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    This monumental study turns on a persistent tension: how a constitutional island kingdom forged, financed, and directed a professional army capable of fighting far from home while remaining answerable to civil authority, public scrutiny, and the unforgiving arithmetic of logistics, reconciling parliamentary control with executive necessity, balancing maritime priorities with continental obligations, and transmuting fragmented regimental traditions into a coherent instrument of policy without surrendering the liberties it professed to defend or the fiscal discipline that underwrote them, a drama played out in cabinet rooms, counting houses, parade grounds, and campaigns whose outcomes hinged as much on administration as on arms.

History of the British Army (Vol. 1 & 2) by J. W. Fortescue belongs to the scholarly tradition of narrative military history, assembling documentary evidence into a sustained account of the Army’s origins and early maturation. First issued as part of a multi‑volume project in the closing years of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth, these opening volumes situate readers amid the British Isles and the wider European and overseas theatres in which policy was tested. Fortescue writes neither campaign memoir nor abstract theory; he constructs an institutional chronicle attentive to governance, organization, finance, and the practicalities of war.

In these volumes, the premise is straightforward yet far‑reaching: to trace how a standing army took shape under shifting political settlements and strategic demands, and how its methods, leadership, and structures adapted to recurrent conflict. The reading experience is measured and exacting, with clear exposition punctuated by close analysis of orders, establishments, and the interplay between ministers and commanders. Fortescue’s voice is formal and judicious; his tone prizes clarity over flourish, guiding readers from administrative foundations to operational consequences. The result is a layered narrative in which decisions made in council reappear, transfigured, on muster rolls, marches, and battle plans.

Across both volumes, several themes gather force. Civil‑military balance is constant, as legislative oversight and executive action contend over costs, control, and purpose. Logistics and finance emerge not as background but as governing constraints that shape tempo, readiness, and the very possibility of campaigns. Recruitment, training, and discipline illustrate the slow consolidation of professional standards from disparate practices. Coalition warfare and the balance of power frame British choices abroad, while insular defense and overseas garrisons divide attention at home. Throughout, Fortescue shows how doctrine, technology, and organization coevolve, with institutional memory preserving lessons even as fresh crises demand improvisation.

For contemporary readers, these early volumes matter because they illuminate problems that persist: aligning military means with political ends, funding readiness without mortgaging the future, and coordinating allies while safeguarding national priorities. Fortescue’s careful unraveling of cause and effect clarifies how procurement delays, administrative reforms, and leadership appointments ripple through strategy. Students of security studies will recognize enduring debates about expeditionary warfare, home defense, and the burdens of global commitments. Practitioners and policymakers can draw insight into the gritty mechanics of mobilization and sustainment, while general readers will find a sober reminder that power is built as much in offices as in fields.

These volumes also reward reading with a historically aware lens. Their author writes from a late‑Victorian and Edwardian vantage, and his institutional focus often privileges high command, legislation, and the apparatus of state over the social experiences of rank and file. That orientation is intrinsic to his purpose rather than a flaw, yet it invites supplementation from social, cultural, and colonial perspectives. What endures is the work’s disciplined attention to sources and structures, its resistance to sensationalism, and its insistence that narrative and analysis belong together. Taken on its terms, it remains a foundational account of a national military institution.

Readers approaching Volumes 1 and 2 can expect a cumulative architecture: chapters that build from constitutional arrangements and financial instruments to field formations and operational practice, revealing how policy choices harden into military habit. The text does not depend on foreknowledge, yet it assumes patience for detail and rewards close attention to the chain that links parliament, treasury, and parade ground. Without disclosing outcomes beyond their setup, it is fair to say that change is uneven, contested, and costly, and that institutional learning is never linear. To follow Fortescue here is to watch the central tension of state and sword take shape.
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    J. W. Fortescue’s History of the British Army (Vol. 1 & 2), published at the turn of the twentieth century, opens his extensive account of how England’s, and then Britain’s, land forces emerged as a permanent institution. He builds a chronological narrative from official papers, correspondence, and parliamentary records, linking policy and administration to operations in the field. Across these first volumes he frames central questions: how a standing army differentiates itself from temporary levies, how authority is balanced between Crown and legislature, and how finance, organization, and strategy coevolve. The result is a disciplined synthesis that privileges documented development over anecdote or romanticized martial legend.

Fortescue begins by delineating the preconditions for a professional force in early modern England. He traces the limitations of locally raised militias and short-service contingents, showing how intermittent musters and fragmented command could meet immediate crises yet failed to sustain continuous capability. Fiscal constraints, jurisdictional overlaps, and uneven training receive close attention, as do the administrative mechanisms that attempted to coordinate them. Rather than treating these arrangements as mere prehistory, he shows how their practices, terminology, and habits shaped later regimental structures and military law. The argument is cumulative: institutional memory and legal precedent form as decisive a foundation as tactics or technology.

The mid-seventeenth century upheavals supply Fortescue with a laboratory of change. He examines the shift from improvised forces toward a more cohesive, centrally directed army during the Civil Wars and their aftermath. Questions of allegiance, command authority, and accountability move to the foreground, alongside the practicalities of recruitment, pay, and discipline. Fortescue profiles the emergence of standardized drill and organization, not to celebrate individuals but to explain how procedure and hierarchy stabilized performance. He is alert to the political stakes of professional soldiers serving a contested government, yet he returns consistently to documentation on logistics, supply, and administration to anchor his narrative.

With the Restoration, Fortescue turns to the delicate consolidation of a permanent military establishment. He details the gradual regularization of regiments, the articulation of rank, and the frameworks that regulated conduct and punishment. Legislative oversight, notably annual measures that legitimized discipline and funding, becomes central to the story. Fortescue highlights how patronage, purchase, and seniority shaped the officer corps while emphasizing attempts to standardize training and equipment. The army’s identity is shown to be forged as much in barracks and offices as on battlefields, where questions of civil control, budgetary discipline, and administrative routine defined the contours of a sustainable force.

Fortescue next situates the army within late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century conflicts that demanded sustained, coordinated effort at home and abroad. He tracks how coalition warfare and campaigning on the Continent required new staff practices, more reliable supply systems, and adaptable command. Operations in the British Isles reveal the challenges of internal security, regional loyalties, and the logistics of movement and subsistence. Fortescue’s emphasis stays on organization: siegecraft, fieldworks, and marches are presented not simply as episodes but as tests of a maturing institution’s capacity to plan, provision, and learn under pressure.

Overseas obligations, garrisons, and expeditions press the army’s evolving apparatus in new ways. Fortescue follows how distance magnified problems of recruitment, transport, disease, and discipline, and how coordination with maritime power reframed strategic options. He examines contracting, victualling, and medical arrangements as components of fighting strength, not afterthoughts. The narrative underscores the relationship between reliable revenue, administrative steadiness, and operational reach. Without claiming uniform progress, Fortescue shows how procedures diffused, reforms accumulated, and lessons codified—producing an institution increasingly capable of sustained service beyond Britain while remaining answerable to domestic political oversight.

The two volumes culminate in a portrait of a force becoming recognizably modern in organization and purpose. Fortescue’s achievement lies in explaining military change through the interplay of law, finance, administration, and experience, rather than through battlefield drama alone. His method—source-driven, comparative across periods, and attentive to unintended consequences—makes the work an enduring point of reference. By revealing how constitutional checks, fiscal realities, and strategic necessity shaped the army together, he offers a study with continuing resonance: a measured account of institutional growth that illuminates the relationship between a nation’s governance and its capacity for war.
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    J. W. Fortescue (1859–1933) began publishing The History of the British Army in 1899, drawing extensively on official papers, dispatches, and muster rolls. Volumes I and II survey the army’s emergence as a permanent institution from the Restoration to the early eighteenth century, situating British developments within European warfare. Issued at the height of Britain’s global power and during the Second Boer War, these volumes attend closely to organization, finance, and command. Fortescue’s early narrative establishes the institutional framework and constitutional limits of military power. Its emphases mirror turn-of-the-century concerns with efficiency and civil oversight of the armed forces.

Fortescue opens against a long backdrop of English military practice, from feudal levies and contractual retinues to Tudor musters and trained bands. Across sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, firearms, standardized drill, and larger permanent forces reshaped warfare. The English Civil Wars (1642–1651) and the New Model Army demonstrated the power of disciplined standing troops while heightening suspicion of military dominance in politics. This inheritance frames later debates over soldiers, taxation, and law. By connecting antecedents to later arrangements, the work grounds the British Army’s origins in verifiable institutional change and emphasizes constitutional legitimacy as an enduring measure of military development.

After 1660, Charles II established small permanent forces, including cavalry and foot guards, to secure the restored monarchy. The army expanded under James II, notably during the 1685 Monmouth rising, provoking public debate over a standing force. The Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689 produced the Bill of Rights, which barred peacetime forces without Parliament’s consent, and the first Mutiny Act (1689), renewed annually to regulate discipline. These measures anchored civil control through yearly supply and legislation. Fortescue presents this settlement as foundational to British civil–military relations, reflecting the centrality of parliamentary authorization in both the narrative and his analytical priorities.

The 1690s saw the fiscal and administrative capacities that sustained a professional force take shape. Parliament authorized permanent taxation; the Bank of England (1694) and funded national debt underwrote war costs. A Secretary at War coordinated pay, clothing, and supply, while the Board of Ordnance managed artillery, engineers, and munitions. Contractors, magazines, and transport arrangements supported campaigns, subject to Treasury oversight. Fortescue traces these mechanisms to show how institutions enabled battlefield performance. His attention to finance and bureaucracy reflects contemporary archival scholarship and a late‑nineteenth‑century conviction that effective administration was as decisive as valor in determining military success.

In the Nine Years’ War (1688–1697), England fought within the Grand Alliance against Louis XIV. William III commanded allied armies in the Low Countries, where English troops endured major battles such as Landen (1693) and sieges including Namur (1695). The conflict tested the new funding system, recruitment, and supply, and integrated English regiments into coalition command. Peace at Ryswick (1697) ended hostilities without resolving rivalry with France. Fortescue uses these campaigns to examine coalition warfare and logistical strain, themes relevant to the management of large-scale, long-distance operations by expeditionary forces.

During the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714), Britain entered the conflict in 1702 under Queen Anne, with John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, leading allied armies. His campaigns in the Low Countries and along the Danube produced major victories, while overseas operations secured Gibraltar (1704) and Minorca (1708). The Acts of Union (1707) created Great Britain, and Scottish regiments entered a unified establishment. The Treaty of Utrecht (1713) concluded Britain’s war. Fortescue devotes extensive analysis to leadership, coalition management, and logistics, aligning his narrative with enduring British interest in professional command and the coordination of multinational forces.

Volumes I and II examine the regimental system and practices that shaped performance. Colonels held proprietary responsibilities for raising, clothing, and maintaining regiments; the purchase of commissions was widespread and regulated, while training emphasized linear tactics and platoon fire. Recruitment relied on voluntary enlistment with bounties, and the militia remained a home-defense institution under civil authority. Billeting and the reach of courts‑martial were constrained by statute, notably the annually renewed Mutiny Acts. Fortescue assesses strengths and abuses within these arrangements, framing professionalization within constitutional limits and offering a measured critique of administration, supply, and patronage.

Fortescue’s early volumes combine campaign narrative with institutional history, drawing on State Papers, official correspondence, officers’ lists, and muster records, and accompanying analysis with maps. Appearing from 1899 as Britain fought in South Africa, they fed a wider public debate on organization, training, and command. By charting the army’s evolution from Restoration beginnings to the Utrecht settlement, the work portrays a force made effective through finance, law, and disciplined leadership. Its appraisal of successes and failures is anchored in documentary evidence and reflects a broader Edwardian impulse to scrutinize institutions for lessons applicable to contemporary policy.
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Many chronologies begin the British Army in 1661, when Charles II took Monk’s Foot[2] and christened the Coldstream Guards[3], yet the standing army truly dates from the New Model[4] of 1645, itself the offspring of earlier campaigns. Officers who shaped that force had learned under Gustavus Adolphus[5] and Maurice of Nassau[6], and two old regiments still recall those schools. The trail stretches back to Elizabeth, when England, haunted by Creçy, Poitiers and Agincourt, reluctantly adopted foreign methods. Shakespeare echoes the national pride: “I tell thee, herald, I thought upon one pair of English legs did march three Frenchmen.” The story now advances.
England’s original host, the fyrd[1], summoned every landowner between sixteen and sixty for two months yearly. Alfred’s division into districts made every five hides furnish a man with provisions and pay, while owners of five hides rode as heavily armed thanes for the whole campaign. Canute later kept a royal body-guard, the Danish house-carles. From such elements Harold marched south after Stamford Bridge: light spearmen and mail-clad axemen, legs bandaged like modern puttees, all fighting on foot. Formed in wedge battalions, twenty-five or more, they lined a ridge behind a trench and a hedge of slanting stakes, shields locked, waiting for William’s horse and shafts.
The Normans surged uphill, arrows clattering on the shield-wall, horse balked by stakes. Harold forbade movement, yet when William feigned flight one wing broke ranks, pursued, and was enveloped. William then threw his whole force at the diminished line; the English, spent and piled with dead, shattered and fell. Disaffected nobles later joined the Varangian Guard[7]; at Durazzo they again chased fleeing Normans, and Robert Guiscard’s cavalry closed and slew them to a man. Knight-service arose after the Conquest, but money paid in place of duty let kings field hired troops, so England became cradle of the soldier, fighter for a shilling.
After the Conquest the feudal host swiftly crumbled, and Saxon habits resurfaced. William Rufus twice summoned the English fyrd, yet in his seventh year he met twenty thousand men, seized their pooled travel money of two hundred thousand shillings to hire foreign swords, and sent them home, shattering trust. Under Henry I English and Norman knights fought side by side at Tenchbrai. Dismounted in a solid block he led them forward; scattered cavalry failed to break it, and the enemy infantry was cut down. English cheers hailed the field as vengeance for Hastings. Ten years later Brenville confirmed the lesson.
At Brenville Henry again dismounted four hundred of five hundred knights and, after fierce struggle, prevailed. At Beaumont he repeated the formation, while a flanking troop of archers loosed such volleys that charging horse collapsed; the foot block then smashed the wavering rabble. Recognising the secret, Henry excused accidental deaths at the butts, and archery prospered. Stephen’s troubled reign still advanced tactics: in 1138 the Standard saw mailed knights fight on foot beside bowmen, scything through the Scots. At Lincoln the same shield-wall, ringed around Stephen, resisted grimly until sheer numbers flooded it. Meanwhile French-born tournaments drilled horsemen in disciplined shock.
Henry II, waging campaigns, converted feudal duty into money; scutage[9] hired Brabançon mercenaries, and every three knights must field one rider. His Assize of Arms[8] revived the fyrd: 'holders of a knight’s fee shall keep mail, helm, shield, lance; free men worth sixteen marks the same; those of ten an habergeon, iron cap, lance; burgesses a padded coat, iron cap, lance.' No bow was ordered, poaching fears perhaps restraining it. Richard the Lion-Heart, paying knights, marched from Joppa, kept order on a march, then smashed Saladin at Arsouf. Crusaders wore crosses—England’s was white—and copied Saracen calls, posting trumpets and drums round standards to sound alarms.
King John exposed the weakness of English feudalism: knights had no tax relief or hereditary claim, and royal knighting was extortion. When he called the host in 1205, ten knights equipped one, and those who went shamed themselves at Bouvines[10]; rebellion soon forced the Great Charter, killing hopes for a warrior caste. After 1252 tenants-in-chief and Assize freemen formed the levy, yet Henry III, though he fined the wealthy into knighthood, still relied on sheriffs for men-at-arms. Edward I dropped writs for Commissions of Array[17] and, through the 1285 Statute of Winchester, rearmed the militia, revived axes, legalised long-bows, and fixed archers as unarmoured infantry.
Richard I’s archers had shown their sting at Messina: "no man could look out of doors but he would have an arrow in his eye before he could shut it." In 1298 Edward I met Wallace at Falkirk. Scottish pikemen formed four circles behind a marsh, with light bowmen and scant horse between. English cavalry charged; one division sank in the swamp. When the Bishop of Durham paused, a comrade barked, "Back to your mass, Bishop," and spurred on. Scottish horse fled, archers were chased, yet the pikes stood. Edward advanced his own bowmen, their arrows ripped the ranks, and the men-at-arms swept the field.
Edward sought to crown Falkirk with union, yet war endured. At Bannockburn, 1314, Bruce struck back. English archers stood unsupported; Bruce’s thousand horse smashed their flank, and cavalry, jammed before pikes, fled in disgrace. The warning was plain: bowmen need support and heavy men should fight afoot. In 1327 the young Edward III took the lesson; at Halidon Hill, 1333, four dismounted battalions flanked by archers loosed storm after storm. "The English minstrels blew trumpets, sounded pipes, and marched furiously to meet the Scots"; the enemy broke under arrows, knights mounted for the chase, slew ten thousand, and opened the road to wider war.
Edward II replaced the feudal summons with written indents: noble contractors swore to serve for a set term, bringing exact numbers for fixed pay. Edward III placed most bargains at home, giving the hired host an English heart, though each captain still levied neighbours and ruled them like a miniature prince. When peace returned, seasoned bands hawked their steel for profit and became roaming condottieri. Wages first, gain next—England shaped both ideas and bred a caste of professionals while the old levy withered. Equal law bound commons and lords, forging one fighting nation where earl and yeoman stood shoulder to shoulder.
Chivalry now flowered in England; the swordbelt became a sacred cincture, glory and adventure a national hunger. Knights, squires and mounted sergeants formed the striking arm. A knight’s sons and servants, once distinct, had merged into squires, near-equals called the very backbone of the host. All bore lance, sword, dagger and shield, yet plate and mail still evolved, and their horsemanship lagged; some riders were lashed to the saddle to avoid a runaway gallop. Spanish stallions, prized for speed and courage, crossed France only when kings allowed; each knight kept a war-horse, a spare, a palfrey and a pack animal, barded chargers counting most.
Each knight marched with apprentices who led the spare horses on the right, polished armour to mirror brightness, laced on sollerets upward to helmet, and lifted the shield to finish the iron shell. Surprise meant a frantic dash to the baggage, yet both armies usually paused in chivalrous deference until every rivet was secure. For discipline the mailed men grouped into constabularies of roughly twenty-five to eighty, led by constables. Several such knots gathered under a banneret; the forked tail of his pennon was ceremoniously sliced square to mark promotion. Thus the banner became the next battlefield unit, ancestor of later squadrons.
Armies massed huge blocks of men-at-arms, depth rivaling frontage; thin lines came later. The preferred shape was a narrowing wedge, steadier and better for splitting enemy phalanxes. While waiting, each horse had room to wheel like a Roman, but for attack ranks locked so tightly that, someone said, “An apple thrown into the midst of them would not reach the ground.” Their advance was a slow, ponderous shove, not a headlong gallop, hence mounted columns failed against firm infantry squares. Behind them rode pauncenars in lighter armour with lances, then the coast-patrolling hobelars on hobbies, helmeted, aketoned, gloved, sword at hip.
Bare-legged Welsh spearmen followed, clothed at the king’s cost in matching tunic and mantle—the army’s first uniform, colour lost to history. England’s true strength, however, lay with the long-bowmen. Many rode to battle yet fought afoot, wearing only iron caps. Their bows measured six feet four; cloth-yard arrows bore barbed iron heads and goose or peacock feathering. Training began in boyhood: Bishop Latimer recalled, “My father taught me to draw, to lay my body to the bow; as I grew my bows grew bigger.” Skilled archers loosed fast, true shafts two hundred forty yards, punching an inch of timber and eclipsing the slower cross-bow.
Archers ranked deep, loosing over files; though called artillery, guns appeared in 1344—powder, saltpetre, sulphur, six “gonners,” weapons the English named guns, the French cannon. The host formed in thousands under millenars, hundreds under centenars, twenties under vintenars; trumpets lacking fixed calls echoed orders. Pay at Calais 1346 ran from the Prince’s twenty shillings to Welsh spearmen’s twopence. Musters and horse valuation tried to curb fraud, yet corruption spread. Edward had already adopted the motto “Dieu et mon droit[11].” After victory at Sluys and sieges like Quesnoy, Henry of Lancaster landed at Bayonne in 1345 with three thousand men, pioneer of siegecraft; June 1346 loomed.
Derby’s raid in Gascony stalled before stronger French troops, so Edward III, June 1346, gathered a swarm of ships, ferried four thousand men-at-arms, ten thousand archers and Welsh spearmen, and landed at St Vaast de la Hogue on 12 July. After six days’ refit he marched east to the Seine. Philip marched parallel, crossed at Paris, guessed the northerly feint, sped ahead and blocked every Somme passage. Trapped, Edward wrung from prisoners the ford of Blanche Tache, forced it at ebb-tide, hurried through Crecy forest, crossed the Maie at dawn 26 August, drew up on the ridge between Crecy and Wadicourt, archers forward, three divisions dismounted in echelon, horses parked behind.
Philip’s army, unable to halt after a weary march from Abbeville, blundered against the English about five o’clock amid a drenching thunderstorm. The archers slipped off bowstrings to keep them dry. Six-thousand Genoese, soaked and breathless, grumbled; Alençon snapped, “Who cares for your rabble?” When the storm cleared, the low sun blinded them. Their triple shout failed; English arrows ripped them apart. They recoiled; Philip snarled, “Slay me these rascals,” and the heavy cavalry trampled them, only to flounder under the same deadly hail. Yet Alençon, the blind King of Bohemia, and the Count of Flanders burst through and crashed upon the Black Prince[12].
Arundel swung his second division; the young prince fell, lifted by his banner-man. A messenger begged aid. “Is my son dead or hurt?” Edward said. “No, sire, hard-pressed.” “Then let the boy win his spurs.” The line held; archers closed on flank and rear as dusk fell. Philip, with last reserve, saw carnage and rode away. Dawn found France broken. Calais fell; peace followed, yet war revived in 1355. Derby in Brittany failed, and in 1356 the French king checked him. Three English armies marched; the Black Prince raided to the Loire, heard strong French at Vierzon, veered to Tours, lingered, and faced threatened retreat.
Harried by swift French pursuit, the Black Prince hurried south, reaching Châtellerault on 14 September while King John halted ten miles behind at La Haye. Next day the French swung south, unknowingly crossing their quarry’s line and leaving the road to Bordeaux clear. Edward slipped west, chose Maupertuis fifteen miles from Poitiers, and barred himself behind a vine-choked ravine north of the Miosson. Archers lined hedges that narrowed the sole track to four horsemen; men-at-arms dismounted in three ranks, wagons and spades shielding an open flank. Six or seven thousand English waited against sixty thousand singing Frenchmen.
Night fell on 18 September. Edward, denied honourable terms, heard the huge host preparing a dawn assault, lost heart, and began to slip over the Miosson, leaving a rearguard at the ravine. Two scouts blundered into the enemy and were seized; their warning came too late—the French were already advancing. The Prince wheeled back, sent three hundred mounted men-at-arms and as many horse-archers to stiffen his right. Singing of Roland, mailed riders plunged into the narrow way; point-blank arrows dropped them, mounts tumbled, and the throat of the pass clogged with kicking wreckage. English horsemen smashed the flanks, every foreign knight fell.
Wounded horses stampeded into the foremost foot battalion, shattering its array. Seeing the turmoil, Edward mounted. Chandos shouted, “Forward, sire, the day is yours!” “No backward steps—forward banner, for God and St George!” The English rode through the ravine, burst the first two French lines, riddled the third with arrows, captured King John, and cut down fugitives barred from Poitiers. Few English fell; thousands of French died or were taken, and lasting renown was won. The Brétigny peace[13] disbanded the army, whose veterans formed Free Companies. At Cocherel French armour foiled their arrows; at Auray bowmen dropped bows, seized axes, and smashed the enemy, settling Brittany.
Oppression by the Free Companies became unbearable, so Charles V hired Bertrand du Guesclin to carry a contingent into Spain for Henry of Trastamare against Pedro the Cruel. The troops, largely esquires and needy nobles, chose a white cross and the name White Company[14]. They soon dismissed themselves but were re-enlisted by the Black Prince, who gathered Aquitanian vassals, Gascons, and a force from England under the Duke of Lancaster, assembling thirty thousand mounted men on Navarre’s frontier. Wearing St George’s red cross they crossed Roncesvalles in February 1367. Felton’s hundred daredevils scouted Henry, died on Arinez, and, on 3 April, the two armies faced each other near Najera.
The plain shone as archers opened fire and Chandos’s vanguard crashed into du Guesclin’s line. Englishmen reeled, Chandos fell, yet flank archers swept away Spanish light horse, wheeled inward, and wrapped the first line. Henry threw in his second line; the Black Prince answered with both remaining divisions, and the charge of remounted men-at-arms turned defeat into rout. A bridge over the torrent clogged with fugitives; thousands were taken or slain. Pedro’s treachery forced the Prince to wring payment from Gascony; nobles appealed to France, and, summoned to Paris, he growled, “We will go, but with helmet on and sixty thousand behind.
Renewed war went ill: Pembroke routed, Chandos slain. Fevered, the Prince stormed Limoges and from his litter ordered all killed; three thousand fell crying “Mercy, mercy!” until three brave French knights moved him to stop. His son soon died at Bordeaux, his sickness deepened, and he retired to Berkhampstead. A naval defeat off Rochelle cost the sea, and France seized all save Calais, Bordeaux, Bayonne. Dragging himself to Westminster in 1376, he thanked his men, sought pardon, bound them to his heir, expelled a knight with “Begone!”, whispered forgiveness, and died. Entombed at Canterbury under arms, he rests while the barracks trumpet salutes him daily.
The Black Prince’s method outlived him. Richard II marched into Scotland in 1385 with his father’s Navarrete formation, yet home progress stalled while Europe embraced it. French, Germans, Italians all dismounted their knights; at Sempach an Austrian leader, copying the practice, yielded victory to the Swiss. The true heirs were the English Free Companies, profit-sharing guilds that sold and bought commands and spread the new art. Their finest captain, John Hawkwood[15], rode shining files through Italy, kept faith, outwitted superior numbers at Castagnaro, and, past seventy, led horsemen carrying foot ten miles through girth-deep flood to safety. Florence rewarded him; Richard II asked for his bones.
In 1385 some five hundred English adventurers crossed to Portugal, built abattis that mimicked Poitiers, left a single gap lined with archers, lured Spaniards and their French allies straight in, then loosed a fierce counter-attack that won Aljubarotta and fixed English military prestige forever. Meanwhile German foundries replaced clumsy bombards with hook-guns, lighter pieces bolted to wooden shafts, soon given shoulder stocks, the quick step toward the individual hand-gun. Yet, as outdated engines fought at Alma before disappearing, so the system of the two Edwards would flash again forty years after Navarrete, on Henry V’s triumphant road to Agincourt.
Ambitious, Henry V revived commissions of array and indentures, doubled archers’ pay to sixpence, pawned jewels, pressed seamen, hired Hollanders, and mustered thirty thousand men with a fourteen-hundred-sail fleet carrying St George’s red cross. Great guns, the London and the King’s Daughter, served by German masters, sailed with him. Landing before Harfleur on 18 August 1415, the army ringed the walls; for a month wooden towers, mines and artillery fought together. Dysentery thinned the besiegers, yet on 22 September the garrison cried, "for the fire was to them intolerable," and surrendered. With two-thirds lost, Henry repaired the town, packed provisions for eight days and led nine thousand north toward Calais.
Mad King Charles VI kept France disordered, yet sixty thousand—fourteen thousand men-at-arms with bowmen—lined the Somme. Henry, following Edward III, aimed at Blanche-Tache ford, discovered it guarded, swung upstream, found every bridge cut and ford occupied. After eight days the last provisions were gone. He would not retreat. At Nesle a villager spoke of a marshy crossing; French had wrecked its twin causeways. Henry worked beside his troops, laying wood and straw until three horsemen could pass abreast, so baggage and men crossed before dusk. The French retreated northwest but sent a challenge. “I march to Calais—you’ll have no trouble finding me,” Henry replied, advancing.
At Peronne the army marched armed; archers carried eleven-foot stakes, yet no enemy appeared, so columns fanned out for food. Meat was ample, bread gone; discipline fierce. Looters and drunkards suffered: Bardolph stole a pyx and was hanged. One night Henry missed his ground. “God forbid that in armour I turn back,” he said, pushing onward. On 24 October scouts warned the French would bar the road. He sped through Blangy, over the Ternoise to Maisoncelle, offered Harfleur for passage, was refused, and saw French cramped on the plateau near Agincourt. Rainy darkness rang with shouts and gambling while men mended gear and confessed.
At dawn of 25 October Henry, bare-headed on a gray pony, led the army to a field, dismounted all men, posted baggage behind a guard, and drew a single line four deep—York right, himself centre, Camoys left. He recalled their fathers; the host knelt, kissed mud thrice, rose steady. French lords wrangled until every great man crammed into a seven-thousand vanguard foot, wings of men-at-arms, scant cavalry, second and third lines behind, all ankle-deep in mire. Both sides breakfasted. Sir Walter Erpingham arranged archers, flipped his baton, cried “Now strike!” Henry echoed, “Forward banner!” A thunderous shout bore ragged bowmen and ranks toward overloaded French columns.
Archers planted stakes, drew and loosed; maddened horses on the French right bolted, those on the left crashed over the barrier, riders never rising. Dazzled by arrows and sun, the vanguard huddled so tight their weapons were useless, though they shoved the English a lance-length and twice rang Henry’s helmet. Archers dropped bows, stormed in with axe or hammer and hacked the men-at-arms; wings crumbled, centre folded, Duke of Brabant fell, second line broke, third fled. Alarm of baggage plunder made Henry cry, "Kill the prisoners." Two hundred bowmen obeyed; by four o’clock the field was won, thousands of French dead, hundreds of English lost.
Henry christened the field Agincourt and pressed the war by Black Prince’s rules. France, riven between Burgundian and Armagnac, bowed in the Treaty of Troyes, yet the omen of Beaugé chilled the triumph. In 1421 Clarence fell there to Scottish auxiliaries led by Buchan; Henry, who had trusted the Scots, branded them rebels, but they kept coming. He marched back, restored mastery, then, still in his prime, sickened amid the siege lines and died in 1422, aged thirty-four. Stern yet mild, he punished instantly, spoke little beyond "Impossible" or "It must be done." His dented helm, shield and saddle hang above his Westminster tomb.
After Henry died, John Bedford assumed command, leaning on Burgundy and wielding the same iron discipline. France mustered three thousand Scots to besiege Crevant, but four thousand English and Burgundians rushed up, fought though outnumbered, and smashed them, Scots slain almost to a man. Bedford allowed no breach of English tactics. Scotland answered with ten thousand more under Archibald Douglas, now Duke of Touraine. On 17 August 1424, French and Scots, nearly twenty thousand, met twelve thousand English at Verneuil. Bedford dismounted every soldier, ringed front and flanks with archers bearing stakes, tied baggage horses head-to-tail and left ten thousand bowmen to guard them.
All morning the two armies faced each other, neither daring to begin. At three o’clock the French advanced; the English answered with a cheer. Cavalry on the wings crashed through the archers, circled the rear, looted the baggage, and sped off believing victory secure. Meanwhile the two blocks of dismounted men-at-arms, the Scottish fighting for France, grappled savagely. Superior numbers first drove the English back, yet Salisbury, Talbot, and other veterans steadied the line. Rallied archers and baggage-guard hurried up shouting. The Scots faltered; one English surge split their formation and unleashed a massacre: no quarter given, five thousand fallen Scots, sixteen hundred English dead.
Verneuil struck France almost as hard as Agincourt, yet English fortune soon soured. Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, absconded with troops to secure Jacqueline of Holland’s lands and insulted Burgundy, forcing Bedford home in 1425 to mend the quarrel. He returned three years later, bringing men, gunners paid a shilling a day, and cannons hurling two-pound stones. Against caution he sent Salisbury to besiege Orléans. A cannonball mortally wounded Salisbury, but Suffolk kept the ring. Before Lent Falstolfe escorted carts of herrings and “Lenten stuff,” formed them into a wagon fort, lured French and Scots attacks, loosed arrows, slew six hundred, and brought the convoy in.
Joan of Arc’s banner revived French courage and unsettled the English, who captured her and burned her at Rouen muttering, “God is against us.” Discipline collapsed; a startled stag could set ranks yelling. At Patay scouts raised such a clamour, leaders quarreled, archers had no time for stakes, and Falstolfe fled rather than dismount. In 1434 at Gerberoy combined cavalry, foot, and guns shattered the palisade; soon Burgundy deserted and Bedford died. During the 1444 truce Charles VII forged paid companies, strong garrisons, and formidable artillery. Somerset’s graft starved garrisons; fresh war saw Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Guienne, and Gascony fall, everything lost by 1453.
Gascony, less impatient than Normandy to cast off English rule, whispered across the Channel that an army would win her back. England agreed, and veteran John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, rode out on his last campaign. At Castillon the French lay entrenched behind three-hundred guns. Every Englishman, true to old custom, dismounted; only fourscore-year Talbot stayed on his pony. They charged the works in a furious hour, nearly breaching them, but cannon fire shredded the ranks and forced retreat. The French poured out, changed defeat to rout, shot Talbot’s hackney, pinned the old hero and slew both father and son. Aquitaine vanished; Calais alone remained.
Shame at the lost provinces swept England. Crowds searched for a scapegoat and fixed on gentle Henry VI, though the sickness lay deeper: a throne chosen for weakness had given a still-unripe nation too much liberty. Without firm rule discipline snapped, riots flared, private wars raged. Indentures that once bound retainer "for the King's service" dropped the royal phrase; family badges—the ragged staff, the cresset, red or white rose—replaced St George’s cross. Thousands of hardened troops, dismissed from French garrisons, drifted home brutal and penniless, ready to follow any lord, while rival chiefs, even Warwick the "King-maker" and fierce Margaret of Anjou, hired foreign blades.
Amid the chaos strode young Edward IV, a captain who turned the gate at Northampton, crushed Owen Tudor at Mortimer’s Cross, and led thirty-five thousand Yorkists toward Towton’s plateau. Snow blinded both hosts; Falconbridge loosed flight-arrows, then withdrew. Lancastrian shafts fell short; his men reclaimed them and shot in earnest. Lines crashed together until noon, when Norfolk’s column struck the enemy’s flank, driving them into the flooded Cock; pursuit reached York, leaving thirty-five thousand Lancastrians dead. In 1471 Edward repeated his swiftness at Barnet, marching after dusk, deploying in fog, and, when flanks overlapped, fighting through confusion until the cry of treason shattered Warwick’s army.
During the late Wars of the Roses the field bristled with guns. Richard, Duke of York, reached Dartmouth in 1452 with a great train of ordnance and three thousand gunners. Cannonades now opened every fight, and plentiful artillerymen came cheap. The bill-man, sturdy commoner, replaced the dismounted knight, sending the man-at-arms back to horse. Edward and Warwick brought Burgundian hand-gunners; at Stoke two thousand Germans with halberds and pikes under Martin Schwartz held their ranks until all were slain. The triple line dissolved: at Bosworth both hosts drew up in one line, cavalry winged “en haye.” These shifts heralded Europe’s martial renaissance, while England lagged.
Five years after Agincourt, religious war in Bohemia produced John Zizka, blind Hussite commander. Facing stronger foes, he forged an army from nothing: peasants, wagons, flails. He drilled and disciplined them into Europe's terror, moving with speed, combining cavalry, infantry, and the first mobile guns. His wagons formed shifting fortresses; his artillery rolled with the line. Victories followed, and he pursued beaten enemies relentlessly, rivaling Napoleon’s future pace. The English later copied his wagon laager at the battle of the Herrings, yet his wider lesson rang louder: drill, discipline, and mobility let ragged peasants outmatch armoured knights.
Long before gunpowder triumphed, the Swiss struck at chivalry. In cantons they fought on foot, refining shield, spear, and axe into the halberd, its hook, spike, and heavy blade “cleaving men asunder like a wedge and cutting them into small pieces.” To keep horses at bay they stretched the spear into the eighteen-foot pike, fielded in deep van, battle, and rear, the forlorn hope leading. Arbedo, St Jacob, Granson, Morat, and Nancy crowned their fame, yet success bred arrogance; parades replaced obedience, and at Marignano, then Bicocca and Pavia, rival infantry checked them. Their system endured through the Swabian landsknechts, fathers of German foot.
Swabia, bordering Switzerland, copied its neighbor’s mountain tactics to block any ruler who might hire the Swiss, and its footmen quickly distinguished themselves as landsknechts—men of the plains. Maximilian I, eager for infantry against the French-backed Swiss, championed them, and the new force soon weighted every battlefield. To raise a regiment he issued a commission; a famed colonel named deputies and captains, sent fifes and drums through the towns, enrolled volunteers, paid them conduct-money, then mustered them. Recruits filed beneath a halberd arch while clerks rejected the unfit or duplicate arms, foiling captains’ old trick of fraudulent “dead heads.
After inspection the men ringed the colonel; he read pay and discipline, they lifted three fingers and swore, “By the Trinity, we obey.” He handed giant, swirling banners to seasoned ensigns, ordered, “Guard these to the death,” then each company circled its captain. Lieutenants, chaplains, quartermasters, surgeons, and an authoritative senior non-commissioned officer took posts; elected sergeants, assistants, scouts, and file-leaders completed the chain, ten men to a file. The provost, gaolers, and hangman kept order and fixed sutlers’ prices, earning tongues and ale-fees for dangerous work. Over the camp women toiled; the harsh Hurenweibel, brandishing his “straightener,” ruled them.
Some corps held the grim “trial of the long pikes.” When disgrace loomed, ensigns stuck flags point down, vowing silence until honor returned. Comrades judged alone, lined two ranks, shouted, “Run for the colours!” The provost tapped the culprit thrice: “In the name of the Trinity, run.” He sprinted through the lane, blades hacking; prayers, triple march, and volleys ended it. Regiments varied—ten to thirty companies, sometimes twelve thousand—armed with pike, halberd, and rising firearms, flaunting gaudy self-bought dress. “Bah! This is the cheese to net such mice,” laughed Maximilian, once shouldering a pike to stride with their drumbeat still heard today.
The landsknechts drilled roughly. No formal exercise for pike or halberd, no elaborate evolutions, for they fought, like the Swiss, as one enormous block. Men mustered by files with elbow-room to turn, then closed into unwieldy battalions. Few officers understood drill; courage and experience, sometimes bought for coin, gained their posts. In battle every officer stood in the front rank round his colonel, armour and weapon matching the rank and file, no man on horseback, for a good horse smelt of flight. Colour-sergeants alone mastered formation, racing with halberds along the ranks; their tradition long guided sergeants and timidly instructed officers.
When the nations descended on Italy, Charles VIII led the way, and Florence stared at Scottish archers of giant stature, Swiss columns stepping like clockwork, resplendent French knights in silk tabards, nimble mounted archers, and a rattling train of brass cannon whose detachable wheels foretold the limber. Victories and disasters followed, yet organisation advanced. Louis XII multiplied the Picardy bands, and about 1524 set a colonel over grouped companies, hence a regiment. The colonel’s own company passed to his lieutenant-colonel; the sergeant-major, sole horseman in action, galloped between companies straightening files. New titles appeared—fourier, cap d’escouade, lancepessade—and in 1550 the collective word infanterie.
After Francis I, discipline rotted. Captains, owning their companies, sold posts, falsified rolls, withheld pay, and let their men loot at will; the sanctioned marauding was called picorée. On muster days peasants were handed pikes, passed inspection, pocketed coins, and vanished as passe-volans. Elsewhere Spain, fresh from crushing the Moors, first reeled before Swiss pikes at Seminara. Gonsalvo of Cordova learned swiftly: he mingled pikes with the national sword and buckler, then hired landsknechts and copied their firearms. Cerignola and the Garigliano hurled Swiss infantry and French horse across Naples; later, under Ravenna’s pike hedge, quick Spanish blades ripped through ponderous Germans.
At Bicocca, Marquis Pescayra arrays small squares of Spanish arquebusiers before his pikemen, forbids any shot without command, each front rank volleying then rotating rearward to reload, sustaining an unbroken hail that devastates the Swiss and establishes Europe's musketry doctrine for a century and a half. Discipline makes the feat possible. Three years later at Pavia he goes further: fifteen hundred sharpshooters scatter ahead of the line, dart from cover to cover, pepper advancing French men-at-arms, then slip beneath supporting pikes and shatter the charge as surely as English bows at Crecy. Europe marvels; Guise dreams of dedicated light infantry, yet Spaniards remain unrivalled.
Victories and prestige lure Spain's youth from gaudy horse to humble foot; nobles enlist as privates, hefting pike and arquebus beside peasants. Charles V once shoulders a weapon and marches in the ranks until his general orders him back, and, soldier-like, he obeys. Obedience and order, contemporaries agree, win the battles: "I am persuaded," declares Roger Williams, "that ten thousand of our nation would beat thirty thousand of theirs, excepting some three thousand in the Low Countries." Gonsalvo forged this discipline; successors guard it. Camps are quiet, comradeship close; officers host young nobles, privates form messes, veterans spruce ill-clad recruits.
Advances in arms match the drill. Spaniards lengthen the hand-gun, rest it on a fork in 1521, then fit side pan, trigger, and lock a decade later. Milanese craftsmen under Filippo Strozzi enlarge the bore, craft
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