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Prologue

Canterbury

Late August, 1217

A buzz of excitement runs through the city. They’re on the way! It won’t be long now.

It’s a bright morning towards the end of a long summer, and Canterbury’s merchants, traders, craftsmen and housewives are making a token effort to go about their normal business. But nobody is getting much done, because it’s just too tempting to stop and chat. The talk on every street and corner is of recent events, and of what they will soon see when the spectacle makes its hotly anticipated arrival.

The inhabitants of the south-east of England have been living through unprecedented and dangerous times. For years, a violent threat has been hanging over them – one that has caused death and destruction, and a constant, overwhelming terror that their peaceful streets might soon be echoing with screams of fear and running with the blood of their families and children. But now that threat is gone, and the relief of the citizens is palpable as they stand about in little knots, shading their eyes against the slanting early sunlight, talking it over and over. Their voices rise in excitement as they interrupt each other, wondering at their escape and speculating on what might happen next, and what they might see now, this very morning.

Shouts echo from the southern streets, where those who have opportunistically climbed up on to the city walls manage to catch the first glimpse of the jubilant party approaching the Worthgate along the road from Dover. The noise is contagious, spreading like fire as the news is passed from mouth to mouth and street to street: They’re here. Come and see!

The riders and marchers are through the Worthgate now, crossing the castle bailey and emerging into the noise and bustle of Castle Street. The citizens crane their necks for a better view, shouting and jostling each other in the overcrowded space while children and dogs zigzag in and out and around them, getting underfoot. Those who are lucky enough to lean out of the upper-floor windows of the shops and houses have the best vantage point; they’re so close to the action that they can almost touch the heads of the passing horsemen, and they add their cries to those from the street below as the trophy comes into view.

By the time the procession reaches the wider St Margaret’s Street, with its market, almost the whole city has come out to watch: pushing and shoving, slipping on cobbles and into gutters, cheering and bawling as they follow the cavalcade, engulfing and carrying it along as though the horsemen were no more than twigs bobbing on the surface of a river.

When they reach the looming cathedral, the backdrop to all their lives for as long as they can remember, the crowd comes to a halt. Hats are removed and children shushed. The sign of the cross is made while prayers are said and thanks given to God for releasing the people of south-east England from the years of danger and terror. Amen.

And then the parade starts up again. The visiting party can’t remain long in Canterbury: they have other towns to visit, because everyone wants to see what they’re carrying and to know that the news is really true. So there’s just one last chance for the people of Canterbury to catch sight of the prize before it disappears forever. The man charged with bearing it lifts it high with a final flourish.

The trophy is a severed head, impaled on the point of a spear.




Introduction

The procession that made its gory way through Canterbury and other towns of south-east England in late August 1217 was one of the final acts of a war that has all but been forgotten, but one which was pivotal to the development of the kingdom of England and its national identity. It was during this war that heredity overtook all the other contributing factors to become the defining criterion for the inheritance of the crown, and the Anglo-Norman and Angevin royal dynasty finally began to be seen and described as ‘English’, a century and a half after it had first seized the throne. It was also during this war that notions of heroism and chivalry were stretched to the limit, as those on both sides attempted to justify the unjustifiable on the basis that their cause was the right one and it was the end result that mattered.

In this book we are going to examine the series of battles and engagements that ‘saved England’ during this conflict – which, of course, raises an obvious question: what did England need saving from?

The Norman Conquest of 1066 is one of the best-known events in English history, but a second invasion from across the Channel took place exactly 150 years later, during the course of which a French prince was welcomed and proclaimed king by a cheering throng in the streets of London. Have you ever heard of King Louis I of England? If not, you are not alone. The war that followed Louis’s arrival was almost entirely overlooked in the history books of subsequent centuries, for reasons we will examine in due course, and few people now are familiar with it. However, at the time it was a cause of great concern and interest to the entire population of England, and it was extremely well documented by contemporaries.

The story of the invasion, and of the war that took place on English soil for seventeen months from May 1216 to September 1217, is one of military triumph and disaster, and the purpose of this book is to pay particular attention to the three principal engagements that decided the course of the campaign and the future of England. The first is a siege, the second a battle on land and the third a battle at sea. These three very different encounters played seemingly isolated roles in the war, but they actually developed from, and had a significant impact on, each other, while also being linked by events elsewhere. They were distinctive in their introduction of new military technology and the use of innovative tactics that would greatly influence future engagements, both in England and beyond.

We will investigate these developments as we go along, and we will also meet the people who planned and fought in the critical engagements. There are many individuals whose names and deeds stand out against the backdrop of the war, and they are not always the ones we might expect: we will hear of commoners and clergy as well as knights and nobles, and women as well as men. We will also attempt to track down a few of the more shadowy and elusive figures whose contributions were vital but less heralded. Those who fought in the sieges and battles would not have been in a position to do so had it not been for the clandestine resistance efforts of others they had never met, including one man who has a very good case to be the inspiration for the legend of Robin Hood.

There are heroes and there are villains, although (with one notable exception) hardly any of the protagonists can be defined solely as either one or the other – most of them were just people who were trying to do what they thought was right during difficult and desperate times. The question of what exactly constituted behaviour that was ‘right’, and what lengths combatants might go to in order to win the war for their side, will raise its head more than once, and we will find that there are no easy answers.

[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]
There is a great deal of primary evidence for this war. Some of it is in the form of charters, treaties, letters, financial records and so on, which give us the factual bare bones of who was where, and when, and what they agreed while they were there. But there is also a very human story to be told, and for this we will rely on the works of the chroniclers (of both sides) who documented
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