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The Decline of English Power in France

When Henry V died in August 1422, England appeared to stand at the height of its medieval power. The victory at Agincourt in 1415 had become part of the nation’s heroic memory. English armies had conquered much of Normandy, occupied important towns, and forced the French monarchy into a humiliating settlement. Under the Treaty of Troyes of 1420, Henry V had married Catherine of Valois, daughter of the French king Charles VI, and had been recognized as heir to the French throne. The arrangement seemed to promise a future in which one ruler would govern both England and France. For contemporaries who had witnessed decades of warfare, this was an extraordinary achievement. It seemed that the long struggle later known as the Hundred Years’ War might finally end with an English triumph.

Yet the entire political structure depended heavily on the personality, military skill, and authority of Henry V. His death exposed its weakness almost immediately. His only son, Henry VI, was not yet nine months old. When Charles VI of France died less than two months later, the infant Henry was proclaimed king of both England and France. In theory, the English crown had achieved an unprecedented victory. In practice, an enormous and divided kingdom had been placed in the hands of a baby. The English government now faced the difficult task of preserving conquests won by an exceptional warrior king without the leadership that had made those conquests possible.

The decline of English power in France was not sudden. It unfolded over more than three decades, through military defeats, shifting alliances, financial exhaustion, and political mismanagement. England did not lose its French territories because of one battle or one incompetent commander. The collapse was gradual and complex. It reflected the growing strength of the French monarchy, the weakening of English unity, and the increasing difficulty of maintaining an overseas empire that demanded constant money, manpower, and attention. By the time English rule in France had nearly disappeared in 1453, the consequences were felt far beyond the battlefield. The failure damaged the prestige of the English monarchy, deepened rivalries among powerful nobles, and contributed to the atmosphere of distrust that would lead to the Wars of the Roses.

The English position in France initially remained formidable. Large parts of northern France were under English occupation or influence. Normandy, conquered systematically by Henry V between 1417 and 1419, was the centerpiece of English power. The duchy contained prosperous towns, fertile farmland, important ports, and strategic fortresses. Its capital, Rouen, became a major administrative center for the English regime. England also controlled Paris through an alliance with the powerful dukes of Burgundy. In southwestern France, the English crown retained its older possessions in Gascony, centered on Bordeaux. These territories were not simply battlefield prizes. They were governed through legal systems, taxation arrangements, local officials, and networks of loyalty that English rulers hoped would make their authority permanent.

The responsibility for protecting this political system fell largely upon John, Duke of Bedford, the brother of Henry V. Bedford served as regent in France and was one of the most capable English leaders of the period. He understood that England could not control France by force alone. English troops were too few, the distances too great, and the financial burden too heavy. Bedford therefore relied on diplomacy as much as warfare. His most important partner was Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, whose support had helped make the English occupation of Paris possible.

The alliance with Burgundy was essential because France was not politically united. The kingdom had been divided for years by a bitter civil conflict between the Burgundians and the Armagnacs. The feud intensified after the assassination of John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy, in 1419 during a meeting with the future Charles VII. Philip the Good, John’s son, blamed Charles and his supporters for the murder. His anger pushed Burgundy into a close alliance with England. As long as this partnership survived, the English could present themselves not merely as foreign conquerors but as participants in a French political struggle. They governed through French allies, worked with local elites, and used divisions among their enemies to preserve their position.

The rival claimant to the French throne was Charles VII, the son of Charles VI. The Treaty of Troyes had excluded him from the succession, but he refused to accept the settlement. English supporters insultingly referred to him as the ‘King of Bourges,’ suggesting that his authority extended little beyond the central French regions surrounding that city. His position seemed weak. He lacked control of Paris, faced doubts about his legitimacy, and depended on a court divided by personal rivalries. Yet Charles possessed one crucial advantage: he was an adult ruler who could become the focal point of French resistance. Henry VI, by contrast, was a child whose authority had to be exercised by regents and councils.

During the early years of Henry VI’s reign, the English continued to win important victories. In 1424, an English and Burgundian army defeated a Franco-Scottish force at the Battle of Verneuil. The battle was one of the bloodiest English victories of the Hundred Years’ War. English longbowmen once again demonstrated their effectiveness, and many Scottish soldiers fighting for Charles VII were killed. Verneuil appeared to confirm that the military methods associated with Henry V remained powerful. The English government could reasonably believe that further victories might complete the conquest of France.

Yet even at this point, warning signs were visible. England’s occupation required continuous military expenditure. Garrisons had to be paid, fortresses repaired, supply lines maintained, and new armies recruited. Local taxation in occupied France could provide some revenue, but it was rarely enough. The English Parliament was reluctant to approve endless financial demands for a war that seemed distant from the daily concerns of many English people. Campaigns in France brought prestige to nobles and opportunities for soldiers, but they also generated debt, resentment, and administrative strain.

The social reality of occupation was also complicated. Some inhabitants of Normandy accepted English rule because it promised order and stability. Others cooperated because resistance seemed dangerous or impractical. Local merchants, lawyers, clerics, and officials often continued their work under the new regime. However, English authority could never rely entirely on genuine loyalty. Heavy taxation, military requisitions, and the presence of foreign soldiers created resentment. Rural communities were vulnerable to raids and violence. Guerrilla resistance persisted in some areas. The English could capture towns and fortresses, but they could not easily secure the willing obedience of an entire population.

The military campaign that transformed the conflict began in 1428, when English forces laid siege to Orléans. The city stood on the Loire River and controlled an important route into central and southern France. If Orléans fell, the English might be able to expand into territories still loyal to Charles VII and perhaps destroy his remaining power. The siege was therefore both strategically and symbolically important. English commanders believed they were approaching the decisive stage of the war.

The attack on Orléans also revealed the dangers of overextension. English troops surrounded the city with fortified positions, but the army was not large enough to impose a complete blockade. The defenders remained determined, and supplies occasionally entered the city. The siege dragged on through the winter. English morale suffered a serious blow in October 1428 when the experienced commander Thomas Montagu, Earl of Salisbury, was mortally wounded by artillery fire. Salisbury had been one of the most respected English military leaders of his generation. His death deprived the army of a figure capable of commanding loyalty and maintaining discipline.

In February 1429, the English won a victory at the Battle of the Herrings, named after a supply convoy carrying food, including barrels of fish for Lent. French and Scottish forces attacked the convoy, but the English arranged their wagons defensively and repelled the assault. The episode showed that English troops remained dangerous. However, the siege of Orléans had become a test of endurance. England’s forces were operating far from their strongest bases, while Charles VII’s supporters understood that the survival of the city might determine the future of the kingdom.

It was during this crisis that a young woman from the village of Domrémy arrived at the court of Charles VII. Her name was Joan of Arc. She claimed that heavenly voices had instructed her to help the French king and drive the English from France. Joan did not possess formal military training, and she was not a commander in the conventional sense. Yet her presence had an extraordinary psychological effect. She gave the French cause a renewed sense of purpose. At a moment when hesitation and defeatism had weakened Charles VII’s supporters, Joan offered confidence, urgency, and a powerful religious interpretation of the conflict.

Joan entered Orléans in April 1429 with supplies and reinforcements. French forces soon attacked several English positions surrounding the city. The fighting was intense, and Joan was wounded by an arrow during one assault. Nevertheless, the French captured key fortifications, forcing the English to abandon the siege in May. The relief of Orléans was a turning point. For the English, the failure damaged the aura of military superiority that had been built through victories such as Agincourt and Verneuil. For the French, it demonstrated that the English could be defeated.

The English suffered an even more serious setback in June 1429 at the Battle of Patay. French cavalry attacked before English archers had time to prepare their traditional defensive positions. At earlier battles, such as Agincourt, English longbowmen had used stakes and carefully chosen terrain to disrupt cavalry charges. At Patay, the situation unfolded too quickly. The French assault overwhelmed the English force, and several prominent commanders were captured. The defeat was not merely a military loss. It weakened English confidence and encouraged the French to take the offensive.

Joan of Arc then urged Charles VII to travel to Reims, the traditional coronation city of French kings. The journey was dangerous because parts of the route passed through contested territory. Yet towns opened their gates, and opposition weakened. In July 1429, Charles was crowned in Reims Cathedral. The ceremony carried immense political significance. Medieval monarchy depended heavily on ritual, legitimacy, and sacred symbolism. The coronation allowed Charles VII to present himself not simply as a claimant but as the anointed king of France. Henry VI might have been recognized by the Treaty of Troyes, but Charles had received the traditional consecration associated with French kingship.

The English attempted to answer this challenge by arranging Henry VI’s coronation in Paris in December 1431. The young king had already been crowned king of England at Westminster Abbey in 1429. His French coronation was intended to reinforce his claim to rule both kingdoms. However, the ceremony lacked the same symbolic force as the coronation at Reims. Henry was a foreign child surrounded by English officials. His claim depended upon a treaty and an occupation army. Charles VII, despite his earlier weakness, increasingly appeared to represent the recovery of an independent French monarchy.

Joan of Arc did not survive to witness the final English defeat. In 1430, she was captured by Burgundian forces near Compiègne and later handed over to the English. She was placed on trial for heresy in Rouen, the administrative center of English Normandy. The proceedings were shaped by political calculation. Joan’s importance came from her claim that divine assistance supported Charles VII. If the English could discredit her as a heretic or a fraud, they could weaken the legitimacy of Charles’s coronation.

In May 1431, Joan was burned at the stake. She was approximately nineteen years old. Her execution removed a powerful symbol, but it did not restore the English position. Indeed, the trial ultimately damaged England’s reputation. Joan became a martyr in French memory, while the forces that had gathered around Charles VII continued their recovery. The English had succeeded in destroying the young woman who inspired resistance, but they could not destroy the political and military movement that her victories had strengthened.

The deeper turning point came in diplomacy rather than on the battlefield. The English alliance with Burgundy had always depended on the personal and political interests of Philip the Good. Philip had supported England partly because of his anger over his father’s assassination. Yet Burgundy was not committed to permanent English domination of France. The duke pursued his own ambitions, seeking influence, territorial expansion, and security for his extensive lands. As Charles VII’s position improved, Philip began to reconsider the alliance.

In 1435, representatives of England, Burgundy, and Charles VII gathered at the Congress of Arras in an attempt to negotiate peace. The English refused to abandon Henry VI’s claim to the French crown. Their position was understandable from a dynastic perspective, but it left little room for compromise. Charles VII and Philip the Good reached their own agreement. Under the Treaty of Arras, Charles formally reconciled with Burgundy and offered concessions connected to the murder of John the Fearless. Burgundy withdrew from the English alliance.

The loss of Burgundy was disastrous for England. Without Burgundian support, English forces could not easily defend Paris or maintain political control across northern France. The alliance had provided military assistance, diplomatic legitimacy, and access to local networks of influence. Its collapse exposed the English occupation as increasingly isolated. In 1436, Paris returned to the authority of Charles VII. English troops withdrew from the city that had once symbolized their apparent victory.

The death of the Duke of Bedford in 1435 made the situation worse. Bedford had been the most effective defender of English interests in France. He possessed administrative experience, diplomatic skill, and the respect of military leaders. His death left no obvious replacement with equal authority. English policy became more fragmented, shaped by rival factions at court. Some leaders favored renewed military effort. Others believed that the war had become too expensive and that negotiation was necessary. The government struggled to develop a consistent strategy.

The young Henry VI gradually assumed a more active role in government, but he was not suited to the demands of war leadership. Unlike his father, Henry VI had little enthusiasm for military glory. He was deeply religious, personally gentle, and inclined toward peace. These qualities were not inherently weaknesses. A ruler who sought reconciliation might have helped end decades of destructive warfare. However, Henry lacked the decisiveness, political judgment, and commanding presence required to manage competing noble factions. His court became vulnerable to favoritism and manipulation.

The contrast between Henry V and Henry VI shaped contemporary expectations. Henry V had embodied the image of the warrior king: disciplined, confident, and victorious. Henry VI appeared hesitant and dependent upon advisors. It was unfair to expect the son to reproduce the father’s extraordinary military achievements, but medieval politics was rarely fair. The legitimacy of kingship was judged through visible success. Defeat abroad made weakness at home more dangerous.

English politics became divided between those who favored continued war and those who favored peace. Among the most influential supporters of negotiation was William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk. Suffolk played a central role in arranging Henry VI’s marriage to Margaret of Anjou in 1445. The marriage was connected to a peace initiative with France. Margaret was the niece of Charles VII’s queen and the daughter of René of Anjou, a nobleman with impressive titles but limited practical power. She brought no major financial dowry, and the negotiations involved a secret English commitment to surrender the territory of Maine.

The surrender of Maine became highly controversial. For supporters of peace, the concession could be defended as a necessary step toward ending a costly and increasingly hopeless conflict. For critics, it represented humiliation. English soldiers and settlers had sacrificed years of effort defending territories won under Henry V. To surrender land without a battle appeared dishonorable. The secrecy surrounding the agreement fueled suspicion that corrupt advisors were betraying the kingdom.

Margaret of Anjou later became one of the most prominent and controversial figures of the Wars of the Roses. She was intelligent, energetic, and determined to defend the interests of her husband and son. However, her association with the peace negotiations made her vulnerable to hostility from the beginning. Critics portrayed her as a foreign influence at court. In reality, the decline of English power had begun long before her arrival, and the problems facing the monarchy were far greater than any single individual could control.

The truce between England and France did not create a lasting settlement. Both sides remained suspicious. Charles VII used the years of relative peace to strengthen his government and reorganize his military forces. This transformation was one of the most important developments of the period. Earlier French armies had often depended on feudal levies and loosely organized noble contingents. Charles gradually developed more reliable military institutions, including permanent cavalry units known as the compagnies d’ordonnance. He also improved taxation systems that allowed the crown to support professional soldiers.

French artillery became increasingly effective. Gunpowder weapons had been used in European warfare for generations, but their importance grew during the fifteenth century. Cannons could damage fortifications that had once resisted siege armies for long periods. This technological change favored the French reconquest because many English possessions depended on networks of castles and fortified towns. English garrisons could no longer assume that walls alone would protect them indefinitely.

Charles VII also benefited from capable commanders, including Jean Bureau and his brother Gaspard Bureau, who were experts in artillery warfare. French armies became better organized and more disciplined. The conflict was no longer dominated by dramatic cavalry charges against English longbowmen. The French adapted their strategy. They avoided unnecessary battles when possible, used artillery against strongholds, and took advantage of local support.

In 1449, war resumed on a large scale after years of unstable truce. The immediate trigger involved the seizure of Fougères in Brittany by forces connected to the English. Charles VII used the incident as justification for a major offensive against Normandy. The French advance was rapid. Town after town fell. Some surrendered after short sieges. Others welcomed the return of French authority. English garrisons were isolated, underfunded, and often unable to resist effectively.

The collapse of Normandy shocked England. This was not a distant or marginal territory. Normandy had been the great conquest of Henry V, the symbol of English victory, and the base from which English power in northern France operated. Many English nobles had personal interests there. Soldiers had received lands, offices, and rewards. Merchants had developed commercial connections. The loss of Normandy represented both a strategic catastrophe and a psychological blow.

In April 1450, English forces attempted to stop the French advance at the Battle of Formigny. The English army included experienced troops and longbowmen, but French artillery disrupted their position. The battle became chaotic when additional French forces arrived. English troops were overwhelmed. Formigny was not as famous as Agincourt, but its significance was enormous. It marked the effective end of English rule in Normandy.

Rouen had already fallen in 1449. Caen, another major Norman city, surrendered in 1450. Cherbourg, the final English stronghold in the duchy, fell later that year. Within a remarkably short period, the English lost a territory that had taken Henry V years of campaigning to conquer. The reconquest demonstrated the improved efficiency of Charles VII’s monarchy and the weakness of England’s ability to reinforce its overseas possessions.

News of the losses provoked anger in England. The public mood was shaped by frustration, economic pressure, and suspicion of the royal government. Defeat required explanations, and explanations often focused on individuals. Suffolk became a major target. His enemies accused him of corruption, treason, and responsibility for the surrender of English territories. In 1450, he was impeached in Parliament and exiled by Henry VI in an effort to protect him from further danger. While traveling across the English Channel, Suffolk was seized by sailors and executed in a brutal and extrajudicial killing.

The murder of Suffolk revealed the intensity of political resentment. It also showed the weakness of royal authority. A leading noble and former royal favorite had been killed without a legal trial, and the government could do little to prevent it. The event did not solve England’s problems. It merely removed one figure from a court still divided by rivalries and accusations.

The same year witnessed Jack Cade’s Rebellion, one of the most serious popular uprisings of the fifteenth century. The rebels gathered in Kent and marched toward London. Their grievances included corruption, excessive taxation, failures in France, abuses by royal officials, and the influence of unpopular advisors. The rebellion was not simply a protest against military defeat, but the collapse of English power abroad formed an important part of the broader sense that the kingdom was being badly governed.

The rebels issued demands for reform and criticized the men surrounding Henry VI. Some invoked the name of Richard, Duke of York, although York himself did not lead the uprising. Cade’s followers entered London, and violence followed. The rebellion was eventually suppressed, and Cade was killed. Yet the episode exposed deep dissatisfaction. The monarchy could no longer assume that political frustration would remain confined to noble councils and parliamentary debates.

After Normandy fell, the English still retained Gascony in southwestern France. English connections with Gascony were much older than the conquests of Henry V. The region had been linked to the English crown since the marriage of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine in the twelfth century. Bordeaux, the principal city, had strong commercial relationships with England, particularly through the wine trade. Some local elites preferred English rule because it offered economic advantages and a degree of regional autonomy.

In 1451, French forces invaded Gascony and captured Bordeaux. The loss seemed to complete the destruction of England’s continental empire. However, the situation briefly changed when local supporters of English rule appealed for assistance. England sent an army under John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, one of the most respected English commanders of the age. Talbot had spent much of his career fighting in France. His courage and aggressiveness had made him a legendary figure.

Talbot landed in Gascony in 1452 and recovered Bordeaux with local support. The success raised hopes that England might reverse its losses. Yet the recovery was temporary. Charles VII prepared a counterattack. French forces returned with artillery and established a fortified camp near the town of Castillon.

In July 1453, Talbot advanced against the French position. The Battle of Castillon became the final major battle of the Hundred Years’ War. The English attack faced a powerful concentration of French artillery. Cannons fired from prepared defenses, inflicting devastating losses. Talbot was killed during the fighting. His death symbolized the end of an era. He had represented the aggressive military tradition that had sustained English ambitions in France for decades. At Castillon, that tradition collided with a new style of warfare and failed.

Bordeaux surrendered again in October 1453. After more than three centuries of connection to the English crown, Gascony was lost. England retained only Calais, a fortified port on the northern coast of France captured by Edward III in 1347. Calais remained English until 1558, but it was an isolated remnant of a much larger imperial dream.

The end of English power in France transformed the political atmosphere in England. The losses did not automatically cause the Wars of the Roses, and the conflict that followed cannot be explained through foreign policy alone. Yet defeat removed one of the foundations of Lancastrian prestige. Henry VI had inherited a monarchy associated with conquest. By the early 1450s, almost everything won by his father had disappeared.

Military failure also intensified noble rivalries. Powerful aristocrats had invested money, reputation, and personal networks in the French war. Commands in France offered opportunities for honor, patronage, and wealth. When the war collapsed, accusations spread. Who had failed to send reinforcements
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