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A Note on Terms
Writing about medieval history always poses problems of terminology, and there are two particularly difficult concepts at the heart of the present book. The first is that of knighthood and chivalry, for which we have two words in English; in all other European languages there is only one, and the subtle distinction between the status of being a knight and the ideology of that status is lost. I have used knighthood for both, as chivalry has – thanks to Sir Walter Scott and the Victorians – acquired romantic overtones which are only occasionally appropriate.

‘Man at arms’ presents another problem; it is a term used generally and quite vaguely in medieval texts. I have used it to denote any soldier wearing metal armour, which means that they could be armoured infantry or the most heavily armed knights; it is not a rank but a classification. It excludes archers, who would have been lightly armed, and infantry with short lances or daggers who might have leather armour or heavy quilted jerkins as protection.

For reasons which will appear in the course of the book, I have followed the usage of the royal accountants of Edward III, and called what we know today as ‘the Order of the Garter’ ‘the Company of the Garter’, except for references to the body of Garter knights after 1415, when the contemporary sources begin to use the word ‘Order’.

In order not to confuse the reader, I have used what might be called the personal name for nobility: Henry of Grosmont is successively earl of Derby, earl of Lancaster and duke of Lancaster, for example, and I have simply called him Henry of Grosmont throughout. Full titles can be found in the index.

Countries and regions are generally given their modern names; in some cases this is anachronistic or slightly misleading, but, again, it simplifies an already complicated text.

Currency is normally in sterling, as pounds, shillings (20 to the pound) and pence (12 to the shilling); the mark is two-thirds of a pound, or 13s. 4d. The French livres tournois were usually exchanged at five to the pound.

All unattributed translations are by the author. In these cases, the original source is cited for reference.









Companions of the Garter Elected 1349–1361

This list covers all the traditional founding knights listed in the statutes, together with those appointed subsequently, again according to the traditional lists, down to 1361. The uncertainities and problems surrounding these lists are discussed on pp. 299–300.

Edward III

Edward prince of Wales

Henry of Grosmont, earl of Derby and Leicester, later duke of Lancaster

Thomas Beauchamp, earl of Warwick

Roger Mortimer, later earl of March

William Montagu, second earl of Salisbury

Thomas Holland, later earl of Kent

Robert Ufford, earl of Suffolk

William Bohun, earl of Northampton

Jean de Grailly, captal de Buch

Ralph Stafford, later earl of Stafford

John, Lord Lisle, of Rougemont

John, Lord Beauchamp

John, Lord Mohun

John, Lord Grey, of Rotherfield

Reginald, Lord Cobham

Thomas, Lord Ughtred

Bartholomew Burghersh the younger

Hugh Courtenay

Richard Fitzsimon

Miles Stapleton, of Bedale

Thomas Wale

Hugh Wrottesley

Nigel Loring

John Chandos

James Audley

Otho Holland

Henry Eam (Oem)

Eustace (‘Sanchet’) d’Auberchicourt

Walter Pavely

William Fitzwarin

Walter Mauny

Frank van Hale

Richard de la Vache

Thomas Ufford

Edward, Lord Despenser

John Sully

In addition, the king’s three sons, Lionel, John and Edmund, were appointed in April 1361.









Preface and Acknowledgements
This book arose out of a conversation with Henry Summerson, medieval editor for the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, for whom I had written a number of entries on the knights of the Garter. At that point, the first group biographies were being added to ODNB, and my offer of an article on the original knights of the Garter was warmly accepted. However, I was not entirely happy with the result, which summarized existing scholarship; I felt there was more to be discovered, and my suggestion for a full-scale book on the question was encouraged by Simon Winder at Allen Lane. What follows is not what I expected to write, and has taken much longer into the bargain; I hope Simon feels that his patience has been rewarded. It has been a particularly difficult book to structure, tracing as it does the careers of individual knights as well as the world in which ‘the Company of the Garter’ came into being and the events which shaped it, and his advice has been particularly welcome. I also owe a great debt to Fionnuala Jervis, who read the text with particular attention to non sequiturs and obscurities, and to Lisa Barber, who challenged me on numerous points of scholarship from her considerable expertise on the early documents concerning the Company of the Garter: in both cases, the book was considerably improved.

In the narrative which follows, I have tried to avoid the temptation to speculate, the great lure of writing medieval history. There are therefore two discussions which I have put into appendices. These are both fascinating and potentially controversial questions. The nature of the English battle formation at Crécy will aways be a hypothesis, and in order to present the evidence as clearly as possible, I have tried to restrict the account of the battle in the main text to an analysis of the varied versions offered by the chroniclers. However, that analysis also points to a possible solution to the problem of how Edward drew up his army, and it is this which forms Appendix 1. I am deeply indebted to Sir Philip Preston for his contribution to the result, since he knows the topography of Crécy and the theories about the battlefield far better than I do, and he can also draw much better plans than I.

Appendix 2 discusses the identity of the mysterious ‘Sanchet d’Auberchicourt’ among the early knights of the Garter. Here I am grateful for the comments and references of Professor Michael Jones and Professor Michael Prestwich, and particularly for the sustained criticism of my argument by Lisa Barber; we have agreed to differ, but the argument has much improved my presentation of the case.

The other people to whom I owe a great debt are Mark Ormrod, who knows far more about Edward III than I do, for his encouragement and help, and for reading the draft version; and Paul Dryburgh and Jonathan Mackman, who have patiently hunted down references in the National Archives, and sent transcriptions and photographs, from which much of the detail in the book derives. Andrew Ayton helped to point me in the right direction at an early stage, and has also kindly read a draft version. Adrian Ailes greatly improved Chapter 14 on the evolution of the office of herald.

I have shamelessly questioned other scholars about specific points, and doubtless bored them with my latest speculations on obscure details. I am grateful to those who have listened patiently and read parts of the book, particularly Jonathan Boulton, Michael Jones, Chris Given-Wilson, Christopher Allmand and Kelly DeVries. Maurizio Campanelli, whose paper at the Leeds Conference some years ago led me to the dramatic account of the battle of Crécy in an anonymous Roman chronicle which had been overlooked by historians for more than two centuries since it was first printed, has been generous in letting me publish before his own account has appeared in print. Others who have helped on linguistic matters are Michael Lapidge and Bart Besamusca, while Werner Paravicini, whose account of the Prussian crusaders has been a basic text, has also contributed his extensive knowledge of Continental heraldry. Linne Mooney, when the book was almost complete, explained that the poem about the Garter knights which was attributed to Chaucer was in fact by Thomas Hoccleve. My thanks go also to Elizabeth Archibald, Christopher Berard and Nigel Saul for discussions on points ranging from heralds in fifteenth-century plays to the relationship between Arthurian romance and chronicles and the early form of the company itself.

I discussed modern military matters with Jamie Lowther-Pinkerton, and medieval seamanship with the late Alan Gurney, whose friendship and nautical knowledge are sorely missed. My sister Philippa Lane shared her knowledge of harvests, chalky soil and the decreasing height of corn. On more obviously relevant topics, I am grateful to Thomas Woodcock and Hubert Chesshyre at the College of Arms, and particularly to Tim Tatton-Brown on Windsor Castle: it was his knowledge of the building accounts there which inspired the book on Edward III’s Round Table building while we worked with Time Team on its excavation in August 2006.

As to books, the London Library’s resources account for most of the titles quoted in the bibliography: their staff as always have responded impeccably to innumerable requests. Cambridge University Library provided many of the remainder, together with the British Library, the Society of Antiquaries and the Bodleian Library. Finally, I am grateful for the help of Clare Rider, archivist of St George’s Windsor; Robert Yorke, librarian at the College of Arms, and to Elisabeth A. Stuart at the Duchy of Cornwall office for the loan of a manuscript translation of Henxteworth’s journal.

I am grateful to the copy-editor, Elizabeth Stratford, for her close reading of the text, and particularly for detecting the points where I had contradicted myself over dates and facts; and to the proofreader, Stephen Ryan, for his thorough work. Similarly, the work of the indexer, Auriol Griffith–Jones, helped to uncover problems over the treatment of names and a number of actual errors. Keeping control of often very disparate material is always difficult, and their work has eliminated most, if not all, of the resulting vagaries.

I am aware that, despite all this expert advice, errors and omissions undoubtedly remain, for which I am unwittingly responsible. I am, however, entirely aware of my responsibility for the revisionist view both of the tactics of the battle of Crécy and of the nature of the Company of the Garter itself, and regard this simply as a contribution to an ongoing scholarly debate. I may well be wrong on both counts, but would be disappointed if I have not made at least a reasonable case to be answered, and encouraged other scholars to look again at the evidence.









Different Voices: Reading the Evidence
Only twice in English history has a full-scale seaborne invasion of France been attempted. On both occasions, at the height of summer, a huge invasion fleet appeared off the Normandy coast south-west of Cherbourg. D-Day in 1944 was an unparalleled operation, with a huge range of ships of all sizes, and involved landings on a wide front along the Baie de la Seine. Six hundred years earlier, Edward III’s fleet in 1346 landed from ships more similar in size to those of the armada of ‘little ships’ that rescued the survivors of Dunkirk in 1940. They moored in the anchorage of the Grande Rade off St Vaast-la-Hougue, close to Cherbourg itself, the safest place in the Baie, which offers shelter from the prevailing south-westerlies that blow up the Channel.1

Edward had led armies into France before, and would do so again, in pursuit of his claim to the French crown. Since the twelfth century, English expeditions which had been sent to Gascony had landed at the port of Bordeaux, held by Gascons loyal to their English masters. The estuary of the Gironde offered safe harbour for hundreds of ships; on the north coast of France, by contrast, there was little choice. The Breton ports, sometimes but by no means always in friendly hands, were far too small for a naval force of more than 1,200 ships. To the east of Cherbourg, all the ports were securely in French hands, and the only possible landing places were well defended.

Like D-Day, Edward’s invasion in 1346 was shrouded in secrecy. The French were aware of his intentions, but had little hard information about his plans, with the result that the landing was unopposed. The campaign which followed was to lead to the first great victory of the English army over French forces, and to the capture of the key port of Calais, the most desirable foothold for the English on the north coast of France, with ready communication with Dover. It gave plausibility to Edward III’s dream of enforcing his claim to the French crown, and transformed England’s reputation from that of an unimportant offshore island to that of a major military power with new methods of fighting which aroused dread and admiration among Continental princes.

This book examines the men to whom this achievement can be attributed. The central figure is of course Edward III, but it is his comrades in arms who were the crucial element in the English success, seasoned campaigners who had a decade and more of experience in the harshest kind of warfare, and who had learnt the lesson which so often evaded medieval commanders, that of a genuine comradeship and esprit de corps. It is a study of a group of men and their culture – culture in the widest sense, from their places in society and politics to their attitudes and beliefs, their dynastic ambitions and their role models and ideals.

Edward III achieved the almost unique feat of retaining the loyalty of the great lords of England throughout his long reign from 1327 to 1377. There were of course doubtful moments, and times when relations between king and magnates were uneasy, but by and large it was an era of exceptional loyalty to the sovereign. Many of Edward’s comrades in arms fought at his side for thirty years or more, and his most intimate friends were a close-knit group. The ties that bound them were a critical element in Edward’s success, and found their outward expression in the creation of the Company of the Garter, which we know today as the Order of the Garter. The nature of that company, and the way in which it attained its unparalleled reputation in the world of knighthood, are central to the theme of this book.

Who were the original members of the Company of the Garter? First and foremost, they were the men who led the expedition of 1346, the men who changed England’s military reputation with their victory at Crécy, and took the town of Calais in the following year. We know the names of forty-nine of the commanders of Edward’s army, and of these fourteen were to become knights of the Company of the Garter. A further seven individual knights who fought on the campaign were also among the probable founder members. It is for this reason that the Crécy campaign is crucial to our understanding of the company. Although the common military experience of the earliest Garter companions was much wider than this one expedition, it was in Normandy in 1346 that the bonds between them were fully forged.

There is a basic assumption behind the study of a group of this kind which also needs to be declared. This book starts from the idea that individuals can make a very considerable difference to the course of history, and that economic and social movements are only part of the story. Edward III is a supreme example of this: his political skills and his relations with the men around him largely account for the exceptional degree of co-operation between crown and magnates during his reign. The men he selected as companions of the Garter shared his ideals and tastes, and, although their personal history is often fragmentary and disjointed, we can in most cases form a good idea of their different characters and origins.

A great deal has been written about the military history of the year 1346, and the outlines of what happened are well established. But as soon as we begin to ask more detailed questions, it becomes clear that, behind the confident narratives of the nineteenth-century historians and the more critical commentaries of recent writers, there is a basic issue which is rarely addressed, and problems which need to be declared before we investigate this small group of men and their individual biographies, let alone try to assess them as a group.

My starting point is therefore the question ‘How do we know what we think we know?’, and I begin by looking at the writers and sources who can shed light on the history of England and France in the mid-fourteenth century. It produces important and sometimes surprising results; and the question of evidence is a theme which recurs throughout the book. This is particularly true in relation to the early history of the Company of the Garter itself; despite its subsequent fame, we cannot even be sure of the names of the original knights. To listen carefully to these different voices and what they have to tell us, we must first discover who they were, and what lies behind the documents they have left for us.

The medieval past comes down to us through a range of different voices, and the nature of these is an essential part of our story. It is possible to write the history of the fourteenth century from the dry entries in the public records; or it can be done from the vivid story-telling of Jean Froissart, whose highly individual view of the warfare of the period was the chief source for historians until the twentieth century. Neither of these sources is quite what it seems, and between the two extremes is a whole range of further texts and documents.

Before the fourteenth century, chronicles had largely been created by monks or clergy as a record of institutional and national history, and secular writers were very unusual. For Edward III’s reign we have a much wider range of authors, writing out of personal enthusiasm and sometimes personal involvement in the events they describe. Their immediacy is gained at the expense of the measured consideration of the cloistered chronicler, but it is unjust to dismiss the majority of them as ‘episodic, prejudiced, inaccurate and late’.2 The public records can give us dates, names and places, but little of what people thought and felt. The chronicles may fall down on precise details; yet they alone can give us the material to understand something of the times. Precisely because they are ‘different voices’, however, we need to have a sense of the original audience for each text if we are to understand what it is telling us, and how we can use it to assemble the evidence.

Let us begin with the dramatic and picturesque. Jean Froissart’s chronicles, written from the viewpoint of someone who travelled between the English and French courts and owed allegiance to both (or neither) at different times, should be a wonderful resource. However, although historians have been admirers of his work for centuries, they have also been baffled and infuriated by it: we have to confront its origins and nature and try to understand this essential text which has so dominated the history of Edward III and the exploits of his knights. Even a historian as rigorous as Jonathan Sumption has to refer to Froissart frequently in his magisterial work on the Hundred Years War, but we have to remember that Froissart was writing towards the end of the fourteenth century, as much as fifty years after the events he describes. For the early years of his chronicle, with which we are largely concerned, he too was listening to the same voices as us and interpreting them as best he could.

Froissart’s model, as he himself tells us, was the chronicle of Jean le Bel, canon of Liège, who had written his work at the request of Jean de Hainault, uncle of Edward’s wife Philippa.3 We have a pen-portrait of Le Bel by a man who knew him personally, Jacques d’Hemricourt: tall and handsome, he dressed in rich knightly clothing, and was attended by a following of sixteen to twenty people when he went to church on weekdays. On Sundays and festivals, his entourage, fifty strong, was as grand as that of the bishop himself: and the bishop of Liège was a prince who ruled his own diocese as a state within the Holy Roman Empire. Le Bel’s men dined at his table and received robes from him annually, forty sets for his squires, three for his canons and two for his knights. He himself had been trained as a knight in his youth, had fought in tournaments and had been in the household of Jean de Hainault. Jean de Hainault accompanied Edward III on his Scottish expedition in 1327, and Le Bel served under him. He had twin sons by his mistress, one of whom became a knight and the other followed him as a canon at St Martin’s.4

Writing chronicles was essentially a literary occupation; the idea of a professional historian does not appear until much later, and all the histories, chronicles and annals on which we shall draw have a strong literary background, whether secular or religious. Le Bel’s approach is distinctly on the secular side: he ‘knew how to write songs and virelais’, according to Hemricourt. However, he makes no pretensions to a high style: his great virtues as a writer are directness and clarity, and he is an accomplished and orderly narrator.5 His account of the warfare in Scotland is exceptionally vivid, and makes him one of the very few writers of the period who actually experienced a campaign.6 He wrote the chronicle in stages: the first part, covering up to 1340, was written some time between 1352 and 1356; the second part, to 1358, was finished that year, and the final chapters are contemporary with the events they record.7

Le Bel sets out his objectives in the prologue to his chronicle, chiefly in terms of presenting a riposte in plain prose to the puffery of a large book in verse which has lately appeared claiming to present the history of the recent wars between the French and English kings. He will offer a short, accurate account of events – though the result is far from brief – and he is particularly concerned to do justice to all those who took part in ‘such cruel and dangerous battles’ without exaggeration or ‘attributing to someone incredible prowess which the human body could not achieve’. It should be enough to say that a particular knight had performed best in such and such a battle, and that other knights had done well, ‘and to name the knight and the battle’. But he acknowledges that he is partisan: Edward III is his hero, and it is the story of the ‘gallant and noble king’ that he sets out to tell.8 His hero has one fatal flaw; Le Bel is reluctant to believe the story which shames the king, but, because he believes it to be true, he resolves to include it. This is the legend of Edward III’s rape of the countess of Salisbury, which almost certainly originated in French propaganda designed to defame the king’s knightly reputation.9

The events which particularly interest him are the knightly episodes, within the context of a narrative which is very much focused on personalities rather than the details of diplomatic documents. And his only possible source for these knightly deeds is the knights themselves and their personal memories. Jean de Hainault himself was a prime source, and Le Bel therefore has a first-hand account of the battle of Crécy from the French side, which he must have recorded no later than nine years after the event (Jean died early in 1356); he had information not only from Jean himself but also from ten or twelve of his household knights, and from several English and German knights who were present.10 The romantic account which he gives of Walter Mauny, a knight from Jean de Hainault’s circle, at the siege of Hennebon in Brittany was also first-hand, though very different in tone. Mauny was with an English force to help Jeanne de Montfort, countess of Brittany, and when they landed she entertained them lavishly. After the entertainment he looked out of the window, and swore he would destroy the huge siege machine which was pounding the town. Taking 300 men, he destroyed it and retreated, pursued by the enemy: he turned and faced them, crying, ‘May I never be embraced by my dear love if I return to the fortress without unhorsing one of these attackers, or being unhorsed by them.’ This is warfare overlaid by knightly convention: the countess, an accomplished military leader herself, as a lady in distress; an encounter with the enemy as a knightly adventure complete with knightly vow.11 The truth, as we shall see, was probably much more prosaic, but this was how Mauny wanted the event to be remembered; it may well be how he did indeed recall it after the event.

Jacques d’Hemricourt records that Le Bel’s squires were under instructions to invite any ‘valiant stranger’ to dine with their master, so that he could talk with him. But Le Bel was quick to admit when he was unable to find an informant. He writes in his account of the year 1340 that he has not described the conflict between the English and the Scots at that time because he does not know enough about it. ‘And certainly in what I have written above, I have kept as close to the truth as I could, according to what I personally have seen and remembered, and also what I have heard from those who were there, telling me what they really knew, when I was not present; and if I am mistaken about anything, may I be forgiven for it.’12 More than any other chronicler of the period, he admits openly to his ignorance, refuses to write about matters of which he knows nothing, and tries to distinguish between rumours and information of which he is sure.13

Le Bel’s presentation of what he has learnt, observed and researched remains literary; he is writing history with heroes and villains, with moral lessons in mind. This may influence his selection of facts, yet he tries to be a conscientious recorder, and largely succeeds in his aim of writing a ‘true history’.

Another writer with even closer links to the court of Hainault was Jean Bernier, the provost of Hainault and one of William I of Hainault’s most trusted officials. His memoirs are not really a chronicle, as they open with a series of episodes from his career, and other notable events from the history of Valenciennes, where he lived. What he offers is a wonderful insight into the life of wealthy Flemish merchants and their peers, and a rather less important narrative of the history of Flanders, which was evidently continued by other members of his family. In 1334, at his house near the St Pol bridge in Valenciennes, he gave a feast for about seventy people, including the kings of Bohemia and Navarre, the count of Flanders and the bishop of Liège, as well as his master William I and Jean de Hainault. He gives us the seating plan, the menu and the wines they drank; he even tells us that the lampreys came from the royal fishmonger in Paris.14 Like Le Bel, he was in a position to learn a great deal at first hand from the nobility of Flanders, but only occasional insights appear in the chronicle which follows. The impulse to write history is secondary to his (and his descendants’) desire to justify his career, particularly as he was in disgrace after William I’s death, and only exonerated some time later.

Le Bel’s follower Jean Froissart was of humbler origins; like Jean Bernier, he seems to have been from Valenciennes, but his life before his departure for England in 1361 is obscure. Nor do we know how he managed to get an introduction to Queen Philippa, and to present her with a chronicle of the Anglo-French wars of the previous decade. This sudden appearance at the heart of the English court must have been due to an introduction from someone in Hainault of knightly rank who knew Philippa well, and it was probably due to his literary genius that he obtained this introduction. For we may remember Froissart as a chronicler today, but he had a reputation as a poet and writer of romances before he turned his hand to history. He was famous for his lyrics, and, while he was writing the first version of his chronicles, he was also composing a long Arthurian romance, Meliador. For much of his life, he was more famous as a poet than as a historian; and, just as episodes in Meliador are drawn from real life, so there is a strong element of knightly romance in his history. He may not have aspired to the knightly lifestyle of Le Bel, but he certainly felt that he belonged to the same knightly milieu.

Froissart sets out a grander scheme at the beginning of his chronicle:

In order that the great deeds of arms which have come about through the wars of France and England may be suitably recorded and held in perpetual remembrance so that good men may take them as an example, I wish to undertake to set them down in prose. Indeed Sir Jehan le Bel, formerly canon of Saint Lambert at Liège chronicled in his time something of these matters. Now I have augmented this book and this history by careful enquiry as I travelled throughout the world, asking the valiant men and knights, and the squires who helped them, to add to the truth of what happened; and also asking several kings of arms and their marshals, both in France and England, in order to establish the truth of the matter. For such men are rightly the investigators and reporters of such affairs, and I believe that their honour is such that they would not dare to lie.15


For the events of this book, Froissart is a second-generation historian. He was probably not yet twenty when the battle of Poitiers was fought in 1356; his information is not contemporary with the events, which means that, were he an ordinary chronicler, he would be piecing together his story from earlier writers. Instead, Froissart tries to discover the truth largely through oral evidence from the participants. While a modern historian will be much more sceptical than he is about their veracity, there are two very valuable elements in his work. Firstly, like Le Bel, he offers us a direct insight into the attitudes of these participants, and sometimes into their individual character. Talking to Froissart, who was known as a chronicler from his earliest days at the English court, the knights could ensure that their version of events was recorded, even if their voices come down to us with a literary veneer added by the writer rather than a verbally accurate report. Froissart often tells us, unconsciously, how such men wished to be remembered. Secondly, this is an age when personal memory was much more highly regarded than it is today: we demand written records or eyewitness accounts contemporary with the event in question. But in the fourteenth century an entire lawsuit could be built round the memory of knights, squires and clergymen: the case of Scrope versus Grosvenor in the Court of Chivalry in 1386 consists solely of the sworn statements of men who had seen one or other of the knights in question bearing the arms which were in dispute. Memory is of course fallible, but Froissart sometimes manages to be surprisingly accurate with very little apparent recourse to written documents. For instance, describing the English naval campaign of 1387, he notes the part played by Piers du Bois of Ghent; this man’s presence on the expedition is confirmed by the official records, and makes it likely that Froissart’s account of his influence on strategy is probably correct.16

Froissart has been called ‘the ancestor of our great reporters … in whose investigations the sensational and the unusual have pride of place’.17 His work is closer to that of a journalist than of an orthodox historian of the period, and we can watch him at work on his journey to Foix in the winter of 1388–9, where he was anxious to find out more about one of the most famous princes of the age, Gaston III, lord of Foix-Béarn in the Pyrenees, nicknamed Phoebus. He also hoped for news of the affairs of Spain and Portugal from members of his court, ‘since there had been no great deeds of arms in Picardy or Flanders for a long time’. On the last stage of his journey, he spent three days at Pamiers waiting for someone else who was going to Béarn and knew the roads, because a lone traveller was very much at risk. He found a talkative Gascon squire in the service of Gaston, Espan du Lion, who was the ideal companion, and also very knowledgeable about the count’s affairs. Froissart’s account of their conversations on the way show him using sophisticated interviewing techniques, gaining the confidence of his fellow-traveller and offering his own news stories in return for the information he obtains from him. He finds knights from Aragon and members of the household of John of Gaunt from England, and gets the latest situation in Castile, Navarre and Portugal from them; and he manages to learn a good deal about Gaston Phoebus himself from Espan du Lion, who talks with some hesitation about Gaston’s murder of his only son and of his cousin. It is brilliant journalism, vivid and racily told; but Froissart was never one to check his facts, and the cousin in question was actually very much alive when Espan told his story.18 In contrast, the Bascot de Mauleon, a Gascon knight whom he met on the same journey, provided him with what seems to be a straightforward and factual account of his career: where he first fought a battle, and his campaigns thereafter, all described in considerable detail.19 Much of what he says is supported by other evidence, and, apart from the story of how he and his men captured the castle of Thurie disguised as women, the tone of the narrative is realistic.

Froissart is a man with a mission, and he is not afraid of revising his work. There are at least four versions of the first book of his history, and he returned to it again and again throughout his life in order to recast it and get closer to what he believed to be the truth. The version written in the last years of his life, after his visit to England in 1395, is the considered work of a man who has spent nearly fifty years in search of his vision of a true account of the events of Edward III’s reign, when ‘prowess reigned for a long time in England, through the deeds of King Edward III and of the prince of Wales, his son’.20 The earliest versions are largely reworkings of Le Bel’s chronicle. To these Froissart adds details from his frequent conversations with the knights who had taken part in the Crécy and Poitiers campaigns, expanding the text very considerably.

At the very end of his life, however, he set down a shorter version of these stories, as if he was attempting a real overview of the events which had fascinated him for so long. This version survives in just one manuscript, now in Rome. Here he showed that he could do more than tell a good story; his reflections and revisions produced a work which takes a much more thoughtful and sometimes philosophical view than his exuberant first attempts. And Froissart is distinctly less romantic about knighthood: there is a new cynicism about the kings and nobles and their politics which balances his account of their heroic deeds.21 He had always adopted something of the high moral tone of the monastic chroniclers in his treatment of the three kings of England about whose reigns he writes: returning in 1395 from an England in the throes of a political crisis pitting the king against the nobility, he remembered the disasters of Edward II’s reign seventy years earlier, and, by the time he finished the longest version of his chronicle, Richard II had met the same fate as his grandfather. In this last, short, version, Froissart reassesses Edward III in the light of experience, and, instead of treating him – as Le Bel had done – as a heroic figure from the start, tries to give some account of how he came to learn statesmanship. At the end of the book, Edward III and Philippa are presented as the most glorious sovereigns in the world; but they have earned this place by the king’s wisdom, the queen’s devotion and the wise counsel of men such as Walter Mauny.22

The Rome manuscript shows how Edward was remembered thirty years after his death; in terms of actual new evidence, there is very little, and it is sometimes most interesting for what it omits rather than for what it includes. We can test Froissart’s own opinion of his earlier account against this text; obviously, the rejected stories have to be treated with more scepticism than those he repeats in his final, considered version.

Where we have to be cautious from the historical point of view is in respect of Froissart’s literary quality. Froissart writes for effect, and his effects can be striking; when his material falls into a recognized literary pattern, he cannot resist moulding it to fit that formula. He may write pure fiction at times, and if we rely on Froissart for facts it can be very dangerous. His account of the treachery of Robert d’Artois is largely imaginary in terms of times and places.23 Yet by using his superb literary skills, he can draw out Robert’s motives and character by using this combination of a well-organized and integrated, if fictional, narrative. If we read him first and foremost for the mindset of the princes and magnates of the period, he is invaluable.

In the later middle ages Froissart was read as much for entertainment as for instruction, and in the sixteenth century his work was regarded as an adventure story like the romances. When the French translator of the hugely popular Spanish romance Amadis de Gaula, Herberay des Essarts, published the fourth volume of the work, he included a puff for his work from an anonymous poet which claimed that, now Amadis was available in French, there was no need for the ‘Lancelots, Tristans and Froissarts’.24

As an antidote to Froissart, we turn to another canon, Gilles li Muisit of Tournai. Like Le Bel, he was a canon for most of his life, while Froissart’s post as canon of Chimay was probably a reward for good service in the secular world. Like Le Bel and Froissart, he wrote poetry, much of which survives. But Li Muisit was a regular canon, that is, he was a monk subject to the Benedictine rule, and hence he was a less worldly figure than the other two. He lived within the monastery at Tournai for most of his life, apart from three years studying in Paris, and was abbot from 1331 until his death in 1352. His poems are moral and religious, and he wrote on the history of his abbey. The original manuscript of this survives, and at the end of it is Li Muisit’s chronicle, his last work. In Paris, he had been nicknamed ‘Pluma’, quill pen, and it seems that for much of his life he noted down important events and information.25

In 1345 he began to go blind, and it was at this point that he started to write, unable to lead his previously active life. The notes he had accumulated over the years were read to him; he dictated a text based on them to his scribe, but was unable to read the result and correct it. Even though he recovered his sight in 1352 after an operation, he never revised the text, because he died soon afterwards. He completed the chronicle proper in 1348; this he then continued in what he called annals, and both these and the later years of the chronicle are therefore more or less contemporary with the events of Edward III’s reign, which makes him a valuable source. His style is dry, and there are none of the picturesque details found in Froissart and Le Bel, but he is well informed and thoughtful. In particular, he is very cautious about figures, and tries to give accurate estimates wherever he can, perhaps because he had an interest in mathematics and in astronomy.26

Li Muisit does use written sources quite extensively, but only names one or two. Likewise, he draws on oral testimony, but reveals the identity of just two of his informants, a papal chaplain with much experience of the papal court at Avignon, and his cousin, a councillor in the French parlement. Tournai, although almost surrounded by Flemish territory, was an important French stronghold, besieged by Edward III in 1340, and Li Muisit is, like the inhabitants in general, very much pro-French. He describes how, during the siege of Tournai, the French forces defending the town managed their relations with the inhabitants so well that ‘there was never a disagreement or strife between them; but they were like blood brothers together’.27 His abbey received many distinguished guests, and it is from them that much of his information must have come. But he protests that he is a severe critic of what he hears: ‘People in general believe easily, and even more easily repeat and spread what they have heard, so that what they say is partly false, partly true: I do not approve of such talk and put no trust in it, particularly because if I write down things about which I may not be certain, my whole work will be in disrepute, and I will not be believed in other matters.’28 This leads him to give an account of the outcome of the battle of Crécy very different from that of other chroniclers. Yet for all his protestations, he is happy to repeat horror stories of the atrocities of English troops in 1338,29 while the French forces can do no wrong. He is a dour but largely realistic counterweight to the narratives of chivalrous exploits in Le Bel and Froissart. And his voice speaks not for the nobility, for whom war represented glory and profit, but for the defenceless and weak who were the main sufferers.

Jean de Venette was, like Gilles li Muisit, a highly placed cleric, prior of the Paris convent of Carmelite friars, and eventually head of the order in France.30 The work of the Carmelites put them in close touch with the lay world; Venette himself was of peasant origin. He was very probably writing as events happened from 1360 onwards, and has much detail of the disasters which overtook ordinary citizens and countrymen after the battle of Poitiers, in the time of the popular uprising known as the Jacquerie, a violent reaction to the failure of government after the capture of John II of France. He is less inclined to blame the English exclusively for the horrors of war, and sees events from the standpoint of the classic definition of the orders of society: for the well-being of all, the peasant should work, the clergy should pray and labour at spiritual matters, and the knight should defend all three orders. His theme is that the knights have failed in their duty, and that the disturbances are the result of this failure, particularly as they now extort payments in return for this non-existent protection. Jean de Venette is another voice to set against those of the aristocratic chroniclers. He, like Gilles li Muisit, is moved to set down what he has seen and heard as a record of the disasters of the times.

Le Bel, Li Muisit and Venette all seem to have been stimulated to write their histories because of their own personal experience of the war and its consequences. In England, there is only one comparable author, Thomas Gray, whose background, like Le Bel’s, was the Scottish wars.31 His family came from near Berwick, where an ancestor had been mayor in 1253. Thomas was probably born soon after 1310, and first appears in the records in 1331 accused of poaching, and in 1332 he was involved in the abduction and ransom of a citizen of Berwick. His first experience of warfare may have been at the battle of Dupplin Moor in the same year; six years later he was certainly in the retinue of William Montagu, first earl of Salisbury, when Edward III sailed for Flanders. He returned from Flanders in 1340, possibly after Montagu had been captured by the French, and his movements thereafter are not clear. He may well have been the Thomas Gray, ‘knight of the prince’s household’, who was presented with £20 when he was given leave to go to visit his friends in 1344–5.32 This was about the time his father died, and his career henceforth was in the north: he inherited his father’s estates and played an increasingly important military role. He was at the battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346, when the Scottish king David II was captured, but he himself was captured by a Franco-Scottish force in 1355, and found himself in prison for a year. Here, like the more famous knight-prisoner Thomas Malory, he occupied his enforced leisure by starting his chronicle. He was released by autumn 1356, and continued to write until 1362, seven years before his death.

Gray’s chronicle is therefore largely the work of a contemporary, often an eyewitness, and of a man highly experienced in war. Le Bel’s brief service as a squire gave him something of the same authority, but his is a more literary creation. Gray is practical, direct and independent: he is openly critical of William Montagu, his leader in Flanders, saying that he was captured due to his own folly in undertaking ‘a foolhardy chevauchée’* and he accuses him and Edward III of wasting the army’s time for fifteen months, jousting and devoting himself to pleasure, after they arrived at Antwerp in 1338. He has little time for the niceties of knighthood: warfare on the Scottish border was a harsher and more brutal affair altogether. He began his work by drawing on two chronicles written in the north, and on the popular history of the time, the so-called Brut,33 and used these to bring his work up to the point where his own career began. His style is straightforward but often vivid in its descriptions, and it is a great pity that his account of the years 1340 to 1356 is missing from the unique manuscript.34

There is another knightly chronicle, which is the work of someone who was an eyewitness of the Spanish campaign of 1366–7. This is The Life of the Black Prince, by the herald of John Chandos:35 a personal herald was known by his master’s name, so he names himself ‘Chandos Herald’. We know nothing about him apart from the evidence of his work: the language reveals that he was probably from Hainault, like Froissart, and indeed Froissart obtained much information from him. Chandos Herald was a participant in many of the episodes he describes. He was probably the man who carried money to John Chandos from the king of Navarre in 1363.36 However, his description of the battle of Poitiers implies that he was not in John’s service at that time, and therefore was not an eyewitness, since he says at one point, ‘The book and the story tell …’37

Chandos Herald writes in verse, perhaps because this was the traditional way of memorizing history in an oral culture; there are accounts of tournaments by heralds in the thirteenth century which use similar verse forms. It is an awkward form for a factual history such as his and was old-fashioned even when he composed his poem, and he admits as much in the opening lines. However, ‘people … should not give up writing poems about good deeds, if they know how to, but should write them in a book, so that when they are dead there is an honest record’.38 As to his purpose, he wishes to record the names of the participants and the feats of arms which they accomplished; shameful deeds are not on the agenda, and he pointedly refuses to list the French knights who fled from the field of Crécy: ‘three kings left the field, many others fled – how many I do not know, and it is not right to count them.’39

Nearly half his chronicle is taken up by the Spanish campaign of 1367, at which he was present, and his role as a herald shapes his account: his lists of names can be checked against record sources and are very accurate, and he is our best source for the sequence of military events. Yet this factual record is overlaid with some of the conventions of romance, such as the scene of Edward prince of Wales’s parting from his wife. And warfare is a matter for his heroes: when the Spanish ambush the army, they send ‘men at arms riding mules and other ruffians to attack them’. The hardships of the crossing of the Pyrenees and the horrors of war are glossed over.40 If, as is possible, the poem was written for Richard II in the 1380s, this is how a knightly audience wished to see itself reflected in the mirror of history.

The battle of Najéra is the only occasion when we have a detailed eyewitness account from the other side. Pero López de Ayala was definitely a grandee, and he writes in the same vein as Froissart. Born into the Castilian aristocracy, he had a distinguished career as a soldier, diplomat and finally grand chancellor of Castile. He fought at Najéra, and was captured by the English forces, becoming a prisoner of the prince of Wales. He was also a poet and a writer; his Rhyme of the Palace is both a satire on the life of the royal court and a confessional.41 The foreword to his history of Pedro’s reign declares:
The memory of men is weak and they cannot recall everything that happened in the past. For this reason, the wise men of ancient times invented letters and ways of writing so that the sciences and great deeds of the world were recorded and kept so that men knew of them, and learnt from them to do good and to avoid evil, and to keep them in lasting remembrance. And books were later made in which such things were written and recorded … And thence it became the custom that princes and kings should order that books be made, called chronicles and histories, where deeds of knighthood and any other actions of the princes of old were recorded, so that those who came after them, when they read of their deeds, would make greater efforts to do good and to avoid doing evil …

And therefore from now on I, Pero López de Ayala, with God’s help, intend to continue recording, as truthfully as possible, what I have seen, and I intend to tell nothing but the truth; with all possible diligence I will also record other events which happen in my age and time in places where I was not present, if I hear of them by truthful report and witness from gentlemen and others worthy of belief.42

 	
López sees history as an example to his contemporaries, reflecting his unusually intellectual education under his uncle, Cardinal Gómez Barroso; and he insists on the veracity of his sources. He sees the ‘truthful report and witness’ of reliable informants as the key to writing his chronicle, echoing the approach of Le Bel and Froissart: history should be reported by those who were present, and deeds are the mainspring of the action.

The insistence on reportage and eyewitness evidence does not surprise us today; indeed, it seems entirely normal. But the writers we have met so far are outside the tradition of the historians of the early middle ages. Since, before the fourteenth century, chroniclers were generally members of the clergy, and most commonly monks who were technically confined to their monasteries, they were entirely reliant on second-hand reports of events outside their walls. However, the great monasteries often had good contacts with the royal court: in England, this was true of St Albans in the thirteenth century. In France, the great French official chronicle, the Grandes chroniques, was the work of the monks of St Denis, the royal monastery to the north of Paris where the kings of France were buried and the oriflamme or banner of France was kept. This was both a history of the reigns of each king and also a general history of France. The continuation of this, dealing with John II and Charles V,43 begins in the monastic style, but seems to have been written from 1350 onwards by someone close to Charles V. It is not far from being propaganda, and is much more interested in putting across official business and the official viewpoint on current affairs than in the details of campaigns, let alone of knightly exploits. But it is important for our understanding of the French side and of the king whose new tactics effectively held the English at bay throughout his reign.

Paris never became a great centre for the recording of history; London, by contrast, had a number of important authors in the mid-fourteenth century.44 These men, like Le Bel and Froissart, were secular clerics, usually canons; they went about the king’s business or the business of their cathedral or church among the populace at large, and had the opportunity of seeing events at first hand as well as access to official records and men of standing who could give them information. The canons of St Paul’s were frequently also royal officials, and three sets of annals written at or near St Paul’s in the early years of Edward III’s reign give us a view of the king and his business from the heart of the capital.45 The anonymous author of the first annals (up to 1337) gives us vivid descriptions of Edward’s early royal tournaments in London, and details of government activity in the city. He was followed by Adam Murimuth, a diplomat who carried out a number of missions for Edward II to the papal court. His work is relatively brief and selective – he often comments that nothing important happened in a particular year – and it ends in 1347. His approach is unusual for the time, but also what one might expect from a senior government official. Much of what he tells us has to do with diplomatic work; his experiences make him anti-papal and anti-French. He gives us in great detail an assessment of Edward III’s claim to the French crown, and information about several attempts to negotiate peace between the two kingdoms. But for our purposes the most valuable part is the descriptions of the skirmishes and battles, by land and sea, of the early years of the Hundred Years War. In some cases he summarizes what may have been a written report, but he also preserves the full text of several documents which were effectively royal circulars on the progress of the campaigns in France.46 And he shows us government propaganda at work during the Crécy campaign, in the sermon of Archbishop Stratford in August 1346 at St Paul’s, at which the archbishop read out a French plan for the conquest of England which had been found when the city of Caen was captured. He was not an unstinting admirer of Edward, however, and criticized his conduct of the war in Flanders. Like Thomas Gray, he attacked William Montagu for the ‘senseless audacity’ which led to his capture. On the other hand, he gives an admiring account of the great festival at Windsor in 1344, which he either witnessed or heard about from one of the many citizens of London invited to the occasion by the king.47

Robert of Avesbury was a legal official serving the archbishop of Canterbury, and lived near St Paul’s. His chronicle is boldly entitled ‘The wonderful deeds of the magnificent king of England … and his peers’.48 When Edward shakes off the rule of Isabella and Mortimer, Avesbury declares that ‘from henceforth the said lord Edward the Third held the sun of his majesty and reigned as a magnificent king, wishing to exercise himself and his men in deeds of arms’.49 The ‘wonderful deeds’ alert us to expect a narrative which sees Edward in knightly terms, and this is indeed what we get. However, Avesbury’s sources, like Murimuth’s, are the official reports of the fighting in France, many of which he quotes, including two from the St Paul’s archives: others come from the Canterbury archives. Almost half his text is taken up with copies of such documents, which he obviously took great pains to collect: he is able to quote a letter to the king of France from the captain of Calais found in a ship captured by the English during the siege of 1347. Occasionally he finds an eyewitness who has a tale to tell, as in the episode at Calais in 1350 when Edward and the prince of Wales personally fought off a surprise attack by French forces: this was related to him by one of the captured French knights. This episode becomes a set piece in several chronicles, and, if there is an element of hero-worship in all this, it gives us a good idea of how the first half of Edward’s reign was viewed by his supporters.50

The untitled chronicle written in French in London in the 1330s offers a very different perspective on the events of the time. It is much more direct, as if we were listening to someone telling of his experiences, though the stories may well have been at second or third hand. The chronicle is sometimes cast in a conventional literary style: Edward is made to voice remarks such as ‘Because Christ died for us on a Friday, we will not attack the enemy today’, or to exhort his troops with: ‘Fair lords and my brothers, do not be dismayed, but be of good comfort, and he who enters the battle for me today and fights for the good cause will have God’s blessing.’51 Edward is called ‘our king’, alongside ‘our archers’ and ‘our engineers’, which implies that an oral narrative underlies the text: and episodes such as that of Edward’s sudden return in 1340 to chastise the officials at home for their failure to send money to him in Flanders seem to be told by eyewitnesses of scenes in London and at St Albans. This is the talk of the London merchants, deeply concerned about the troubled times in which they lived, and eager for news.

Men were just as avid for news outside London, even if it was scarcer and less reliable than in the capital. One chronicle stands out as a history with many different continuations, rather like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle four centuries earlier. This is the Brut, so called from Brutus, the supposed founder of Britain, with whose exploits it begins. It survives in French, Latin and English versions, in more than 300 manuscripts, and was aimed particularly at a knightly readership. The material on Edward II and Edward III in the original French version is often very vivid and evidently well informed, particularly about the events from Isabella’s landing in England to the battle of Halidon Hill in 1333. This part of it (and perhaps the earlier sections as well) was written at the behest of two particular families of powerful magnates, the earls of Lancaster and the Bohuns; it certainly represents a view of England different from that of the capital. For these years, it has a vivid directness that implies that the author had access to good oral sources, for example for Edward III’s coup against Mortimer in 1330.52 Although the original version ended in 1333, it was continued by other hands. Most of these continuations are brief and rather dull; just occasionally we encounter a well-informed writer who has original material not found elsewhere.53

The best of the chroniclers outside London is Geoffrey le Baker, who was in a way a country equivalent of Adam Murimuth; although the latter’s career was largely in London, the two men probably knew each other, and Baker started his chronicle using Murimuth as a basis.54 He seems to have had connections in Oxford, possibly through the house of Carmelite friars there, and came from nearby Swinbrook. One of his sources of information, and perhaps his patron, was Thomas de la More, a local magnate and member of parliament for Oxfordshire between 1340 and 1351, who was also nephew of Archbishop John Stratford, who played a central part in the government up to 1341. Baker also seems to have had a connection to the Bohun family, the king’s cousins, earls of Hereford and Northampton. He must have been friendly with men who had seen service in Edward III’s campaigns, both as soldiers and as clerks, because he has eyewitness accounts of the fighting as well as detailed notes of the routes taken by the armies which must come from official records. He gives a view of the war as seen by the provincial knights who were the backbone of the royal armies. As his chronicle ends in 1356, it was almost certainly written very shortly after this and is therefore a contemporary voice.

The chronicles from France which cover this period are largely written, like Froissart’s final version, with hindsight. The best of them is the Chronicle of the First Four Valois Kings, whose author may have been a cleric in the Norman administration at Rouen, and which dates from the 1380s; it takes a strongly nationalist view, and reflects the changing attitudes at the end of the century, when the divisions of nationality outweighed the old common culture of knightly aristocracy. In some ways, it is the French equivalent of Geoffrey le Baker, a provincial voice; it gives a different, local perspective on many events: we hear of the heroic resistance of the Normans at the battle of Sluys, which appears in the earlier chronicles as a much more one-sided affair; and the English are
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