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Note on names, dates and money

The fifteenth century was an age of woefully unimaginative forenames and complex titles, so in naming the key players in Henry’s life I have striven for clarity, occasionally at the expense of strict historical accuracy (e.g. ‘John Beaufort’ rather than ‘John Beaufort, third earl of Somerset / first duke of Somerset’). For those of non-English origin I have used their original names instead of anglicized versions (e.g. François not Francis), with two notable exceptions: Joan of Arc and Margaret of Anjou. Since both are well-known historical figures in British history, for clarity I have used the anglicized version of their names.

Although the fifteenth-century calendar dated the new year from Lady Day (25 March) or, in the case of civic records, sometimes from the date of a mayor’s election, I have followed modern convention and dated all years from 1 January.

Both English and French currency in this period were divided into denominations, sometimes labyrinthine in their complexity. The key denominations are given below:

English

12 pennies = 1 shilling

20 shillings = 1 pound

1 mark = two-thirds of a pound (13s 4d or 160 pence)

French

12 deniers = 1 sol

20 sols = 1 livre tournois

Distances between two locations are based on Google Maps walking directions.
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Prologue

‘Woe to thee, o land, whose king is a child’1

London
5 November 1422

The funeral procession reached London as the church bells struck one. Throughout its journey from France, this was the sound that had accompanied the body of the dead king: a distant, dull tolling that rose to welcome him into each new settlement where his cortege paused, and underneath it the familiar rhythmic chanting of the Office of the Dead. From the castle of Bois de Vincennes, southeast of Paris, the mournful incantations of monks had echoed across the contested territories of the king of France, into the duchy of Normandy, over the sea to Kent and all the way to the capital of England itself.2

The cortege took a route that had been well known to the king in life. He had made such ceremonial entries into London when he was crowned, when he returned as a conquering hero of the wars with France and brought the city its new queen as hostage to peace. But now the subjects who had heralded victory with drunken shouts and triumphant music watched the procession pass in eerie silence. The only sounds were bells, chanting, and the rough footfall of those who marched with the dead sovereign.

The king’s place was easy to find in this pageant of grief: his coffin lay swathed in black velvet and golden silk on a carriage pulled by five horses. All around him the banners of his patron saints fluttered: St Edward of England, St George, St Edmund, the Virgin Mary and the Holy Trinity. As it processed to Westminster Abbey for burial the following day, his coffin would be topped with a life-size image of the king himself, crafted from leather that had been boiled and then painted. The face would still look young, for the king had only been thirty-six when he died. Instead of the armour of a warrior, so familiar to those who had known him in life, the mannequin would wear all the regalia of monarchy: velvet robes and crown, a golden orb and sceptre in his painted hands.

Around the dead king flocked the warrior lords who had accompanied him to France, mounted on horses draped in black. In stark contrast, the figures who walked before the funeral car wore newly made white gowns, torches blazing in their hands. Despite their lustre, these men and women were poor, their clothes a charitable donation to keep once the funeral was over. Between these two extremes of wealth and rank came the religious and the guilds. The king had been famed for his piety in life, so it was only right that everywhere the eye turned a priest or bishop could be seen, a mitred abbot or poor friar. And, since London was at heart a merchant city, the thirty-one trade guilds who dealt in everything from silk to pins had the honour of accompanying the king on his final journey through their streets. So vast was the procession that, when the king’s body reached the doors of St Paul’s Cathedral to rest overnight, the mourners at its rear, including Queen Catherine, had still not crossed London Bridge, 2 miles (3 km) behind. Catherine was barely in her twenties, only two years married, a new mother and now a widow.

Within the 2-mile (3 km) radius encircling the dead king, all the peoples of England were represented, from queen to commoner. Royal counsellors, pages in training, silkwomen, paupers, foreign-born merchants, sailors, priests. But one person, as custom dictated, was absent from this vast funeral procession: the new king who had inherited his father’s realm. His reign had begun at the moment of the late king’s death and every single person bowing their heads before the funeral car was now his subject. His lands stretched far beyond London, beyond the shores even of England and Wales. Like his ancestors, he claimed lordship over the duchies of Normandy and Gascony. For the first time in history, he was not merely rightful king of England, but king of France as well. He was now King Henry VI. And he was not yet one year old.

*

Fifty years later, in May 1471, the city of London was again the scene of a royal funeral procession. But this one was not carried out with the elaborate ritual of a reigning monarch. Soldiers surrounded the bier, bearing halberds instead of torches, as it made its journey from the Tower of London through the cramped and sombre streets to St Paul’s Cathedral. There had been no time to make a funeral effigy – indeed, the corpse was barely cold, death having taken place a matter of hours before, around midnight, within the Tower walls. Though the body was embalmed with wax and oil, and wrapped in fine linens, the dead man’s long face was left exposed, its small, puckered lips and wide-set gaze familiar to the citizens of London. Curious eyes peered through the defensive ring of soldiers to catch a glimpse of the man as he passed. When it finally reached the cathedral, the body was set up on the pavement near the altar. Now bystanders were able to stare with impunity at the corpse of the king. Ominously, as it lay in the holy sanctuary of the cathedral, the body was seen to bleed afresh. For two days the corpse was displayed in this manner – time enough to demonstrate, definitively, that this man’s life was over. That the reign of Henry VI had come to an end.

Half a century separates these funeral processions. Fifty years that saw English fortunes slide inexorably from the peak of victory to the depths of ignominious defeat. Henry’s French realm was lost, with neither battle nor peace treaty able to save it. The vast patrimony that had belonged to his father was, by 1471, a thin strip around the pale of Calais. Even worse than this, England itself descended into civil war.

The reign of Henry VI is rightly remembered as a nadir in national history – and the king’s shadow fell across his realms for years after he was deposed. This was the age of England’s defeat in the Hundred Years War and the Wars of the Roses. Conflict was to be Henry’s principal legacy. Yet Henry himself, the child king who became a martyred holy man, was no tyrant. He loved peace before war. He treated his wife and child with affectionate respect. He rewarded his friends, remembered past kindnesses and strove to avoid bloodshed and cruelty at all costs. How did a man with such good intentions cause such an outpouring of blood and horror? The answer lies in Henry himself. In an age of personal monarchy, the character of the ruler was of vital importance, and Henry’s proved to be his reign’s fatal flaw. For a medieval king, good intentions in themselves were of no use whatsoever. What mattered was the ability to turn intention into action. What mattered was royal will, and in that respect, Henry showed himself to be singularly lacking.

Henry has long been the ‘shadow on the wall’ described by his contemporary Georges Chastellain, looming darkly over our image of the fifteenth century.3 Yet like a shadow he has been intangible in history and literature, seeming to disappear in the bright glow of the large characters who surrounded him – the indefatigable Margaret of Anjou; his bellicose uncle, the ‘good duke of Gloucester’; the proud and ambitious Richard, duke of York. In the contrasting portraits drawn by his contemporaries, it is difficult to discern Henry’s true outline. Was he the pious saint-in-waiting, too godly and innocent for the cruel vagaries of politics, as his hagiographer John Blacman would have us believe? Was he the half-witted cuckold depicted in Yorkist propaganda? Or was he the weak-willed ruler decried by his rebellious subjects as being too easily swayed by bad counsel?

In recent history Henry the man has been overshadowed by Henry the political symbol – his government and kingship have been reassessed but Henry himself has not received the same personal attention. In the past thirty years, biographies of Henry have presented him as everything from an actively malign force in politics to an inert figurehead propped up by desperate advisers. But there has been little attempt to chart Henry’s development from infant ruler through adulthood, mental collapse and captivity, or to present these events empathetically as happening to a real person – flawed, certainly, but still potentially redeemable. It is my intention here to explore Henry VI as an evolving individual struggling in an extraordinary situation. In short, to consider him as a man.

The terrible bloodshed that Henry inadvertently unleashed on his people – and, in the end, on his own family – was not inevitable. It was the result of a tragic combination of nature and nurture: weak will subverted into indolence by the strife of his upbringing, the absence of a father and the overweening presence of too many uncles. Henry developed into a complex and contradictory man: someone who abhorred violence, fled conflict and was inclined to pardon violent offenders, but who still arbitrarily condemned dissenting subjects to grisly deaths and spurned those whose loyalty he mistrusted. A generous and merciful young man who failed to consider the consequences of his actions and was later held hostage by paranoia. A man who exhibited perfect health until he collapsed into a catatonia so complete he did not even recognize his wife and son – and then emerged from it as if no time had passed.

It is only by exploring Henry’s own life, by observing his evolution from a child for whom everything was possible, through troubled adolescence, conflicted adulthood and a middle age beset with mental health troubles that we can understand this shadowy figure. By understanding Henry himself, we can see how things went so terribly wrong for his kingdom.


PART I

Child King


1

‘That divine king your father’1

Agincourt, France 
25 October 1415

King Henry V arose to a dreary dawn. It had been a miserable night, full of autumn rain, and the scene that confronted him did little to cheer the spirits. Stretching away from him in all directions was a vast open plain of cropland. The fields had recently been sown, and stubby stalks of wheat struggled through the mud towards daylight. As he strode out among his army, the muddy ground beneath the king’s feet was treacherous: clogging beneath the heels and dragging his heavy feet deeper into the mire, then slippery and over-yielding, threatening to send him sprawling. There was at least some comfort to be had in the sight of the soldiers yawning their way into the morning. For two months these men had marched and fought beside King Henry, risking their lives in pursuit of the French crown. The English campaign had begun with glorious victory in a siege of the coastal fortress of Harfleur, but progress stalled thereafter as Henry’s army was reduced by disease. As they attempted to retreat towards the English-held stronghold of Calais, their passage over the River Somme was continually blocked by numerically superior French forces. Now, weakened by dysentery and hunger, their bodies aching from the ceaseless march, the English were forced to test the justness of their cause in battle. This day Henry V put his claim into God’s hands.2

It was the feast day of two lowly martyr-saints, Crispin and Crispinian, the patrons of shoemakers, saddlers and tanners. Perhaps that was a good omen for the English army, which was heavily weighted in favour of low-born archers rather than high-born horsemen. Less reassuringly for King Henry’s cause, both these saints had been French.* Such ill omens were not to be dwelt on. King Henry had insisted that the men put themselves in readiness for battle as soon as the watery sun rose, the bustle of preparing arms, kicking out fires and dressing for battle distracting them from the inevitable feelings of anxiety. There was not even time to eat a proper meal. The king heard Mass in his battle dress, the weight of the gleaming plate harness lying heavy across his shoulders as he knelt in prayer. It would have been a sensation he was used to; although he was only twenty-nine years old, Henry V was already a seasoned veteran. He had first fought in battle at Shrewsbury when he was just sixteen, an experience that had marred his good looks with a livid scar, the gory memory of an arrow that had embedded itself 6 inches into the soft flesh of his face.3

King Henry was accompanied by noble commanders who ran the full gamut of military experience, from fifty-eight-year-old Sir Thomas Erpingham, who had fought beside the Black Prince in the earlier days of the Hundred Years War, to Henry’s youngest brother Humphrey, duke of Gloucester, who was twenty-five and facing combat for the first time. King Henry’s long military experience was clear today, as his army – the largest English invasion force deployed in over fifty years – had the same distinctive composition as those that had fought so successfully in his teenage years. For every one man-at-arms, who would fight on foot armed with sword, spear or axe, King Henry had brought three archers to battle. English archers were justly feared in combat, able to shoot ten arrows a minute over distances up to 230 metres (250 yards). At close range, the steel-tipped arrows loosed from their longbows could pierce plate armour.4

These archers, who were likely to have been at least 5,000 in number, moved towards the field of battle, the king riding among them on a small grey horse. Henry was easily identifiable amid the throng of longbowmen, for his helmet was encircled with a rich gold crown studded with fleur-de-lys – a visual reminder of what he saw as his right to the French crown. Around the king fluttered his five royal banners: the royal coat of arms reflected his claims to the thrones of both England and France, alongside standards dedicated to the Trinity, the Virgin Mary, St George and St Edward the Confessor. No trumpets blasted as the English army moved into position, drawing up their lines in three ‘battles’, the vanguard and rearguard on each flank and King Henry in the main battle at the centre.† With inferior numbers and exhausted men, King Henry chose his position carefully to maximize his chances of success. His men were arranged between two sheltering copses, the muddy plain widening in front of them so that their enemy would be funnelled into a narrower gap, their advantage in numbers thus minimized as they advanced. Bristling to either side and interspersed between the three battles were the English archers, protected by sharpened stakes, taller than a man, that they plunged into the mud in front of them as an anti-cavalry device. King Henry commanded his baggage train to be brought up behind them to protect the rear of his troops and, perhaps, to enable a swifter retreat if the day turned against them.

King Henry had resolved to fight on foot, among his men, but before dismounting for battle he rode up and down his battle line addressing his soldiers. The fifteen-year-old Burgundian noble Jean de Waurin was at Agincourt on the French side, and he reported how King Henry inspired his men:

saying that he had come to France to recover what was rightful inheritance, telling them that they should remember that they had been born in England where their fathers and mothers, wives and children were at this moment. Because of that they ought to exert themselves so that they could return there in great honour and glory.5

Having rallied his troops, King Henry stepped down from his horse and stood ready, battle axe in hand, before the might of the French army. Because the French had called King Henry to battle, it was their right to begin proceedings. Across the distant plain, the king could make out the whirling preparations of the French forces, constantly jostling and reorganizing their ranks. Henry’s scouts had informed him that the French intended to make a devastating cavalry charge on his front line, concentrating their forces against his archers. The mass of French knights and noblemen wheeled on their mounts, eager to place themselves in the increasingly bloated vanguard for the first charge. The disarray and confusion in French ranks arose from the lack of a single clear point of command. While King Henry had united his noblemen, and his nation, behind his invasion and had fostered bonds of leadership and respect through privations shared during the last two months of campaigning, the French commanders were deeply divided. For twenty years the country had torn itself apart in civil war.

The French wars had begun in summer 1392 when the young French king, Charles VI, had succumbed to the first episode of what was to be a recurrent mental illness. Already physically drained by anxiety and over-exertion, King Charles had been riding at the head of his army towards Brittany to put down a rebellion when, after hours under the beating sun, he was seized by an attack of violent paranoia. As he spurred his horse towards the front of his army, a careless attendant dropped his lance on to the gleaming helmet of a soldier in front of him and, in the sudden clamour, Charles thought he was being attacked by his own men. He drew his sword and swung it wildly at his soldiers, who looked on in horror, unable to defend themselves for fear of hurting their king. Charles’s kinsmen made unavailing attempts to calm the king, but by the time they managed at last to overpower him, he had killed six men, including his bodyguard, and almost murdered his own brother. Dragged from his horse and transferred to a sickbed, after a few days Charles seemed to recover. However, such scenes of royal mania would become all too familiar in the years that followed.6

Charles’s wife, Queen Isabeau, and his kinsmen had tried to help him rule but his episodes of illness became more frequent and the periods of good health in between grew shorter. For months at a time he was scarcely able to take care of himself, never mind the country. During one attack he refused to be washed or changed, fouling his silken gowns until eventually the soiled and stinking garments were forcibly peeled from him to reveal lice-riddled flesh beneath. He would tear through the corridors of his palaces, imagining assassins at his heels, so the doors had to be bricked up to prevent him dashing straight out into the streets. Although seven of the twelve children Isabeau bore him were conceived after his first episode of madness, he sometimes did not recognize them – or anyone else – and became enraged when he saw Isabeau’s heraldry in his chambers. Once, he wept in the faces of his advisers, ordering them to take away his knife lest he injure them, or himself. He begged whoever had bewitched him with this sickness to release him from it and let him die.7

In the absence of firm royal rule and with ambitious noblemen eyeing the seat of power for themselves, there was only so much Isabeau and her allies could do to bind the fraying seams of government together. Soon, blue blood spattered across the streets of Paris and full civil war broke out between factions supporting two cadet branches of the French royal family: the House of Orléans (the Armagnac faction) and the House of Burgundy (the Burgundian faction). The turmoil arising from the bitter struggle between these rival French parties presented King Henry V of England with an enticing opportunity: he asserted his own right to the French crown, a claim that had been made repeatedly by his predecessors since Edward III began the Hundred Years War in 1337. As many as 12,000 Englishmen flocked to France in 1415 in support of Henry’s title and around 9,000 were still with him as he stood ready to fight on the field of Agincourt.8 His ailing rival, Charles VI, was absent from the battlefield, so the chief prince of blood royal present was the French King’s nephew Charles, duke of Orléans. Orléans was only twenty years old, with no military experience, and had only arrived at Agincourt the previous day. A number of dukes and their retinues had still not arrived by the morning of 25 October, which was partly why the French hung back instead of giving battle.

By ten o’clock, King Henry could wait no longer – if the French would not advance by choice, he would force their hand. A small party emerged from the English ranks, clustered around a figure on horseback, pausing some way in front of their line. Sir Thomas Erpingham, the grizzled veteran who had command of the English archers, threw a baton high into the air, crying, ‘Now strike!’ Banners were raised and English voices roared as King Henry and his men marched forward. The French forces looked around in amazement. Another English shout split the air, unleashing a volley of arrows that darkened the morning sky as they flew towards the enemy. It was impossible for the French to delay any longer. At last, their cavalry charged.

The plain shuddered with the thunder of the French advance and another volley of arrows rained down. Arrows punctured the iron barding of the horses and pierced the visors of their riders. Men tumbled to the earth and were trampled. Horses, their eyes wild with panic, fought against their bridles as the field narrowed between the flanking woodland, compressing the French front line and making the French knights easy prey for the English longbowmen. Those who made it to the English front line unhurt were driven on to the stakes in front of the archers.

As the cavalry reared and panicked, the French men-at-arms advanced. The recent rain had turned the field into a quagmire that sucked at the soldiers’ legs, pulling them in up to their knees. The cavalry’s advance and retreat over the same ground had churned the mud still further. Positioned at the rear, the French archers and crossbowmen looked on in confusion, the distant English screened by the sea of French soldiers in between. Despite the exhaustion of their march across the muddy battlefield, the French men-at-arms broke over the English front line with such force that the English fell back almost 4 metres (12 ft).

Iron sounded on iron as the English and French struggled hand to hand, blades slicing at legs and slashing at faces. Amid the melee, King Henry fought ‘not so much as a king but as a knight… offering an example in his own person to his men by his bravery’.9 A cry rang out – the king’s brother Humphrey, duke of Gloucester had fallen, wounded in the groin. King Henry lunged forward to defend his brother, but the next moment was forced to his knees himself. A swingeing axe-blow to the head dizzied him and broke a piece from his crown, sending it glinting into the mud. But Gloucester was dragged to safety and Henry recovered his footing.

The brutality and chaos of the battle was reaching its peak. There was no time to take prisoners, and cries for mercy went unheeded. The duke of Alençon reached out his hand to surrender himself to Henry only to be hacked to death by the king’s bodyguard. The tide was turning against the French. They were crushed so tightly in the channel between the flanking copses that some could scarcely raise their arms to defend themselves. Seeing their enemy penned in, English archers who had loosed all their arrows cast their bows aside and seized discarded swords and lead-covered mallets to press home the attack. Lightly armoured and nimble, they struck wherever they saw a break in the line, felling their opponents with single blows to the head. The French dead began to pile on top of one another, impeding the progress of those who came behind. An English priest, watching the carnage from the baggage train,‡ described how

the living fell on top of the dead, and others falling on top of the living were killed as well, with the result that, in each of the three places where the strong contingents guarding our standards were, such a great heap grew of the slain and of those lying crushed in between that our men climbed up those heaps, which had risen above a man’s height, and butchered their enemies down below.10

After three hours of vicious combat, the French vanguard was broken and in flight and the sacred banner of the French army, the oriflamme, fell. So many French princes had been butchered or captured that the rearguard was left virtually leaderless, looking on in bewilderment, torn between the urge to flee and the duty to fight on. It seemed that King Henry must emerge victorious. But all at once a shout went up in the English forces: the French rearguard were regrouping. The English baggage train had been attacked. Confusion and panic set in among the English. It was feared that the French prisoners, their courage fortified by the apparent reanimation of their cause, might attempt to rearm themselves. The order ‘Kill the prisoners!’ reverberated through the line. The unarmed Frenchmen at the field edge, some of them wounded and all defenceless, were massacred – their throats cut, their bodies set aflame by burning brands tossed into their midst.11

This decisive act of brutality on King Henry’s part ended French resistance. The French rearguard withdrew and their herald Montjoie came to tell King Henry that he was victorious. The nominal commander of the French army, Charles, duke of Orléans, was found beneath a pile of French dead as the English stripped their enemies of their arms and armour. Battered and bloodied, Orléans was dragged into imprisonment. He was fortunate to have survived; thousands of his compatriots had been killed, including a far higher than usual quota of noblemen. The English death toll was much lower and only two of Henry’s noble followers were killed, the duke of York and earl of Suffolk.12 Gloucester limped home with his brother: his heroic role in the events of 25 October would expand in the retelling. The English had gained a staggering victory against the odds. God had smiled on King Henry’s cause.

But Henry V had won the day in a manner that demonstrated the brutality as well as the glory of war. The English priest wrote in his report of the battle shortly after:

Our England, therefore, has reason to rejoice and reason to grieve. Reason to rejoice [in] the victory gained and the deliverance of her men, reason to grieve for the suffering and destruction wrought in the deaths of Christians.13

Troyes, France
21 May 1420

Surrounded by soldiers, noblemen and courtiers, Catherine of Valois stepped from her chariot into the sacred grounds of the cathedral of St Peter and St Paul. For years, this princess of France had been exiled with the French court inside the walled city of Troyes, unable to leave for fear of the gangs of outlaws and thieves who stalked the roads radiating out into the countryside of Champagne. Today marked a change, not only in the course of Catherine’s life but in that of French and English history. For today she would become the queen of England and by her marriage to King Henry V, she would bind their two nations together in peace at last.§

Though she was still only eighteen, Catherine’s marriage to Henry V had been openly discussed for a decade. The pair had met only three times, but Henry had been so impressed by a painting of Catherine that he had promised to marry her without a dowry, which was just as well since the ravages of war had drained the French royal treasury. Catherine had inherited the wide, deep-set eyes and high cheekbones of her mother, Queen Isabeau, and it was to be hoped that she had also inherited some of her mother’s political acumen.

Queen Isabeau arrived with her daughter at the cathedral in a golden chariot, draped in fine fabrics. A display of magnificence was expected of a queen, but Isabeau took her appreciation of finery to the extreme, revelling in cloth of gold, silvery-blue squirrel fur and jewel-encrusted headdresses, including one that glittered with ninety-three diamonds and numerous sapphires, rubies and pearls.14 Such lavish ornamentation befitted Isabeau’s status not only as royal consort but as one of the three architects of the Treaty of Troyes. Since King Charles was again ‘in his illness’, it had been left to Isabeau and her ally Philippe, duke of Burgundy, to represent French interests in the vexed negotiations with Henry V.** The twenty-four-year-old Duke Philippe accompanied Catherine and Isabeau into the cathedral, cutting an altogether more sombre figure in funereal black velvet, limiting his ostentation to his remarkable sleeves, which were so long that they brushed the earth even when he rode on horseback.15 While Isabeau’s focus that day might be on achieving the longed-for peace and Catherine’s on her imminent marriage to a virtual stranger, Philippe’s mind was bent wholly on revenge.

Despite the devastating blow that the Battle of Agincourt had dealt to the French nobility, it had taken King Henry another five years of relentless campaigning to force them to accept his terms for peace; five years of creeping English advances through Normandy and northern France while the French aristocracy continued to tear itself apart. The feud between Burgundians and Armagnacs had grown bloodier as the rival factions grappled for control of the royal family and the capital city of Paris. The leader of the Burgundians had been Duke Philippe’s father, Jean ‘the Fearless’ of Burgundy, who had saved himself from the slaughter of Agincourt by simply staying away. The Armagnacs were led by the last remaining son of King Charles VI and Queen Isabeau, the adolescent Dauphin Charles.†† Charles was an unprepossessing young man: short, skinny and ungainly with small hooded eyes and a long, bulbous nose. He also had a curiously unbalanced body: his legs were weak and his shoulders too broad for his frame. His contemporary the Burgundian chronicler Georges Chastellain observed that Charles did not like to fight – indeed, that he lacked courage by nature – but he made up for his innate deficiencies with intelligence and good sense. Charles’s early exposure to the harsh realities of warfare and political intrigue made him mistrustful and changeable. It also left him paranoid to the point that among his many phobias in later life were a fear of strangers, eating in front of others and crossing wooden bridges on horseback.16 Although Charles had presided over councils and meetings of the Estates General since the age of fourteen, he had become increasingly isolated from the Burgundian-dominated court. Isabeau and the citizens of Paris had turned to Jean the Fearless as a guiding light in the endless wars, and with Jean’s hand on the tiller of government, the dauphin had withdrawn with his Armagnac allies to establish a rival court at Bourges in Berry, central France.17

By 1419 it seemed that at long last there were hopes of peace: in May, King Henry negotiated with Jean and Isabeau in the fields of Meulan, 25 miles (40 km) northwest of Paris, meeting Catherine for the first time. When those talks proved fruitless, in July the forty-eight-year-old Jean and fifteen-year-old Dauphin Charles drew up a treaty of peace, binding one another with promises of friendship that swore French unity against English aggression. To conclude further details, Charles invited Jean to meet him at the fortified town of Montereau-sur-Yonne, 45 miles (72 km) southeast of Paris, in September. Despite their mutual protestations of amity, Jean was reluctant to put himself at the mercy of his long-term enemies. Charles attempted to assuage his anxieties, insisting that they meet on the many-arched bridge that spanned the River Yonne between the town on one bank and its castle on the other, even granting custody of the fortress to Jean’s Burgundian supporters as a sign of his sincerity. On Sunday 10 September 1419, Jean strode on to the bridge with a handful of attendants and met the dauphin inside a wooden palisade, which was locked to prevent either party bringing in their soldiers. As protocol dictated, Jean greeted the ungainly adolescent who would be his next king with a respectful bow, doffing his black velvet hat. But before he could rise, Charles made a signal and the Armagnac Thanguy du Châtel brought an axe crashing down into Jean’s skull. This ruthless political assassination changed the French political landscape completely.18

Jean’s son and heir, twenty-three-year-old Philippe, inherited the title of duke of Burgundy and with it control of the French royal family. Philippe went into ostentatious mourning, publicly proclaiming his determination to take revenge. There could now be no reconciliation between Armagnac and Burgundian, nor between the dauphin and his long-suffering parents, who were so appalled by Charles’s actions that they disinherited him. As an anonymous ‘Bourgeois’ of Paris observed in his journal: ‘It was therefore necessary, however distressing, to negotiate with the English king, France’s ancient enemy, because of the Armagnacs’ barbarity.’19 The abortive negotiations with England were revived and on 21 May 1420 Henry, Isabeau, Catherine and Philippe came together at Troyes to bind themselves to the twin objectives of restoring peace to France under Henry’s rule and bringing the dauphin to justice for the murder of Jean the Fearless.

Inside Troyes Cathedral, English, Burgundian and French looked on as Queen Isabeau and King Henry ascended the steps to the high altar. There, in the holiest part of the church, the terms of the Treaty of Troyes were read aloud for all to hear. Charles VI’s rule was to be set aside in place of a regency under Henry V, and once Charles was dead – an event which, given his current condition, no one believed could be very far off – Henry would inherit his throne as king of France. Henry, Isabeau and Philippe swore never to make an alliance with Dauphin Charles without first gaining the consent of each other and of the ‘three estates’ of England and France.‡‡ Isabeau and Henry pressed their royal seals into hot wax to confirm the treaty, swearing to uphold its terms. Duke Philippe set the example for 15,000 Frenchmen to follow the next day by promising to abide by the treaty. Then, as regent and heir of France, King Henry took Catherine’s hands and they pledged their union to each other.20

Catherine and Henry’s official wedding took place two weeks later, celebrated with the blare of trumpets and shimmer of rich fabrics. The bride and her mother arrived in a chariot drawn by eight white horses, a gift from her new husband. Such romantic gestures were in short supply in the days that followed. Henry cancelled the customary tournaments that should have been fought the next day, loudly announcing his intention to besiege Sens, 40 miles (65 km) to the west. ‘There’, he said, ‘we may all tilt and joust and prove our daring and courage, for there is no finer act of courage in the world than to punish evildoers.’21 Henry was keenly aware that half of the territory supposed to be in his power as regent was still in the clutches of Dauphin Charles. The day after their wedding, Henry bade Catherine farewell and rode with King Charles and Duke Philippe to wage war on the dauphin.22

King Henry’s attention in those honeymoon days was focused purely on wresting back control of the area south of Paris from Catherine’s brother. Sens fell within a week, but other fortresses proved more recalcitrant. The siege of Melun, begun immediately after Sens fell, did not end until October. Catherine joined her husband at Melun, attended by a small household carefully selected by the king himself. Every evening King Henry had the royal musicians play music to his wife, perhaps as a necessary diversion from the miseries of warfare so close at hand.23

By the end of 1420, with Melun vanquished, Henry determined that the war was proceeding well enough for him to accompany his bride back to England for her coronation. On 27 December 1420, Catherine bade farewell to her parents at Paris. ‘It was a sad parting,’ reported the Bourgeois of Paris, ‘especially between the king of France and his daughter.’24 Given the state of King Charles’s health it must have been far from certain that father and child would ever meet again. Catherine also had to leave behind almost all of her own servants, keeping only three French ladies and two maids. The rest of her royal entourage would now be entirely English.

After a leisurely progress through northern France and Normandy, Catherine and Henry arrived in England early in February 1421, and Catherine began her new life as queen. By the time spring blossom had appeared on the trees, it was clear that Henry and Catherine’s union had borne fruit: Catherine was pregnant. The future of the dual monarchy of England and France seemed assured.

Westminster
23 February 1421

From her seat at the end of Westminster Hall, Catherine looked out over a table laden with the choicest delicacies that the Lenten season would allow: roast porpoise and powdered whelks, crabs and savoury custards, trout, lampreys, jellies, shrimp and lobster were all laid before her, each of the three courses of her coronation banquet accompanied by a sugar sculpture ‘subtlety’ of the queen’s namesake, St Catherine of Alexandria,§§ in different guises. This martyr-saint was an exemplar of virginity and self-sacrifice, a fitting patron for the queen.25

The feast that followed Catherine’s coronation in Westminster Abbey afforded the new queen of England the opportunity to observe her husband’s most important subjects. Custom dictated that King Henry did not attend, but the hall nonetheless glittered with the greatest men and women of his realm. The highest-born of Catherine’s attendants was James I, king of Scots. The twenty-six-year-old King James had lived in honourable captivity at the English court since being taken hostage by pirates and delivered up to the English in 1406. He was sufficiently trusted by Henry V that he had recently accompanied the English army to France, acting as a figurehead to undermine the loyalty of the considerable Scottish forces who had gone into French service.

Sitting on the right-hand side of the queen in the hall, also reserved a position of honour, was a man who had a chequered history with Henry V, but whose wealth made him indispensable to the cash-strapped king. Henry Beaufort, bishop of Winchester, was Henry’s uncle of the half-blood. Where Henry V’s Lancastrian line was descended legitimately from Edward III’s third surviving son, John of Gaunt, the Beauforts were the result of an illegitimate union between Gaunt and his lover, Katherine Swynford.*** Bishop Beaufort was a formidably intelligent political player and, just as important, phenomenally rich. At the height of his powers he had a fortune of £50,000, making him the wealthiest English bishop of the late Middle Ages, and he expended vast sums in the service of the crown, providing endless loans for Henry’s French campaigns. He had also served in the chief political office of the land as chancellor for both his half-brother, King Henry IV, and his nephew.

However, Bishop Beaufort’s relationship with Henry V had never fully recovered from his appointment as cardinal in 1417. King Henry perceived this promotion by Pope Martin V as a conspiracy between his uncle and the Roman church to undermine royal authority in English religious affairs. He had forbidden Bishop Beaufort to exercise his authority as cardinal under threat of legal action. For several years Bishop Beaufort had been out of favour, but his position of honour at Catherine’s coronation suggested that King Henry had grudgingly forgiven him and might once more admit his uncle to a position of political influence.

Bishop Beaufort was not the only representative of the Lancastrian family present at Catherine’s coronation. Two of Henry V’s three brothers were also in attendance: John, duke of Bedford and Humphrey, duke of Gloucester. One of the strengths of the Lancastrian dynasty was that Henry, as the the eldest of four sons, was able to lead armies overseas while his siblings offered military support or watched over the affairs of England. And were he to be killed on campaign, there were three immediate heirs – all of them experienced in military and governmental matters – available to inherit the throne. This family fecundity had not yet carried over into the next generation as, unusually for their age and status, only two of the Lancastrian princes were currently married: Henry and the second eldest, Thomas, duke of Clarence, who was away fighting in France in February 1421 and was therefore the only one of Henry’s brothers not to be feasting with Queen Catherine at Westminster on 23 February. Only a year younger than Henry, the impetuous and brave Clarence had been their father’s favourite, but he had always been overshadowed by his elder brother. While he lacked Henry’s intellect, he shared his zeal for soldiering and during Henry’s absence in England, it was he who had taken command of the campaign against Dauphin Charles. Clarence’s wife Margaret Holland had, since Catherine’s marriage, become one of the queen’s principal English companions. The couple had no offspring of their own but Margaret had several children from her first marriage, to John Beaufort, earl of Somerset. Two of the Beaufort boys were serving alongside Clarence in France.

Representing the family in Clarence’s place was Henry’s middle brother John, duke of Bedford, who had served as keeper of England while Henry fought overseas. Bedford was a capable and loyal lieutenant, and if he lacked the king’s charismatic qualities he shared his energy and devotion to duty. He had been at Henry’s side when the Treaty of Troyes was sealed and had campaigned with him against the Armagnacs throughout 1420. The chronicler Thomas Basin, who as bishop of Lisieux in Normandy had dealings with Bedford, esteemed him to be ‘brave, humane and just’.26 A man with expensive tastes, Bedford had also sired two illegitimate children, and was steadily amassing a treasure trove of artistic and literary works.

Standing bareheaded in Westminster Hall and serving as ‘overlooker’ of the feast was the youngest of Henry’s brothers, Humphrey, duke of Gloucester. Gloucester owed his life to King Henry’s protection at Agincourt – he was considered more of a scholar than a warrior. Gloucester shared the family taste for literature and learning, and his interest in classical and chivalric literature was evident in the names of his two illegitimate children, Arthur and Antigone. Among the writers Gloucester patronized was Titus Livius, an Italian humanist whose works praised the duke as a charismatic military leader respected by his peers and supported by the people of England. The future Pope Pius II appraised Gloucester more critically,††† claiming that he preferred pleasure and reading to feats of arms, and cared more about his life than his honour.27 This uneasy dichotomy between Gloucester’s perception of himself and others’ lower opinion of his abilities was to become a running theme in the decades ahead.

Although a number of noblewomen attended Catherine for her coronation, royal women were noticeably absent. Henry V’s sisters were long since married and dispersed to the foreign realms of their husbands and his mother had been dead for decades.‡‡‡ Henry’s stepmother, the dowager queen Joan of Navarre, was very much still alive but currently languishing in prison at Leeds Castle.§§§ In 1419 Joan’s confessor, Friar Randolph, had accused her of attempting to bring about Henry V’s death by witchcraft. Henry V had been only too happy to detain his stepmother on this charge, less out of any personal malice than because it enabled him to confiscate her substantial dowry to bolster the royal coffers. With the French wars a constant drain on his treasury, finding money was a perennial challenge.

Yet for all the apparent strength of the Lancastrian family, it was not entirely forgotten that this was a new dynasty – and a usurping one at that. Henry V’s French wars had united the country around his regime, but Catherine knew only too well that the foundations of his authority were shallow. Almost three decades earlier, Catherine’s elder sister Isabella had presided over just such a banquet on the day of her own coronation as queen of England. Isabella, then only seven years old, had been the second wife of the thirty-year-old King Richard II, a former child ruler whose reign descended into tyranny. In 1399, Richard had been overthrown by his cousin Henry, duke of Lancaster who thus became Henry IV.**** The main casualty of this relatively bloodless change of dynasty had been Richard himself, who is thought to have starved to death in Pontefract Castle. Richard was deeply unpopular with both commons and nobility, and he had no sons to carry grudges into the next generation, so although Henry IV had struggled to assert his control over the crown, his eldest son, Henry V, had inherited his throne peacefully. Barring one traitorous plot led by his kinsman Richard, earl of Cambridge – uncovered and swiftly quashed just as the king was about to leave the realm for his Agincourt campaign – the reign of Henry V had been largely free of rebellion.

Which is not to say that the country at large was content. As Catherine and Henry set off on a progress around England to display the new queen to her people, there were dark clouds on the horizon. Although Henry’s treaty at Troyes formally declared perpetual peace, in reality all it did was guarantee further war, since it committed Henry to fighting for his French crown until Dauphin Charles was brought to heel. The English people knew that foreign war demanded English money to pay for it, and English service overseas as well. In the past six years, taxation had fallen heavily on Henry’s subjects, and now that England and France were officially at peace they were very reluctant to grant yet more taxes. When Henry appealed to parliament to support his next military campaign, in May 1421, they refused. He was forced instead to rely on loans, largely from his wealthy uncle Bishop Beaufort. Worse, some English believed that the dual monarchy proclaimed by the Treaty of Troyes threatened to put a French overlord on the English throne, since the future king of England would also be king of France and there was no certainty future generations of monarchs would be raised in their lands. The victors of Agincourt found the prospect of such foreign sovereignty distasteful in the extreme. Catherine’s progress was a public relations exercise to win over her new subjects and allay their fears – and ideally to encourage them to open their purses in support of the war.28

Amid these concerns, news of Catherine’s pregnancy offered welcome cause for celebration. However, Henry would not be in England for the birth of his first child. In April 1421, he received news that his commander in France, his brother Thomas, duke of Clarence, had been killed in a battle with Franco-Scottish forces at Baugé, east of Angers. Clarence had entered the fray against the advice of his lieutenants and paid for the mistake with his life – his two Beaufort stepsons had been captured and would remain prisoners until the vast sums demanded for their release were paid. This was a serious reversal of English fortunes and Henry could not risk delaying and incurring further losses. In June 1421 he returned to France, leaving his brother John, duke of Bedford, to govern as keeper of the realm in his absence.

As autumn turned to winter Catherine approached her eighth month of pregnancy. Custom dictated that she spend the last weeks before her child’s birth in confinement, and Windsor Castle was chosen as the location. A later tale claimed that the king had warned against giving birth in Windsor, because of a prophecy that the child ‘born at Windsor shall long reign and all lose’.29 In reality, Henry must have discussed and agreed the venue of his first child’s birth with Catherine before she was confined.

Henry learnt that Catherine had taken to her chambers while he was laying siege to the fortified town of Meaux, 30 miles (48 km) east of Paris. A major obstacle to control of the River Marne, Meaux had already held out for two months, and a lengthy winter siege seemed inevitable. As the king shivered outside Meaux, Catherine made one last preparation for her confinement, having a holy relic called the ‘Silver Jewel’, the foreskin of the infant Jesus, sent to her from France.30 The couple’s first – and, it transpired, their only – child would be born before the year was out.

 

 


* Strictly speaking, Crispin and Crispinian were Gauls, beheaded on the orders of the Roman emperor Diocletian.

† This was the customary arrangement for combat: the three ‘battles’ or ‘wards’ were comprised of a middle ‘main battle’ directly opposite the enemy, a ‘vanguard’ to the right and a ‘rearguard’ to the left.

‡ The anonymous author of Gesta Henrici Quinti wrote of his experiences as a priest in the English army in c.1417.

§ As was traditional, Catherine was known as ‘queen of England’ from the time of her formal betrothal, even though she and Henry V did not marry until June.

** Philippe was one of the many members of a cadet branch of the Valois royal family. His lands extended beyond the duchy of Burgundy (in northeastern France) to encompass Flanders, Artois and Franche-Comté.

†† In an age of high infant mortality, Charles and Isabeau were particularly unfortunate; in 1421 only five of their twelve children were still alive. Dauphin Charles inherited his title from his older brother in 1417.

‡‡ In England, this meant parliament, and in France the Estates General.

§§ St Catherine was a Christian martyr tortured to death in particularly bloody fashion by the Roman emperor Maxentius in the early fourth century AD.

*** They were legitimized after the fact in 1397, but barred from inheriting the throne.

††† In 1435, when Pius was Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, he visited the English court en route to and from a diplomatic mission to Scotland.

‡‡‡ Mary de Bohun, first wife of Henry V’s father Henry IV, died giving birth to her daughter Philippa in 1394.

§§§ Henry IV married his second wife, Joan of Navarre, in 1403. Their marriage was childless.

**** Henry IV was the son of John of Gaunt and grandson of Edward III.
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‘In infant bands crowned king’1

Windsor Castle
6 December 1421

Henry and Catherine’s child entered the world in the shadowed cold of deepest winter. He was born at four o’clock in the afternoon on 6 December, the sky already dark outside the single open window in Queen Catherine’s chamber. The whole royal apartment was gloomy, all other windows shuttered, every surface covered in carpet and tapestry, the flickering of candle flame and firelight casting shadows over the golden drapes of her bed. It was the feast day of St Nicholas, patron saint of children, a good day for a royal prince to enter the world. As was customary, during her confinement Catherine had been attended solely by women, her male servants having to hand over any business for her at the great chamber door. It was into the waiting arms of one of these women that the little prince was passed, to be swaddled in layers of linen, fur and silk, as bells rang out and bonfires leapt in celebration at the news of his birth. It had been a bitterly cold winter, mill wheels freezing in place and the streets of Paris flooded. At the French castle of Meaux, Henry V relentlessly pursued his siege of Armagnac forces in driving winter rains as sickness spread through the English camp. He ‘rejoiced greatly’ when he heard the news that his first-born child was a son, and no doubt by prior arrangement the boy was named in his honour, the third generation of the Lancastrian line to be called


















Windsor Castle
28 September 1422
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