sense that describes the belief of Simon’s followers that he was superhuman, even sent by God. Charisma is one of the few forces powerful enough to change worlds.

As a remarkable political and military leader, Simon has already earned two major scholarly biographies. The first was by Charles Bémont in the 1880s, the second by John Maddicott, published in 1994.1 Bémont’s great achievement was to unearth and transcribe a host of documents connected to Simon’s career; John Maddicott’s was – apart from describing Simon’s activities during the revolutionary era with a new level of precision, and analysing his finances and household – to balance an investigation of parliamentary politics with the first exploration of Simon’s inner world, considering his spiritual life and friendships and revealing his complexities and contradictions. I have not sought to replicate these earlier and very important works. Instead, I have set out to answer what, for me, were two questions fundamental to understanding how Simon’s leadership made the revolution possible: how did he conceive of his role, and how did he appear through the eyes of those who followed him? In order to answer them, I have stepped away from the established context of the telling of Simon’s story, which emphasizes English political tradition. This, instead, is a story of holy war, played out on a global stage by the heroes of the thirteenth century’s great crusader dynasty.

The medieval world had many heroes – in life, in history and in literature – men who had shown themselves outstanding in their prowess and their daring, their wisdom and their Christianity. Chief amongst them were those who fought and killed, who suffered and offered up their lives in the service of the faith: crucesignati, crusaders. They were paragons of knighthood, and those listening to the songs of their great deeds would hope to follow their example and emulate their feats.

In this book, the first hero according to these terms is the father of our protagonist, whose name was also Simon de Montfort (hereafter called simply the Count). The Count created, in his deeds and in the song of them, a pattern for his children, who learned from his example what it was to be a knight, a father, a husband and a leader. When our protagonist – our Simon de Montfort – followed his father in taking command of an oath-bound cause, it was upon his father’s pattern that he formed himself and forged his reputation. To Simon – who, like others of his knightly kind, had a strong sense of narrative and his place within it – this was his contribution to the Montfort family history. By the time Simon took up his cause, his father, his mother and his brothers, all crusaders, had all been laid beneath the ground, all but his mother felled by war. In his living, and in his dying, Simon set out to earn his place amongst their mighty company.

Of course, the man who was a hero to his son is often seen in a different light today: the Count is a monster, the zealot who, in the course of the Albigensian Crusade, sent thousands to fiery and bloody death in southern France because they failed to conform in their beliefs. But the Count was not a monster – for a monster, by definition, is anomalous, and the Count was nothing of the kind. He was a member of a society bound by the belief that killing in the service of the Church was not merely acceptable but laudable, and that heroized those who did it best. This was the context in which Richard the Lionheart – always his own greatest advocate – could write proudly home from Acre to describe how he had ordered the killing of 2,700 Muslim prisoners, who had been led out to their deaths in full view of both armies with hands bound behind their backs.2 The only difference between the Count and Richard – whose statue stands outside the Houses of Parliament – is that the victims of the Albigensian war have found advocates in the modern era, and in the region they came from: their tragedy more moving, apparently, than that of the hundreds of thousands more for whom they stand because they must have looked, and sounded, familiar.

Simon too set out to kill those who did not share his faith, first in Syria and then in England, where hundreds of Jewish people were cut down in the building of the new regime. But his campaign to establish the new political order was also conceived as a holy cause, to be upheld by the taking of life and the giving of one’s own. It was the culture of crusaders that fuelled Simon’s cause and, most of all, the particular culture of the Montfort family. Without this context, the revolution – and the parliamentary system that it promoted – could never have survived its infancy, nor ever reached such heights. Hence the title of this book, which speaks to the medieval tradition of the chansons de geste, the singing of the deeds of heroes.

The bleeding of crusading culture into English politics was part of a phenomenon that transformed Europe during the lifetime of Simon and his children: the terms of holy war came to be applied concertedly to wars between Christians. During the 1250s and 1260s, the papacy offered the spiritual benefits usually reserved for those fighting in the Holy Land to those fighting in Europe, under papal direction, for the defence of the Church and the Christian faithful. In this context, the making of Simon’s cause into something sacred, while it lacked official mandate, essentially followed papal precedent. This fluidity of thinking did not, on the whole, present the mental challenge to people of the thirteenth century that it might to modern audiences, for there was no such term as ‘crusade’ in the Middle Ages, or at least not in common usage (the term was used regularly only from the eighteenth century). There were ‘crusaders’, crucesignati, those who had taken a vow and been signed with the cross, but what they had vowed to undertake was a pilgrimage (peregrinatio), journey (iter), path (via) or expedition (expeditio).3 As Simon’s case makes clear, for crucesignati what counted was the solemn commitment to a righteous cause and the expectation of spiritual benefits.4

But the transplantation of crusading terms to European conflict had drastic, if unintended, consequences. For two and a half centuries, knightly values (what would, in Simon’s lifetime, come to be known as ‘chivalry’) had stayed the hand of noble against noble: knight did not seek to kill knight on the battlefield, but to capture him for ransom, while killings and executions off the battlefield were most rare.5 This changed in the 1260s and 1270s, as noble society began the slide to lethal violence that would lead to the horrifying noble dead lists of the Hundred Years War. Amongst the episodes that heralded this ghastly alteration was Simon’s end at Evesham, in 1265. It was the end of chivalry – or at least the end of chivalry as it had been understood since the turn of the millennium. As I suggest towards the end of the book, it was a consequence of applying the vows and benefits of war against infidels and heretics – in which killing with no respect for status was acceptable – to wars against fellow Christians. The geographical and mental bounds of holy war were collapsed.

The sources for Simon’s story are uncommonly rich. In addition to the records of English government, which detail the daily workings of royal administration and allow us to trace Simon’s activities during significant segments of his life, numerous chronicles provide narrative detail and opinion.6 Chief amongst these is the work of Matthew Paris, a Benedictine monk at St Albans Abbey. Matthew had close access to the court – his abbey provided hospitality for those travelling to and from Westminster, and Matthew attended court several times himself – and he describes events in unparalleled detail. His focus is sometimes skewed by his own interests, but where his accounts can be checked they have been found to be accurate.7 Matthew’s death in 1259 leaves a hole in our narrative sources, though it is partially filled by another outstanding chronicler, Arnold fitz Thedmar. Arnold, as an alderman of the city of London, was one of the very few chroniclers of the age not to have worked from within the walls of a monastery. As a leading member of a city tightly bound to Simon’s cause, he was in a privileged position to narrate events after 1258.8 But perhaps our most treasured account comes from a writer who was in the most privileged position of all: an eye-witness to Simon’s final hours. His identity is unknown, but he was probably a monk of Evesham Abbey.9 The account, discovered only a few years ago, has transformed our understanding of the Battle of Evesham, and is remarkable in what it reveals of Simon. It is described fully towards the end of this book.

A further set of sources are a window into Simon’s inner world, as opposed to his more public life: letters written to him by his friends Robert Grosseteste and Adam Marsh. Robert was bishop of Lincoln and a leading scholar, and Simon’s close friend from the 1230s until the bishop’s death in 1253. Only a couple of his letters to Simon survive, selected for preservation seemingly by Robert himself, when he compiled a collection of his outgoing correspondence as a model for future letter writers, but they are important for suggesting Simon’s thinking in his early career.10 Adam Marsh, a Franciscan friar and respected scholar, was their mutual friend. A collection of his letters was made after his death, for which several letters to Simon, and his countess, Eleanor, were selected for inclusion.11 Again, they represent only a fraction of the correspondence exchanged (and none of Simon’s letters to Robert or Adam survive). But they reveal much of Simon’s career in the 1250s, before Adam’s death in 1259. Such insight can only be provided by those who were close to the earl.

It is the quality of these government records, chronicles and letters that makes them important, but another set of sources is remarkable also in its type. This is the collection of documents produced as a result of Simon’s quarrels with Henry III. Simon’s relationship with the king deteriorated sharply after 1252, when Henry held an inquiry into Simon’s governorship of Gascony. The inquiry produced a number of testimonies, including Simon’s own, as did later attempts to arbitrate on their disputes. Perhaps the most important of these is the deposition given by Simon in 1262, which describes his dealings with the king from their first meeting.12 Its significance lies particularly in providing us with Simon’s perception of events, and his perception of the king, perhaps only partially coloured by hindsight. Other documents produced under Simon’s aegis similarly allow us to hear his voice. These include his will, which he dictated to his eldest son.

Many of these sources have been available to previous historians, although I have enjoyed the benefit of new analyses and editions of various government records, chronicles and letters produced in the last few years, as well as much recent scholarship, including the biographies of Eleanor de Montfort, by Louise Wilkinson, and the Count, by Gregory Lippiatt.13 In various cases I have also returned to the original documents, preserved chiefly at the National Archives and British Library in the UK and, in France, the Archives nationales and Bibliothèque nationale, in order to investigate what the manner of their production might reveal. But this book also brings to bear on the telling of Simon’s life a constellation of sources that have hitherto been considered only separately: the accounts of his father’s expedition to Languedoc and his brother Amaury’s to the Holy Land, as well as the records of the nunnery of Haute-Bruyère, which housed the Montfort family mausoleum.14 It is these sources that, when considered alongside those described above, reveal how Simon conceived of his identity, and his career in England, within the Montfort family tradition. In this respect, this book seeks to contribute to the growing scholarship on crusaders and family memory led by Nicholas Paul, as much as to that on warfare, political thought, elite and popular politics, and noble culture.15

This book was made possible only with the advice, collaboration and support of many friends and colleagues. First amongst them is David Carpenter, who ignited my interest in Simon’s world when I was an undergraduate at King’s College London, and has been my guide since, and generously read this book in draft. The book was begun with the advice and encouragement of Dan Jones and Georgina Capel, and guided by Georgina Morley at Picador. Marc Morris has given much support and sage counsel along the way, and Saul David, Richard Foreman and Mike Ivey have also been generous with advice and support. I have been fortunate indeed in that the research and writing of this book coincided with a coming together of scholars working on the Montfort family, a highly productive collaboration led by Martin Aurell and Gregory Lippiatt. Within and beyond this project, I am also most grateful to Alexis Charansonnet, Lindy Grant, Amicie Pélissié du Rausas, Daniel Power and Nicholas Vincent, and to the many others who have generously shared their thoughts, research and time, including Elizabeth Brown, Richard Cassidy, Stephen Church, Jamie Doherty, Felicity Hill, Aaron Hope, Lars Kjær, John Maddicott, Simon Parsons, John Sabapathy, Ian Stone, Henry Summerson and Anaïs Waag; Elizabeth Brown and Jean-François Moufflet also offered help in accessing material in the French archives. Research for this book has been presented at the Institute of Historical Research, the Leeds International Medieval Congress, the New College of the Humanities, King’s College London, and the universities of Lyon, Manchester and Poitiers, and the book’s development owes much to the convenors and participants of these conferences and seminars. The History Department at Lancaster University has been my home since 2017, and I am very thankful to my students and colleagues, who have made it a stimulating and supportive environment in which to finish the book. Most of all, I am thankful to my mother, Mary Ambler, and to my sister, Kate Ambler – for everything.




   
A Note on Money

During the period covered by this book, there was only one coin in circulation in England: the silver penny. For the purpose of accounting, people referred to shillings, pounds and marks – there were twelve pennies in a shilling, 240 pennies in a pound, and 160 pennies in a mark (two-thirds of a pound) – but no such denominations existed. Making a payment of £100 (for instance) would involve delivering 24,000 silver pennies, transported in barrels; although when large sums had to be taken over large distances, such as to finance a military expedition overseas, these could be translated into ingot or plate.

In agreeing and accounting for large sums, sometimes pounds were preferred and sometimes marks. In the latter case, I have provided the equivalent in pounds in those instances where it might be particularly helpful.

   

   
1

A Way of Living, and a Way of Dying

The song of Simon de Montfort begins with a death. It was a death in battle, one morning in 1218, in summer. It was the death of his father, and it happened when Simon was about ten years old.

An army of crusaders was encamped outside the walls of Toulouse, in the south-eastern region of the land we now know as France. At the time, the county of Toulouse was a semi-independent territory; the crusaders had come from the north, from France proper – that is, the lands around Paris whose lords followed the Capetian kings. They had come to conquer, and they had come to purge these lands of the heresy known today as Catharism.

For nine years the crusaders had been waging this war, and for nine months they had besieged this town. Now, at dawn on the morning of 25 June, the crusaders faced a new danger. A party of Toulousains had launched a sortie from the town to attack their siege-machines. As the crusaders fought hard to defend both their equipment and their lives, a messenger hurried to alert their leader.

He was Simon de Montfort, earl of Leicester, lord of Montfort and, by God’s grace, duke of Narbonne and count of Toulouse, viscount of Béziers and Carcassonne and lord of Albi and the Razès – so went the glistering parade of titles that proclaimed him lord of his dominion. To the crusaders, though, he was known simply as the Count (the French form of ‘earl’ – the difference is only one of modern translation). His right to bear the title was originally founded upon a family claim to the earldom of Leicester, even though his possession of that earldom had been forfeit since 1204, when the king of England had been driven from his continental lands, chiefly Normandy, by the king of France. Many nobles holding estates on both sides of the Channel had found themselves owing fealty to two lords, and were forced to choose sides. The Montfort family had chosen France, and so the Count had been severed from his earldom. But the resilience of his title was in part a recognition of his personal stature, a declaration that he was still counted by his fellows amongst the highest rank of nobles.1 And, if the measure of a great lord was in his following, then he stood as one of the greatest lords of Europe, for he commanded God’s army in Languedoc (see plate 1).

When the Count was sought by his men to defend the siege machines before Toulouse, he was attending Mass in the chapel of Château Narbonnais, the crusader-held fortress on the city’s southern wall. The messenger found him kneeling, awaiting the sight of the elevated Host: the bread transformed by the miracle of the Mass into the Body of Christ. He refused to leave before he had glimpsed it; once fortified by the sight of his Redeemer, he hurried to join the fight, saying ‘Let us go and if needs must die for Him who deigned to die for us.’2

Taking up arms, he and his men rode out against the storm of arrows, boulders catapulted from trebuchets and stones hurled from slings, all raining down in torrents ‘like thunder and tempest’, as one writer described it.3 The Count and his men took up position around their siege-machines, sheltering from the bombardment behind wicker hurdles.

It was not enough. Gui de Montfort, the Count’s brother and comrade, was hit: his horse took a crossbow bolt through its head and, as the creature reared in pain, another bolt speared Gui’s groin, soaking his breeches with blood. As he slid from his dying horse, Gui got out a bitter jest – ‘This wound will make me a Hospitaller!’ (that is, a warrior, but a celibate one) – before breaking into howls of pain.4

His brother’s words were the last that the Count heard. As he looked upon his brother, a rock smashed through his helm. It was launched from a mangonel and hit home at high velocity, shattering his skull into a mess of brain and bone. As the Count’s body dropped to the ground beside his brother, his men hurried to cover him with a cape. But not before panic began to spread throughout the army: the Count – their Count – was dead.5

A few hundred yards away, the tower of Château Narbonnais provided a privileged view over the scene for those who had, shortly before, watched the Count fetched from Mass for battle: his family. Alice de Montmorency, his wife and partner in the cause; Gui, their second son, who had been badly wounded by a crossbow bolt earlier in the siege, and Gui’s wife Petronilla, countess of Bigorre; Beatrice of Vienne, wife of their eldest son, Amaury, who was fighting at his father’s side; the Count’s nephews and nieces, children of his brother Gui; and his youngest son – Simon.6

*

Simon was born around 1208 in the family domain of Montfort, in the French heartlands, some twenty-five miles west of Paris. But when he was scarcely a year old his mother brought him southward to war. As Simon grew, he watched his father become the divinely chosen leader of God’s army, champion of the Church, hero amongst knights, and one of the greatest figures of the western world. And, after his father’s death, Simon was taught to cherish his memory and follow his example.

In the age in which Simon grew up, young boys of noble families learned the values of their culture, and how to be good knights, from the great heroes of old. In the feasting hall or sitting at their mother’s knee they drank in tales of deeds fit for emulation.7 In this respect, Simon’s education was both like and unlike those of other children of his status. He could be inducted into the knightly culture of his homeland in northern France listening to the greatest of such tales, the Chanson de Roland. It was from this that he heard of Charlemagne, the mighty ruler of the early Middle Ages whose story had been transformed into legend. He heard in the Chanson how Charlemagne marched his armies into Spain to wrest it from the infidel and how he, as was proper for a lord, took no important decision without first consulting with his men and sifting the good counsel from the bad. He heard, too, of Roland, Charlemagne’s nephew, loyal to his lord and bold – too bold, in fact, impetuous, seeking battles he did not know he could win. He heard of Oliver, Roland’s friend and vassal, whose prudence tempered Roland’s recklessness. He heard of Ganelon, the traitor, who served up Roland and Oliver to the enemy out of spite, and for profit. And he heard how, at Roncesvalles, Roland and Oliver – betrayed by a lesser man, ambushed and surrounded – swung their swords and hacked down enemy after enemy before they were finally cut down themselves. The ideals embodied in Roland, Oliver and Charlemagne were those of chevalerie, knightliness. This was not the knights-in-shining-armour-and-damsels-in-distress pastiche of chivalry of the Victorian imagination, but a set of values that made knights of men: fidelity and largesse, toughness and boldness, prudence and forbearance, honour and the necessity of avoiding shame.8 These were the qualities that made the ideal knight a generous lord, a loyal vassal, a wise counsellor and a fearsome and cunning warrior. The knight who learned these lessons and commanded his character accordingly was a prudhomme: a good man.

But Simon, as a boy, had another exemplar of proper conduct: his father. The father Simon knew (and the one we have just met, dying at Toulouse) was the man found in the pages of the History of the Albigensian Crusade, written by his friend and follower, Peter, a young monk from the Cistercian house of les Vaux-de-Cernay, some twenty-five miles outside Paris. The Montforts were the principal patrons of the abbey, whose lands marched with their own, and the bond ran deep. The abbot, another Gui, was Peter’s uncle and (so Peter tells us) ‘had for many years been a close friend of the Count, who had listened to his advice and followed his wishes ever since childhood’.9 Gui was already abbot in 1185 when the Count, at the age of about fourteen, succeeded to the family estate upon the death of his father and Gui, having seemingly been charged with his care, educated him at the abbey.10 The two crusaded together in 1202, in the campaign that was to turn notoriously towards the Christian strongholds of the East and is known to us as the Fourth Crusade – according to Peter, Gui and the Count had stood apart, and shoulder to shoulder, in refusing to attack the Christian city of Zara, and had instead travelled together to the Holy Land to fight the infidel.11 They were to fight together in Languedoc too: Gui’s preaching tour of the southern lands in 1207 paved the path for the Count’s crusade; he joined the Count on campaign in Languedoc in March 1212 and was soon appointed bishop of Carcassonne.12 He brought with him to Languedoc Peter, who began writing his History during the course of the war.13

Peter was, then, very close to the events of which he writes, having been at the Count’s side to witness many of his deeds. But this is not the only reason that Peter’s History is a source of immense value. For Peter’s closeness to the Count during the campaign, and closeness to the Montfort family generally, means that in the pages of his History we can see the image of the Count established by the man himself, and by his family. This production of a written history of the Count’s expedition was particularly important for the Montforts, because the family had little in the way of crusading heritage.14 Noble families who could claim amongst their ancestors heroes of the First Crusade, or other great crusading ventures, could celebrate their memory, revel in the honour their deeds had brought the family name and aspire to follow their example.15 The Montforts had no such figure.

As far as we know, only one of the Count’s ancestors had taken and fulfilled a crusading vow: his uncle, Amaury, count of Évreux. Amaury led an expedition of his knights to the Holy Land (known as Outremer, the land across the sea) in the spring of 1186. In one of his surviving charters, we catch him in the company there of a host of Templars (together with the Hospitallers, one of the military orders dedicated to defending Outremer), including Gerard de Ridefort, Grand Master of the Temple, as well as two Anglo-Norman barons, Roger de Mowbray and Hugh de Beauchamp.16 Although we have no other records of Amaury’s activities in the Holy Land, the company he kept is telling: Gerard, Roger and Hugh all went on to fight at the Battle of Hattin, on 4 July 1187. This was Salah al-Din’s monumental victory, in which the fighting men of Outremer were all but wiped out. The Templars alone lost some 230 knights, many beheaded on the orders of Salah al-Din after the battle (although the Grand Master himself was spared) and the pilgrims who aided them faced a similar fate: although Roger was taken captive, Hugh was killed on the field. Amaury disappears from view around this time, and it is tempting to suppose that he shared Hugh’s fate.17 For the descendants of crusaders tied to the cataclysm that was Hattin, their involvement presented a difficulty. While the fallen might be celebrated as martyrs,* the implication of their ancestors in the disaster and, ultimately, the loss of the Holy City to Salah al-Din three months after the battle, was unsettling. William Marshal, for instance, had campaigned in Outremer for two years between 1184 and 1186; his biographer, writing in the mid-1220s, chose to exclude almost all detail of the expedition from his narrative rather than attempt to explain how his hero had failed to help secure the Christian territories in Outremer.18 For the Montforts, then, the Count’s leadership of the Albigensian expedition was an opportunity to establish the family’s credentials as crusaders. Peter’s History thus served to chronicle the war, but also to establish the Count’s heroic status: he was now the protagonist in an epic crusading tale, who could take his place in the pantheon of crusading heroes.*

It was family histories such as this – as much as the famous tales of Roland and Oliver – that served as instruction for noble children. Simon was probably tutored at the monastery of les Vaux-de-Cernay, if his education followed the pattern of his father’s (for he was perhaps ten when his father died and he returned with his mother to their homeland, and thirteen when his mother followed his father to the grave). He might have come to know Peter’s History in the schoolroom, or heard its tales sung in the abbey and family hall, or told by the women of the house in the chamber or the garden.19 Such tellings were a way to cherish the memory of the departed but were also, like the Chanson de Roland, an admonishment to those who listened, the holding up of an exemplar and an encouragement to follow. It is in this context that Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay, in presenting the Count’s example to his children, did far more than describe a man who, like the heroes of old, showed those standard knightly virtues. For Peter picked out other traits that made the Count outstanding – not only deeds but also values, values that Simon would be encouraged to emulate.

The Count, in Peter’s pages, was a man whose allure was almost numinous. When Peter came to describe the Count’s election as leader of the holy army, in 1209, he wrote of it as one would write of the election of a bishop, and the holier sort at that: a council of seven – comprising two bishops, four knights of the army and the papal legate, the abbot of Cîteaux – chose the Count unanimously, without conferring.20 It was a manner of election that demonstrated that the choice had been made ‘with the help of the grace of the sevenfold Holy Spirit’. The Count’s status as undisputed leader came, then, not only from his natural authority and personal courage (it was his daring feats of arms at the siege of Carcassonne that had encouraged his nomination), but also from divine disposition: he had been chosen by God himself.21

But, to Peter, what set the Count apart even more than divine endorsement was his ability to govern human weakness. No matter the depravation, the suffering demanded, he remained faithful – to God, to the Church, to his cause, and to his men. He showed this time and time again, cleaving to his crusader’s oath, and to the pursuit of holy war, though the cost was high. Maintaining the army outstripped his income, even when revenue could be raised from his newly conquered lands. At times the Count could not even afford bread for his own table. Ashamed at his penury, he would find an excuse to go off at mealtimes rather than sit in his tent. Even then, Peter noted, every penny he raised he spent in the cause of the crusade.22

But as the Count went hungry and still battled on, lesser men abandoned the cause. Knights who had come from France to prove their faith and forge their reputations returned home as soon as the traditional term of service (forty days) expired; their duty – and their vow – had been fulfilled. Local knights pledged themselves to the Count and to his expedition only to renege on their oaths and ally with southern potentates. Again and again, the Count found himself alone: a beacon of fidelity amongst the faithless.23 Yet he stood undaunted. ‘Any other man’, wrote Peter, ‘would surely have given up the struggle in the face of such adversity, and yielded to despair . . . but the Count, putting all his faith in God, was not to be borne down by misfortune.’24

As the Count was willing to suffer in his cause, he was also ready to inflict suffering on his enemies. Here he and his fellow crusaders stepped outside the bounds of normal knightly culture. An unwritten rule guiding the conduct of the knight was forbearance: stay your hand against your fellow.25 In the twelfth century and for much of the thirteenth, a knight did not seek to kill another knight. Instead, in battle knights were taken captive for ransom (foot soldiers, of course, were a different matter, as were the enemies of God, as we shall see). This presented an attractive opportunity for profit, and stopped a noble society fractured periodically by conflict from surrendering to self-destruction.

It was a custom that conditioned even the most momentous of battles. In May 1217 – a little more than a year before the Count’s death outside Toulouse – when his youngest son was about nine years old, another noble child of about the same age was waiting upon the outcome of a battle. This was the boy king, Henry III, whose father, King John, had died in 1216, leaving his realm in the throes of civil war. The battle was being fought at Lincoln, between Henry’s forces and those of the rebel barons who had allied with the French royal house in the hope of placing a Capetian (Louis, son of the king of France) on the throne of England. And it was to be decisive: already half of England had been taken by the alliance between the rebels and the French – this was the best chance the king of England’s men would have to reclaim the kingdom.

Our best account of the Battle of Lincoln comes from a biography of Henry’s commander, William Marshal, earl of Pembroke. The History of William Marshal was commissioned by William’s sons, and composed between 1224 and 1226. Its purpose – as well as telling a ripping story – was (much like Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay’s History) to demonstrate the rights and wrongs of knightly conduct and hold its hero up for emulation. For by the time of William Marshal’s death in 1219, he was being described (at least according to his biographer) as ‘the best knight to be found in all the world in our times . . . [and] a good man’.26

As the History of William Marshal tells us, at the Battle of Lincoln one knight alone was killed. This was Thomas, count of Perche, and his death was a dreadful error. William had engaged the count in combat and was seeking to take him captive when the count collapsed and slid from his horse. William, thinking that his opponent had fainted, ordered his man to dismount and tend to the count. William, too, was soon by his side. Unbeknownst to William, one of the soldiers of his army, Reginald Crook, had killed the nobleman, whether by accident or design plunging his sword through the one weak spot in a knight’s armour, the visor of the helm. When William and his man pulled the helm from the count’s head, they discovered the ghastly result: the sword had driven through the count’s eye and into his brain. There was nothing to be done. ‘The sorrow there’, the History of William Marshal tells us, ‘was intense . . . it was a great pity that he died like this.’27 The count of Perche might have been an enemy, an invader, an aider of rebels, but he was also a knight, and a prudhomme. His worthiness, and the value of his life, transcended any conflict.*

But in the war-ravaged lands of Languedoc, the situation could not have been more different, for here the war was being fought with a brutality otherwise unknown in Europe.28 Chivalric principles did not apply. The enemy – whether knights or non-combatants (women, children, the elderly, whose persons, if not their property, were in ordinary circumstances protected) – were heretics. As such, they were little different from the Islamic infidels encountered by the crusaders in the Holy Land; indeed, they were worse, the enemy within forming a greater threat than that without.

This was clear from the very beginning of the campaign, in 1209, when the crusaders sacked the town of Béziers and slaughtered its inhabitants. This was not done on the order of the army’s leaders – indeed, it happened because no one was in outright command (the Count had not yet been elected leader of the crusade). Discipline was lax, and the foot soldiers and camp followers had unleashed themselves on the people of the town.* While inhumane treatment of heretics was consistent with the attitudes of the leaders of the crusade, the wholesale slaughter of a town was not – it robbed the crusaders of the opportunity to extract taxes from the townspeople, a financial lifeline for their campaign. Targeted acts of violence were to be far preferred. In 1211, when the Count captured the town of Lavaur, he ordered the hanging of some eighty enemy knights (although when the gibbets began to collapse he instructed that they be put to the sword instead), and the burning of some 400 townspeople. Then, on his order, Girauda, ruler of Lavaur, was seized. Screaming in protest, she was thrown into a well and stoned to death.29

Young Simon, through the account of Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay, was learning quite a different lesson from those who listened to William Marshal’s exploits at Lincoln. The Count was showing his willingness to act brutally. He was reluctant – he ‘never’, wrote Peter, ‘took delight in cruelty or in the torture of his enemies. He was the kindest of men and the saying of the poet [Ovid] fitted him aptly: “a prince slow to punish, and quick to reward, who grieved when driven to be hard”.’ He did these things, Peter explained, because they needed to be done, because the winning of the cause was everything, and in this there was no room for weakness. Peter gave other examples. The Count, having captured the fortified settlement of Bram, had ordered that the eyes of the defenders be put out and that their noses be cut off – an order given ‘not because such mutilation gave him any pleasure’, Peter insisted, ‘but because his opponents had been the first to indulge in atrocities’.30 Compassion, mercy, forgiveness: these were the luxuries of men fighting ordinary, not holy, wars.

The brutal side of the Count’s character was far from dominant, however, in Peter’s portrayal of him. As we have seen, it was his willingness to endure suffering in order to uphold his oath that made him outstanding. What also emerges plainly in Peter’s pages is a man dependent on the love and support of his family. Even as lesser men fell away and abandoned their oaths to pursue the holy war, the Montfort family, alongside the Count, remained committed. Its members could always rely upon each other. Here was another lesson for Simon: making war was, for the Montforts, a family enterprise. Soon after embarking on his expedition in 1209, the Count had sent for his wife, Alice de Montmorency. For the Count, Alice was (in the words of Peter, who knew her) ‘a helpmate like himself . . . in short, pious, wise, and caring’.31 Her chief role was the raising of troops, providing vital fuel for an expedition that was interminably short of manpower. The task required her to endure the same hardships as the men she recruited. In the summer of 1212 she was bringing foot soldiers from Carcassonne seventy miles north to rendezvous with her husband at Penne. The heat was so intense, and the terrain so hard, that the soldiers were struggling to walk. Alice and her companion, the Count’s dear friend Gui of les Vaux-de-Cernay, now bishop of Carcassonne, both dismounted to let the soldiers ride their horses, while they continued on foot. On other occasions, Alice could be found at her husband’s side facing the dangers of the front line: at the siege of Termes, and at Toulouse in 1218.32 She was, effectively, one of the Count’s great captains.* We cannot know for sure how unusual Alice was in this respect: through the accounts of her written by Peter and by other chroniclers, she received far more attention than any other noblewoman of the time, but this might be only because most other noblewomen did not have writers to tell of their exploits.33 But the care that Peter poured into his account of Alice, being so unusual, is important – this was the example crafted for the Montfort children. Simon would have heard the tales of his mother’s deeds told second only to those of his father, from the pages of Peter’s History. The pattern set for him was clear: a woman’s place in war was at her husband’s side.

Count and Countess were leaders of a family unit. The family was often separated physically: the Count, his sons and brother fought sometimes together, sometimes apart, the Count constantly dispatching and recalling troops from one town to the next across the region to confront the inexhaustible torrent of challenges that faced an army of occupation. The separation of the family was, noted Peter, a source of strain. In the autumn of 1211, the Count was besieged at Castelnaudary, while his wife was almost thirty miles north at Lavaur; Amaury, their eldest boy (who was then ill) ten miles south-east of him at Fanjeaux and their youngest daughter, Petronilla, born during the course of the war, at Montréal with her nursemaid. ‘None of them could see each other or give each other any support,’ writes Peter, emphasizing – and here was another message for young Simon – that the bond of family, parents and children as well as husband and wife, was of the greatest value; and any great enterprise the Montforts chose to undertake was to be pursued together.34

In such undertakings, it was inevitable that children would be exposed to danger, for youth did not exempt a member of the crusader army from the recrimination of southern enemies. Simon’s eldest brother, Amaury, in his early teens, had once come perilously close to being killed. In the spring of 1212 he had journeyed with his uncle to Narbonne to attend the consecration of the city’s archbishop. One day, Amaury was off exploring by himself (‘as any boy might’, Peter points out), when he wandered into the deserted palace of Narbonne’s lord. He began fiddling with a window, trying to get it open, but it was so rotten that it broke in his hands. The boy left the scene and returned to his lodgings in the house of the Templars. But soon the townspeople (‘looking for an excuse to commit mischief’, writes Peter) were shouting that Amaury had tried to break into the palace, and turned up at the Templars’ house in arms. In fear of his life, the boy put on armour, clambered up the house’s tower and hid himself until the townspeople eventually gave up on him.35 Languedoc at war was not a place where children could play safely.

But Amaury was scarcely any older when he was himself required to fight, around the age of fifteen. At this point his parents had him inducted into the warrior elite and offered him to the Church as a martial instrument of divine will.

According to Peter, the Count decided in the summer of 1213 that the time was right for Amaury to become a knight. The ceremony was to be a grand occasion, involving the whole family, to be witnessed by the biggest audience that could be mustered. It was customary, in order to draw the largest possible crowd, for knightings to be held on major feast days, for (as we are told in a description of a model ceremony, set out in a later chivalric manual) ‘the honour of the feast’ would encourage a greater attendance, and encourage the prayers of the audience for the candidate.36 The Count chose 24 June, a day that marked both the Nativity of St John the Baptist and midsummer, and was thus a pivotal point in the cycle of the seasons. It was a wise choice: the crowd that gathered to watch Amaury’s knighting was so large that it could not be accommodated inside the ruined town of Castelnaudary, and the Count had to order a number of pavilions to be put up in a meadow outside the town.

It was also customary (something Peter omits to mention) for the candidate to keep vigil the night before the ceremony, praying, fasting and honouring the saint on whose feast day he would be knighted. Early the following morning he would take a ritual bath, whose waters would, like those of the baptismal font, wash him of his sin.37 Clothed in fine garments, he would then, with the assembled audience, attend Mass. At Amaury’s knighting the Mass was celebrated by the bishop of Orléans, assisted by the bishop of Auxerre – celebrants whose rank befitted the status of the candidate’s father. Together they celebrated the mystery of the Eucharist in one of the pavilions, before the assembled crowd of knights and churchmen.38

It is in what happened next – the crucial moment of the ritual – that Amaury de Montfort’s knighting departed from custom, as Peter is keen to point out, ‘a novel and unprecedented form of induction into knighthood!’ The audience expected to see Amaury kneel before the altar, to be knighted by the most senior or celebrated nobleman present – in this case, the Count himself. The senior knight would take the belted sword and gird the candidate, bestowing the chief accoutrement of knighthood. He would kiss him, then slap him hard, on the neck, to remind him of his promises.39 But the Count insisted that the bishop of Orléans – not a knight but a churchman – perform this role. The Count took Amaury’s right hand, and Countess Alice took his left. Mother and father led their son up to the altar, where they ‘offered him to the Lord, requesting the bishop to appoint him a knight in the service of Christ’. The bishop of Orléans, aided by the bishop of Auxerre, then girded Amaury with the sword.40

This subversion of the ritual was carefully crafted. It was intended to signal two points central to the Count’s identity, and to that of his family. The first was that Amaury was to be, like his father, not an ordinary knight but a knight of Christ. The Christian faith was central to the concept of knighthood; the Church hoped that these armed warriors, skilled in shedding blood, would direct their talents and their energies not against their fellow knights but against the enemies of the faith. Not all knights took the crusader’s oath, though many wishing to serve God and the Church, and to test their arm and prove their calibre on the grandest stage, would do so. But Amaury’s knighting signified something particular: for the sons of the Count, fighting for the faith was not optional. It was built into the fabric of their status: to be a Montfort is to be a knight is to be a crusader. This was a family for whom the waging of holy war was now the raison d’être.

The second point was equally important: a partnership with the Church. The way in which the Count worked with churchmen in order to pursue his cause was exemplary, embodying a medieval ideal: the symbiotic relationship between the Church and the knightly order, in which the Church provided direction and authority and the knight provided the sword. For the Count, it was a partnership that was both personal and public. Personal, as we have seen, for the Count’s oldest friend was Gui of les Vaux-de-Cernay, abbot of the house his family patronized. Such friendships between noblemen and senior churchmen were not unheard of, but to find them testified so prominently in this account, accompanied by remarks on the depth of the attachment, is unusual. In this respect, too, Simon would follow his father: his two closest friends were bishops, Robert Grosseteste of Lincoln and Walter de Cantilupe of Worcester (see plates 2 and 3).*

But as much as the Count’s partnership with the Church was based on personal bonds, it was also proclaimed publicly. He was the Church’s champion, and it was the Church’s support that imbued his leadership with authority. He was careful to stress this whenever the opportunity arose. In December 1212 he had held something of a celebration of his rulership. His dominion over Languedoc was roughly wrought, by sword and fire, but as lord he was expected to be more than a warrior and a general – he was also to be bringer of order and dispenser of justice. And so he ‘summoned the bishops and nobles in his territories to Pamiers . . . to develop good customs in the territories he had won and brought under the Holy Roman Church . . . [and] to promote both the observation of the Christian religion and the maintenance of peace’.41 At Pamiers, the Count established a council of twelve men who would draw up a set of laws by which his lands would be governed. The council comprised four churchmen (the bishops of Toulouse and Couserans, a Templar and a Hospitaller), four French knights from amongst the crusaders and four southerners (two knights and two townsmen). This representative selection was intended, Peter was careful to note, ‘to remove all suspicion from the hearts of men, since both sides had representatives amongst those responsible for what was decided’.*

Yet, in the Statute of Pamiers itself, the emphasis was altered. In the opening section, in a formula that is unique amongst the Count’s surviving documents and unusual generally, the Count declares that he issued the statute ‘by the counsel of the venerable lords, namely the Archbishop of Bordeaux and the bishops of Toulouse, Carcassonne, Agen, Périgueux, Couserans, Cominges and Bigorre, and of wise men and others of our barons and leading men’.42 Affixed to the fold at the bottom of the parchment (again this is unusual) are the seals of these eight bishops, lined up alongside the Count’s seal (see plate 4). This statute was meant to read, to sound and to look like a joint enterprise: the audience should imagine the Count in his mastery flanked by a mitred troop in their gold-weaved vestments, wielding croziers alongside his sword. Again, this was an image that Simon, in the manner of his father, was to summon time and again, launching the most important acts of his revolution – the Montfortian Constitution that established rule by council, and the confirmation of Magna Carta that sought to render it legitimate – in the visible company of his episcopal supporters.

This, then, was the way of living that Simon learned from his father, the father whose name he carried, whose birthright – the earldom of Leicester – he was to secure, and whose example he was to follow, when he too became the divinely sanctioned leader of a holy war. From his father he learned how to keep his family always at his side, how to choose his friends, how to demonstrate his authority, and how to endure as lesser men fell away, cleaving to his oath no matter the personal cost.

*

But Simon also learned a way of dying from his father. It was the worst and best of deaths, for it was death by violence, in his fighting prime, but it was also death in a holy cause: martyrdom, messy and glorious. This was a lesson that Simon had the opportunity to learn too well. By the time that he left his homeland in the Île-de-France and sailed for England, in 1229, when he was about twenty-one, he had lost first his father, in 1218, then two years later his elder brother Gui, who at the age of maybe nineteen had been killed in the continuance of his father’s fight besieging Castelnaudary: Gui had stood down his men at the end of a night watch when they were surprised by an attack; Gui and two of his knights, not yet disarmed, beat back the assault and chased the enemy to the ramparts of the town – where, finding that their comrades had not followed, they were surrounded and cut down.* Then, in 1228, Simon’s uncle Gui took a lethal arrow wound at Varilhes, near Pamiers.43 Later Simon was to lose his eldest brother, Amaury, as well, after an expedition to Outremer. This was a terrible rate of attrition at a time when, for knights, death in battle was rare. It was a result, in part, of bad luck – but also of the Montforts’ choice to dedicate themselves to holy war, in which chivalric principles did not apply and so death was much more likely.

For those who remained to remember those who fell, the loss was made tangible in the family mausoleum. This was at Haute-Bruyère, a nunnery founded by the Count’s ancestor near the family lands, and where his mother and father were buried.* The Count had originally been laid to rest in the basilica of St Nazaire in Carcassonne (a fragment of his first tomb survives there – see plate 5), but when Amaury left Languedoc in 1229 he had his father’s remains exhumed and translated to Haute-Bruyère. The building and its tombs are gone, destroyed in the Revolution, but a precious record of the mausoleum survives: a copy of a list drawn up in the early fourteenth century of the patrons buried and remembered at the house. It describes the tomb of the Count ‘who died in the Albigeois, who lies beneath the great tomb which has an effigy on the right of the altar’, and that ‘of Countess Alice, his wife, who lies at his side, on the left’. The list records the death of the Count’s brother, Gui, who was not buried at Haute-Bruyère but whose anniversary was marked by a service in the house, before noting that an effigy of Amaury, the eldest son of Alice and the Count and Simon’s elder brother, lies on the right of the altar (we shall hear more of this later). It then records ‘count Gui of Bigorre, brother of the aforesaid count Amaury, who lies at the feet of count Simon his father’ (his remains had been retrieved from the ramparts of Castelnaudary and delivered to his elder brother, on a litter draped in purple, for burial). One last name to be remembered in prayer is listed here: ‘count Simon of Leicester, who died in England’.44

The Montforts’ deaths in holy war were celebrated in the bodies brought together at Haute-Bruyère: a family community, made of fallen crucesignati caught in stone. Simon would have visited the mausoleum. Looking upon the faces of his family, he would be reminded that a path had been set before him.45 Their tombs, like the deeds of his father described by Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay, were a challenge: to match the feats of those who went before him, so as to stand proudly in their company – in life, and in death.



   
2

A New Kingdom

Simon almost disappears from our view from the moment of his father’s death in 1218 until the late spring of 1229, when he left his home at Montfort-en-Yvelines for England. By this time he was one of the few Montforts left alive. His father, an elder brother, Gui, and his uncle, also Gui, had all died in Languedoc, as we have seen. In 1221, his mother too had died, and his younger brother, Robert, had followed her in 1226. Simon’s eldest brother, Amaury, was still alive, as were their two sisters, Amicia and Petronilla, and their cousin, Philip, son of their uncle Gui. The Montfort family army, over which the Count had presided but a few short years before, had been halved.

It was left now to the young survivors to carve for themselves a life, a career and a reputation fitting for their family name. Simon’s plan was to head to England. At twenty-one, he was of age, and determined to secure the delivery of the inheritance that his father had never been allowed to hold: the earldom of Leicester. The Count had been recognized as earl and apportioned half the Leicester lands, but his obedience to the king of France meant that he could not assume his inheritance – and so King John had taken the Count’s estates into his royal hands, and fed from the welcome profits.* It was a deprivation that neither the Count nor his family ever accepted: decades later, when Simon spoke of it, he
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