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In October 1998 the Battlefields Trust held their first overseas residential
conference at Crécy-en-Ponthieu, with the battles of Crécy and Agincourt as its
twin foci and with invited speakers from the United Kingdom and France. This
book owes its inspiration to that occasion, and in particular to the conference
dinner, during which, as strangers, we struck up a conversation on some of the
perennial questions that surround the campaign and battle of Crécy. It quickly
became apparent that we shared the belief that a substantial, multi-faceted study
devoted to the battle of Crécy was long overdue; and in the light of the new
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on that occasion. The original lecture on the English army has been greatly
expanded to form Chapter 5. (This represents the first major output from a
project on Edward I11’s armies supported by the Arts and Humanities Research
Board: RLS: APN 13143 / AN 8490.) There were some important gaps to fill,
and we have taken it upon ourselves to supply the greater part of this new mate-
rial (Chapters 1, 2, 3, 9 and 10). However, for Chapter 8, on the political reper-
cussions in France following the battle, we are particularly grateful to Madame
Francoise Autrand of the Ecole Normale Supérieure. We should also like to
thank Dan Smith for his assistance in the translation of this paper.

We are pleased to acknowledge the expert assistance of Professor Jean
Sommeé, of the Laboratoire de Géomorphologie et d’Etude du Quaternaire at the
Université de Lille, who provided an opinion on a significant element of the
topography of the battlefield; and Robert Hardy, who offered technical guidance
concerning the longbow. Similarly, we are grateful to Dr Paul Adamthwaite of
the Archives and Collections Society, who compiled a report on the tides in the
Somme estuary on 24 August 1346 (see http://www.aandc.org/research/
tides.html). We would like to thank Monsieur Eric Balandra, of the History
Society of Crécy, whose formidable academic and local knowledge has
frequently been of assistance to us. For advice and encouraging words at various
stages of our research, thanks are also due to Professor John Palmer, Professor
David Crouch, Dr Julian Haseldine and Dr Richard Gorski — all of the History
Department at the University of Hull. Richard Gorski is also responsible for the
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Battle of Crécy Trust website, where a range of source materials relating to the
battle may be consulted (http://www.hull.ac.uk/history/dept/crecytrust.htm).
The staff of the Bibliothéeque municipale d’Abbeville kindly assisted in the
interpretation of nineteenth-century maps of the battlefield of Crécy. For the
conference that inspired us, we would like to acknowledge the co-operation of
the Battlefields Trust, and in particular their Secretary, Chris Scott; the logis-
tical help of Jean-Claude Brasseur and Roger Brechet of L’Association Crécy la
Bataille; and the support of the Mayor of Crécy, who allowed the use of both
the cinema and the Salle des Fétes. Our gratitude goes also to Miss Monica
Harper, British Consul General in Lille, whose presence brought the occasion
official recognition.

We should like to take this opportunity to remember the late General Sir
Martin Farndale KCB, who was present at the 1998 conference in his capacity as
President of the Battle of Crécy Trust, and to whom this book is dedicated. As a
past Master Gunner at St James’s Park, General Farndale’s interest in Crécy was
not only in his unceasing efforts to help in the creation of a Battle Centre, but
also for the fact that it was at Crécy that the forerunners of his regiment, The
Royal Artillery, first used guns.

This book has been some years in the making and, like Michelangelo, we
have been asked many times when we would be finished. We leave it to others to
decide whether it satisfies ‘in its artistic details’. That it has been brought to
completion is due in no small part to our wives, Agnes and Kirsi, who have been
faithful and patient supporters, and sources of much good sense, throughout the
years that we have spent talking about the battle of Crécy.

Andrew Ayton Sir Philip Preston Bart.
Shugborough Crécy-en-Ponthieu
Staffordshire
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1

The Battle of Crécy: Context and Significance

ANDREW AYTON

At dawn on 12 July 1346, a vast armada of ships appeared off the coast of
Normandy. Their destination was St Vaast-la-Hougue, a small port on the
north-eastern corner of the Cotentin peninsula. The size of the fleet and the pres-
ence of ships bearing the quartered leopards and lilies of the royal arms of
England indicated that this was no mere raid. In fact, it was to be the largest
amphibious operation of the Hundred Years War, and it had achieved complete
surprise. The consternation of the local population can easily be appreciated.
Robert Bertran, Marshal of France and commander on the spot, was able to
muster a few hundred men. But since, according to an English narrative, a force
of five hundred Genoese crossbhowmen, their pay in arrears, had withdrawn from
the area a few days previously, it is small wonder that the English met only light
resistance as they landed and moved inland.! It took several days to disembark
the horses and supplies, during which time flying columns ranged across the
Cotentin peninsula. Barfleur, a town ‘as good and large as Sandwich’, was
burnt.2 “The men-at-arms of the region have withdrawn into the castles and forti-
fied towns,” noted Bartholomew Burgherssh in his report of 17 July. “There is no
one left in the surrounding countryside for twenty miles around who is offering
resistance,” added Thomas Bradwardine in his letter of the same day. It had been
an auspicious opening for the English, and on Tuesday, 18 July Edward 1l and
his army set out from La Hougue and began the campaign proper. The king’s
intention, reported Burgherssh, was ‘to secure his rights by conquest’.3

1 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 28; St Omer chronicle, fo. 259r; Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 39.
Cf. Récits, pp. 215-16; Canterbury, p. 187.

2 Michael Northburgh’s newsletter of 27 July: Murimuth, pp. 212-14; Avesbury, pp.
358-60. This is one of eight newsletters to survive from the Crécy campaign. The others are:
Bartholomew Burgherssh, 17 July and 29 July (Murimuth, pp. 200; 202-3); Thomas
Bradwardine, the chancellor of St Paul’s (Murimuth, pp. 201-2); Michael Northburgh, 4 Sep-
tember (Avesbury, pp. 367-9); Richard Wynkeley, 2 September (Murimuth, pp. 215-17;
Avesbury, pp. 362-3); Edward 111, 29 July (C81/314, no 17803, printed in Fowler, ‘News from
the front’, pp. 83—-4) and 3 September (Bodleian Library, MS Ashmole 789, fos 148r-148v;
printed in Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 308-11). All except the king’s letter of 29 July are
reproduced in English translation in R. Barber, Life and Campaigns of the Black Prince
(Woodbridge, 1986), pp. 13-25. On the newsletters arising from the Crécy campaign, see G.
Martin, ‘John the Blind: the English narrative sources’, Johann der Blinde, Graf von
Luxemburg, Kénig von Béhmen 1296-1346, ed. M. Pauly (Luxembourg, 1997), pp. 83-92 (at
pp. 86-9); and Fowler, ‘News from the front’, pp. 76-80, 83—-4.

3 “le roy ou soun hoste chivache avant en la terre pur congerer soun dreit’. Murimuth, p. 200.
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Zp

Crécy Campaign:
the route of the English army
12" July — 4™ September

After the itinerary 31 Aug

established by Edward Maunde Thompson

St-Vaast La Hougue
12 July

Lisieux
213 Aug

Poissy
13 Aug

Map 1

A good deal is known about the six-week campaign that followed. An itin-
erary for Edward I11’s march across Normandy can be established from a combi-
nation of administrative records and fourteenth-century narratives.* (See Map
1.) Eyewitness accounts and contemporary secondary sources provide much

4 Sources: (1) William Retford’s financial account for the king’s kitchen (E101/390/11):
arranged as a journal, it records the names of the places where this department of the royal
household lodged on each day of the campaign. See Baker, pp. 252-3; Tout, Chapters, iv, p.
115 and n. 5. (2) A contemporary itinerary, surviving in a fifteenth-century copy: BL, Cotton
MS, Cleopatra D. VII, fo. 179, printed in Baker, pp. 253-5. (3) The Acta Bellicosa, a campaign
diary apparently written by a member of Edward I11’s army. It survives in a single, incomplete,
late fourteenth-century copy, which narrates events up to 28 July, resuming on 11 August to
continue the story to 20 August. Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 370; imperfectly
printed in J. Moisant, Le Prince Noir en Aquitaine, 1355-6, 1362—70 (Paris, 1894); translated
in Barber, Life and Campaigns of the Black Prince, pp. 26—40. (4) Geoffrey Baker’s account of
the campaign, which is clearly based on another contemporary itinerary (Baker, pp. 79-86).
(5) The English newsletters: see n. 2 above. E.M. Thompson reconstructed Edward 111°s itiner-
ary based upon (1), (2) and (4): see Baker, pp. 255-7. As he noted, the ‘discrepancies’ in detail
that are evident when these texts are compared are no doubt the consequence of the texts
having been ‘written independently by persons marching with different divisions of the army”.
For amendments to Thompson’s interpretation of the place-names in Retford’s kitchen
journal, see H. Belloc, ‘Crécy’, Six British Battles (Bristol, 1931), pp. 15ff.
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detail, from a variety of perspectives, on many of the engagements that took
place along the English line of march — from the skirmishes in the Cotentin,
through the storming of a series of towns, most notably Caen on 26 July, to the
climactic encounter at Crécy-en-Ponthieu on 26 August. With the exception of
the week or so leading up to Crécy, reconstructing the sequence of major events
presents few problems. For the most part, we seem to know what happened,
where and when. However, difficulties arise when attention is turned to the
interpretation of these events, for in this respect the documentary sources are
both less revealing and less consistent in their testimony. In these circum-
stances, it is easy to see how historians seeking to discover what was really
happening during this campaign, and why, have come to very different conclu-
sions. Did the English march from La Hougue to Crécy proceed according to a
strategic plan, which had anticipated the necessity of crossing the Seine and the
Somme, and which had a battlefield confrontation with Philip V1 as its principal
aim? Or was this, in the main, an improvised operation, responsive rather than
purposeful: a great chevauchée, which by the second week of August had
become ‘a very dangerous adventure’,> and which culminated in a battle that
Edward, having been closely pursued by his adversary, had been compelled to
fight?

At first glance, the Crécy campaign does indeed have the appearance of a
great ‘chivalrous adventure’.8 It was punctuated by dramatic coups de main: the
assault on Caen, the seizure of a bridgehead over the Seine at Poissy and the
crossing of the Somme at Blanquetaque. The campaign is also notable for
smaller-scale feats of arms, which contributed much to the chivalric reputations
of those involved but little to Edward’s purpose. Take, for example, Sir Thomas
Holland’s reckless ride onto the bridge at Rouen — ‘une emprise oultrageuse’ as
one chronicler characterised it; or Sir Robert Ferrers’s audacious amphibious
raid across the Seine to attack the castle of La Roche Guyon.” The chroniclers
delighted in reporting such displays of knightly prowess, but for all the bravado,
there was a darker side to this campaign. A central feature of the English march
from La Hougue to Crécy that is not readily conveyed by a line drawn on a map
is the ravaging of the countryside and the plundering of towns that accompanied
the progress of the army. The extent of the devastation wreaked is emphasised by
contemporary writers, whether of continental or English provenance. Eye-
witnesses recorded that ravaging was undertaken on a broad front — about fifteen
to twenty miles around the line of march.8 If anything, the sacking and burning
of towns along the route was still more damaging, since ‘the greatest concentra-
tions of wealth in the medieval world were to be found” in such places.® As Jean

5 As characterised by Charles Oman: A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, 2nd
edn, 2 vols (London, 1924), ii, p. 132.

6 Oman, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, ii, p. 131.

7 Récits, p. 220; Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 35.

8 Murimuth, p. 215; Avesbury, p. 358. See also C.J. Rogers, ‘By fire and sword: bellum
hostile and “civilians” in the Hundred Years War’, Civilians in the Path of War, ed. M.
Grimsley and C.J. Rogers (Lincoln, Nebraska, 2002), pp. 33-78: map 2.1 (p. 38) provides
some indication of the extent of devastation along chevauchée routes.

9 Rogers, ‘By fire and sword’, pp. 45-7 and n. 62.
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le Bel observed, ‘no man alive could imagine or believe . . . the riches that were
gained and robbed’ in the great mercantile town of St L6.10 Few historians
would now doubt that such extensive devastation of town and country was, in
the main, calculated and purposeful, the very essence of the *practice of war’,
intended (in addition to the gathering of supplies) to destroy economic resources
and challenge the authority and honour of the Valois king and his nobility.?
Taking the argument a stage further, Clifford Rogers has recently found a *‘defi-
nite strategic rationale’ in this destruction. This was to ‘to put [Philip VI] in a
lose—lose situation’, in which he either accepted battle, in all likelihood in unfa-
vourable circumstances, or failed ‘visibly and unequivocally . . . in the foremost
duty of kingship: to protect (or at least to avenge) the subjects of the realm’.12

Edward I11’s chivalric mentality, centred as it was on the enhancement of his
martial reputation and on the vindication of his honour, especially with regard to
his claim to the French throne, was the driving force in his ‘just quarrel” with
Philip VI. The chivalric code to which he subscribed was flexible enough to
accommodate the practical requirements of the English way of war. Thus, for
Edward, the two faces of the Crécy campaign, the chivalric and pragmatic, coex-
isted comfortably and without contradiction. In the first place, we may be sure
that neither he nor indeed his peers in the aristocratic elite of Christendom
would have been troubled by the hardship caused by the systematic ravaging of
town and country. Such activities were legitimate in a just war, and the guiding
principles of chivalry were, in any case, little concerned with the welfare of the
peasantry.13

Secondly, from the outset of the campaign, political calculation was tightly
woven into the chivalric ceremonial that was an essential part of the martial
ritual of the king’s army. Immediately upon landing at La Hougue, ‘the king and
his army . . . in a group made their way to a high hill near the shore’, where the
Prince of Wales and other noblemen were knighted by the king.# The dubbing
ceremony formed part of a spectacle that was charged with political symbolism.
Much emphasis was given to Edward’s claim to the French throne, as demon-
strated by Godfrey de Harcourt’s homage for his lands in Normandy and
symbolised by the prominently displayed Garter, bearing the uncompromising
motto ‘Hony soit 4’ mal y pense’.’> And the whole event was witnessed by a
sizeable proportion of England’s political elite, headed by six of the eight earls
who were militarily active at the time. The ritual was repeated before the
climactic battle began at Crécy. According to Froissart (here, as usual,

10 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 77-8.

11 The classic study of this subject is H.J. Hewitt, The Organisation of War under Edward 111
(Manchester, 1966), ch. 5: “War’.

12 Rogers, ‘By fire and sword’, pp. 56-7; C.J. Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp: English Strat-
egy under Edward 11l (Woodbridge, 2000), passim. Hewitt noticed the ‘battle provocation’
argument, but was unconvinced by it: Organisation of War, pp. 99-100, 116-17.

13 See Rogers, ‘By fire and sword’, pp. 54-5, and references cited there.

14 Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp. 27-8.

15 Harcourt: Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 29. The argument that the Garter was ‘an integral
part’ of Edward’s Norman campaign from the outset draws upon Juliet Vale’s convincing
interpretation in Edward Il and Chivalry (Woodbridge, 1982), pp. 77-82.
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elaborating upon Jean le Bel, but perhaps based upon independent eyewitness
testimony), Edward toured the ranks of his army mounted on a white palfrey and
carrying a white baton.’® The Monk of Malmesbury notes that 50 men were
elevated to knighthood, some of whom can be identified in the Chancery
records.” Edward was fully aware that ‘ritual preparation . . . was vital for a
medieval army’. As Michael K. Jones has observed: ‘The effectiveness of ritual
could determine the way men fought and how battle might unfold. A force
inspired by a shared cause that all could understand and believe in would have
greater cohesion and unity.’18

Political calculation might also lead to the partial suspension of the chivalric
code that regulated the behaviour and treatment of knightly combatants during
and after battle. This can be seen in Edward’s attitude towards French prisoners
of war. During the aftermath of the English assault on Caen, a group of French
noblemen, including the count of Eu and the lord of Tancarville, expecting no
quarter from the common soldiery, were greatly relieved to see Sir Thomas
Holland, with whom they had served “in Prussia, Grenada and elsewhere’ and to
whom they could now surrender. Needless to say, Holland was delighted to
oblige. Jean le Bel’s story reminds us that the aristocratic protagonists in 1346
were members of a wider, international knightly community and that, at another
time and place, they had been comrades in arms.!® The count of Eu may have
hoped for parole and early release in return for a ransom, in accordance with the
norms of chivalric convention, but Edward Il had other ideas. As Burgherssh
notes in his newsletter, the king ordered the prisoners’ immediate despatch to
England, ‘without being released for ransom or by any other means, until he
shall have accomplished more by his war’.20 The count of Eu was constable of
France, and removing such a figure from the political and military equation
would weaken the French war effort. Indeed, such ‘great’ prisoners could bring
other benefits. Froissart states that in order to obtain his release, the count
agreed to sell to the English king his county and castle of Guines — a strategic
location close to Calais, which if true would explain the count’s execution for
treason on his eventual return to France in 1350.2

16 Jean le Bel mentions the king’s tour of the ranks; Froissart adds the description of his
appearance. Jean le Bel, ii, p. 106; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 170; Froissart: Rome, p. 719. It
was usual practice for Edward to engage with his men in this fashion on the eve of battle: see
M. Prestwich, Armies and Warfare in the Middle Ages: The English Experience (New Haven
and London, 1996), p. 313.

17 Eulogium, iii, p. 211; CPR, 1345-8, p. 474.

18 M.K. Jones, Bosworth, 1485. Psychology of a Battle (Stroud, 2002), pp. 157-8; see also,
M.K. Jones, ‘The battle of Verneuil (17 August 1424): towards a history of courage’, War in
History, ix (2002), pp. 375-411 (at pp. 400-3), for the duke of Bedford’s ceremonial review
of his army outside Ivry in August 1324.

19 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 81-3; see notes to these pages for Raoul de Brienne, count of Eu and
Jean de Melun, lord of Tancarville and chamberlain of Normandy.

20 Murimuth, p. 203. Sir Thomas Holland did, however, become a rich man through the
release of his prisoner to the king. The sum agreed was 20,000 marks, payable over a
three-year period from the customs duties on wool. CPR, 1345-8, pp. 337, 538-9, 550-1.

21 C. Given-Wilson and F. Bériac, ‘Edward I11’s prisoners of war: the battle of Poitiers and its
context’, EHR, cxvi (2001), pp. 802-33 (for the count of Eu, see pp. 821-2).
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At Crécy, all regard for the bonds of an international chivalric brotherhood
were set aside in the single-minded pursuit of a crushing victory. At the end of
the fight the field was littered with the corpses of French (and allied) noblemen.
There were few prisoners and certainly none of note.?? The ‘Vallée des Clercs’
(as it became known) had become a killing ground through the employment of
devastating archery, the enforcement of a severe disciplinary regime, and the
effective exploitation of terrain. Whether or not it had been known about in
advance (perhaps even regarded as a potential battle site from the outset of the
campaign), the ground at Crécy had been well selected and the English army’s
tactical deployment carefully prepared. A moment’s contemplation upon the
events that unfolded in the Vallée des Clercs, a veritable valley of death, appears
to dispel any notion that this had been a ‘chivalric’ encounter. We seem very far
away from the world of the knightly feat of arms, as epitomised by Sir Thomas
Colville’s amicable joust with a French knight on the banks of the Somme just
two days earlier. 22 And yet chivalry was as relevant to what happened at Crécy
as to any battle during the later middle ages. For Edward Il1, the overwhelming
need to vindicate his honour had brought him to this climactic encounter. It has
been well observed that the concept of honour in the chivalric context is inher-
ently aggressive: ‘the honourable man must demonstrate his honour continually
before his peers, and this in turn often involves challenging the honour of
others’.2* Yet Edward’s aggression was controlled, and it was founded upon
recognition that the prevailing mentality of the European aristocratic military
elite could be turned to his advantage. On the one hand, an appeal to the martial
mentality of his own nobility ensured that they became participants in his ‘just
quarrel’; on the other, an appreciation that, quite as much as himself, his adver-
sary was susceptible to the demands of honour was to have a considerable influ-
ence on the shaping of his campaign strategy. Whereas for Edward the focused
aggression that was fuelled by his chivalric ideals was a source of strength, for
Philip VI the need to defend his honour was potentially his Achilles heel. For if
the Valois king was to be provoked into making a tactical mistake that could lead
to military disaster it would in all likelihood involve a situation in which he, in
the midst of his assembled nobility, had been driven, in unfavourable circum-
stances, to defend his honour as anointed king of France. Thus the significance
of Edward’s choice of battleground at Crécy was not simply that it was a site that
maximised his army’s strengths, while neutralising those of his opponents: it
was ground upon which his opponent felt compelled to fight. As we shall see,
the fact that the site lay in Ponthieu may well provide the key to understanding
the battle of Crécy.

In the sense that it was a point of honour for both (in fact, all five participant)
kings to fight at Crécy, Edward’s campaign could indeed be described as a

22 Given-Wilson and Bériac, ‘Edward I11’s prisoners of war’, pp. 804-5.

23 Anonimalle chronicle, pp. 22, 160; Eulogium, iii, p. 210.

24 ). Barnie, War in Medieval English Society. Social Values and the Hundred Years War,
1337-99 (New York, 1974), p. 75, which draws on J. Pitt-Rivers, ‘Honour and social status’,
in J.G. Peristiany, ed., Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society (London,
1965).
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‘chivalric adventure’. But for Edward it was an adventure that had been founded
upon careful preparation, rather than improvisation: Crécy was a battle that he
had planned to fight, not one that he had been forced to accept while seeking to
escape the clutches of his adversary. This is surely the most important of the
implications of the killing fields at Crécy, and it is a conclusion that is rein-
forced by re-examination of other aspects of the campaign. Thus, while some
historians have regarded the landing in Normandy as the result of a last-minute
change of plan, a fresh look at the evidence suggests that a descent upon the
Cotentin coast, at La Hougue, was planned well in advance of embarkation, and
that this was intended as the principal thrust of a multi-front strategy. Similarly,
while the dramatic river crossings at Poissy and Blanquetaque may have the
appearance of lucky escapes from “a very dangerous adventure’, there is reason
to believe that each had been anticipated before the campaign began and that
each was as much a triumph of planning as of prowess. These ideas will be
developed in detail in Chapter 2. For the moment, it is sufficient to conclude that
there was a good deal more to the English march from La Hougue to Crécy than
first meets the eye, that this has indeed been a ‘much studied, but much misun-
derstood’ campaign.

Edward 11I’s six-week campaign in northern France in July—August 1346 was
much more than the audacious adventure that has been portrayed by many histo-
rians. It certainly left an extensive zone of destruction in its wake. Yet what
made this campaign memorable, what gave it lasting significance, was the great
battle that was fought at its climax. Edward had led three previous expeditions
into France and on each occasion the field operations ended in an anti-climactic
withdrawal after a tense stand-off. As a consequence, apart from the maritime
engagement at Sluys (the prelude to the second of these expeditions), Edward
I1I’s early French campaigns are today little remembered outside specialised
historical works. The campaign of July—August 1346 was concluded very differ-
ently from its predecessors. Indeed, the battle of Crécy can be viewed as a
turning point in Edward I11’s struggle with his Valois adversary, and in many
ways a momentous event for the continent of Europe as a whole. It witnessed the
defeat of the greatest power in Christendom, of a major army led by the French
king in person, by an expeditionary force raised by a kingdom that at that time
was not renowned for its military prowess. It was not the first occasion that a
king of England had triumphed over a king of France in the field;2¢ but the scale
of the victory in 1346 was unprecedented. By the standards of the period, the
armies that fought the battle were large and the casualties suffered by the French
nobility crippling. Philip VI’s military reputation was irredeemably damaged,
while Edward I11’s, and that of the English as a whole, soared. Without Crécy
and its consequences, it would be difficult to conceive of a ‘Hundred Years
War’: Edward I11’s war effort would probably have fizzled out. Yet despite its
importance, the battle of Crécy has not attracted the academic attention that it

25 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 219.
26 At Brémule in 1119, Henry | had defeated Louis V1.
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deserves,?” and thanks largely to Shakespeare it is Agincourt that has engaged
the popular imagination.?® The present collaborative volume, a response to this
neglect, has been planned on a scale appropriate to its subject, with the hope of
filling a notable lacuna in the historiography of the Hundred Years War. It
would probably be naive to imagine that the deeds of Edward 111 and his lieuten-
ants may yet be raised to a level of popular awareness comparable to that occu-
pied by Henry V’s “band of brothers’. But if this book succeeds in casting new
light on the events of 26 August 1346 and in demonstrating the wider signifi-
cance of those events, it will have fulfilled its primary purpose.

In seeking to understand the battle of Crécy we are confronted by a funda-
mental problem. How are we to reconstruct what happened on that late
summer’s evening in Ponthieu? On the one hand, we are constrained by the limi-
tations of our narrative sources. The eyewitness accounts are few in number and
brief in their comments on the battle. The second-hand narratives are more
numerous and some are more substantial, but they are selective in their
coverage, raise as many questions as they answer, and often contradict each
other. No doubt some of these weaknesses arose from the fact that the battle
began in the evening twilight and continued into the night. As a consequence,
the testimony of eyewitnesses, when passed on to chroniclers, may have been
more than usually fragmentary and imprecise. For the latter, the temptation to
“fill the gaps’ would have been hard to resist, as can be seen to have happened
with Geoffrey Baker, author of one of the most famous contemporary accounts
of the battle.?® Yet, it seems that few fourteenth-century chroniclers of the battle
attempted to construct a detailed narrative that takes the reader from the begin-
ning of the battle to the end. (An exception is Giovanni Villani, but his version
of events, distinctive as it is in a number of respects, has been largely ignored in
the English-language historiography of the battle.) Most accounts are brief and
insubstantial, but even the longer ones, such as those composed by Jean
Froissart, lack a clear, continuous narrative line. Froissart relied heavily on Jean

27 The most carefully researched modern studies of the campaign and battle of Crécy appear
as sections in more general works: R. Barber, Edward Prince of Wales and Aquitaine (Wood-
bridge, 1978), chapter 3; J. Sumption, The Hundred Years War: Trial by Battle (London,
1990), chapter 14; K. DeVries, Infantry Warfare in the Early Fourteenth Century (Wood-
bridge, 1996), chapter 13; Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, chapters 10 and 11. There have been
only two volumes devoted to Crécy in modern times: Henri de Wailly, Crécy 1346: Anatomy
of a Battle (Poole, 1987) and D. Nicolle, Crécy 1346 (Oxford, 2000). De Wailly offers some
intriguing material on the archaeology of the campaign, but is dependent on a very limited
range of sources. Nicolle’s book is intended for a popular audience, but displays the author’s
breadth of knowledge concerning medieval warfare. The recent reprinting of A.H. Burne, The
Crecy War (London, 1954) will no doubt find a fresh crop of readers for this entertaining if
rather dated volume. Prior to de Wailly, the most substantial study by a French scholar was
written in the 1920s: J. Viard, ‘La campagne de juillet—ao0t 1346 et la bataille de Crécy’, Le
moyen age, 2nd ser., xxvii (1926), pp. 1-84. The historiography of Crécy is discussed in
greater depth in Chapters 3 and 9 of this book; see also, Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp.
230-7.

28 Shakespeare’s Edward |1 is little known outside academic circles: E. Sams, ed., Shake-
speare’s Edward 111 (New Haven and London, 1996).

29 Geoffrey Baker and the other chroniclers discussed here are examined in detail in Chapter
9.



The Battle: Context and Significance 9

le Bel’s version of events, but the latter’s tale takes an unusual approach,
recounting the story first from the French point of view, then (more selectively)
from the English perspective. His battle narrative stops abruptly after the defeat
of the first French cavalry onslaught, and all Froissart could do by way of
continuation was to append a series of chivalric episodes, assembled it seems
from a variety of eyewitness sources.

Added to the difficulties presented by the narrative sources — indeed, partly
responsible for those difficulties — is the distinctive nature of the events that they
describe. It is the complexity of a battle that is so difficult to recapture: the swirl
of simultaneous movements by thousands of participants, and beyond the phys-
ical level, the psychological dimension of combat, the frame of mind and
emotional responses of those engaged. It is small wonder, as John Keegan
memorably demonstrated in his classic study The Face of Battle, that the writing
of convincing ‘battle pieces’, for whatever period of history, is exceedingly diffi-
cult.30 Peter Paret’s suggestion, while reviewing a book on the Napoleonic Wars,
that “all passages dealing with combat be printed in a different colour so that
readers would know at once that they were entering treacherous territory” might
well be applied to studies of medieval warfare.3! It is clear, therefore, that
‘reconstructing’ Crécy must present a major challenge to the historian. Indeed,
such is the challenge that it is impossible to piece together a detailed and
convincing sequence of events, a narrative line, from the chronicle accounts
alone, still less a series of parallel or concurrent sequences that would stand as a
more accurate representation of what actually happened. Six and a half centuries
after the events of 1346, we are no better placed than Froissart to construct a
composite narrative of Crécy from documentary sources of diverse provenance
and reliability.

An alternative approach is required, which combines the testimony of as wide
a range of sources as possible with a measure of historical imagination. The
narrative sources require particularly careful handling. Contrary to the
‘cherry-picking” approach that is all too often encountered, these texts must be
used in a way that is consistent with their purpose and sensitive to the circum-
stances that gave them life. We must also make the most of their strengths,
including the rich vein of eyewitness testimony that runs through many of them.
Some historians would stress the limitations of such testimony. After all, owing
to a restricted field of vision and an overriding preoccupation with self-
preservation, no single participant in a battle could have been able to take in
more than a fraction of the action. But while eyewitness testimony may
contribute little to the construction of a battle narrative or to the elucidation of a
commander’s tactics (the usual preoccupations of the military historian), it can
convey a powerful impression of what mattered to those involved and what was
passing through their minds, as well as offering vivid snapshots of what was
really happening in the battle. For it is from eyewitnesses, mediated through the
pens of chroniclers, that we see the crucial role played by chivalric ritual and

30 J. Keegan, The Face of Battle (Harmondsworth, 1978).
31 P Paret, Understanding War. Essays on Clausewitz and the History of Military Power
(Princeton, 1992), p. 85.
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inspirational leadership, of ‘prowese’.3? We learn too of small-group collabora-
tive combat techniques, of ‘micro-tactics’. We see standards functioning as
rallying points; we hear war cries; and we witness the crippling effect of missile
weapons on horseflesh. We also gain an impression of ‘the mental outlook of
the participants’ and how that shaped their actions. Thus, something of the
essence of the battle of Crécy, together with some of its landmark events, can be
found in the chronicles.

That is as far as some scholars are prepared to go, but there is really no neces-
sity to break off the chase once the chronicles have been scoured for evidence.
The historian should have other strings to his bow. Admittedly, even with the
benefit of additional sources and methodologies, it is impossible to construct an
evenly paced narrative of the battle. But if we can recapture something of its
general character, including some of its critical moments, we may yet fashion an
account that is as satisfying for our time as Froissart’s was for his. There are a
number of methodological possibilities. For example, the evidence of the narra-
tive sources can be combined with an understanding of combat psychology and
a grasp of the practical limitations of fourteenth-century weapons technology.
The topography of the battlefield is also of particular importance. Here it should
be noted that while most historians have accepted that the battle took place on
the ‘traditional’ site, centred on the Vallée des Clercs, few have subjected that
piece of ground to close inspection. As a consequence, the true significance of
the topography of the site has gone unrecognised in all modern accounts of the
battle. Time and again historians have proposed a narrative that, in some of its
essential features, could not have been permitted by the lie of the ground. This
book looks at the ground afresh and considers how the topography of the field
may have shaped not only the course of the battle, but also the strategy of the
campaign.

There is a further category of source material that has been underutilised in
modern accounts of the battle of Crécy: the administrative records that illumi-
nate the structure and composition of the armies. The potential offered by these
records should require no emphasis, and yet how the personnel (their past mili-
tary experience and their relationships) and the organisation of the armies may
have contributed to the outcome of the battle has never before been investigated
beyond a superficial level. What is needed is a systematic prosopographical
investigation of the combatants, combined with a reconstruction of the social
networks that underpinned the recruitment and functioning of the armies. That
would be a challenging research project. In this book, we offer a methodological
template and some preliminary findings, which not only cast new light on the
battle of Crécy but may also serve as an example for the investigation of other
Edwardian battles.

32 This paragraph owes much to the work of Michael K. Jones who has argued that historians
would do well to take greater note of ‘the role of chivalric ritual” that occurred within medi-
eval armies before and during battle; and to recognise the importance of individual courage
and inspirational leadership rather than tactics. See his article ‘The battle of Verneuil (17
August 1424): towards a history of courage’, and his book Bosworth, 1485. Psychology of a
Battle.
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*

The six contributors to this book have approached the battle of Crécy from a
variety of directions. Yet underlying these contributions can be identified three
fundamental questions: Firstly, why did the battle of Crécy take place? Secondly,
how was it that the English won? Thirdly, how significant an event was it? To
take the second of these questions first: one of the few undisputed facts about
the battle of Crécy is that the English emerged victorious, but how is this
outcome to be explained? In Chapter 4, Michael Prestwich reviews the available
evidence for the course of the battle, including an important new interpretation
of the topography of the traditional site, which Sir Philip Preston presents in
Chapter 3. Views on why the English won are also to be found in the chapters
dedicated to the two armies (Chapters 5 and 7). Following, in Chapter 9, an
examination of the narrative sources for the battle and the problems of interpre-
tation that they present, the concluding chapter of the book offers further
thoughts on how the English achieved such an astounding victory.

Formulating answers to the first and third of the questions posed above —
‘why did the battle take place?” and “how significant an event was it?” — is the
primary concern of the opening part of this book. We turn to the problem of why
a major battle took place at Crécy in August 1346 in Chapter 2; but first we must
consider the significance of the battle. To examine the aftermath and conse-
quences of the battle before we have tackled what happened on the field — and
why — may appear to be putting the cart before the horse. But as we shall see, the
‘significance’ of Crécy, as of all major battles, involves not only the conse-
quences that flowed from it, but also the event itself — the battle. Thus, in
assessing the significance of Crécy, we begin by examining the part played by
battles in medieval warfare, and in particular their role in commanders’ strategic
thinking. Then, we consider the magnitude of the military and political
encounter that occurred in northern France during the summer of 1346. Lastly,
and most substantially, we look beyond the strictly military issues, such as the
scale of the mobilisation and casualties, to examine what may be termed the
‘chivalric politics’ of the armies and the social networks that underpinned them.
An understanding of these phenomena helps us to reconstruct what took place
on the battlefield, while serving to emphasise the impact that the battle must
have had in England and France. It also contributes to a more satisfying explana-
tion of why the battle took place.

* * *

There was a time when studies of medieval warfare focused predominantly on
battles. For an example of this approach one need only think of the work of
Charles Oman.3® More recently it has been argued that the amount of attention
given to battles in the past was ‘disproportionate’,3* since such engagements
were actually not all that common. John Gillingham has summed up this view

33 Oman, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages. Similar, in this respect, are the
books of A.H. Burne: The Crecy War (London, 1955); The Agincourt War (London, 1956).
34 R.C. Smail, Crusading Warfare (1097-1193) (Cambridge, repr., 1976), p. 165. Smail’s
pioneering work was first published in 1956.
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succinctly (and provocatively): ‘In European medieval history as a whole battles
are rare and making war did not normally involve seeking battle.”3> Medieval
commanders were reluctant to give battle because the risks usually far
outweighed the likelihood of achieving a decisive outcome. This was the advice
of Vegetius’s De Re Militari, a ‘late Roman handbook on war’, which (it has
been supposed) was widely consulted.3 Taking the spotlight off such excep-
tional events as battles would allow us to see more clearly that medieval warfare
was typically concerned with destructive raids and sieges. This, it has been
emphasised, is not an ‘attempt to deny the significance of battle itself, but rather
to contextualise it’.37 Nevertheless, perhaps inevitably, there has been a
tendency to play down battles ‘for fear of falling into a “decisive battle”
approach which can obscure the realities of warfare’.38

It is tempting to place J.F. Verbruggen at the head of a very different school of
thought, since his major work on The Art of Warfare in Western Europe during the
Middle Ages, first issued in 1954 and recently republished in English, is primarily
concerned with what happened on the battlefield, and as he notes (surely indis-
putably) ‘a great deal can be learnt about medieval warfare from the study of
battles’.39 Yet when we read his next sentence we realise that Verbruggen’s view
of warfare is not so very different: “We can enquire why battle was so often
avoided, why the pursuit could not be carried very far, why wars were so seldom
decisive.” Another influential commentator on this subject, Philippe Contamine,
has offered a further ‘contextualisation’ of battle. He notes the infrequency of
pitched battles, and the tendency among medieval commanders to avoid them, yet
adds: “for all that, it remains the case that the pitched battle was conceived as the
culminating point of a war, the major event which made sense of a campaign, the
chief episode which, although limited in area and concentrated in time, was the
object of all fears, expectations and hopes’.40

35 J. Gillingham, ‘Richard | and the science of war in the Middle Ages’, Anglo-Norman
Warfare, ed. M. Strickland (Woodbridge, 1992), pp. 194-207 (at p. 207). He added the impor-
tant qualification that ‘victory in battle normally offered rewards sufficient to offset the risks
involved only in those societies where the science of fortification was relatively poorly devel-
oped’ (p. 206).

36 Gillingham, ‘Richard I and the science of war in the Middle Ages’, p. 198. Vegetius had
advised that a commander should avoid battle unless the odds were heavily — overwhelmingly
— stacked in his favour. Many medieval manuscripts of De Re Militari (including in the ver-
nacular) survive, but just how influential Vegetius was has been disputed. See, for example, S.
Morillo, Warfare under the Anglo-Norman Kings, 1066-1135 (Woodbridge, 1994), p. 118 n.
89; Prestwich, Armies and Warfare in the Middle Ages, pp. 186-7.

37 M. Strickland, ‘Introduction’, Anglo-Norman Warfare, ed. Strickland, p. xx. As demon-
strated by J. Bradbury, ‘Battles in England and Normandy, 1066-1154’, Anglo-Norman
Warfare, ed. Strickland, pp. 182-93.

38 M. Bennett, ‘General Preface’ to J.F. Verbruggen, The Art of Warfare in Western Europe
during the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, 1997), p. x.

39 Verbruggen, The Art of Warfare in Western Europe during the Middle Ages, p. 9.
Verbruggen is also the author of The Battle of the Golden Spurs: Courtrai, 11 July 1302, ed.
K. DeVries, trans. D.R. Ferguson (Woodbridge, 2002). First published in Dutch in 1952, this
penetrating examination of the sources, the battleground and the armies is a model of its kind.
40 P, Contamine, War in the Middle Ages, trans. M. Jones (London, 1985), pp. 219-37 (at pp.
228-9).
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Battles are not to be consigned to the margins of later medieval military
history, even if we are inclined to believe that the ‘realities of warfare’ were
rooted in less dramatic events. On a number of levels, battles ‘bore an impor-
tance out of all proportion with their frequency’.#! But were they really such rare
phenomena in the fourteenth century? Did commanders usually display
Vegetian caution in their strategy? Conditions no doubt varied throughout
Europe, and an investigation of these variations has yet to be undertaken.
However, two recent contributions have offered some useful thoughts on this
subject. Clifford Rogers has explored the ‘many sound reasons why a medieval
commander might want to fight a battle’,*? while Stephen Morillo has devised a
theoretical framework for the study of medieval strategy, within which battle
occupies a prominent place.®® As far as the English experience of warfare is
concerned, doubt has recently been cast (as Michael Prestwich has noted) on the
universal application of the ‘new orthodoxy . . . that medieval commanders
sought to avoid battle wherever possible’.* Michael K. Jones’s brilliant
re-examination of the battle of Verneuil (17 August 1424) provides a case in
point, for here we see both army commanders, for different reasons, actively
seeking a battlefield contest.*> What is clear is that command decisions prior to
that battle involved not just tactical calculation, but also the “chivalric element’,
honour and courage.

These issues are directly relevant to our present task, for understanding why
the kings of England and France finally came to blows at Crécy, after a sequence
of inconclusive ‘stand-offs’ in earlier campaigns, is one of the central problems
of the opening part of this book. Of the protagonists of 1346, Philip VI does
indeed display all the characteristics of a commander of Vegetian caution. We
shall examine his frame of mind later in this chapter. What of Edward 111? It is

41 C.J. Rogers, ‘The Vegetian “science of warfare” in the middle ages’, The Journal of Medi-
eval Military History, i (2002), pp. 1-19 (at p. 19).

42 Rogers concludes that ‘the commander of the side pursuing aggressive war aims typically
wanted a battle’. Those ‘fighting on the strategic defensive . . . did often prefer to avoid
pitched battle, but even that generalisation has many exceptions’. Rogers, ‘The \Vegetian
“science of warfare” in the middle ages’, p. 19.

43 Morillo concludes that ‘the Vegetian paradigm, modified to recognize a regular place for
battle, does describe much medieval European warfare’; and that where “Vegetian strategy
had no role to play’ (campaigns waged by steppe nomads; warfare ‘within a closed cultural or
political world that in one way or another established rules that governed the meaning and
practice of conflict’), battle-seeking strategies were dominant. S. Morillo, ‘Battle seeking: the
contexts and limits of Vegetian strategy’, The Journal of Medieval Military History, i (2002),
pp. 21-41.

44 “There is no doubt that battle was sought on many occasions, and its part in the structure of
warfare should not be dismissed, as some recent commentators have tended to do.” Prestwich,
Armies and Warfare in the Middle Ages, p. 11.

45 The French, planning to unleash their secret weapon, a powerful contingent of heavily
armoured horsemen from Lombardy, had selected a suitable, open site and awaited the
English. Angered by the last-minute withdrawal of the French from a pre-arranged battle (or
‘journée’) outside Ivry on 15 August (on a site that suited the English), John, duke of Bedford
felt honour bound to confront the French at Verneuil, despite having to accept an engagement
on unfavourable ground and against a numerically superior opponent. Jones, ‘The battle of
Verneuil’, pp. 377-88.
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undeniable that he had managed only two set-piece battles before the Crécy
campaign (Halidon Hill, 1333; Sluys, 1340),%¢ but this was not for want of
trying. Examination of Edward’s Scottish campaigns suggests that he and his
lieutenants had actively sought to bring their elusive adversaries to battle. In
July 1336 he narrowly missed catching Andrew Murray, the guardian of Scot-
land, as he was besieging Lochindorb castle.*” In a revealing aside, a northern
captain, probably Sir William Felton, writing to the king in 1340, noted than ‘a
certain secret matter’ could have ‘as great an effect on the war as a battle’.#
Given the heavy casualties that were inflicted on the Scottish nobility at Dupplin
Muir and Halidon Hill, and the immediate political consequences of those
encounters, that the English should be seeking battle in the north is altogether
understandable. What is perhaps more surprising is that Edward maintained this
strategic aim in his early French campaigns as well.

The idea that Edward 11, far from setting out to avoid battle in France,
pursued a consistent policy of seeking battle has recently been presented in a
vigorously argued investigation by Clifford Rogers.*® Edward’s battle-seeking
strategy was based upon confidence in his army’s tactical superiority when
fighting on the defensive, combined with the realisation that great political gains
could be made on the battlefield. Battles could be decisive and the risks could be
minimised. His opponents’ reluctance to engage with him on his terms had to be
overcome, and he sought to do this by provoking them beyond endurance, prin-
cipally by extensive devastation of the French countryside, which while
destroying wealth challenged the authority and honour of the Valois king and his
nobility. That Edward had failed to bring Philip VI’s army to battle in 1339 and
1340 (and perhaps early in 1343, though the English king’s intentions during the
siege of Vannes are less clear) makes an investigation of his success in doing so
in 1346 all the more fascinating. What was different about Edward I11’s methods
during July—August 1346, and why did Philip VI respond differently? We shall
seek answers to these questions in Chapter 2.

The magnitude of the military and political event that occurred at Crécy can be
demonstrated in various ways. The Liégeois chronicler, Jean le Bel, character-

46 Of course, there were captains in Edward’s army in 1346 who had rather more experience
of ‘real’ battles, as opposed to assaults on fortified positions. Sir Thomas Ughtred, the
sub-marshal of the army, had fought at Bannockburn, Byland, Dupplin Muir, Halidon Hill
and St Omer. A. Ayton, ‘Sir Thomas Ughtred and the Edwardian military revolution’, The
Age of Edward 111, ed. J.S. Bothwell (Woodbridge, 2001), pp. 107-32.

47 As reported in a campaign newsletter: H. Ellis, ed., Original Letters Illustrative of English
History, 3rd ser., 4 vols (London, 1846), i, pp. 33-9. See Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp.
117-18.

48 G.G. Simpson and J.D. Galbraith, eds, Calendar of Documents Relating to Scotland, vol. 5
(Edinburgh, 1986), no. 809 (p. 269).

49 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp. Rogers’s ideas had been given an initial outing in ‘Edward
111 and the dialectics of strategy, 1327-1360’, TRHS, 6th ser., iv (1994), pp. 83-102. Other
historians have proposed that Edward was seeking battle with his Valois adversary during the
early campaigns of the French war (see, for example: Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 281
[siege of Cambrai], 351 [siege of Tournai]), but Rogers was the first to argue that this was the
consistent strategy of the English king. See also, Morillo, ‘Battle seeking: the contexts and
limits of Vegetian strategy’, p. 40.
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ised the battle of Crécy as the triumph of a ‘little company’ over “all the power
of France’.%0 In truth, although certainly numerically inferior to the French
army, the host that Edward Il had at his disposal was substantial and potent.
Indeed, numbering as many as 14,000 or 15,000 combatants, the army that
disembarked at La Hougue in Normandy in July 1346 was the largest English
force to be transported to France at one time during the entire middle ages.>* The
king had raised an army of similar overall size at least once before — for the
Scottish campaign of 1335.52 But during the summer of 1346 he faced an alto-
gether more complex and demanding range of military commitments. While the
main thrust of his continental war effort was directed towards Normandy, other
expeditionary forces were simultaneously operating in Aquitaine, Brittany,
Flanders and Ireland.®® In a letter to David Il of Scotland, Philip VI claimed,
perhaps not unreasonably, that Edward 111’s multi-front assault on France must
have left his kingdom defenceless, but this was actually far from true.>* The
military community north of the Trent had been excused continental service in
order to ensure the security of northern England, a responsibility that they were
called upon to perform at Neville’s Cross on 17 October.>> Moreover, garrisons
were maintained in the Channel Islands, at Dover and Carisbrooke castles, at
Berwick and elsewhere;% and close attention was given to the defence of the
‘maritime land’ in southern and eastern England.5” In these circumstances,

50 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 107.

51 For a discussion of the size and composition of the English army, tentatively suggesting
14,000 men, not including non-combatants, see below, Chapter 5. For a slightly higher esti-
mate, see Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 216, 423-6.

52 R. Nicholson, Edward I11 and the Scots (Oxford, 1965), pp. 198-200.

53 For Aquitaine (Henry, earl of Derby), see K. Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant (London,
1969), pp. 222-4 and references cited there. Brittany (Thomas Dagworth): A. Prince, ‘The
strength of English armies in the reign of Edward I11’, EHR, xlIvi (1931), pp. 364-5; M. Jones,
‘Sir Thomas Dagworth et la guerre civile en Bretagne au XIVe siécle: quelques documents
inédits’, Annales de Bretagne, Ixxxvii (1980), pp. 621-39 (E101/25/17, 18 and 19). Ireland
(Ralph Ufford): R. Frame, ‘The justiciarship of Ralph Ufford: warfare and politics in four-
teenth-century Ireland’, Studia Hibernica, xiii (1973), pp. 7-47. According to a pay account,
Sir Hugh Hastings’s force in Flanders included a company of 237 foot archers (to whom 6
chaplains were assigned), and a personal retinue of 8 men-at-arms and 11 archers (E372/191,
m. 49). However, the latter contingent seems small for a captain of his standing and no
mention is made of Hastings’s colleagues, Sir John Montgomery and Sir John Moleyns (see
Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 173; Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 58-9), so we must suspect
that we are seeing only part of this army.

54 Philip VI's letter of 22 July, printed in Chronicon domini Walter de Hemingburgh, ed. H.C.
Hamilton (London, 1849), pp. 422-3. The idea, mutated in various ways, found its way into a
number of chronicles: see D. Rollason and M. Prestwich, eds, The Battle of Neville’s Cross
(Stamford, 1998), pp. 138, 144, 152 (Walter Bower’s Scotichronicon); Knighton, ed. Martin,
pp. 68-9.

55 Rotuli Scotiae, i, pp. 668-75; M. Prestwich, ‘The English at the battle of Neville’s Cross’,
The Battle of Neville’s Cross, ed. Rollason and Prestwich, pp. 1-14.

56 Channel Islands: E101/25/6; E403/336, m. 43 (Castle Cornet, Guernsey, garrison). Dover
castle: E101/531/21; E372/191, mm. 49. Carisbrooke castle: E372/191, m. 54. Berwick:
Rotuli Scotiae, i, pp. 669, 671, 674-5.

57 E.g., the appointments of keepers in March 1346 (Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 73-7)
and a stream of orders issued to them in July—August (C76/23, mm. 25, 24d, 22, 21d, 20,
19d).
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raising an army consisting of as many as 14,000 fighting men for the Normandy
campaign was indeed an impressive recruiting achievement.

In some ways still more impressive was the logistical feat required to trans-
port an army of this size across the channel.5® The shipping of armies to conti-
nental Europe was to become so commonplace a feature of the English war
effort during the Hundred Years War that we are apt to take for granted the
capacity of royal officials to requisition and retain the services of hundreds of
merchant ships from ports around the coast of England, and to organise the
refitting of many of these vessels to carry horses or to serve as warships. It is
also easy to overlook the fact that waging this kind of war represented a new
departure in the late 1330s. There was no established tradition of campaigns in
France involving armies shipped from England: they had been infrequent events
during the preceding hundred years. Few in 1338 could have recalled the expedi-
tions to Gascony and Flanders in the 1290s, and the last army to be transported
to France, in 1325, had been carried in only 80 vessels.>® The naval dimension of
the Scottish wars, and in particular the essential task of supplying armies by sea,
could involve dozens of vessels, but an all-out concentration on continental
warfare, such as we see from the late 1330s, would make altogether greater
demands on England’s maritime resources. Thus, on three occasions during the
early years of his French adventure — in 1338, 1340 and 1342 — Edward IlI
crossed the channel with an army of 4,000 to 5,000 combatants; and a similar
number of troops, divided into three separate expeditionary forces, was
conveyed to France during the summer of 1345.50 These armies may not appear
large, but they presented a major logistical challenge because a significant
proportion of the combatants were accompanied by horses.6! In 1297 an army of
895 men-at-arms and 7,800 infantry, together with their supplies, had been
conveyed to Flanders in 305 ships.®2 In July 1338, only half as many combatants,

58 The preparations required for a cross-channel expedition during this period are discussed
in Hewitt, The Organisation of War under Edward 111: see pp. 55-9 for the supply of food-
stuffs to the army, essential during its lengthy wait for a favourable wind at the ports and on
board ship, and during the early days of the campaign in Normandy. For an analysis of the dif-
ficulties encountered in raising a sufficiently large fleet, see R. Kaner, ‘The Management of
the Mobilization of English Armies: Edward | to Edward 111°, D.Phil. thesis, University of
York, 1999, chap. 7 (at pp. 142-8, 150-1).

59 M. Prestwich, Edward | (London, 1988), pp. 381-6; 392-5; Prestwich, Armies and
Warfare in the Middle Ages, p. 73.

60 A. Ayton, ‘Edward I11 and the English aristocracy at the beginning of the Hundred Years
War’, Armies, Chivalry and Warfare in Medieval Britain and France, ed. M. Strickland
(Stamford, 1998), pp. 173-206 (at pp. 179-82); Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 453-5,
457-61. In both 1338-9 and 1340, Edward’s Anglo-Welsh force was substantially supple-
mented by contingents supplied by his continental allies. In July 1345, the king’s small army
did not actually disembark, but the forces led by Northampton and Derby conducted opera-
tions in Brittany and Aquitaine respectively.

61 Evidence for the horse-carrying capacity of individual ships is not plentiful, but an
average of twenty per ship may be about right. See M. Prestwich, War, Politics and Finance
under Edward | (London, 1972), p. 147 (1303); E101/695/20 (1355).

62 N.B. Lewis, ‘“The English forces in Flanders, August-November 1297’, Studies in Medi-
eval History Presented to EM. Powicke, ed. R.W. Hunt et al. (Oxford, 1948), pp. 310-18;
Prestwich, War, Politics and Finance under Edward I, p. 142.
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but including about 1,400 men-at-arms and 1,200 mounted archers, required a
transport fleet of 361 vessels crewed by over 12,500 mariners (twice as many as
were needed in 1297).8 The emergence of armies in which mounted archers
served alongside men-at-arms ensured that even secondary expeditions would
make heavy demands on the English merchant marine.

If in terms of intensity of maritime involvement, the early campaigns of the
French war had marked the beginning of a new chapter in Edwardian warfare,
these expeditions were in fact but a modest prelude to the operation that was to
be launched in July 1346. Having turned his back on his former strategy, which
had involved the recruitment of expensive and unreliable foreign allies (who in
1337 contracted to supply nearly 7,000 men-at-arms), Edward 111 was now faced
with the problem of shipping his entire army from England. That force would
need to be large if a battlefield confrontation could seriously be contemplated.
Indeed, the army that landed with the king at La Hougue was about three times
larger than that which had accompanied him to Brittany in October 1342. And
there must have been a great many horses: single mounts for each of the 3,000 or
so mounted archers and hobelars, and (on average) several for each of the
2,500-3,000 men-at-arms, not to mention the animals required for the baggage
train. Without the original mariners’ pay-rolls we cannot be sure of the size of
the transport fleet, but it is clear from the chroniclers’ comments that it was very
large, and it may well have consisted of as many as 1,000 vessels — a veritable
‘city on the inconstant billows dancing’.%* Naturally, gathering a fleet of such
proportions had caused considerable problems. There is an air of desperation
about the order of 18 March, which directed officials responsible for arresting
vessels to include those of as little as 10 or 12 tons burden, excepting only
fishing boats.%> But although, as the king noted in a letter written on board ship
off Yarmouth (Isle of Wight) on 7 July, his passage had been much delayed “pur
defaute des niefs’,%6 a remarkable maritime mobilisation had indeed been
achieved. The armada of vessels assembling in the Solent must have been an
awesome sight, stretching (as a contemporary noted) from Yarmouth to the
Needles.57

A fleet of this size was needed to ship an army that was exceptionally large by

63 Norwell, p. ciii.

64 For a survey of the chroniclers’ estimates, which range from 600 to 1,600 vessels, see J.
Viard, ‘La campagne de juillet-ao(t 1346 et la bataille de Crécy’, Le moyen age, 2nd ser.,
xxvii (1926), p. 8 nl. In 1345, 443 ships had been assembled to carry the three expeditions.
Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, p. 49.

65 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 70.

66 Printed in Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 337-8. The king was to be held up a few days more by
adverse winds. The fleet finally set out across the channel on 11 July, arriving off St
Vaast-la-Hougue before dawn on the 12th.

67 Acts of War, ed. R. Barber, p. 27. The author of this account gives some impression of the
difficulties involved in bringing together so large a number of vessels in the open water of the
Solent. Although the principal initial assembly point for the fleet had been the large natural
harbour at Portsmouth (the king’s headquarters being at Portchester castle: CCR, 1346-9, p.
31), it is clear that other inlets convenient for the Solent were used. For example, the earl of
Northampton was based at Beaulieu abbey, his ships presumably anchored in the Beaulieu
River: C81/1734, nos 54, 60, 63.
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English standards. Despite the attrition of a six-week campaign, Edward 111’s
host was still a formidable force on the day of the battle of Crécy; perhaps all the
more formidable for the experience gained during the six weeks since the
landing at La Hougue. Yet there can be no doubt that it was heavily outnum-
bered by Philip VI’s army. Admittedly, the French king’s troops were not as
numerous as they had been in the ‘host of Bouvines’ in the summer of 1340,
when he had well over 20,000 men-at-arms at his disposal.®® In July 1346 a size-
able French army, plausibly estimated at 15,000 to 20,000 combatants of all
kinds, was preoccupied with besieging Aiguillon in Aquitaine. The siege was
not abandoned until 20 August — too late for these troops to take part in the
battle of Crécy.%® Nevertheless, King Philip had managed to assemble a
imposing array of chivalry in northern France: ‘toute la fleur de Crestienneté . . .
montée en armes si richement que merveilles’,’0 credibly estimated by Edward
Il at 8,000 knights and esquires among a total of 12,000 mounted men-at-
arms.” This force of heavy cavalry outnumbered Edward I11’s men-at-arms by
four to one; indeed, it approached the size of the entire English army. And it was
supported by several thousand Genoese crosshowmen and a large, though inde-
terminate number of common infantry, who were so numerous that ‘tous les
champs en estoient couvers’.”2 It is true that sheer numbers of common soldiery,
or indeed heavy cavalry, might not in itself count for much against a
well-deployed opponent with effective missile weapons. But it can hardly be
denied that disparity of numbers on the field, reflecting the manpower resources
available to the protagonist kings, was a powerful indicator of the magnitude of
military upset that had occurred at Crécy.

The scale of the French defeat, and its wider significance, is further under-
lined by another aspect of the composition of the two armies. Substantial contin-
gents had been contributed to Philip VI’s host by princes whose lands lay
beyond the borders of France but still within the French sphere of influence. The
most notable of Philip’s foreign allies were John of Luxembourg, king of
Bohemia and his son, Charles, who had been elected king of the Romans on

68 The financial accounts indicate that there were 22,500 men-at-arms in the army of
Bouvines and in the frontier garrisons in this part of France; but several important contin-
gents, including those of the King of Bohemia and the duke of Brittany, are not included in
these records. P. Contamine, Guerre, état et société a la fin du moyen age (Paris, 1972), pp.
68-70; P. Contamine, ed., Histoire militaire de la France. 1: des origines a 1715 (Paris,
1997), pp. 137-8.

69 Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 484-8, 4967, 512-13, 519-20. Note, however, that part of
the army had been transferred to defence duties in Normandy in late June: ibid., p. 499.

70 Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 43.

71 “plus de xii. mille dez hommes-d’armes, desquelx viii. mille furent de gentil gentz, cheva-
liers et esquiers’: Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310. Philip Contamine argues that there were
fewer than 10,000 men-at-arms, not all of the contingents having arrived in time for the battle:
Contamine, ed., Histoire militaire de la France. 1, p. 138. The available evidence suggests
that Edward 111 had in the region of 2,800 men-at-arms at the start of the campaign.

72 For the Genoese, see Bertrand Schnerb’s comments, below, p. 269. Foot soldiers: St Omer
chronicle, fo. 261v. Writing on 2 September, Richard Wynkeley reported that there were
12,000 men-at-arms and 60,000 others in the French army. Murimuth, p. 216.
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11 July 1346, and was due to be crowned on 27 August.”® According to the con-
temporary Florentine chronicler, Giovanni Villani, they arrived at the head of
500 men-at-arms.” They were joined by Raoul, duke of Lorraine, the counts of
Namur, Salm and Saarbriicken, and a Savoyard contingent, led by Louis de
Vaud, regent to the young Amadeus VI of Savoy.” Adding still further to the
cosmopolitan flavour of the French army was the political exile, Jaime 1, king
of Majorca. By contrast, Edward 111’s army was almost entirely Anglo-Welsh in
composition. Those ‘few Strangers’ (as Joshua Barnes termed them)’® who
landed at La Hougue with the English were either disaffected Norman
noblemen, like Godfrey de Harcourt, or ‘German’ soldiers of fortune, like the
knights Rasse Maskerel, Adam von Ederein and Gerhard von Wendendorp.”
But all told there cannot have been more than 150 foreign troops on the English
side at Crécy (and that is probably a high estimate), and we should not be
surprised to learn that they found English fighting methods difficult to compre-
hend.”® It was the chivalry of mainland western Europe — ‘toute la fleur de
Crestienneté — that was defeated at Crécy.

The scale of the defeat is also indicated by the extraordinarily heavy casual-
ties suffered by the French and allied nobility and their retinues. Most, it seems,
fell to archery rather than to the sword, lance or battle-axe. English newsletters,
written within days of the battle, noted that over 1,500 noblemen, knights and
esquires had been killed during the evening battle on 26 August. The overall
total seems to have been at least 2,000, with a disproportionate number of
magnates among the slain.” In addition to his close ally, King John of Bohemiga,

73 John’s relationship by marriage to Philip VI (his daughter, Bonne, was married to Philip’s
son, John, duke of Normandy) and his staunchly francophile outlook put him firmly in the
Valois camp in the Anglo-French war. See P. Contamine, ‘Politique, culture et sentiment dans
I’Occident de la fin du Moyen Age: Jean I’Aveugle et la royauté francaise’, Johann der
Blinde. Graf von Luxemburg, Kénig von Bohmen, 1296-1346, ed. M. Pauly (Luxembourg,
1997), pp. 343-61. For Charles’s coronation, see F. Seibt, Karl IV: ein Kaiser in Europa,
1346-1378 (Munich, 1978), p. 144.

74 Villani, vii, p. 158.

75 Villani (ibid., vii, pp. 168-9) notes that the duke of Lorraine reached the battlefield late
and was Killed in the rout on the morning of 27 August. The Savoyard contingent also arrived
after the battle but shrewdly marched on to Montreuil and held it for Philip VI. E.L. Cox, The
Green Count of Savoy: Amadeus VI and Transalpine Savoy in the Fourteenth Century (Prince-
ton, 1967), pp. 59-60.

76 Joshua Barnes, The History of that Most Victorious Monarch Edward 111 (Cambridge,
1688), p. 340.

77 At the Tower, on 2 May 1346, they had agreed to serve with a company of twenty men:
E101/68/3, no. 64. See Chapter 5, Appendix 2, Table 2, n. 35. Cf. Jean le Bel, ii, p. 106;
Froissart: Amiens, iii, p. 13.

78 Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 44.

79 Edward 11 noted that more than 1,500 ‘chivalers et esquiers’ were Killed in the area of the
first onslaught (Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310), while Michael Northburgh stated that
1,542 “bones gentz darmes’ fell on the evening of 26 August, and more the following morning
(Avesbury, p. 369). Northburgh’s figure is probably based upon the official enumeration of
the dead, which we know took place after the battle. The chronicles of Adam Murimuth (the
Nero D. X text) and Henry Knighton both give an overall figure of 2,000 and more knights
and esquires Killed: Murimuth, p. 248; Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 62-3. The Bourgeois of
Valenciennes states that, in addition to magnates, 500 bannerets and 1,600 knights fell,
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who was arguably the most famous chivalric figure in Europe, Philip VI of
France lost his brother, Charles, count of Alencon, and his nephew, Louis de
Chatillon, count of Blois. The other leading noblemen cut down in the evening
battle included Louis de Nevers, count of Flanders; Jean, count of Harcourt;8°
Louis, count of Sancerre; Simon, count of Salm; and Jean de Chalon, count of
Auxerre. The duke of Lorraine fell during the renewed fighting on the morning
of 27 August. ‘It was said for a long time’, wrote Jean le Bel, ‘that no one had
heard of so many princes killed on a single day, not at Courtrai, nor at
Benevento, nor anywhere else.’8! Such breathtaking losses made Crécy not only
a devastating military humiliation but also “a political catastrophe for the French
Crown’.82 Only the death or capture of Philip VI could have made matters
worse.

That is how it must have seemed on the morrow of the battle, but within a
year Edward Il had indeed made matters worse. He had capitalised on his
victory by capturing Calais, thereby securing a base on the continental mainland
that proved to be of lasting strategic and economic importance.8? It is sometimes
suggested that the military consequences of Crécy were ‘small’,8 but it is clear
that the battle created the conditions that allowed the English to prosecute the
siege of Calais for nearly a year. The political community in England backed the
enterprise with money and manpower, while Philip VI’s government, paralysed
by a political and financial crisis, was unable to raise an adequate relief army
until the summer of 1347. When, towards the end of July, that army did arrive on
the heights of Sangatte, it was confronted by an English host so effectively
entrenched that Philip VI shied away from risking another battlefield disaster
outside the besieged town. Calais fell to the English on 3 August 1347 and,
coming so soon after Crécy, and the successes in Aquitaine and at Neville’s
Cross, it further cemented Edward I11’s relationship with his Flemish allies and
prompted the Wittelsbach group among the Electors of the Holy Roman Empire
to offer him the Imperial Crown.8

In the aftermath of Crécy, newsletters listing the prominent noblemen who had
fallen fighting for Philip VI circulated around Europe.® The merits of Vegetian

figures that are consistent with his anecdote that over 2,200 heraldic surcoats were collected
from the corpse-strewn field. Récits, pp. 233, 235. Lists of the principal casualties are to be
found in the newsletters and chronicles, though many contain inaccuracies. See, for example,
Baker, pp. 85, 262.

80 The elder brother of Godfrey de Harcourt, who fought with Edward 111. The count of Har-
court’s son, Jean, count of Aumale, was wounded in the battle.

81 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 109. Repeated by Froissart: Amiens, iii, p. 26.

82 Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 532.

83 For the importance of Calais to the war effort, see C. Richmond, ‘The War at Sea’, The
Hundred Years War, ed. K. Fowler (London, 1971), p. 100.

84 Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 532. For a very different view, see Rogers, War Cruel and
Sharp, pp. 283-4.

85 H.S. Offler, ‘England and Germany at the beginning of the Hundred Years War’, EHR, liv
(1939), pp. 627-31; Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 284 and n. 61.

86 See, for example, Johann von Schonfeld’s letter to the bishop of Passau: J.F. Bohmer, ed.,
Acta Imperii selecta (Innsbruck, 1870), no. 1055.
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caution could hardly have been more forcefully demonstrated. The personal
military involvement of the aristocracy, particularly when headed by the king,
gave battle such political immediacy that, in any given war, it was likely that at
least one of the protagonists would seek to avoid coming to blows on the battle-
field because the stakes were too high. Military objectives might be achieved by
other, less risky means. This had certainly been Philip VI’s viewpoint. He had
fought only one major battle before the summer of 1346 (Cassel in 1328), and
had been unwilling to take the plunge against Edward Il at Buironfosse (1339)
and Bouvines (1340). King John of Bohemia was among the most experienced
of the senior commanders at Crécy, but most of his battles had been fought in
his early adulthood — notably Esslingen (1316) and Muhldorf (1322).87 Since
then he had been involved in more than his fair share of *stand-offs’, as in 1331
against Charles | of Hungary, and in 1336, when he and Louis of Bavaria
observed each other from adjacent armed camps.88 And, of particular relevance
to Crécy, he had also witnessed the ‘batailles manquées’ at Buironfosse and
Bouvines. King John was one of the foremost chivalric figures in Christendom,
yet in a world in which the political elite took up arms in person, he was as
aware as anyone that caution was usually the better part of valour. Indeed, on
the eve of Crécy, he had received a forceful reminder of the hazards inherent in
precipitate action. On 19 July 1346, a few days after Edward I11’s landing at La
Hougue, King John and his son, Charles, had been dismayed spectators of the
battle of VVottem, when perhaps 4,000 heavy cavalry had been defeated by an
array of Liegeois fighting on foot.8® This was indeed a ‘sauvage aventure’,%° and
an ominous prelude to King John’s fateful involvement in the Crécy campaign.
‘Batailles manquées’ occurred so frequently in medieval warfare that it could
be argued that they deserve as much attention as the battles that actually took
place. Indeed, when viewed as political and chivalric events a case can be made
for bracketing the two phenomena together. A royal army was a remarkable
political and social organism. A king would rarely, if ever, assemble as large a
proportion of the aristocracy of his realm for any other purpose, while the
raising of contingents of infantry from among the rural peasantry was itself not
without political significance.®? It would also be a breathtaking spectacle, bewil-
dering to the untutored eye: a sea of armorial bearings, displayed on banners,
surcoats and warhorse caparisons, proclaiming the distinctiveness of noble

87 R. Cazelles, Jean I’ Aveugle, comte de Luxembourg, roi de Bohéme (Paris, 1947), pp. 63-4,
111-14. Cazelles argues that King John cannot personally have taken part in the battle of
Cassel; but he was involved in the attack on the Lithuanian stronghold of Medvegalis in early
1329: ibid., pp. 157, 170-1; S.C. Rowell, Lithuania Ascending: A Pagan Empire within
East-Central Europe, 1295-1345 (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 239-40.

88 Cazelles, Jean I’Aveugle, pp. 197, 237-8.

89 C. Gaier, ‘La bataille de Vottem, 19 juillet 1346, in C. Gaier, Armes et combats dans
I’univers médiéval (Brussels, 1995), pp. 27-37; DeVries, Infantry Warfare in the Early Four-
teenth Century, pp. 150-4.

90 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 141.

91 See J.R. Maddicott, “The English peasantry and the demands of the Crown, 1294-1341",
Past and Present, Supplement 1 (1975), p. 45, who concludes that ‘The more frequent assem-
bling of large armies [during the Edwardian period] may also have served to widen the politi-
cal consciousness of the peasantry’.
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lineages.%? Yet this was not simply a crowd of individuals; nor, if we visualise
an army as a form of social network, was it a network of random associations. In
addition to family and retaining ties, there would be a regional or tenurial basis
to much of the recruitment in the banneret-led retinues and even in some of the
large ‘battles’ or divisions that formed the main organisational units of the
army.% If the bannerets were foci for relatively small clusters of knights and
esquires, perhaps a few dozen men, the king’s principal lieutenants, at the head
of the ‘battles” under whose organisational umbrella the bannerets were
grouped, were the principal ‘hubs’ in the network.%* Moreover, the lieutenants
were linked by ties of shared status, and particularly by their shared access to the
king. In this way, the social and institutional network of the army, resting upon
that of the political elite itself, offered clear channels of communication
whereby the opinions of the nobility, including their views concerning imme-
diate military matters as well as broader political issues, could be distributed
among themselves and transmitted directly to the king. Viewed in this way, an
army was a forum for debate, particularly between individuals and groups who
would otherwise have little opportunity for communication and the exchange of
ideas. This characteristic of medieval armies, notable in the case of those raised
by the king of England, was especially significant in France, for this was a
kingdom of huge territorial extent and distinctive provincial character, whose
armies customarily included contingents supplied by foreign princes. When
Philip VI mustered a royal host he was gathering what would have been
regarded by contemporaries as the most powerful fighting force in Christendom,
but he must also have been aware that, in some senses, he was opening
Pandora’s box. His actions, the strategy he adopted for the campaign, and the
tone of his leadership would be closely watched and discussed.

It can be seen that when two major royal armies met in the field, whether or
not they actually came to blows, it was an event that could have far-reaching
political consequences, of which those that resulted from defeat in battle were
merely the most obvious. Here was the dilemma facing Philip VI in 1346.
Having mustered the political elite of his realm, he ran the risk of alienating
them if he opted for the militarily prudent course of action and avoided battle
when close to his adversary. Caution in the face of the enemy, however sound the
reasons underlying it, could carry a political price. A prolonged stand-off would

92 The heraldry on such occasions could be ‘read’ by the heralds attached to each army:
indeed, recognising the noblemen in both armies, before and during the battle, was one of
their prime functions. For the instructions given in a fifteenth-century heralds’ manual, see P.
Contamine, ‘Batailles, banniéres, compagnies: aspects de I’organisation militaire frangaise
pendant la premiere partie de la Guerre de Cent ans’, Les Cahiers Vernonnais, iv (1964), p.
19.

93 See, for example, Contamine, Guerre, état et société a la fin du moyen age, pp. 74-85; and
Contamine, ‘The French Nobility and the War’, The Hundred Years War, ed. Fowler, pp.
147-9, for an analysis of the composition of the ‘bataille’ of Raoul de Brienne in the host of
Bouvines (1340).

94 This kind of network has been aptly labelled ‘aristocratic’. It is otherwise known as
‘scale-free’. See A.-L. Barabasi, Linked: The New Science of Networks (Cambridge, Mass.,
2002); M. Buchanan, Nexus: Small Worlds and the Groundbreaking Science of Networks
(New York and London, 2002).
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test the strength of the bonds that held together the army. Tensions and rivalries
could arise among the nobility, assembled in all their finery and fired-up for
action, but frustrated by inactivity.®® Esquires would be elevated to knighthood
yet denied the consummation of battle. On the other hand, the social network
that linked an army’s personnel provided conduits for the distribution of rumour
and dissension. Waiting uneasily in anticipation of a battle that failed to materi-
alise, men would talk, and while we cannot be sure what they said, an under-
standing of the ‘aristocratic’ network within the army does offer some
indication of how ideas could have spread. An anti-climactic end to the stand-
off could be interpreted as dishonourable and would reflect badly on the army
leadership. Edward 111 was only too aware of this: as a boy of fourteen, he had
been reduced to tears of frustration by the humiliating conclusion of the
Weardale campaign in 1327.% Philip VI’s prestige had been seriously dented by
the “batailles manquées’ of 1339 and 1340. As Jonathan Sumption has observed,
‘[t]o the knights and noblemen who marched with the army the King’s inactivity
was a betrayal of instincts which made the pitched battle the highest form of
warfare and its avoidance tantamount to defeat. Each of these men took back to
his home his own kind of camp-fire dissidence and gossip.”®” We should not
underestimate the effect of these earlier inconclusive encounters on the
mentality and actions of the French king and his lieutenants in August 1346.

If the social network within an army’s political elite could be a source of
instability in the circumstances of an anti-climactic stand-off, that same network
provided the essential underpinning for effective combat in battle. It was not
unusual for fourteenth-century European wars to reach a climax in a trial of
arms between two rival political elites fought at close quarters in a small area.
Indeed, there was a certain inevitability about this: medieval kings did not
always find it easy to follow Vegetius’s advice. Although offering opportunities
for individual prowess, the ‘knightly’ combat that would occur in such an
encounter, whether mounted or on foot, was essentially a team activity. Where
possible, men-at-arms fought co-operatively in groups, and what counted most
were the bonds of mutual trust based perhaps upon a shared locality of origin or,
better still, upon longstanding comradeship in arms. The clusters of individual
relationships within the social network of the military class were, therefore, the
foundation upon which successful battlefield performance could be built. But
significant battles rarely involved two evenly matched teams of men-at-arms
fighting on a level playing field. Commanders were not seeking a fair fight; they
were in pursuit of victory. The network of relationships that gave tactical forma-
tions their strength in some combat situations was especially vulnerable to
attack by missile weapons. At Crécy, each army attempted to use such weapons
to break the cohesion of the other; but in the initial exchange of missiles, Philip
VI’s crossbowmen were outclassed by Edward Il1I’s archers, who were then
given a free hand to wreak havoc on the massed formations of French cavalry.

95 For the bitter arguments among the French commanders at Buironfosse, see Rogers, War
Cruel and Sharp, pp. 171-2.

9 Nicholson, Edward Il and the Scots, p. 36.

97 Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 368. See also Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 173.
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As was noted earlier, the losses sustained by the French nobility were extraordi-
narily heavy: more were killed in this battle than at Courtrai in 1302,% with a
particularly large proportion of magnates among the dead. It seems that whole
groups of knights and esquires, fighting together in retinues, or ‘conrois’, were
destroyed or severely weakened by archery, the survivors left vulnerable and at
a grave disadvantage in any close combat that occurred. But what was more
damaging to the French army’s fortunes was the neutralising of its captains,
from bannerets to the commanders of “battles’. There may have been a couple of
hundred leaders of this rank in the army at Crécy.* The killing or disabling of so
many of them tore the ‘hubs’ out of the “aristocratic’ network that held the army
together, and without its centres of command and control, Philip VI’s host fell
apart.

‘On the morrow of Crécy’, the death of King John of Bohemia ‘was seen by
kings, lords, clerks, knights, and chroniclers as the distinguishing mark of that
sanguinary and astonishing day.”1% Driven by the demands of upholding his
dispersed territorial interests, as well as by his enthusiasm for crusading, King
John’s thirty-year military career had made him a household name throughout
Christendom. To contemporaries, he was ‘le bon roi’, a paladin of chivalry. That
he should fall fighting for Philip VI in his war against England ensured that the
shock waves from the battle reached the furthest corners of Europe.1t As was
fitting for such a celebrated martial figure, the manner of his death became the
stuff of chivalric legend. A variety of chroniclers relate how, although blind, he
had himself led into the fray by his loyal knights.202 Froissart’s justly famous
version conveys to the reader the vivid image of the fallen king surrounded by

98 The proportion who died at Courtrai was higher: 40 to 50 per cent of the 2,500 noblemen
who fought in the battle. Verbruggen, The Art of Warfare in Western Europe during the
Middle Ages, pp. 190-4. Cf. Agincourt, where the losses appear to have been ‘proportionately
larger’ than at Crécy, although this was partly the consequence of the killing of many of the
prisoners: A. Curry, The Battle of Agincourt: Sources and Interpretations (Woodbridge,
2000), pp. 472-3.

99 An extrapolation from Philippe Contamine’s calculations for the well-documented host
of Bouvines in 1340: Contamine, ‘The French Nobility and the War’, The Hundred Years
War, ed. Fowler, p. 144.

100 Martin, “John the Blind: the English narrative sources’, Johann der Blinde, Graf von
Luxemburg, Konig von Béhmen, 1296-1346, ed. Pauly, p. 92.

101 King John heads the schedule of casualties attached to contemporary newsletters. See
Johann von Schonfeld’s letter to the bishop of Passau: Bohmer, ed., Acta Imperii selecta, no.
1055. For an example of the wide interest in King John’s death, see the fifteenth-century
Polish chronicle, The Annals of Jan D/ugosz, ed. M. Michael (Chichester, 1997), pp. 296-7.
102 Jean le Bel, ii, 108; Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 43; St Omer chronicle, fo. 262v; Jean de
Venette, ed. Newhall, p. 44. J. Viard, ‘Henri le Moine de Bale a la bataille de Crécy’,
Bibliothéque de I’Ecole des chartes, Ixvii (1906), pp. 489-96. The Annals of Jan D/ugosz, ed.
Michael, p. 296. Of the English chroniclers, only Thomas Walsingham offers an account of
King John’s heroism: Historia Anglicana, 1272-1422, ed. H.T. Riley, Rolls Ser., 2 vols
(London, 1863-4), i, pp. 268-9; Chronicon Angliae, 1328-1388, ed. E.M. Thompson, Rolls
Ser. (London, 1874), pp. 22-3. Many of the French chronicles merely note his death, without
describing the circumstances.
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the bodies of his companions, their horses tied together.1% This was surely the
tightest of the clusters of men-at-arms to be wiped out en masse at Crécy.

The death of King John of Bohemia deprived Philip VI of a loyal friend and
an invaluable ally, and it also highlighted his own flight from the field. In fair-
ness to Philip, it should be mentioned that various of the chronicles narrate how
he tried to rally his army, that he attempted take part in the battle personally and
that it was his attendants, principally Jean of Hainault, who led him from the
field.1%4 There is also the suggestion that he was unhorsed, even that he was
wounded, all of which implies that he did get dangerously close to the action.1%
Moreover, it should be emphasised that retreat was not in itself dishonourable.
Geoffrey de Charny’s Livre de chevalerie, written within a few years of Crécy,
suggests that it was perfectly acceptable ‘to make a safe and honourable with-
drawal, when it is the time to do so’.19 Yet it would seem that many of Philip
VI’s noblemen made a different choice on that damp August evening in 1346.
Of course, we cannot be sure what was passing through their minds, either indi-
vidually or collectively; and it is certainly true that Crécy was a particularly
merciless battle. The French knightly cavalry were obliged to advance into the
teeth of English archery, only to find themselves trapped in a confined combat
area in which little or no quarter was given and from which escape was diffi
cult.’97 However, it is not easy to disregard the testimony of the chronicles, much
of it no doubt based upon the eyewitness accounts of heralds. And their testi-
mony is clear: once committed to battle, whether owing to their own *pride and
envy’ or the king’s misjudgement, the flower of French chivalry preferred the
likelihood of death or capture to a dishonourable flight. It was just such a prin-
ciple that was incorporated into King John Il of France’s Company of the Star in
1351-2. The letter of election to the Company stipulated that knights who fled
from battle would be suspended. Jean le Bel, the only chronicler to comment
independently on this matter, noted that the knights of John II’s ‘belle
compaignie’ took an oath never to flee the field further than four arpents,

103 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 178-9 (A and B MSS) and Froissart: Rome, pp. 730-1, which
are expanded versions of Froissart: Amiens, p. 19. King John’s psychology may well have
been more complex than Froissart realised. He would have been aware that 26 August was the
anniversary of the battle of Durnkrut, in which King Ottokar of Bohemia had been killed in
1278 (Seibt, Karl 1V, p. 147). Indeed, this may account for his reported premonition that he
would die on the field at Crécy (Baker, p. 82). Moreover, coming within weeks of his
withdrawal from the field at Vottem, flight at Crécy would have been unthinkable.
Consequently, there is little reason to doubt the chroniclers’ testimony that, on hearing that
the battle was going badly, he determined to intervene personally, to turn the tide of events or
die in the attempt.

104 See, for example, Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 44; Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 283;
Chronique Normande, pp. 81-2; Jean le Bel, ii, p. 103; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 179-80.
105 Richard Wynkeley, writing within days of the battle, reported an arrow wound to the
face: Murimuth, p. 216. See also, Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 269 and n. 176.

106 The Book of Chivalry of Geoffroi de Charny, ed. R.W. Kaeuper and E. Kennedy
(Philadelphia, 1996), pp. 102-3.

107 To discuss in detail the reasons for the heavy French casualties at this stage would
anticipate Michael Prestwich’s examination of the battle (Chapter 4), as well as the
concluding chapter of this book, which investigates the impact that archery and the
topography of the site may have had on the engagement.
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preferring death or surrender. As a consequence, notes the chronicler, at the
battle of Mauron in August 1352, 89 knights fell who might otherwise have
saved themselves.108

There is no reason to believe that French knights were any less resolute and
courageous at Crécy. For, as Edward 111 observed in his battlefield despatch, ‘les
ennemiz se porterount moult noblement, et moult sovent se ralierent’.1%° Cool
assessment of the situation from an early stage in the battle would surely have
brought them to the conclusion that the struggle was hopeless, yet they returned
repeatedly to the fray until nightfall. Once again, the network of relationships
within the aristocratic elite may have exerted a strong influence on these events.
‘When a soldier is . . . known to the men who are around him,” wrote General
S.L.A. Marshall in 1947, “‘he has . . . reason to fear losing the one thing that he is
likely to value more highly than life — his reputation as a man among other
men’.110 Although concerned with a very different military context, Marshall’s
view of combat psychology is equally relevant to the medieval battlefield;
indeed, perhaps especially relevant, given the code of honour that was so impor-
tant to the chivalric class of Christendom. The dishonour of flight would have
been particularly difficult to accept among knights who knew each other well.
We are left with the conclusion that the aristocratic social network and the
mentality that underpinned it, which were essential for the raising of Philip VI’s
army, and which made the avoidance of battle a politically damaging course of
action, may also have contributed to the destruction of the French host at Crécy.

A few hours’ fighting on the “mont de Cressy” had left the kingdom of France,
as Froissart observed, ‘much weakened in honour, power and counsel’.11! The
political risks of battle could have no clearer demonstration. Magnates with
whom Philip VI was accustomed to consult and upon whom he depended for
raising large contingents of troops had disappeared from the scene overnight. The
situation was exacerbated by the duke of Normandy’s withdrawal from court
throughout the winter of 1346—7 and the king’s icy relations with the duke of
Burgundy. That neither Edward 11l outside Calais nor Henry of Lancaster in
Aquitaine were opposed in the field during the autumn of 1346 was, to some
extent, the result of confused military planning and a collapse of royal
finances;!2 but there was also a recruiting crisis. Jonathan Sumption has noted

108 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 204-7; D’A. J. D. Boulton, The Knights of the Crown: The
Monarchical Orders of Knighthood in Later Medieval Europe, 1325-1520 (Woodbridge,
1987), chap. 5 (at p. 196). Even if the creation of the Company of the Star, and the ‘no flight’
stipulation in particular, were intended as a response to the performance of the French
nobility (and Philip VI’s ignominious retreat) at Crécy, this tells us more about John II’s
prejudices than about the actual events of that battle. His own military performance in
Aquitaine during the summer of 1346 had hardly been impressive, and it may well have long
rankled with him that he had been obliged to raise the siege of Aiguillon but had not reached
his father’s army before it had suffered its disastrous defeat at Crécy.

109 Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310.

110 Cited by John Keegan, The Face of Battle, pp. 71-2. For General Marshall’s insightful
discussion of “Why men fight’, see Men Against Fire: The Problem of Battle Command in
Future War (repr. Gloucester, Mass., 1978), chapter 10 (modified quotation at p. 153).

111 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 186.

112 On the political crisis in France after Crécy, see Frangoise Autrand’s discussion in
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that “the response of the French military class [to a call to arms in the autumn of
1346] was late and poor’, and that the following spring ‘recruitment was even
slower and patchier than it had been in the previous October’. One reason for this
was the impoverishment of the nobility after ten years of war,113 but we should
also recognise that with so many magnates, bannerets and militarily active
knights removed at a stroke at Crécy, raising an army capable of challenging
Edward 111 outside Calais was going to be no easy matter. For, as we have seen,
the recruitment of the ‘military class’ in both England and France depended to a
considerable degree upon the exploitation of social networks. It is said that
Queen Jeanne suggested a return to compulsory, unpaid military service for the
nobility and that Philip VI rejected the idea. It way well be that he realised that
without supplementing the remaining well-established ‘hubs’ in the aristocratic
social network, recruiting the nobility at large — including those families whose
martial role had fallen into abeyance — would be difficult, if not impossible. In
fact, the better part of a year had passed before the French king managed to
assemble an army powerful enough to challenge Edward I11 outside Calais.!14

The loss of counsel and recruiting potential would have been a serious
enough consequence of the deaths of so many noblemen at Crécy. But there
must also have been major consequences for landholding society and local
administration in France (and perhaps also, beyond the frontiers, in those terri-
tories that had supplied contingents to the French army). A moment’s reflection
on the 2,200 heraldic surcoats (‘tournicles’) which, having been taken from
fallen French noblemen, were displayed like trophies in Edward I11°s pavilion,115
brings home forcefully the scale of the social and economic impact of the Crécy
casualties. The death of a front-rank nobleman would have had wide-ranging
consequences, for a magnate ‘was not just a warrior and a politician, he also
stood at the head of a vast business empire . . . and exercised powers of manage-
ment over all aspects of his empire’.116 By its very nature, combat would claim
the lives of a disproportionate number of young adult males — men whose heirs
were underage or who themselves were heirs to estates. Even when the lordships
concerned were small, the sudden loss of the immediate heir could spell the end
of a venerable noble line. It has recently been written of Agincourt that ‘the
many deaths at the battle caused numerous wrangles over wardship and inheri-
tance, and there is also evidence of dislocation to economies and administration
of lordships’.117 Who can doubt that the same occurred after Crécy, affecting the
fortunes of hundreds of noble families?118

Chapter 8. For a broader view of the political and military situation in France, see Sumption,
Trial by Battle, pp. 538-50, 554—-780.

113 Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 554, 560, 561-2.

114 According to Villani, the army included 11,000 mounted men-at-arms: Sumption, Trial
by Battle, p. 578.

115 Récits, p. 235.

116 C. Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Late Middle Ages: the Fourteenth-Century
Political Community (London and New York, 1987), p. 87.

117 Curry, The Battle of Agincourt: Sources and Interpretations, p. 459. Cf. the ‘terrible
casualties’ suffered at Verneuil and their commemoration: Jones, ‘The battle of Verneuil’, p.
410.

118 This subject has not to my knowledge been researched. In his examination of the numbers
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Such wide ranging socio-economic problems were not experienced in
England after the battle of Crécy, for none of Edward Il1’s noble captains was
killed and, as far as we can tell, losses among his knights and esquires (and,
indeed, the archers) were light. A search of the administrative records and narra-
tive sources has yielded the names of only two fatalities: one knight, Aymer
Rokesley, and one esquire, Robert Brente.’® Those memorials to members of
the Edwardian military community that date from this period relate to the more
numerous casualties from the siege of Calais.120 But if the English political elite
emerged unscathed from the battle of Crécy they were certainly not unaffected
by it. The king and his eldest son had been accompanied to Normandy by many
of the great men of the realm, including six of the eight militarily active earls. Of
the 54 laymen who had received a personal summons to the last parliament to be
held prior to Crécy, in June 1344, more than a quarter disesmbarked with the king
in France in July 1346.121 When it is recalled that a second expeditionary force,
under Henry, earl of Derby, was campaigning simultaneously in Aquitaine and
that the northern nobility had remained in England to keep an eye on the Scots,
it is clear that the majority of the lay peerage were preoccupied with their mili-
tary responsibilities during the summer of 1346.122 Looking beyond the select
group of men receiving a personal parliamentary summons, we can see that the
more broadly based constituency of lesser noble families were well represented
among the 50 or so bannerets who fought at Crécy, as were a great many of the
county gentry families by the 600 knights bachelor.123 Edward I11°s triumph had
been shared by the community of the realm.

On one level, what they had shared was a dramatic military event in which the
English, on ground of their choosing, had completely outfought the army of the
greatest power in Christendom. They had witnessed the beginning of a new
chapter of warfare for the English, though not so much in terms of the organisa-
tion and composition of the army — or, indeed, in terms of battlefield tactics —
since these facets of the Edwardian military machine had been developing

of noblemen in later medieval France, Philippe Contamine notes in passing ‘les pertes
humaines entrainées par les grandes défaites contre les Anglais, de Crécy a Agincourt et
au-dela’. La noblesse au royaume de France de Philippe le Bel a Louis XI1 (Paris, 1997), p. 54.
119 Rokesley: Eulogium, iii, p. 211; CIPM, viii, no. 627. Brente: SC1/39, no. 178; cf.
Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 125, 146.

120 Such as the east window of St Peter’s Abbey, Gloucester, which was probably erected by
Sir Thomas Bradeston in memory of his friend, Sir Maurice Berkeley; the brass at Elsing,
Norfolk, commemorating Sir Hugh Hastings; and its exquisite if more modest counterpart at
Wimbush, Essex, a memorial to Sir John Wautone and his wife. For references, see below nn.
130 and 131.

121 RDP, iv, pp. 551-3. It is worthy of note that parliamentary attendance in June 1344 was
poor, at which the king ‘marvelled greatly’. J.S. Roskell, “The problem of the attendance of
the lords in medieval parliaments’, BIHR, xxix (1956), pp. 166-7; J.E. Powell and K. Wallis,
The House of Lords in the Middle Ages (London, 1968), pp. 351-2.

122 The fact that the parliamentary summons of 30 July 1346 could be issued to only 16 lay
peers speaks for itself (RDP, iv, p. 559). Several of these 16 men had sons or other family
members at Crécy.

123 These estimates are based on the figures supplied in Chapter 5, Appendix 2, Table 2.



The Battle: Context and Significance 29

steadily for twenty years.1?* The English had suffered their Crécy at Bannock-
burn in 1314, and it had taken several decades of experimentation, and a good
many less than successful military enterprises, to devise a winning formula.
That formula had been settled upon by the mid-1340s, which witnessed a
remarkable series of English triumphs in Aquitaine, Brittany and northern
England, as well as in northern France. It involved, on the one hand, the aban-
donment of expensive foreign allies and mercenaries and an almost total reli-
ance on smaller armies composed of Anglo-Welsh (and, in south-western
France, Gascon) personnel; and, on the other, the recruitment of large numbers
of archers who were mounted for the march yet fought on foot in close
co-operation with dismounted men-at-arms. The organisational ideal was for
archers and men-at-arms to be closely integrated at retinue, even company,
level. In this respect the Crécy army represents merely a stage in the process of
development, for while *‘mixed’ retinues provided more troops than ever before,
perhaps two-thirds of the army’s archers (along with Welsh spearmen) were
recruited by means of traditional commissions of array. However, the general
principles, and indeed the subtle nuances, of successful ‘combined arms’ tactics
had been well worked out prior to Crécy — in Scotland in the early 1330s and in
several engagements in the French war. Given this accumulated battlefield
experience, there is a strong likelihood that Edward 111 had planned to fight a
battle like Crécy in 1346 and that he expected to win.

Edward 111 and his lieutenants may not have been altogether surprised by the
outcome of the battle, yet Crécy was a landmark event because a well-rehearsed
performance had been presented on the grandest of continental stages. It marked
a new chapter in warfare for the English principally in terms of the boost that it
gave to their reputation and their self-confidence. At the beginning of Edward
I11’s reign, England had not been rated as a military power, but ‘At Crécy the
fame of England grew’, as a patriotic poem put it,12> and after that battle, rein-
forced as it was by the other military successes of the mid-1340s, the English
were clearly a force to be reckoned with. Continental writers, like Jean le Bel, a
worldly secular clerk from Liége, agreed. Writing in 1358, le Bel presented
Crécy as the triumph of a confident, authoritative king at the head of tightly
disciplined and highly efficient army; and elsewhere in his chronicle he
contrasted the low regard in which the English were held when Edward Il
became king with the situation in the mid-1350s, when they were the “plus
nobles et les plus frisques combastans qu’on sache’ 126

The enhanced military reputation of the English ensured that their distinctive

124 See A. Ayton, ‘English armies in the fourteenth century’, Arms, Armies and
Fortifications in the Hundred Years War, ed. A. Curry and M. Hughes (Woodbridge, 1994),
pp. 21-38.

125 A.G. Rigg, ‘Propaganda of the Hundred Years War: Poems on the Battles of Crécy and
Durham (1346): A Critical Edition’, Traditio, 54 (1999), pp. 169-211 (at p. 185). This poem
was originally published by T. Wright as ‘An invective against France’; see also, J. Barnie,
War in Medieval English Society: Social Values and the Hundred Years War, 1337-99
(Ithaca, NY, 1974), pp. 8-9, 113-14.

126 Jean le Bel, i, pp. 155-6. This remark is located in the first part of the chronicle, which
was completed by March 1356 (ibid., ii, p. xiv).
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fighting methods influenced warfare in various parts of Europe. It is well known
that the English were much sought after as mercenaries in the Italian peninsula
and that their style of fighting also left its mark in Portugal; but it may come as a
surprise to learn that English archers were employed by King Louis | of
Hungary for garrison duty at his border fortress of Torcsvar.?” Moreover, in the
years after Crécy, the French changed their battlefield tactics in direct response
to English methods, and in particular to the devastating effect that archery could
have on warhorses. It became usual for the greater part of the French knightly
elite to dismount and fight on foot, with only small contingents retained on
horseback for attacks on the flanks or rear of their enemy.128 Some successes
were achieved with these tactics, as at Cocherel (1364) and Roosebeke (1382);
but, deployed without supporting bowmen and gravely disadvantaged if the
terrain was difficult (especially since the onus would usually be on them to
attack), dismounted men-at-arms were more often heavily defeated, as at
Mauron (1352) and Poitiers (1356). Such tactics were sometimes carried beyond
the context of the great Anglo-French conflict. The most notorious occasion was
the battle of Nicopolis (1396), where (as the Hungarian chronicler, Janos
Thurdczy, noted) the western European knights ‘leaped from their horses, as is
their custom, intending to fight on foot’, and attacked the enemy who were
ranged against them, with disastrous consequences.'?® Thus, if it would be going
too far to argue that Crécy marked the opening of a new chapter in European
warfare, it can nevertheless be seen that, during the decades after that momen-
tous battle, ‘English’ methods of fighting had a wide impact on the conduct of
war across the continent.

The new-found martial confidence and strong sense of comradeship in arms
of the English military community are graphically reflected in some of the
notable works of art from this period, including the east window of St Peter’s
Abbey, Gloucester, which displays the heraldry of some of the captains involved

127 For references, see A. Ayton, Knights and Warhorses: Military Service and the English
Aristocracy under Edward Il (Woodbridge, 1994), p. 21 and nn. 65-7.

128 T.F. Tout, ‘Some neglected fights between Crécy and Poitiers’, EHR, xx (1905), pp.
726-30; J.F. Verbruggen, ‘La tactique de la chevalerie frangaise de 1340 a 1415,
Publications de I’universite de I’etat a Elizabethville, i (1961), pp. 39-48; M. Bennett, ‘“The
development of battle tactics in the Hundred Years War’, Arms, Armies and Fortifications in
the Hundred Years War, ed. A. Curry and M. Hughes (Woodbridge, 1994), pp. 1-20. As was
pointed out by V.H. Galbraith, ‘the first time the French men-at-arms followed the new
English practice and fought on foot” was probably at the first battle of La Roche Derrien, in
Brittany, in June 1346: ‘Extracts from the Historia Aurea and a French “Brut” (1317-47),
EHR, xliii (1928), pp. 206, 213-14; cf. another version of the Historia Aurea, printed in M.
Jones, ‘Sir Thomas Dagworth et la guerre civile en Bretagne au XIVe siécle: quelques
documents inédits’, Annales de Bretagne, Ixxxvii (1980), pp. 628-9, 637-8. It would seem
that Charles de Blois had learned a lesson from his defeat at Morlaix in 1342, where he
launched mounted charges against the English position (I can find no evidence that the
French dismounted on this occasion, as suggested by Jim Bradbury). See Knighton, ed.
Martin, pp. 42-3; T.F. Tout, ‘The tactics of the battles of Boroughbridge and Morlaix’, EHR,
Xix (1904), pp. 711-15; J. Bradbury, The Medieval Archer (Woodbridge, 1985), p. 103.

129 Johannes de Thurocz, Chronica Hungarorum, . Textus, ed. E. Galantai and G. Krist6
(Budapest, 1985), p. 215.
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in the campaign of 1346-7;130 and the magnificent brass at Elsing, Norfolk,
which commemorates Sir Hugh Hastings (d. 1347), accompanied by eight noble
warriors, identifiable from their arms, who are presented as mourners in the
side-shafts.131 Underlying such artistic representations — indeed, made tangible
by them — were the shared mentality and social networks of a military class,
which had been forged during the half century or so prior to the outbreak of
Edward I11’s French war. Of particular importance were the protracted wars in
Scotland. These made heavy recruiting demands on the country gentry, which
could only be met by exploiting and supplementing existing social networks.
Moreover, regular service in this challenging campaigning arena resulted in a
great many noble and gentry families, including recently established ones,
becoming conditioned to the acceptance of an active martial role.132 This
process of militarisation — a complex process whose details have yet to be
worked out in detail — reached a peak under Edward 111, who took full advantage
of it in the prosecution of his continental war. Thus, when veterans of the Scot-
tish wars can be detected on active service during the summer of 1346, what we
are seeing are not simply militarily experienced individuals, but men main-
taining and building upon family traditions of martial participation established
by their immediate forebears, and occupying places in a network of relation-
ships based upon social ties and shared campaign experience. Noble and
knightly families from all corners of England were drawn into this process of
militarisation. Indeed, it is an essential part of the symbolism of Sir Hugh
Hastings’s memorial brass. His career seems to have begun in the mid-1330s,
but his father and half brother, both named John, had seen much service in Scot-
land under Edward | and Edward 11, the latter John having witnessed the debacle
at Bannockburn with his uncle, Aymer de Valence, with whom he served
several times thereafter.133 Many of the knights and esquires who fought in the
Normandy—-Crécy campaign could boast similar family service records. Sir

130 J. Kerr, ‘The east window of Gloucester cathedral’, Medieval Art and Architecture at
Gloucester and Tewkesbury, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions, vii
(1985 for 1981), pp. 116-29. See also, A.K. McHardy, ‘Some reflections on Edward I11’s use
of propaganda’, The Age of Edward 11, ed. J. Bothwell (Woodbridge, 2001), pp. 171-92 (at
pp. 186-7).

131 The most recent contribution to a large body of work on this brass is L. Dennison and N.
Rogers, ‘The Elsing Brass and its East Anglian Connections’, Fourteenth Century England I,
ed. N. Saul (Woodbridge, 2000), pp. 167-93. Cf. Nigel Saul’s analysis of the heraldry of
Reginald, lord Cobham’s tomb chest in Lingfield church: Death, Art and Memory in
Medieval England (Oxford, 2001), pp. 149-68.

132 On the formation of a military elite during the reigns of Edward I and Il, and its
exploitation by Edward Ill, see A. Ayton, ‘Sir Thomas Ughtred and the Edwardian Military
Revolution’, The Age of Edward 11, ed. Bothwell, pp. 111-14.

133 See A. Ayton, ‘Sir Hugh Hastings (c. 1310-1347), Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, 2004; Complete Peerage, VI, pp. 351-4. Careers of the two John Hastings:
C67/14, mm. 7, 14 (1300, 1301); C67/16, mm. 3, 6, 11 (1306, 1307); C71/5, m. 4 (1310);
C71/6, mm. 3-5 (1314); C71/7, m. 2; E101/15/6, m. 1 (1315); C71/10, m. 5 (1319); CPR,
1321-4, pp. 186, 190 (1322). The sub-marshal of the army at Crécy, Sir Thomas Ughtred,
who had himself served at Bannockburn, was the son of Sir Robert, who had founded the
family’s fortunes in East Yorkshire and established its pattern of military service (Ayton, ‘Sir
Thomas Ughtred and the Edwardian Military Revolution’, pp. 114-16).
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James Etchingham was apparently dubbed during the campaign and may have
fought only once before (in Brittany in 1342-3), but his family, and especially
his father Robert, had been regular participants in the king’s wars since the late
1290s.134

The gathering of England’s political elite who shared Edward I11’s military
triumph at Crécy were participants in an event of great symbolic significance.
Victory on that August evening in Ponthieu served, in English eyes, to vindicate
Edward 111I’s claim to the French throne, a claim that (Juliet Vale has argued)
was symbolised from the start of the Normandy—Crécy campaign by the
belt-like Garter, bearing the uncompromising motto ‘Hony soit g’ mal vy
pense’.1% In the euphoric aftermath of the battle, there can have been few
among the massed ranks of the English political community who had witnessed
the engagement who thought ill of their king’s aspirations. Edward took full
advantage of these sentiments. In making the Garter the basis of a new order of
chivalry, he celebrated the military triumphs of the mid-1340s, while institution-
alising the unity of purpose and outlook of his noble comrades in arms.136 He
also ensured that these same warriors took their place in the political arena. As
we have seen, more than a quarter of the 54 laymen who had received a personal
summons to the last parliament to be held prior to Crécy, in June 1344, partici-
pated in the Normandy—Crécy campaign. By the end of 1350 as many as eight-
een more ‘Crécy men’ had received a parliamentary summons. As a
consequence, about 40 per cent of the lay peers summoned for the February
1351 session were veterans of the Crécy campaign.37 Sir John Lisle’s career
epitomises this development. Elevated to the status of banneret on the day of
Crécy, Lisle became a founder knight of the Garter and was summoned to parlia-
ment from 1350. But military service remained of central importance; indeed,
he died on active service in October 1355.138

Given the scale of his triumph, it would have been wholly understandable had
Edward 111 found a means whereby the population at large would be regularly
reminded of it; and yet Crécy is not commemorated in the coinage, as the battle

134 Sir James: C76/22, mm. 10, 12 (1346); Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 102. For the
service of James’s father, Robert, and two uncles, see: H. Gough, ed., Scotland in 1298:
Documents Relating to the Campaign of Edward | in that Year (London, 1888), p. 213;
E101/9/23, m. 3 (1301); N. Saul, Scenes from Provincial Life: Knightly Families in Sussex,
1280-1400 (Oxford, 1986), pp. 4-5, 51-5; C71/6, mm. 1, 5 (1314); C71/8, m. 6 (1315);
C71/10, m. 5 (1319); BL, Stowe MS 553, fo. 60v (1322).

135 ], Vale, Edward Il and Chivalry: Chivalric Society and its Context, 1270-1350
(Woodbridge, 1982), pp. 79-82.

136 It was not just Crécy that was being celebrated: three of the prominent founder knights —
Henry of Grosmont, Ralph Stafford and the Captal de Buch — were in Aquitaine when that
battle was fought. Juliet Vale has also suggested that a consideration in the choice of the
founder members was the need to form two balanced tournament teams: Vale, Edward I11 and
Chivalry, pp. 86-91.

137 RDP, iv, pp. 552, 573-4, 576, 579-80, 588-9. For a differently focused analysis of the
recruitment of peers after Crécy, see Powell and Wallis, The House of Lords in the Middle
Ages, pp. 355-8.

138 Complete Peerage, viii, pp. 73-6. A newsletter relates that Lisle was killed ‘mult
merveilousement’ by a crossbow bolt. Avesbury, p. 440.
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of Sluys seems to have been,'3 nor was the anniversary of the battle earmarked
for annual celebration, as 25 October was to be after Agincourt.14 However, it
should not be concluded that the king failed to make the most of his victory back
in England. Within days of the battle, four members of his inner circle,
Bartholomew Burgherssh senior, John Darcy senior, and Masters John
Thoresby and John Carleton, returned to England in order to report to parlia-
ment.1*1 When they did so on 13 September, they had a remarkable story to tell
and those who heard it could have been forgiven for thinking that the story had
grown in the telling. Speaking on behalf of his colleagues, Burgherssh
announced that ‘I’ Adversaire de Fraunce’ with a great army had been defeated
at Crécy, and that ‘kings, prelates, dukes, counts, barons, knights and other great
men have been killed, captured or despoiled’.1*2 The underlying message was
clear: the victory had demonstrated divine favour for the king’s cause in the war
and justified the huge burden that the kingdom had borne in pursuit of it.143
Moreover, more money was needed, since the king, ever ‘en la pursuyte de sa
querele’, would not return to England until he had made an end to the war. In
particular, he was determined to capture Calais. The post-Crécy euphoria made
it possible for the king to finance this siege, which lasted nearly a year, involved
a massive recruiting and logistical effort and escalated the wages bill for the
campaign to over £127,000.144 It was no doubt widely hoped that one last push
might indeed bring an end to the war. In the event, the great chevauchée planned
for September 1347, following the capture of Calais, was cancelled,'*® and the
arrival of the Black Death in 1348 brought a halt to hostilities.

Nevertheless, during the two years after Crécy, the political community of
England granted lay and clerical subsidies that yielded over £200,000, to which
should be added about £60,000 p.a. from the wool subsidy, together with other
one-off levies, such as the unpopular feudal aid of 1346 and the forced loan of

139 The Meaux chronicle tells us that, following the battle of Sluys (in fact, in 1344), a gold
noble was issued to show ‘on the one side of it, a ship, the king armed and eager within,
circumscribed with the royal name, and on the other side of it, a cross firmly stamped with
this circumscription: Jesus autem transiens per medium illorum ibat.” Melsa, iii, p. 45. There
has been some discussion as to whether this coin design was intended to refer to the battle of
Sluys: see Barnie, War in Medieval English Society, pp. 113 and 175 (n. 51); P. Grierson, The
Coins of Medieval Europe (London, 1991), p. 156.

140 The feast of the translation of St John of Beverley, who had ‘demonstrated his special
patronage of the English people at Agincourt’. See P. Heath, Church and Realm, 1272-1461
(London, 1988), p. 281.

141 CPR, 1345-8, p. 474; Murimuth, p. 217. Parliament was due to open on Monday, 11
September, but was adjourned until Wednesday, by which time the king’s messengers had
arrived: Rot. Parl., ii, p. 157.

142 Rot. Parl., ii, p. 158. If a more detailed account of the battle was offered, it did not find its
way into the records of parliament. Burgherssh added that the king was now besieging Calais
and that once the town had been taken, he would endeavour to bring the war to an end.

143 For a calculation of the quantifiable tax burden in 1336-42, which approached £665,000,
see W.M. Ormrod, ‘The Crown and the English economy, 1290-1348’, Before the Black
Death, ed. B.M.S. Campbell (Manchester, 1991), pp. 149-83 (at pp. 182-3).

144 R, Brady, History of England (London, 1700), ii, appendix, p. 86.

145 Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 583-5; Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 282-3.
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20,000 wool sacks in 1347.146 Although not raised without some grumbling,4’
that such sums could be achieved after ten years of war with France ‘is an
impressive testimony to the exercise of royal and seigneurial authority in the
afterglow of Crécy’.148 With the king and his realm’s military reputation at
unprecedented heights, enthusiasm for the war soared. Recruitment was not to
pose problems during the 1350s despite the demographic consequences of the
Black Death. Moreover, the victories that began with Crécy ‘persuaded the
higher clergy that the king was fighting a just war, and turned them into enthusi-
astic supporters of the Crown’.14® The contrast between political conditions in
England and those facing Philip VI and his son in France could hardly be more
stark. The very different fortunes of the two monarchies in the aftermath of
Crécy found symbolic expression in the history of their respective orders of
chivalry, for while the Order of the Star was effectively destroyed on the battle-
fields of Mauron (1352) and Poitiers (1356), the Order of the Garter went from
strength to strength.

146 W.M. Ormrod, The Reign of Edward 11l (New Haven and London, 1990), pp. 204-5;
Ormrod, “The Crown and the English economy, 1290-1348"; G.L. Harriss, King, Parliament
and Public Finance in Medieval England to 1369 (Oxford, 1975), pp. 410-16, 450-9.

147 See, for example, the Commons’ grievances presented in the September 1346 parliament,
within three weeks of the battle of Crécy: Rot. Parl., ii, pp. 159-62.

148 Harriss, King, Parliament and Public Finance, p. 415. Dr Harriss’s words, which refer
specifically to the raising of the feudal aid, have a more general application.

149 Ormrod, The Reign of Edward I, pp. 20, 132-3.
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The Crécy Campaign

ANDREW AYTON

From La Hougue to Crécy: The strategic plan

Why did a major pitched battle take place in August 1346 at Crécy-en-Ponthieu?
The question has two elements, concerning time and place. The significance of
the “place’ of battle, the immediate locality and the region, will be examined
later in this chapter; but at this stage it should be noted that, prior to August
1346, Ponthieu had felt little of the impact of the war. The county had been
occupied, it seems without resistance, in 1337 when Philip VI confiscated the
king of England’s continental lands. Since then there had been no land-based
operations in this part of France.! From 1337 to 1345 English expeditions had
been focused on the Low Countries (specifically Flanders, Artois and Hainault),
Aquitaine and Brittany. As we have seen, several of those campaigns had
witnessed stand-offs, but no pitched battles, between major field armies led by
the protagonist kings.2 In July 1346 the English king returned to the fray and on
this occasion Philip VI accepted battle. This prompts a number of questions.
What was different about the circumstances of the campaign in July—August
1346? Had Philip simply been forced to accept battle by political pressure that
had grown with each successive stand-off? Or did he genuinely believe that he
had a decisive advantage in August 1346: an advantage of sufficient proportions
to overcome the Vegetian caution that had been a feature of his earlier confronta-
tions with Edward 111? Or was his willingness to engage on that fateful August
evening due to a loss of sang-froid: had he been outwitted and simply lost
control? Was he the prey rather than the hunter? As we shall see, each of these
questions is pertinent to an understanding of why the battle took place, but the
main emphasis of the discussion that follows will be on the intentions and
actions of Edward I11. It will be argued that his strategy during the summer of
1346 was innovative in a number of important respects.

One striking difference about the campaign of July—August 1346 concerns
the area over which it was fought. King Edward landed in the Cotentin peninsula

1 In the summer of 1339, Rue was among the coastal locations raided by a maritime force
led by Sir Robert Morley: Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 14-17; Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 266.
2 This is not to diminish the significance of Sluys, a naval battle in which the French politi-
cal elite did not participate, still less the earl of Derby’s victory at Auberoche in October
1345, which was the result of a well-timed attack on an unsuspecting siege camp.
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and marched eastwards across Normandy, a region of France that had witnessed
no previous fighting, apart from coastal raids. His search for a crossing of the
Seine brought him to within 25 kilometres of Paris, and having reconstructed the
bridge at Poissy he marched north towards his ‘droit héritage’, the county of
Ponthieu, where the long-awaited climactic battle with Philip VI took place.
Whether all — or indeed any — of this had been planned in advance has long been
debated by historians, the wide divergence of opinion arising from the inconsis-
tency of the clues offered by the documentary evidence, as well as from sharply
contrasting opinions concerning medieval generalship in general and Edward
111’s skills as a commander in particular.® Here it will be argued that a descent
upon the Normandy coast, at La Hougue, was indeed planned well in advance of
embarkation; and that it was the first step towards achieving the principal aim of
the expedition, namely, to bring Philip VI to battle at a time and a place that
were to Edward’s advantage. As was noted in Chapter 1, there are grounds for
believing that Edward had been in search of a decisive battle with Philip VI
since the beginning of the war.* The English king was confident in the tactical
superiority of his army, but practical exploitation of that advantage depended
upon the French accepting battle and taking the offensive. Edward would have
welcomed a battle in 1339 and 1340 (1342-3 is less certain), but on each occa-
sion, the Valois king was disinclined to engage. Edward, it seems, concluded
that, in order to persuade the French king to fight in 1346, a change of approach
was needed.

The first change was the selection of a new theatre of war, which it was hoped
would bring about a level of provocation that would draw the French king into
accepting battle on Edward’s terms. As we shall see, Normandy would have
been judged suitable for a number of reasons, but perhaps above all it was its
wealth and distinctive political identity that made it an attractive target. Exten-
sive devastation of the countryside and towns of Normandy would seriously
affect the level of taxation that could be extracted from the duchy while chal-
lenging the authority and honour of the Valois king and his nobility.> Perhaps
such a strategy would be more effective in Normandy than it had been in the
Cambrésis; and if the French king chose to back away, the option was open to
march up the Seine valley towards Paris. And, all the while, secondary forces
would be mounting holding operations in other regions of France, thereby
preventing Philip VI from concentrating all of his military resources against
Edward I11’s army. All things considered, no other point of entry into northern
France — Brittany, Flanders or Ponthieu — offered such strategic possibilities as
Normandy, and such potential for provocation.® It cannot be stressed too force-
fully that it was Edward’s intention to provoke Philip, to enrage him so that he

3 Edward IlI’s merits as a commander have recently been summarised by Clifford Rogers:
‘England’s greatest general’, Military History Quarterly, 14/4 (summer, 2002), pp. 34-45.

4 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, passim.

5 That damaging the Valois king’s fiscal resources was central to English strategic thinking
is made explicit in Sir John Wingfield’s newsletter from Aquitaine, dated 23 December 1355:
Avesbury, pp. 439-43.

6 The possibilities offered by Flanders and Brittany had, in any case, been fully explored
before.
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blundered into a battle that was fought on terms set by the English. That is why
Edward would not accept a staged battle outside Paris in response to Philip’s
challenge.” Edward was not averse to taking risks, as is shown, for example, by
his military adventures in 1336 and 1350. But in July—August 1346 he was not
seeking a chivalrous fair fight. What he wanted was a battle on his terms and on
ground of his own choosing. One feature of the battle of Crécy that the narrative
sources make abundantly clear is that it was a brutal, bloody, one-sided affair.

To argue that the 1346 campaign had been carefully planned beforehand is
not to suggest that Edward’s march from La Hougue to Crécy was executed
precisely according to a simple blueprint. War is rarely as straightforward as
that. After the landing, Edward’s strategy must have allowed for several possible
courses of action, because much would depend upon the nature of the French
reaction to the invasion. He probably expected to receive only limited support
from the Norman nobility; but also, in all probability, he anticipated only limited
military resistance before reaching Caen. It was, perhaps, less easy to predict
with confidence where he would be met by Philip VI and the main French army,
or at least those forces that were not already occupied in Aquitaine. His best
guess would have been that his opponent would assemble his host at Rouen and
that a confrontation would take place west of the Seine. In the days immediately
after the capture of Caen it did indeed look as though this would happen. But,
not for the first time, Philip lost his nerve and retired back across the Seine,
breaking the bridges to prevent the English from following.® Such a course of
action from Philip could — and would — have been predicted. It was wholly in
character, and probably to be expected given the threat from a Flemish army, led
by Sir Hugh Hastings, which by this time would have been evident on the march
of Flanders. Consequently, although the English progress upstream along the
Seine in search of a bridge may have the appearance of what Oman described as
‘a very dangerous adventure’,® the possibility that such a march would be neces-
sary would have been anticipated.

The search for a crossing over the Seine that was intact or repairable involved
an element of risk, but not of the magnitude suggested by some commentators.
First, there was the problem of how to keep a large army adequately supplied,©
when foraging would be confined very largely to the left bank of the river and
perhaps further restricted by the likelihood of imminent battle. In the event, the
freedom of English pillaging and foraging does not appear to have been

7 Edward’s response, 15 August: CPR, 1345-8, pp. 516-17.

8 Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 513.

9 C. Oman, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, 2nd edn, 2 vols (London, 1924),
i, p. 132.

10 For the first fortnight of the campaign supplies had been plentiful. In addition to victuals
brought from England, the army had been able to draw on the resources of the countryside
and several well-stocked and ill-prepared towns. Edward was naturally concerned about the
unnecessary waste of stores at Carentan, but his army suffered no supply difficulties before
the capture of Caen. His letter of 29 July, which orders the urgent provision of men, money
and munitions, makes no mention of victuals. Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 30; Fowler, ‘News
from the front’, pp. 83—4. Efficient foraging in Normandy had been made possible by a slow
rate of march and effective dispersion of the army: Baker, pp. 255-7 (rate of march); Jean le
Bel, ii, pp. 767 (three parallel columns).
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interrupted to any significant degree during the first half of August; and in any
case the fruits of these activities were supplemented by supplies carried in the
army’s wagon train, which would have been fully replenished at Caen.!!
Shortage of supplies would only have become a critical problem if the English
had settled down to besiege the French capital.

At first glance, the search for a usable crossing over the Seine represented an
altogether more formidable challenge, for the river below Paris is wide and deep
and the French would surely secure every bridge, by defending it or breaking it.
However, the English must have known that the bridges would only be partially
dismantled;!2 and they would have trusted their ability to resist any attempt to
interfere with the repair teams, if necessary by sending advance parties across the
river in boats, as had happened at La Roche Guyon on 11 August.’® Above all,
the English arrived at Poissy well prepared for bridge repair work. A company of
forty carpenters had accompanied the army to France, presumably with the like-
lihood of such work in mind.14 The resourcefulness of these engineers was shown

11 For the importance of supply trains (wagons and pack animals) ‘to supplement [foraging]
and serve as a safety net on which the army could rely if local supply proved insufficient’, see
Yuval Noah Harari, ‘Strategy and supply in fourteenth-century western European invasion
campaigns’, Journal of Military History, Ixiv (April 2000), pp. 297-334 (at p. 319).

12 Completely dismantling a stone bridge would take a long time, and would not be consid-
ered necessary or desirable. At Rouen (and elsewhere) a stone bridge had a wooden section
that could be broken up in times of emergency: see R.A. Newhall’s notes in Jean de \enette,
p. 172 (n. 25). That this is what the English found at Poissy is suggested by the anonymous
English diarist, who tells us that the broken section of the bridge could be traversed by a tree
trunk sixty feet long (Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 37; Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 170).
Given the difficulty of laying a single span of this length, and the fact that the repair work was
completed so rapidly, we may assume that much of the essential superstructure of the bridge
remained in place in the river. Indeed, that is precisely what Froissart reports (‘[ils] trouverent
le pont romput et deffait, mais encores estoient les estaches et les gistes en le riviere’:
Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 149, 379, 382), though this may be nothing more than his rational-
isation of a situation that his principal source, Jean le Bel, had found difficult to explain. The
latter regarded the whole episode at Poissy as a ‘grand merveille’, since (as he asserts) the
English achieved the work so quickly and without boats, and the French did not defend the
crossing more effectively (Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 86-7). If, in his turn, we may detect Jean le Bel’s
distinctive agenda in his portrayal of these events (the purposeful English king opposed by a
weak French one), it is clear that Philip VI had not expected the English to rebuild to bridge at
Poissy. This was ‘a feat which the French had thought impossible’ (Jean de \enette, ed.
Newhall, p. 42). Small wonder that noblemen at Philip VI’s court would not believe the first
bearer of the news (Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 278).

13 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 35; Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 167. The Chronique
Normande (p. 78) states that the bridge at Poissy was repaired under cover of darkness.
However, the English accounts relate that a contingent of French troops appeared at the
bridgehead in the afternoon of 13 August, soon after the first piece of timber had been thrown
across the gap, and the earl of Northampton’s archers, dashing across the narrow ‘plaunke’ (as
King Edward calls it), drove the enemy away with heavy loss. Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 37;
Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 170; Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 309 (Edward I1I’s letter);
Avesbury, p. 367 (Northburgh’s letter); Murimuth, p. 216 (Wynkeley’s letter). For French
losses, as variously estimated, see Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 256 n. 107.

14 For William of Winchelsea and his company of carpenters, see E101/390/12, fo. 8r;
Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 62, 65, 80. For their work at the Douve and Vire, see Acts of
War, ed. Barber, p. 30.
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early in the campaign, at the crossings of the rivers Douve and Vire; but for
William of Winchelsea and his men, repairing the sixty-foot gap in the bridge at
Poissy represented their real challenge. According to the Acta Bellicosa the
search for suitable timber began on the morning of 13 August. We should
imagine the dismantling of nearby buildings, the felling of trees and the retrieval
of timbers from the river.’> Then, in the afternoon, the broken section of the
bridge, 60 feet across, was repaired for men on foot, and within a few hours a
serviceable track-way for horses and carts had been laid down. It was a remark-
able feat of engineering efficiency. One French chronicler aptly described the
operation as making a bridge and laying it down upon the broken structure.1® As
with other aspects of this campaign, we are driven to the conclusion that the task
had been planned for, indeed rehearsed, before the army left England.

There were, therefore, risks involved in the march up the Seine, but they
could be minimised by careful planning; and such a march might also serve to
bring Philip VI to battle in circumstances favourable to the English. The destruc-
tion of the royal palaces at Montjoye and Poissy, and a threat to Paris itself,
might be enough to push Philip into an ill-considered military encounter,1” while
the great bends of the Seine would not make it easy for the French king to
deploy his forces effectively. Until the duke of Normandy arrived with his army
from Aquitaine, Philip’s host would not be overwhelmingly superior to Edward
I11’s. The odds were not so heavily stacked against the English as has sometimes
been supposed, but time was of the essence. Because of the risk of being caught
between two major French armies — the king’s and his son’s, or even having to
fight them both on favourable ground — Edward could not afford to linger in the
vicinity of Paris for more than a few days. An attempt to lay siege to the French
capital was out of the question. (Such a course of action could not have been
supplied in any case.) If Philip were only prepared to accept battle in the lle de
France on his own terms (as actually happened), then the logical plan for
Edward would be to march north, away from the duke of Normandy and towards
Ponthieu.

The possibility that the campaign would reach a climax in Ponthieu must
have been foreseen from the outset, and we may be sure that it was one of the
contingencies that had been carefully considered in advance. We know that
Edward was anticipating a march towards Ponthieu by 29 July at the latest,
because on that day he sent a letter to his council in London requesting that men,

15 The Bourgeois of Valenciennes notes that ‘les Englés amassérent tout quanques qu’ils
peurent trouver de bois et de hayes pour faire le pont, et les aultres entrérent en I’eauwe et
trouverent sur la riviere de Saine Il piéces de bos qu’ils prinrent pour leur pont’. Récits, p.
223.

16 ‘Maiz Anglois firent ung pont qu’ilz jetterent sur le pont rompu et passerent oultre.’
Chronique des quatre premiers Valois, p. 15.

17 According to Thomas Burton, the destruction of Montjoye was “in order all the more to
provoke Philip to fight’: Melsa, iii, pp. 56—7. A contemporary author based at St Denis con-
sidered the despoliation of the French king’s principal residences in the heart of his kingdom
as ‘plus grant deshonneur au royaume de France’, and also as ‘traison evident’, since the
French nobility made no attempt to prevent it (Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 276). See also
Gilles le Muisit, pp. 155-6; Jean de \enette, ed. Newhall, p. 41.
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military supplies and money be sent to Le Crotoy, a port at the mouth of the
Somme.*® The clear implication of the letter is that Edward intended to march
towards Le Crotoy in order to take advantage of the additional manpower and
resources that he expected to arrive there. This letter was despatched before
Edward had a clear idea of Philip VI’s intentions and before he had begun his
search for a crossing point on the Seine. That search involved a major detour,
but as soon as he was over the Seine he continued with the plan that can be
discerned in his 29 July letter: to march towards Ponthieu. Having failed to
provoke Philip into fighting a battle on favourable terms in the vicinity of Paris,
Edward turned to another option: to entice Philip into a battle in the county of
Ponthieu, the English king’s ‘droit heritage’, which he had acquired from his
mother, Queen Isabella.

The ‘Ponthieu option’ offered a number of practical advantages to the
English. As yet largely untouched by the war, this corner of France could be
counted on for supplies. In addition to the resources of the countryside and the
smaller, unfortified towns, the huge hunting ground of Crécy forest offered the
prospect of plentiful game for an army that could boast many expert archers. As
it turned out, such opportunities would have been particularly welcome at the
end of the march from the Seine to the Somme, during which much of the
army’s mobile supplies would have been expended.® The other attraction of
Ponthieu was that it was familiar territory for some of Edward’s lieutenants.
Indeed, as we shall see, there is good reason to believe that the ground upon
which the battle of Crécy was ultimately fought was known to the English in
advance. It may even have been earmarked as an ideal site for a defensive battle.
If so, this is a consideration that must have weighed heavily with the king and
his lieutenants, for one aspect of Edward’s battle-seeking strategy that might
involve last-minute improvisation was the selection of a suitable battleground: a
site that enabled the English to play to their strengths while neutralising those of
the enemy. It is conceivable that the battle could have taken place, for example,
west of Rouen or in the vicinity of Paris on ground that was not ideal. But from
the outset, it is likely that Edward knew that he had at least one excellent site up
his sleeve: at Crécy-en-Ponthieu.

How was Edward to lure Philip into fighting a battle on the English king’s
terms at Crécy when he had failed to do so earlier in the campaign? Since
Edward had twice paid homage to Philip for the possession of Ponthieu, to chal-
lenge the king of France on this ground was itself a provocative act, a symbolic
defiance on the grandest of stages. Moreover, Edward’s march north from the

18 Discussed below, pp. 73-7.

19 Michael Northburgh’s comment, in his 4 September newsletter, that ‘since we left Caen
we have lived off the land with great difficulty and much harm to our men’ (Avesbury, p. 369),
arose from the army’s immediate need for supplies for the coming siege of Calais, but also
reflects the practical limitations on foraging, and consequent supply shortages, experienced
during the rapid march from Poissy to the Somme. Two contemporary continental chroniclers
refer to the army’s lack of bread and the reliance on meat (Villani, vii, p. 162; Gilles le Muisit,
pp. 158-9), which, if true, may not have been regarded as such hardship by the men. Cf.
Harari, ‘Strategy and supply in fourteenth-century western European invasion campaigns’, p.
309.
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Seine would have the outward appearance of a retreat, particularly since it was
conducted quite rapidly.?° If Philip could not be coerced into battle by aggres-
sion, perhaps he would be tricked into attacking an opponent who seemed to be
running away. That Edward appeared to be retreating towards his Flemish allies
was another factor in the equation. Edward must have realised that he could not
rely upon meeting up with Sir Hugh Hastings’s army, but Philip might neverthe-
less be tempted into battle in order to prevent such a junction occurring. It is
significant that several contemporary observers (followed by some modern
historians) thought that the English were indeed marching to join their allies,
though such a view can only have been founded upon an interpretation of the
situation. There can have been no hard evidence. Moreover, so effective was
Edward’s “feigned flight” from the Seine to the Somme, that both the French
high command and several chroniclers were indeed fooled into thinking that
Philip VI was the hunter and Edward I11 the prey.

Edward 111 and Normandy

In offering an interpretation of the campaign that argues that the descent upon
the coast of Normandy was planned well in advance of embarkation, we must
confront the very different views proposed by other historians. It has been
argued by some scholars that the English landing at La Hougue in July 1346 was
the result of a change of plan, made within days of departure or even at the last
minute. According to this interpretation, Edward Ill had intended to lead an
army to Aquitaine in support of the earl of Derby, and specifically to relieve the
English garrison that had been besieged in Aiguillon since April. But he
changed his mind, the decision to go to Normandy being made either ‘at a secret
meeting of the King’s closest military advisers on about 20 June’, as suggested
by Jonathan Sumption;2! or even later, after the troops had been embarked and
were awaiting a favourable wind, as was reported by one of the king’s closest
advisers, Sir Bartholomew Burgherssh, in a campaign bulletin from La Hougue,
dated 17 July.22 While appearing at first glance to chime with the evidence of the
documentary sources, this interpretation raises serious problems. The expedition
that landed at La Hougue had involved a massive mobilisation of men, shipping
and supplies: no larger army was conveyed to France during the Hundred Years
War. King Edward had taken a close personal interest in the preparations for
what he seems to have regarded as a climactic encounter with his Valois rival. In
these circumstances it would surely be reasonable to assume that he had formu-
lated a clear plan as to where his army was to be deployed and to what purpose.

20 From Poissy to Airaines, over 110 km were covered in six days. Of course, with Ponthieu
now Edward’s clear goal, he did not want to fight Philip’s army on less suitable ground. He
had outwitted his adversary at Poissy and gained a head start in his march north: see, for
example, Jean de Venette, ed. Newhall, pp. 41-2; Gilles le Muisit, p. 158.

21 Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 497. The timing of the change of plan is suggested by the
date of Sir Hugh Hastings’s appointment as king’s lieutenant in Flanders (20 June), the two
decisions being ‘probably made at the same time’: ibid., p. 622 (n. 17).

22 As accepted by M. Prestwich, The Three Edwards (London, 1980), p. 176.
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Yet we are asked to believe that the destination and, therefore, the purpose —
indeed, the whole strategic thrust of the expedition — were changed within days
of the intended departure, perhaps even after the fleet had put to sea.

To be convincing, this interpretation would need to be supported by hard
evidence, but there is actually very little to back up the case for a late and
complete change of strategy. According to Burgherssh’s letter, the plan to sail to
Gascony was thwarted by contrary winds and the fleet was carried to the
Cotentin peninsula by the hand of providence. In fact, this story appears little
more than an elaboration of the message contained in a letter sent by the king to
his chancellor and treasurer on 7 July: namely, that the fleet was intending to set
out on the next tide and would arrive where God willed and the wind carried
them.2* Neither the king’s nor Burgherssh’s words are to be taken literally.
Indeed, both documents are illustrative of the tight security and fog of disinfor-
mation that accompanied preparations for this campaign.?® It is clear that
Edward kept all except his closest advisers in the dark. According to the English
chroniclers, the rank and file of the army had no idea where they were bound
when they embarked. The ships’ masters were instructed simply to follow the
course set by the admirals. The Florentine chronicler Giovanni Villani adds,
perhaps for effect, that they had sealed orders that were to be opened in the event
of the fleet being dispersed by a storm.26 Anxiety that spies in London might, at
the eleventh hour, acquire vital intelligence prompted the king, in his 7 July
letter, to prohibit anyone from leaving the kingdom for a period of eight days
after his departure. The only exception was to be Sir Hugh Hastings’s expedition
to Flanders, and his men were to be searched for documents.?’

The veil of secrecy that shrouded preparations for the campaign of
July—-August 1346, and that makes the work of twenty-first century historians
particularly difficult, is in itself suggestive that the decision to land in
Normandy was not taken at the last minute. Edward wanted to keep his adver-
sary guessing for a very good reason. That the French should not learn the
precise location of Edward’s intended landfall was crucial to the success of his
venture. For whereas each of his previous expeditions to France had disem-
barked in a friendly port, the landing in Normandy would by necessity be made
on a stretch of hostile coastline. Serious opposition could lead, at the very least,
to the expedition being aborted. It seems that the combination of tight security
and the selective release of disinformation was successful. The French govern-
ment could not be sure where Edward intended to land,?® and in the absence of

23 Murimuth, p. 200.

24 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 338.

25 See also, the king’s letter, of 6 May, to the bishop of London and various religious orders,
requesting that prayers be said for his coming expedition. Although making reference to the
earl of Lancaster’s military successes in Gascony, the king’s destination was not specified,
any more than it had been in a propaganda broadsheet, issued for wide distribution on 15
March, which had referred merely to the king’s ‘speedy passage’. Those coming into contact
with these documents were left to interpret them as they wished. Foedera, Ill, i, p. 81. CCR,
1346-9, pp. 57-8, 65.

26 Murimuth, p. 199; Baker, p. 79; Villani, vii, p. 156.

27 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 338.

28 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 68. That much of the English fleet was gathering at Portsmouth would
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reliable intelligence, a case could be made for Aquitaine, Brittany or Flanders.
Eventually, around the middle of June, attention turned to Normandy: coastal
garrisons were hurriedly strengthened, troops being recalled from the siege of
Aiguillon for the purpose.?® But it is unlikely that these measures were prompted
by concrete information gathered by agents in England or Flanders. It was more
a matter of deduction from known facts: the presence at Edward I11’s court of
the banished Norman nobleman, Godfrey de Harcourt,® and its possible impli-
cations for English strategy, combined with the (somewhat belated) recognition
that Normandy was an attractive, vulnerable and accessible target for an English
fleet gathering at Portsmouth. What is certain is that the French did not know
precisely where the English would land. They had to watch all the ports and a
lengthy stretch of coastline. Although his delayed departure was deeply frus-
trating for King Edward, anxious as he was that the French would discover his
intentions at the very last moment, it proved to be a blessing in disguise. Lack of
pay prompted a contingent of five hundred Genoese crossbhowmen to withdraw
from the area of St Vaast-la-Hougue a few days before Edward’s fleet arrived
on the morning of 12 July, and the scratch force that the marshal, Robert
Bertran, was able to raise was easily dispersed by the English advance guard led
in person by the earl of Warwick.3! Given the vulnerability of the transport fleet
during the five days of disembarkation, it was indeed fortunate for the English
that the Genoese galleys, which had been contracted to protect the northern
coast of France, did not reach the mouth of the Seine until mid-August.3?

In the absence of clear indications in the administrative records, some historians
have assumed that the veil of secrecy concealed changes in the intended destina-
tion of the expedition rather than a consistent plan.3 Indeed, the conventional
view has been that, from start to finish, Edward 111’s conduct of the expedition
was based upon, at best, inspired improvisation rather than methodical prepara-
tion and strategic single-mindedness.®* In all fairness, this interpretation has

not have provided a clear indication of Edward I11’s intentions. Fleets bound for Gascony had
left from that port in 1294, 1325 and 1337, while in 1345 the Portsmouth fleet sailed to
Brittany. Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 224 n. 31; K. Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant
(London, 1969), p. 49.

29 The constable, Raoul, count of Eu, was recalled from Aiguillon and assigned to the
defence of Harfleur and Caen, where he was joined by the count of Flanders. Jean le Bel, ii,
pp. 68-9 and 68 n. 2; Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 493-5, 499. For the roll of the constable’s
retinue, see H. Prentout, La prise de Caen par Edouard 111, 1346 (Caen, 1904), Documents
inédits, VIII, pp. 69-72.

30 Godfrey de Harcourt, a younger son John, count of Harcourt, and lord of
Saint-Sauveur-le-Viscomte, had been exiled from Normandy for several years. From Brabant,
Harcourt came to England in May 1345. Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 412-14, 453.

31 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 28.

32 ), Viard, ‘La campagne de juillet-ao(t 1346 et la bataille de Crécy’, Le moyen age, 2nd
ser., Xxxvii (1926), pp. 4-6; Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 494-5.

33 For example: ‘Edward himself changed his mind more than once.” Sumption, Trial by
Battle, p. 493.

34 For example: the campaign ‘finally assumed the character of a chivalrous adventure’:
Oman, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, 2nd edn, ii, p. 131. This was ‘a mere
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been encouraged not only by Burgherssh’s letter, but also by the testimony of
several chroniclers. Not, it should be noted, those of English provenance, for
they have little to say on the subject of Edward’s original intentions or the
underlying circumstances of the landing in Normandy.®® Adam Murimuth
admits characteristically that ‘no one could know for certain’ what Edward’s
intentions were.3® Some of his continental counterparts, including a couple
writing from the French perspective, do hazard an opinion, but whether their
testimony is reliable may be doubted, for they are unlikely to have been better
informed than anyone else outside Edward I11°s inner circle. Consequently, their
work can only have been fuelled by rumour and conjecture, and, in the case of
the most influential among them — Jean Froissart — by a vivid creative imagina-
tion.

Upon closer examination, each of these accounts contains demonstrable
factual or chronological errors. The Chronique Normande was apparently
written by a militarily experienced Norman nobleman, and a participant in the
events of 1346. He states that, having heard about Derby’s plight, Edward 11 set
out for Gascony but was held up by adverse winds. After a detour to Guernsey,
where Castle Cornet was re-captured from the French, the decision was made to
land on the Normandy coast. Cherbourg was initially approached but found to
be too heavily defended, and so the fleet moved on to La Hougue.3” The point
about Cherbourg is intriguing and unverifiable; but we do know that Castle
Cornet had actually been recovered from the French a year earlier. Moreover, as
far as we can tell, the Channel Islands played no part in Edward’s channel
crossing in July 1346. It is curious, therefore, that Jean le Bel, a secular clerk
from Liége, writing a little over a decade after the campaign, also relates that it
was while on Guernsey that the decision was made to attack Normandy. But,
significantly, he adds that this was ‘by the counsel and strong encouragement of
Godfrey de Harcourt’, who knew the country well and spoke eloquently of its
wealth.38 As a consequence, argues le Bel, Edward appointed Harcourt as one of
the marshals of the army (the other being the earl of Suffolk), and he played a
leading role in the campaign, not least in the ravaging of the countryside.3?

The most fully developed narrative of the Crécy campaign to attribute an

raid’, which ‘could accomplish nothing but devastation’: J. Ramsay, Genesis of Lancaster,
1307-99, 2 vols (Oxford, 1913), i, p. 321. Edward ‘was not so much sluggish as apparently
without plan. He did not know quite what he was going to do next’: H. Belloc, Six British
Battles (Bristol, 1931), p. 17.

35 The one exception, Robert Aveshury, appears to have based his account on Burgherssh’s
bulletin, to which he would have had access as registrar of the court of the archbishop of Can-
terbury, at Lambeth. He did not include a transcription of this document in his chronicle, pre-
ferring Michael Northburgh’s account of the early days of the campaign. Avesbury, p. 357.

36 Murimuth, p. 199.

37 Chronique Normande, pp. 74-5 (cf. the closely related Chronographia, ii, pp. 222-3). The
editors of the Chronique Normande, Auguste and Emile Molinier, suggested that the author
may have served under the count of Eu at Aiguillon and Caen, and so was close to the action
in July 1346 (pp. x-xiii).

38 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 69-70.

39 In fact the earl of Warwick was the marshal of the army, and Sir Thomas Ughtred the
sub-marshal.
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influential role to Godfrey de Harcourt was written by Jean Froissart. Several
French chroniclers note that Harcourt was the ‘guideur, conduiseur et
gouverneur de I’ost du dit roy Edouart” and was responsible in particular for the
intensity of the pillaging that was undertaken in the duchy;* but it was only
Froissart who took up Jean le Bel’s story that it was the exiled Norman
nobleman who was the instigator of the last-minute change of strategy. There
are three quite distinct versions of these events in the three major editions of
Book 1 of his Chroniques.** Comparison of these texts, particularly when
viewed in the most likely order of composition, reveals Froissart’s working
methods: his use of sources as a starting point in the creation of a narrative that
draws equally heavily on his well-stocked historical imagination; and his
employment of dialogue as a literary device to accentuate the drama of the story
while conveying ideas that he considers to have been important to the protago-
nists’ thinking and behaviour.

In the Amiens MS, Froissart presents a version of events that has been taken,
in most essentials and sometimes verbatim, from Jean le Bel’s chronicle.
However, the ‘change of mind’ on Guernsey is more effectively contextualised
by introducing a scene, before the army’s departure from England, in which
Harcourt presents the advantages of a campaign in Normandy to the king, who
at this stage is still inclined to lead the expedition to Gascony.*? The narrative of
these events in the A and B MSS of Froissart’s Book 1 has been significantly
reworked, its dramatic power considerably enhanced. Some aspects of Jean le
Bel’s story, including the Guernsey interlude, have been dropped and additional
material appears to have been garnered from other sources. Now the decision to
change direction takes place at sea. The fleet bound for Gascony is held up by
contrary winds and driven towards the coast of Cornwall, where it remains at
anchor for six days.*® Harcourt seizes the opportunity to press the case for a
campaign in Normandy. Convinced by the argument that it is a rich but poorly
defended province, the king orders the fleet to turn towards the Cotentin
peninsula.** In the last version of his Chroniques, the Rome MS, which was
begun after 1399, Froissart added further embellishment to the story, including a
more extended discussion between Harcourt and the king. Having made an

40 Chronique des quatre premiers Valois, pp. 14-15; Grandes chroniques, ix, pp. 271, 274.
Jean de \enette, ed. Newhall, p. 40. Cf. Récits, pp. 217, 221, 225, 227. By contrast, English
chroniclers devote far less attention to Harcourt.

41 For a fuller discussion of the texts of Froissart’s Chroniques, see below, pp. 325-31.

42 Froissart: Amiens, ii, p. 370. Froissart also notes that Philip VI sent Robert Bertran to
guard the Cotentin peninsula because he thought it likely that Harcourt, who was lord of
St-Sauveur-le-Viscomte, would lead the English there (ibid., p. 371). Froissart follows Jean le
Bel in making Harcourt and Suffolk the marshals of the army, but later in the campaign
Suffolk has been replaced by Warwick (ibid., pp. 374, 387). It would seem that at this stage
Froissart had not yet fully reconciled his sources.

43 “li vens leur fu tous contraires et les rebouta sus les marces de Cornuaille; si jeurent la a
I’ancre six jours’ (Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 131). This additional point in Froissart’s narrative
may have been taken from the ‘Bourgeois of Valenciennes’, who noted that ‘le vent les mena
en la marche de Cornuaille, et se reposérent 1a’. Récits, p. 214.

44 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 131-2. In this version, Harcourt and Warwick are the two mar-
shals throughout the campaign.



46 The Battle of Crécy, 1346

unsuccessful attempt to persuade Edward of the attractions of Normandy before
embarkation, Harcourt returns to the subject when at sea. He suggests that God
had shown, through the wind, that he wanted King Edward to go to Normandy;
and he adds, tellingly, that the most effective way to relieve Aiguillon would be
to mount a major campaign in the north. The earls of Warwick and Arundel
agree with him, and Edward is won over.*

Thus, it can be seen how, in his interpretation of this episode, Froissart has
taken Jean le Bel’s uneven narrative and transformed it into the first act of a
compelling drama. This tale of a last-minute change of direction at sea has not
usually been taken at face value,*® but it has been widely accepted that a major
strategy shift did take place shortly before the king’s departure from England
and that Harcourt played some part in this decision. The influence on modern
historiography of Froissart’s version of events, not only at the opening of the
expedition, but throughout from La Hougue to Crécy, should not be underesti-
mated. The account of the campaign in the A and B MSS of Froissart’s Book 1
is without doubt the most widely known by a fourteenth-century author.*” It has
been justly celebrated as an elegantly constructed and stylishly written narrative,
a masterpiece of historical imagination, which deviates little from the known
chronological framework of the campaign.#® However, there can be no doubt that
at the heart of Froissart’s account is a misleading interpretation of the character
of the English expedition and of Edward 111°s generalship in particular.

In Froissart’s version of events, Harcourt becomes an almost Svengali-like
figure, under whose spell the English king falls. By 1346, Edward Il was a
seasoned field commander of twenty years’ experience; yet for Froissart, he was
a man ‘in the flower of his youth” who ‘paid much attention to the words of Sir
Godfrey de Harcourt, whom he called his cousin’.*® As was appropriate for the
‘marshal and director of the army, by whose counsel the king had undertaken the
expedition’,%0 it is Harcourt who is the source of sound military thinking. Thus,
as we have seen, in the Rome MS, Froissart has the exiled Norman nobleman
point out, during the course of his shipboard dialogue with the king, that
mounting an expedition in northern France ‘will cause the siege of Aiguillon to
be raised; for all the [French] men-at-arms, wherever they may be, will be sent
for to come to meet you and fight with you’.5! Then, at Caen, when Edward is
enraged by the losses that he had sustained in the assault and wishes to put the

45 Froissart: Rome, pp. 673-5. In this version, the discussion takes place while the fleet is
anchored off the Channel Islands.

46 The story has more often been accepted by non-specialists: e.g., Wrottesley, Crecy and
Calais, p. 11; J.E.C. Fuller, The Decisive Battles of the Western World (London, 1965), p. 460.
Modern historians favouring a last-minute change of plan include Henri de Wailly, Crécy
1346: Anatomy of a Battle (Poole, 1987), pp. 17-18.

47 The B MSS was chosen as the core text in Simeon Luce’s edition of the Chroniques, and
several standard English translations, including Johnes’s, are based upon this version of Book
1.

48 Although lacking specific references to dates, the sequence of events in Froissart’s narra-
tive fits the itinerary of the English army that can be established from other sources.

49 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 131-2.

50 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 142.

51 Froissart: Rome, p. 675.
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townspeople to the sword, Harcourt urges restraint, pointing out that the king
should preserve the strength of his army for what may turn out to be a lengthy
campaign, particularly since Philip VI would surely soon offer battle.52 In
passing, Harcourt conveys a piece of information that had not previously even
been hinted at: that Calais was the ultimate goal of the campaign.53

Through Harcourt, Froissart seeks to explain the underlying strategic ratio-
nale of the English expedition and in the process bring greater verisimilitude to
his narrative. It made such good sense to relieve Aiguillon by invading
Normandy that Edward’s willingness to overturn his plans at the last minute
becomes somewhat more credible. That Calais was the intended goal from early
in the campaign helps to explain the English itinerary after Caen. Although
plausible enough, the strategic points articulated by Harcourt can only have been
the product of Froissart’s creative imagination: the former, it seems, being the
result of mature reflection on Edward’s strategy in 1346; the latter involving the
modification of an idea that Froissart had found in Jean le Bel’s chronicle.>
Froissart’s rationalisations do not sit comfortably with other parts of his narra-
tive. Indeed, between the chronicler’s recognition that the campaign must have
had strategic aims and his instincts as a dramatic storyteller there is a tension
that is not resolved. For the fact remains, that according to Froissart, the English
conduct of the campaign from La Hougue to Crécy rested upon an impulse deci-
sion followed by improvisation rather than strategic single-mindedness. The lack
of forward planning is exposed when the army reaches the Somme. No one in
the army has any idea of the existence, let alone the location, of the
Blanquetaque ford.>®> What of the systematic devastation of the French country-
side, which has stimulated so much debate among modern historians? As
presented by Froissart, there appears to have been no underlying purpose to this
activity in July—August 1346, apart from the accumulation of booty and the
satisfaction of Harcourt’s desire for revenge. There is certainly no indication
that Edward was actively seeking battle at any point during the campaign. He
finally accepts an engagement at Crécy, which was ‘le droit hiretage’ of his
mother, Queen Isabella; but, according to Froissart, of the two kings it is Philip
who was determined to bring his adversary to battle.56

If we were to accept Froissart’s interpretation of Edward 111’s most celebrated
campaign, it would be difficult to avoid the conclusion that he was indeed a
‘capable tactician but a poor strategist’. It is a conclusion that other fourteenth-

52 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 145-6; Froissart: Rome, p. 694. To underline the point,
Froissart notes several times subsequently that Edward was concerned to preserve the strength
of his army: e.g. Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 152.

53 “\Jous avez encores a faire un moult grant voiage, angois que vous soiiés devant Calais, ou
vous tirés a venir.” Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 145. For a discussion of Harcourt’s speech and
the possibility that Edward ‘intended to besiege [Calais] from so early in the campaign’, see
Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 247-50.

54 In Jean le Bel’s narrative, it is only during the later stages of the campaign, after the cross-
ing of the Seine, that Calais is said to be Edward’s destination: Jean le Bel, ii, p. 89.

55 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 154-60. In the Rome MS, Froissart has Harcourt offer advice
on the likelihood of a crossing point over the Somme below Abbeville: Froissart: Rome, p.
704.

56 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 137, 150, 156, 165.
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century chroniclers do little to undermine, for they offer few reliable indications
of what Edward’s strategic aims may have been and their judgements are tinged
with patriotic bias. Take, for example, the author of the Grandes chroniques,
who was writing at St Denis soon after Crécy and quite well-informed about the
English army’s itinerary. He viewed the campaign as a contest between a French
king, who was keen for battle but surrounded by traitors and noblemen who
were less than ardent for a fight, and his slippery and dishonourable English
adversary, who was in no hurry to engage.®’

Turning to the English chronicles, we naturally find a more positive image of
the English king’s conduct of the expedition, but only occasional hints
concerning his strategy, either at the outset of the campaign or throughout its
course. Geoffrey Baker’s narrative, the final version of which dates from the
later 1350s, is a case in point. His is perhaps the best known of the English
accounts, and its most notable feature is a detailed itinerary (though lacking
dates) of the English march from La Hougue to Crécy. For this, the author had
clearly drawn on a campaign diary, probably similar to that which has been
preserved in a fifteenth-century copy in Cotton MS, Cleopatra D. VI1.58 Baker’s
heavy dependence on this source gives his narrative a “flat’, lifeless quality. It
focuses heavily on the English (Philip VI and the main French army are
mentioned for the first time at the Somme), yet we do not learn why Edward’s
army is marching across northern France. Events unfold without interpretation.
Towns are attacked, burnt and looted, or by-passed; prior to Poissy, the reader is
not told that crossing the Seine had posed a problem to the English;® and their
passage of the Somme is dealt with in an equally matter-of-fact way. That
Baker’s account leaves so many questions unanswered serves only to throw
Froissart’s altogether more richly textured and confident testimony into sharper
relief. The most that can be wrung from Baker’s narrative are hints that Edward
was seeking battle. At Lisieux he rejects the cardinals’ peace terms, and after
crossing the Somme at Blanquetaque he offers Philip VI an unopposed passage
of the ford so that they might fight on a suitable site — an offer that the French
king declines.

The idea that Edward was actively seeking battle with his Valois adversary in
July—August 1346 receives some support in several other English chronicles,
which in turn can be traced back to the eyewitness accounts from the campaign.&
These consist of a collection of newsletters written by men accompanying the

57 Grandes chroniques, ix, pp. 270-82. Similar in content and emphasis are the chronicle of
Jean de \enette, ed. Newhall, pp. 40-3 and the Chronique Normande, pp. 75-80.

58 Baker, pp. 79-82. Cotton MS, Cleopatra D. VII is printed among the notes of E.M.
Thompson’s edition of Baker’s chronicle (pp. 253-5). Based on a comparison of this text with
Baker’s account and details provided in Retford’s ‘kitchen journal’ (E101/390/11), Thompson
has reconstructed the itinerary of the English march: pp. 255-7.

59 Cf. Froissart, where the English march from Caen to Poissy is dealt with quite briefly, yet
we are told that ‘everywhere they found the bridges on the Seine broken down’. Froissart, ed.
Luce, iii, p. 149.

60 Many of the Crécy campaign narratives in fourteenth-century English chronicles draw
heavily on these eyewitness accounts, and so we should expect to find, here and there, state-
ments of Edward’s battle-seeking intent: see, for example, Anonimalle, pp. 20-1; Historia
Roffensis, BL, Cotton MSS, Faustina, B. V, fo. 91v.
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English army, including the king himself; and the Acta Bellicosa, an unusually
detailed (but now incomplete) campaign dairy by an unknown author. Of the
three bulletins composed within a few days of the battle of Crécy, the most
explicit is the king’s newsletter of 3 September.6! This states that once Philip VI
was known to be at Rouen, within striking distance of the English army, Edward
became single-minded in his pursuit of a battlefield confrontation with his rival:
‘we made our way straight towards him, but when he knew this he broke the
bridge at Rouen so that we could not cross’. Philip then shadowed the English
march along the Seine from the far bank of the river, but broke or defended all
the bridges and refused battle, ‘which annoyed us very much’. At Poissy, the
English waited for the French king, who was nearby in Paris, and when it was
clear that he still did not want to give battle, they laid waste the locality. Perhaps
most telling of all, Edward notes that having crossed the Seine, his army marched
towards Picardy ‘in order further to entice our enemy into battle’.62

The king’s letter appears to present unequivocal testimony, but we should
remember that this is history written by the victor at his moment of triumph.
What of the bulletins despatched to England at earlier stages in the expedition,
from La Hougue and after the capture of Caen? In the main, they are less
explicit about Edward’s campaign strategy. The king’s letter from Caen, dated
29 July, is cautiously selective in its coverage, narrating events rather than
explaining methods or revealing his intentions in detail.® Thus, the successful
march from La Hougue reaches a climax with the capture of Caen (which was
‘larger than any town in England except London’ according to Michael
Northburgh). This was a triumph that was definitely worthy of celebration in
England, as was the destruction of over a hundred ships along the coast from
Cherbourg to Ouistreham. But important aspects of the campaign are passed
over without comment. While Northburgh’s despatch makes much of devasta-
tion wreaked on the rural landscape and towns of Normandy, though without
commenting on its purpose,% the king’s mentions only the destruction of the
coastal communities and shipping. It seems that Edward was maintaining a
prudent silence about his plans while the campaign was in progress. After all,

61 Bodleian Library, MS Ashmole 789, fos 148r-148v. The copy in Le Prince Noir, ed.
Michel, pp. 308-11, omits a crucial passage. Michael Northburgh’s newsletter casts no light
on this problem, but Richard Wynkeley’s implies that the countryside was devastated by the
English in order to provoke Philip VI into crossing the Seine and accepting battle. Avesbury,
pp. 367-9; Murimuth, pp. 215-17.

62 ‘et pour plus attraire notre ennemi a la bataille, nous nous traiames devers Picardie’.
Edward says that the sudden arrival of Philip’s army at Blanquetaque took him by surprise,
but there is no mention of the proposal of battle recorded by Geoffrey Baker.

63 C81/314/17803; Fowler, ‘News from the front’, pp. 83—4. The original letter is stored
among the files of privy seals at the National Archives, London. For circulated copies, see:
Lanercost, ed. Stevenson, pp. 342-3; Registrum Johannis de Trillek, episcopi Herefordensis,
1346-1361, ed. J.H. Parry, Canterbury and York Society (London, 1912), pp. 280-1; J. Delpit,
Collection générale de documents frangais qui se trouvent en Angleterre (Paris, 1847), no.
145 (pp. 71-2). The king’s letter of 29 July was reused as the opening section of his post-
Crécy despatch, and this explains why the latter reveals nothing about Edward’s intentions
prior to the capture of Caen.

64 Aveshury, pp. 358-60.
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his newsletter was intended for wide circulation and he would wish to keep his
opponent guessing. Moreover, he could not be certain that, for all his bellicose
intentions, the campaign would not fizzle out into a stalemate. Only in the
closing remarks of the letter are we given an indication of the king’s strategic
intentions: ‘by the assent of all our magnates — who have shown themselves to
be good, united and of one mind, we have already taken the decision to hasten
towards our adversary, wherever he may be from day to day, as far as we are
able’.%5

The same statement of intent, as viewed by one of Edward’s ‘grantz’, can be
found in Bartholomew Burgherssh’s letter to the archbishop of Canterbury, also
dated 29 July.88 Burgherssh initially characterises the expedition as a
chevauchée, with Caen as its first major target. But he closes by paraphrasing
the concluding message of the king’s letter, noting that once the army had been
reprovisioned from the supplies found in Caen, the king ‘intends to march
directly towards his adversary, to bring matters to whatever end God may have
decreed’.%” It is just possible that the statements with which Edward and
Burgherssh conclude their bulletins reflect a change of strategy decided upon
while the army rested at Caen. But a simpler explanation would be that word had
just reached the English that a major French army was gathering at Rouen and
that the French king was expected to join it.68 Up to this point in the campaign,
the English had been opposed by secondary forces; now there was a real pros-
pect of a major confrontation with Philip VI in person. Indeed, according to the
Bourgeois of Valenciennes, when Edward heard that Philip VI had arrived at
Rouen, ‘il luy manda a avoir bataille par pluseurs fois’, but Philip declined the
offer of battle because he was still assembling his army.%°

If we turn to the Acta Bellicosa, which though incomplete is the most
substantial of our eyewitness reports on the campaign, we find no evidence of a
shift in strategy at Caen.”® Indeed, the underlying message that is readily
apparent to the reader of this narrative is that the English were seeking battle

65 ‘nous ja par I’assent de touz noz grantz gi se moustrent de bone entiere et une volente pris
pourpos de nous hastier devers nostre adversaire, queu parte g’il soit de jour en autre, tant
come nous purrons’. This statement comes immediately before the ‘closed’ section of the
letter, which was directed to the royal council.

66 Murimuth, pp. 202-3. This despatch was probably intended only for the eyes of the arch-
bishop and other members of the royal council. For although it has an upbeat tone (‘our affairs
have gone as well as possible’), it conveys a more vivid impression of the tactical confusion
that accompanied the attack on the bridge at Caen than would be appropriate for a ‘public’
news bulletin. It also adds, in a postscript, that the prisoners who were being sent to England
were ‘not to be released against ransoms or otherwise, until [the king] has made more prog-
ress with his war’.

67 “le roi . . . pense de sui trere tot dreit devers soun adversere’. Burgherssh’s earlier letter,
written from La Hougue, ends by stating that Edward intended to ‘congerer soun droit’
(Murimuth, p. 200), which Rogers translates as ‘to win his rights by force of arms’: War Cruel
and Sharp, p. 242 and n. 25.

68 Philip VI ‘reached Rouen on about 31 July’: Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 513.

69 Récits, p. 220.

70 The only changes suggested in this source actually occurred before the army reached
Caen, and these concern the leadership’s attitude to the devastation of the countryside (see
below) and an unspecified amendment to the king’s plans on 23 July.
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throughout the campaign. For example, having crossed the Vire at Pont-Hébert,
the Prince of Wales’s division deployed in battle array in preparation for an
attack ‘which they hoped was imminent’.” Of course, this account, like those of
the chroniclers — and, indeed, the king’s letter of 3 September — may simply
have been influenced by knowledge of the outcome of the campaign. It is fortu-
nate, therefore, that we have access to copies of the letters that Philip VI and
Edward 111 exchanged in mid-August, since they do cast some light on Edward’s
strategy without being influenced by hindsight. On 14 August, Philip wrote to
Edward challenging him to fight an open battle on one of two sites on 17, 19, 20
or 22 August. He noted pointedly that “You who want to conquer this land, if
you seek battle as you assert, should not refuse this offer.””2 Unlike some
modern historians, Philip understood all too clearly what Edward’s underlying
strategic intention was. Edward’s reply, versions of which are included in
several sources, including the Acta Bellicosa, further underlines the message.
He states that he had come to France to ‘to put an end to the war by battle” and
that he had been continually frustrated in this ambition by Philip’s avoidance of
a direct confrontation. However, Edward closes, he would not accept battle on
Philip’s terms: “we shall never be dictated to by you, nor will we accept a day
and a place for battle on [your] conditions’.”® Edward certainly wanted to fight,
but only at a time and place that suited him.

Some historians would regard the content of such letters as little more than
rhetoric. Yet they bring us as close to Edward’s strategic thinking in mid-August
1346 as we are likely to get with any explicit documentary source. It needs
always to be borne in mind that Edward IlI’s wars are illuminated by few
sources that could be described as ‘strategic planning papers’; and, as we have
seen, the narrative sources, whether secondary accounts or from eyewitnesses,
are able to offer no more than scraps of reliable information on Edward’s stra-
tegic intentions before or during the campaign. Because the writers of contem-
porary history in the fourteenth century were no better informed about such
matters than anyone else outside Edward’s inner circle of advisers, they must by
necessity have turned to speculation. For example, it is difficult to see how the
suggestion, by Villani and Gilles Le Muisit, that the English march north, after
crossing the Seine at Poissy, was prompted by the intention of joining up with
their Flemish allies, was anything other than informed guesswork.” In the
absence of documentary sources providing direct and reliable evidence
concerning Edward’s strategic thinking prior to and during the Crécy campaign,
the historian must look elsewhere. We may not be privy to the king’s thoughts

71 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 30.

72 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 256-7; Chronicon domini Walter de Hemingburgh, ed.
H.C. Hamilton (London, 1849), pp. 423-5 (at p. 424).

73 CPR 1345-8, pp. 516-17 (original French). The version in the Acta Bellicosa (French)
omits ‘par bataille’ (Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 370, fos 102v-103r), but this is
included in the Latin version in the Historia Aurea (Bodleian MS 240, p. 578; Chronicon
domini Walter de Hemingburgh, p. 425). The Historia Roffensis reports the verbal exchange
between Edward 111 and the French king’s messenger: BL, Cotton MSS, Faustina B. V, fo. 91v
(discussed in Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 257).

74 Villani, vii, p. 161; Gilles le Muisit, p. 159.
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and plans during the weeks leading up to embarkation, but some indication of
his intentions for the coming campaign can be gained by examining his prepara-
tions, the composition and structure of his army and the deployment of his lieu-
tenants. By drawing on such indirect evidence, a case can be made that Edward
was indeed pursuing a battle-seeking strategy during the summer of 1346, that
the descent upon the Normandy coast had been planned for months before the
actual landing in July, and that the *Ponthieu option” was one of the strategic
contingencies that were being seriously considered from the start of the
campaign.

Perhaps the most obvious place to look for an indication of what Edward 11 had
in mind in July—August 1346 is his army. As we have seen, this was the largest
force to be shipped en bloc to France during the later middle ages, and the
product of a massive mobilisation of men, supplies and shipping. It is true that,
unlike the expeditions to Flanders of 1338-40, this campaign would be fought
without substantial military support from continental allies, but the composition
of the army in July 1346 suggests that Edward was preparing for a major
set-piece battle. This was not a compact force of horsemen, which would be
appropriate for a chevauchée. Indeed, with a heavy dependence on foot soldiers
raised by commissions of array in the shires of England and lordships of Wales,
the army had a somewhat old-fashioned (or perhaps hybrid) appearance. But
speed of movement was not a primary consideration, and this was a potent force,
with the all-important combination of archers and men-at-arms, both being in
unusually large numbers. This was an army with which Edward, on suitable
ground, could realistically plan to take on the massed heavy cavalry that he
knew Philip VI would have at his disposal. Edward had drawn the logical
conclusions from his earlier continental campaigns. In 1339 and 1340 he had
been constrained by dependence upon the manpower of his foreign allies, while
in Brittany in 1342-3 he had simply had too few men to risk a pitched battle.

If Edward I11I’s aim was to ‘make an end to this war, either by battle, or by
suitable peace’ as the lords in parliament had requested in June 13447 — and as
he stated in his reply to Philip VI’s challenge — he certainly had the army with
which to do it. But Edward had no desire for a battle against impossible odds.
What he wanted was a battlefield confrontation with Philip VI in person, but
with only part of the mobilised military community of France in attendance. The
prospect of facing a French army as large as that which had assembled in 1340
(‘I’host Bouvines’) with only Anglo-Welsh resources must have given Edward
pause. The answer was a strategy that involved the co-operative deployment of
several expeditionary forces in separate theatres of war, which would cause
French manpower to be divided in order to meet each of the threats.”® The key to

75 Rot. Parl., ii, p. 148.

76 Although his view of the 1346 campaign differs in many respects from that offered here,
Yuval Noah Harari’s conclusions concerning the co-operative deployment of expeditionary
forces are similar to those expressed in this chapter. Y.N. Harari, ‘Inter-frontal co-operation in
the fourteenth century and Edward 11I’s 1346 campaign’, War in History, vi (1999), pp.
379-95, especially pp. 392-5.
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success was to commit just enough men in the provincial theatres and to take
full advantage of local support (Gascons, Montfortist Bretons and Flemings) in
order to hold the attention of large contingents of the enemy. Meanwhile,
Edward at the head of the largest army that could be transported to France
would go in search of a decisive showdown with Philip VI.

If Edward’s campaign in northern France is viewed as the principal thrust of a
multi-front strategy, much of the uncertainty surrounding the events of the
summer of 1346 disappears.”” Seen in this light, it is clear that the king never
had any intention of campaigning in Aquitaine in person. Indeed, he expected
the Anglo-Gascon forces under the earl of Derby’s skilful direction to tie down
the duke of Normandy’s army. As it turned out, the duke’s reluctance to raise the
siege of Aiguillon until 20 August meant that the French troops in Aquitaine
made no contribution to the Crécy campaign.”® Sir Thomas Dagworth’s role in
Brittany was similar, and with his Anglo-Breton forces he kept Charles de Blois
fully occupied, even defeating him at the first battle of La Roche Derrien on 9
June.” The last of the ‘provincial’ forces to be despatched was led by Sir Hugh
Hastings, who on 20 June was appointed as Edward’s lieutenant in Flanders.
Like Dagworth, he had only a small force of Englishmen at his disposal — about
250 archers and a personal retinue of men-at-arms; but this was intended as the
core of an army that would be contributed mainly by the Flemish towns.8° Given
his disappointments earlier in the war, Edward may well have concluded that this
was the most effective way to exploit his Flemish allies. While it has sometimes
been argued that Edward was seeking to effect a junction with Hastings and his
Flemish forces, it is unlikely that this was ever seriously contemplated. The
value of Hastings’s contribution was as one element of a co-operative strategy
that did not depend upon the physical convergence of forces. Such convergence
would have been difficult to bring off;81 but in any case the essential feature of

77 Indeed, so central to the English king’s strategy was the neutralisation of his Valois rival’s
huge potential superiority in manpower, that the distraction of French resources may have
been the motive behind Edward’s diplomatic approaches to King Louis of Hungary in the
mid-1340s. Initial contact was made following the murder of Louis’s brother, Andrew, in
Naples in September 1345. Then, in the spring of 1346, Edward sent a Dominican friar,
Walter atte More, as an envoy to Hungary, where he had meetings with both Louis and his
mother, Queen Elizabeth. (F. Trautz, ‘Die Reise eines englischen Gesandten nach Ungarn im
Jahre 1346’, Mitteilungen des Instituts fiir Osterreichische Geschichtforschung, Ix (1952), pp.
359-68, which prints Walter atte More’s expenses account, E101/312/22.) Nothing is
recorded concerning the negotiations, but we do know that the friar, having hastened back to
England, briefed Edward on his mission shortly before the king’s departure for Normandy. On
7 July, the king ordered a team of high-ranking churchmen “de treter et acorder’ with the
envoys from Spain, Portugal and Hungary, should they arrive during his absence (Jean le Bel,
ii, p. 338; CPR, 1345-8, p. 138). It would seem that the Crécy campaign should be viewed not
simply within the context of a multi-front strategy designed to prevent Philip VI from concen-
trating his military resources, but also as the central element of a wider network of diplomatic
relationships that were intended to contribute to the same end.

78 Raising siege: Murimuth, p. 373 (Derby’s newsletter).

79 M. Jones, ‘Sir Thomas Dagworth et la guerre civile en Bretagne au XIVe siécle: quelques
documents inédits’, Annales de Bretagne, Ixxxvii (1980), pp. 628-9.

80 For Hastings’s expeditionary force, see Chapter 1, n. 53.

81 Harari, ‘Inter-frontal co-operation’, pp. 380-3 (practical difficulties preventing close co-
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the diversionary actions mounted in secondary theatres of war was that they
were separate from the king. The independent actions of Derby, Dagworth and
Hastings gave the king a better prospect of achieving his aims in Normandy.

Edward was seeking a battle in which the odds were not overwhelmingly stacked
against him. The despatch of task forces to the regions of France, where they
would combine with local manpower, was an important preparatory step towards
this goal. Viewed in this way, a strategic deployment in which his lieutenants
were already operating independently in Aquitaine, Brittany and (just before the
king’s departure) Flanders, seems to indicate that a landing on the Normandy
coast had been planned for some time. The problem for the historian lies in
establishing how long Edward had been contemplating such a plan and how
consistently he pursued it. Jonathan Sumption has argued that the king’s expedi-
tionary force that embarked at Sandwich in late June 1345 may actually have
been intended for Normandy, only to be diverted to Sluys by the political crisis
in Flanders and then, later in July, prevented from reaching its original destina-
tion by stormy weather in the channel.82 No supporting evidence is offered;
indeed, as Sumption notes, Edward’s ‘plans were so completely shrouded in
secrecy that not a trace of them can be discovered in the sources or had reached
the ears of the French’. Nevertheless, there is some evidence to suggest that
plans for a descent upon the coast of Normandy were indeed being formulated
during 1345, and that this had become the king’s preferred option by early 1346.

In early June 1345, Sir Thomas Ferrers, warden of the Channel Islands, left
England for Guernsey. His expenses account reveals how the force of
men-at-arms, archers and seamen under his command succeeded in recapturing
Castle Cornet from the French. Yet this document also suggests that there may
have been more to Ferrers’s mission than first meets the eye. Among those on
Guernsey during that summer were several of the Normans who were later to
play a part in the Crécy campaign.82 The most notable was Godfrey de Harcourt
himself (accompanied by a retinue of five knights and 24 men-at-arms), but also
in the king’s pay were two members of the Groucy family, William and Nich-
olas, and Roland de Verdon.8* We know that these men were in communication
with associates in Normandy, since the expenses account shows that their valets

ordination between widely separated theatres of war). Harari concludes (p. 391) that (from
Caen) ‘it is fairly likely that Edward intended to link up with Hastings, but failed to effect
such a juncture due merely to communication problems’.

82 Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 459-63. It should be noted that had Edward campaigned in
Normandy in July 1345 it would have been with an army much smaller than that with which
he eventually arrived the following year.

83 E101/25/6; printed in M.H. Marett Godfray, ‘Documents relatifs aux attaques sur les Iles
de la Manche, 1338-1345’, La société Jersiaise pour I’étude de I’histoire, Bulletin, iii (1877),
pp. 11-53 (at pp. 47-53). For the Normans, see below, Chapter 6, nn. 15 and 18.

84 Harcourt’s expenses, totalling £188 2s, were paid for the period from 13 August to 19
November 1345. William de Groucy and Roland de Verdon, with 6 esquires and 8 valets,
received financial support during the second half of June. Early in the Crécy campaign, Nich-
olas de Groucy and Roland de Verdon were given custody of Carentan by Edward 11, but they
were soon captured and taken to Paris, where they were executed in December. Grandes
chroniques, ix, p. 271.
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were sent to the mainland on no fewer than five occasions to gather news and
test the water. We know too, from the same source, that the king was kept
informed of these developments as his army prepared for departure from Sand-
wich. What is not clear is whether Edward’s interest in the exiled Normans’
cultivation of their mainland contacts had any bearing on his own immediate
campaign plans.

It is tempting to see a connection between the king’s plans and the monk who,
in August 1345, was taken into custody in Ouistreham ‘pour senspecon d’estre
espié’.8> Doubtless well aware that Ouistreham, at the mouth of the Orne, could
serve as a suitable disembarkation point for the English, Robert Bertran, the
captain of the maritime frontier in this area, ordered that the monk be brought to
him under secure guard for interrogation. By this time — a year to the day before
the battle of Crécy — Edward had begun to issue mobilisation orders for a new
expedition. The army was scheduled to set out from Portsmouth on 20
October.88 To be sure, the departure date was repeatedly postponed, owing to
shortages of shipping or bad weather, but the port of embarkation remained
unchanged throughout. If this can be taken to indicate consistency of purpose, it
must be conceded that we still cannot be certain what that purpose was, for the
destination of the expedition is never stated in the administrative records. Our
best guess would be that Normandy was already the favoured option, and not
simply because this is suggested by the inherent logic of Edward’s multi-front
strategy and by the opportunities offered by a campaign in this region of France
(to which we shall return below). The Norman noblemen who had been so busy
with their intrigues during the previous summer were still on the royal pay-roll.
Thus, shortly before Christmas 1345, we find issues being made to Godfrey de
Harcourt and William de Groucy for the maintenance of their retinues and to
several further knights and esquires.8” Then, in early—mid April 1346, several of
these men — most notably Harcourt and Hugh Calkyn — received pay advances
for what was to be the Crécy campaign.t8 We cannot be sure how much the
Norman exiles knew of Edward’s intentions at this time, but their willingness to
participate in his new continental campaign was presumably founded upon a
belief that Normandy would have some part to play in English strategy.

In fact, there can be little doubt that Edward’s sights were indeed firmly set
on Normandy by the spring of 1346. Any thoughts about another campaign in
Brittany, if such thoughts had ever been seriously entertained, had been aban-
doned by this time.8° Apart from keeping his plans secret, the king’s principal
concern at this stage must have been the gathering of as large and potent an army

85 Prentout, La prise de Caen par Edouard I11, 1346, Documents inédits, V11, p. 69.

86 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 58.

87 E403/336, m. 21. The ‘new names’ are: Odard Darrentyn (with two valets), Peter de
Hassely, valet of Normandy, and Hugh Calkyn, knight of Normandy.

88 E403/336, mm. 41, 42, 43; E101/390/12, fos 5v, 6r, 6v, 7r. These payments are included
among a huge block of entries recorded under the date *10 April’. It is worth noting that Peter
de Hassely is described here as ‘valet of Flanders’ (E403/336, m. 42).

89 For Brittany, see Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 471-3, 493. The author suggests that the
plan was abandoned in early 1346, in part because the earl of Northampton had been unable
to secure a suitable and accessible port on the north coast of the duchy.
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as was logistically practicable for his own expedition. Consequently, the earl of
Northampton was recalled from Brittany in March, leaving English interests in
the duchy in the capable hands of his brother-in-law, Sir Thomas Dagworth, at
the head of a modest force of 80 men-at-arms and 120 archers (plus Breton
troops).®® The earl, together with the other captains who had returned from
Brittany, were among the recipients of advance payments of war wages in April.
The best available evidence suggests that they contributed over 400 men-at-
arms and a similar number of archers — or perhaps 15 per cent of all retinue-
based personnel — to the army that landed at La Hougue.®!

It can only have been after the first instalments of pay for the coming expedi-
tion had been distributed to captains that the king learned of the siege of
Aiguillon. The siege had begun during the first half of April 1346,%2 and it must
have taken at least a fortnight for the information, borne by the earl of Derby’s
messenger, Simon Simeon, to reach the king.9 It has often been argued that
when Edward heard about the siege he decided to lead his army to Aquitaine.%
There is, however, no convincing evidence that Edward made any such decision.
He was prepared to despatch three hundred Welsh archers as reinforcements,%
but the suggestion that we find in some of the continental chronicles that
Edward intended to go in person to Gascony cannot be relied upon. This is what
he wanted his adversary to think, not what he actually proposed to do. It is true
that the penultimate clause of Henry, earl of Derby’s military contract for
service in Aquitaine had stipulated that if he were heavily pressed, the king
would rescue him by one means or another, provided that it was expedient to do
50.%6 Pressure was certainly building on Derby during the spring of 1346, though
he was not personally among the garrison of Anglo-Gascon troops besieged in
Aiguillon by the duke of Normandy. However, the terms of Derby’s indenture

90 Sumption (Trial by Battle, p. 493) states that Northampton was recalled in January, appar-
ently on the strength of Dagworth’s appointment as deputy lieutenant in Brittany (indenture
dated 28 January: E101/68/3, m. 62). However, on 8 March, the earl’s valet, Matthew
Redman, having arrived in England with letters from Brittany, was about to return with the
king’s letters to the earl. E403/336, m. 36. For Dagworth’s troops, see E101/25/17, 18 and 19.
91 The earl of Northampton’s principal lieutenants in Brittany had been the earls of Oxford
and Devon, John Darcy senior, William Kildesby, Edward Montagu and Michael Poynings. Of
these, all except the earl of Devon served from La Hougue to Crécy. E403/336, mm. 22, 41-2.
For retinue sizes in 1346, see below, Chapter 5, Appendix 2, Table 2.

92 The siege began ‘between 10 and 15 April’: Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, p. 66 and n.
48. Cf. Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 485, which places the arrival of the ‘van of the French
army . .. on about 1 April’.

93 The date of Simeon’s arrival is uncertain, because the issue of expenses to him was
included among the host of payments implausibly lumped together under the date *10 April’:
E403/336, m. 48. For speed of travel from Gascony to London, see Harari, ‘Inter-frontal
co-operation in the fourteenth century and Edward 111°s 1346 campaign’, p. 382.

94 For example: Edward decided ‘in about April or May 1346 that he would proceed to
Gascony’. Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 493, 497.

95 E403/336, m. 49; E101/25/9, m. 1.

9% ‘Item, le roi ad grante que s’il aviegne que le dit conte soit assiege ou prisse par si grant
force des gentz q’il ne se pourra eider saunz estre rescous par le poair du roi, que le roi soit
tenuz de lui rescoure par une voie ou par autre, issint g’il soit rescous convenablement.’
Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, pp. 230-2.
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did not oblige Edward Il to campaign in Gascony in person; and such a direct
military intervention, necessarily involving an attempt to raise the siege of
Aiguillon, could only have been conducted at a strategic and tactical disadvan-
tage.®’

An altogether more effective method of relieving pressure on Derby’s troops
in Aquitaine would be, as Froissart recognised, to mount a major expedition in
the north. As we have seen, in the last version of his Chroniques, Froissart has
Godfrey de Harcourt draw to the king’s attention the advantages offered by such
a strategy. Of course, in reality Edward would hardly have needed a tutorial in
how to conduct a war. Indeed, it is likely that he would have welcomed the news
of the siege of Aiguillon, regarding the preoccupation of the duke of
Normandy’s forces in Aquitaine as essential to the success of his own expedition
in the north, while being sure that the pressure on Derby’s troops would be
relieved when the English landing in Normandy became known. In the mean-
time, if the French believed that Edward intended to proceed to Gascony in
person, so much the better. The broad principles of the multi-front strategy had
no doubt been discussed before Derby’s departure for Aquitaine in July 1345,
and details of the king’s immediate plans would have been conveyed to the earl
by Richard Cardoil, who was despatched to Gascony following the arrival in
England of the earl’s messenger, Simon Simeon.%

Normandy was the ideal campaigning ground for the principal thrust of
Edward’s multi-front strategy. It was a conveniently located and vulnerable entry
point to the kingdom of France. With any luck, launching an attack there would
take the French by surprise: they would need time to assemble an army, thereby
allowing Edward a valuable breathing space.® In the meantime, a region whose
countryside was ‘merveilleusement gras et planteureux’ and unscarred by war,
as well as militarily ill-prepared, was at his mercy.1% For his men this meant rich
pickings. But if, as the king noted after Caen, ‘many of our people have been
comforted by the gains they have made’, for him campaigning in Normandy
served different purposes. One objective was to inflict severe damage on the
shipping and coastal communities of the duchy and thereby neutralise, at least
temporarily, the maritime threat to southern England. Newsletters report in some
detail the tide of destruction that swept along the Norman coast from Cherbourg
to Quistreham at the mouth of the Orne.191 The threat posed by the duchy was
confirmed by the discovery, among the records in Caen, of a detailed plan to

97 On the pros and cons of a campaign in Aquitaine, Flanders or Normandy, see Rogers,
War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 222—7. See also, N.A.M. Rodger, The Safeguard of the Sea: a
Naval History of Britain, vol. 1, 660-1649 (London, 1997), p. 102.

98 E403/336, m. 48. That Derby had been informed in advance about Edward’s landing in
the north is suggested by his brusque response to the duke of Normandy’s offer of a truce in
mid-August (Fowler, The King’s Lieutenant, p. 67; Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 519).

99 The element of surprise is stressed by Clifford Rogers, though as we have seen it seems
that, belatedly, the French did become aware of the threat to this previously untouched region.
100 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 70. Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 131. The coastal communities of
Normandy had felt the impact of war: raids in 1339 and 1340, and the battle of Sluys.

101 Northburgh: Avesbury, pp. 358-60; Burgherssh: Murimuth, p. 203; Edward I11: Le Prince
Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 308-9. At La Hougue, ‘fourteen ships, well fitted out for an attack on
England by the enemy” were destroyed: Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 28.
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invade England, which had been drawn up in March 1339 but never acted upon.
Publishing the document in London, Archbishop Stratford emphasised that the
wasting of Normandy contributed to the security of the realm.102

However, by choosing Normandy as the starting point for his own expedition
Edward was pursuing a larger goal. A landing on the Norman coast, followed by
a destructive march through the duchy, cutting a swathe of devastation, was
intended to force Philip VI to accept the pitched battle that he had long been
unwilling to fight. Philip had stood by while the Cambrésis and Thiérache were
consumed by fire in October 1339, and he could probably be relied upon to do
the same if the English entered France via Ponthieu. But it might be different if
similar treatment were meted out to Normandy, a province whose wealth made it
an important potential source of funds and manpower for the king’s war, yet
with which the French crown enjoyed a particularly delicate political relation-
ship.193 We need only examine the invasion scheme of March 1339, or indeed
the subsidy granted to the duke of Normandy in 1347, to recognise the signifi-
cance of the duchy’s resources to Philip’s war effort. But the Normans’ distinc-
tive position, of which the ‘charte aux Normands’ of 1315 was emblematic,
meant that gaining access to those resources could not be counted upon. The
Normans’ ‘generous aid for the purposes of financing an invasion of England’ in
1339 had been dependent upon the issue of a new charter ‘which made more
explicit the limitations on the king’s right to proclaim the arriére-ban and
demand their aid for military ventures’.104

The advantages offered by a campaign in Normandy would have been
apparent to Edward and his advisers from the beginning of the war, and there is
some evidence that the king had wanted to land there in 1337-8.19 The argu-
ment in favour of a Normandy landing became all the greater following the
inconclusive end to the campaign in Brittany in January 1343. As Edward and
his circle of advisers searched for a more effective strategy with which to pursue
the war, the arrival of the Norman exiles in England in 1345 provided an oppor-
tunity to explore the ‘Normandy option’ further. The particular value of
Harcourt and his associates lay in their local knowledge. We may assume that
they drew attention to St Vaast-la-Hougue as a suitable disembarkation point,
offering a stretch of open beach to the south of the port, and a natural harbour to

102 Froissart, ed. Lettenhove, xviii, no. 24 (pp. 67-73); Murimuth, pp. 205-11; Avesbury, pp.
363-7; P. Contamine, ‘The Norman “nation” and the French “nation” in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries’, England and Normandy in the Middle Ages, ed. D. Bates and Anne Curry
(London and Rio Grande, 1994), pp. 216-34 (at pp. 227-8). Edward had presumably learned
of the plan from Godfrey de Harcourt, who is named in the agreement, along with many other
Norman noblemen.

103 On this relationship, see Chapter 6.

104 “The promise of a vigorous and potentially glorious campaign, not to mention the second
Norman charter, had opened the purses of this region’s leading inhabitants.” J.B. Henneman,
Royal Taxation in Fourteenth-Century France. The Development of War Financing,
1322-1356 (Princeton, 1971), pp. 139-41 (see also pp. 111, 182-3, 188, 228-9).

105 W.M. Ormrod, ‘England, Normandy and the beginnings of the Hundred Years War,
1259-1360’, England and Normandy in the Middle Ages, ed. Bates and Curry, pp. 197-213,
esp. pp. 198-200; Froissart, ed. Lettenhove, xviii, no. 15 (pp. 38-9); Sumption, Trial by
Battle, pp. 199-200.
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the north;1% and they surely acted as guides to the English army during the
march across Normandy. Whether Edward believed that they could carry with
them the wider support of the Norman nobility must be doubted. That this
region of France offered considerable military potential was indicated in Philip
VI’s invasion scheme of March 1339, to which the Normans were to contribute
4,000 men-at-arms and 20,000 foot sergeants; and it would be demonstrated
during the period 1360-1407, when over a third of prominent military leaders in
French royal armies came from Normandy and neighbouring counties.20” But
gaining access to this pool of manpower would require a more extensive
network of influence than the exiled younger brother of the count of Harcourt
had at his disposal, and despite a tradition of separatism, there was little likeli-
hood of the Norman nobility supporting Edward I11°’s cause in any numbers. As
Philippe Contamine has noted, ‘Godfrey de Harcourt was far from being typical
of the whole of Normandy’.1%8 Edward cannot have been unaware of this. The
situation in Normandy was quite unlike that which Edward had exploited in
Brittany. He would not be backing one side in a succession dispute, a civil war;
he was taking advantage of the opportunities offered by a dissident nobleman
and his associates.

Edward I11°s view of the Norman exiles who accompanied him to La Hougue
in July 1346 was simple. They were to be encouraged and exploited, and then
discarded when they were no longer useful. Froissart’s interpretation of the
campaign, with its central story of Edward being manipulated by Godfrey de
Harcourt, is therefore more than a little misleading. Of course, each tried to take
advantage of the other, but in reality it was Edward who was pulling the strings.
His experience of Robert d’ Artois and the Montfortist Bretons had taught him to
be cautious in his dealings with the Normans, suspicious of their motives and
doubtful of their reliability. Having received Harcourt’s homage at La
Hougue,1% Edward had no compunction in pursuing a course that did not serve
the Norman dissidents’ interests. For some, their efforts did not go wholly unre-
warded. At Caen, on 30 July, William de Groucy, an old servant of Edward’s,
was granted an annuity of £100 in consideration of the ‘les damages et pertes’
that he had endured in Edward’s service.11% He remained at the English king’s

106 In the enclosed harbour is an extensive wave-cut platform (today used for oyster beds)
upon which it would have been possible, at low tide, to beach and unload many ships
simultaneously in July 1346. However, it is uncertain whether this was accessible since
(according to the Canterbury chronicle) Bertran had closed the entrance of the harbours at La
Hougue and Barfleur with stakes: Canterbury, p. 187. Removal of these obstacles may
explain the five-day disembarkation period. After 1346, La Hougue became a favoured
landing point for English expeditions to Normandy (e.g. in 1356 and 1412).

107 J.B. Henneman, ‘The military class and the French monarchy in the late middle ages’,
American Historical Review, Ixxxiii (1978), pp. 94665 (at pp. 953-5, 964).

108 Contamine, ‘The Norman “nation” and the French “nation” in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries’, p. 229.

109 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 29. This was a repeat, on Norman soil, of the homage that had
been rendered in June 1345, at which time Edward had given Harcourt a variety of
assurances, including the promise to restore him to his Norman estates if the English king
recovered his ‘héritage en Normandie’: Froissart, ed. Lettenhove, xviii, no. Ix (p. 273).

110 C81/314, no. 17804; CPR, 1345-8, pp. 168-9.
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side, but for Harcourt it was different. Having found the body of his brother on
the battlefield of Crécy, he seems to have recognised that he had been no more
than a pawn in a greater power struggle. Soon after, he returned to the Valois
camp.tt

This assessment of Edward’s view of the Normans, and what they could offer,
has some bearing on an interpretation of the English king’s intentions in July
1346 that has found favour recently. According to this view, Edward was seeking
to establish a permanent foothold in Normandy, just as he had in Brittany.11?
Jonathan Sumption has argued that there is ‘little doubt’ that Edward had “origi-
nally intended’ to do this. Having messengers proclaim that he came ‘not to
ravish the land but to take possession of it’, Edward had hoped to secure the
loyalty of the Normans, but it soon became clear that he was unable to protect
them from either the undisciplined looting and violence of his own soldiers or
from Valois reprisals once his army had moved on. Consequently, Edward
reverted to a conventional strategy of devastation, and so ‘what began as a
campaign of conquest became a chevauchée’.113 Although Clifford Rogers
differs from Sumption in arguing that the *primary purpose’ of Edward’s expedi-
tion was to ‘seek out his adversary and do battle with him’, he concedes that the
campaign began with the secondary aim of establishing a ‘permanent foothold’
in the Cotentin, ‘or if possible all of Normandy’. This, he argues, would have
made ‘an excellent portal into France’. Like Sumption, Rogers believes that ‘it
was indeed the indiscipline of the troops which foiled Edward’s plans to secure a
new base area in Normandy’.114

There are problems with this interpretation that collectively undermine its
credibility. First, there is no compelling evidence that Edward actually took any
steps to establish a permanent foothold in the Cotentin in 1346. No attempt was
made to put down roots in a defensible coastal town, to establish a *sally port’.
Barfleur and Cherbourg were left in flames. No garrisons of English troops were
installed in the Cotentin or indeed anywhere else in Normandy in July 1346.
Two related French chronicles assert that 1,500 Englishmen were left in Caen,
and subsequently overwhelmed,'*> but such a significant event would surely
have left a mark on the English sources.’6 It is clear that Edward was only
prepared to leave a garrison in the wake of his progress across the duchy if it did

111 For Harcourt’s letters of remission, dated 21 December 1346, see Delisle, Histoire du
chateau et des sires de Saint-Sauveur-le-Vicomte (Valognes, 1867), Piéces justificatives, no.
79 (pp. 109-11).

112 This is not a new idea. Charles Oman speculated that Edward ‘might have aimed at a
conquest of Normandy or some part of it — the projecting part of the Cotentin peninsula
perhaps — in order to secure a firm basis of operations for future attacks on France’. Oman, A
History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, 2nd edn, ii, p. 131.

113 Though it is not quite clear when this change is supposed to have occurred, since
Sumption accepts that an English garrison was left in Caen, and that it was ‘rounded up and
killed by the French troops in the citadel’. Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 532-3.

114 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 226, 238-43, 252.

115 Chronique Normande, p. 77 n. 1; Chronographia, ii, pp. 225-6.

116 The monk of Malmesbury suggests, in a passing remark, that Edward left a few men in
Caen (Eulogium, iii, p. 207).
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not affect the combat strength of his army. Thus, Carentan was left in the hands
of Normans allied to Godfrey de Harcourt’s cause.!'” Edward needed every
available fighting man in his predominantly Anglo-Welsh army for the large-
scale battle that he hoped would take place later in the campaign.

There is, therefore, no direct evidence that garrisons of English troops were
left in Normandy, and it is doubtful whether Edward would have seriously
contemplated doing so. The duchy may well have been judged as the ideal jump-
ing-off point for the pursuit of a battle-seeking strategy, but it was less suitable
as the location for a new ‘sally port’. Cotentin was an isolated corner of France,
a peninsula that could easily be blockaded. If Edward and his advisers did
indeed begin the campaign with the intention of establishing a strategically
important foothold on the French coast, Calais would have been regarded as
altogether more promising, being closer to both Edward’s Flemish allies and
Paris.118

Another consideration concerns the reception that Edward could reasonably
have anticipated from the population of Normandy. He cannot have been confi-
dent that his arrival would generally be welcomed in the duchy. The Norman
exiles on his pay-roll were neither numerous nor decisively influential, even in
the Cotentin. Burgherssh’s upbeat newsletter from the early days of the
campaign does not suggest that the nobility flocked to Edward’s standard. ‘“The
men-at-arms of the region have withdrawn into the castles and fortified towns,’
he notes.!® This is hardly surprising given that Philip VI’s local commander,
one of the marshals, Robert Bertran, was an important landowner in the
Cotentin, his caput at Bricquebec being located about ten kilometres to the
north-west of Harcourt’s at St Sauveur-le-vicomte. Given the mutual antipathy
that existed between the maritime communities of southern England and
Normandy, fuelled by raids and the losses sustained at Sluys, Edward’s arrival
would not be welcomed by the coastal towns of the Cotentin. The reaction of the
peasantry could also have been predicted: that they would be cowed into submis-
sion in the immediate vicinity of the army (as Burgherssh suggests)!2° but
defiant elsewhere, giving a hostile reception to messengers bearing the king’s
conciliatory letters.1?! The fact that Edward was prepared to employ ‘local
Plantagenet supporters from the Harcourt and Clisson affinities’ in this
hazardous public relations role does not necessarily indicate that he planned to
establish a “sally port” in the Cotentin.122 It merely shows him, as an experienced

117 Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 271.

118 There is no direct evidence that the capture of Calais was an objective from the start of
the campaign. As we have seen, Froissart uses Harcourt as a mouthpiece to suggest that this
had been decided upon before Caen had been reached, though here Froissart appears to be
merely reworking material that he had found in Jean le Bel’s chronicle. Froissart, ed. Luce,
iii, p. 145; Jean le Bel, ii, p. 89. See also Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 247-50.

119 Murimuth, p. 200.

120 ‘les comunes de la terre viengnent tout pleyn al obeissaunce nostre seignur le roy’.
Murimuth, p. 200.

121 Contamine, ‘The Norman “nation” and the French “nation” in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries’, p. 229.

122 Cf. Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 240-1.
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and calculating commander, to be taking advantage of every opportunity to
smooth the passage of his army, while disparaging the rule of his Valois adver-
sary.

The argument that Edward initially intended to establish a foothold in the
Cotentin relies heavily on the interpretation of an army disciplinary order that
was proclaimed on 13 July, the day after the landing at La Hougue. The Acta
Bellicosa explains that:

the English king, feeling for the sufferings of the poor people of the country,
issued an edict throughout the army, that no town or manor was to be burnt, no
church or holy place sacked, and no old people, children or women in his
kingdom of France were to be harmed or molested; nor were they to threaten
people, or do any kind of wrong, on pain of life and limb. He also ordered that
if anyone caught someone in the act of doing these or other criminal acts and
brought him to the king, he should have a reward of forty shillings.1?

No ‘official’ copy of this proclamation has survived, but a summary of its
contents is also to be found in the Historia Roffensis, a contemporary chronicle
that has been attributed to William of Dene, a clerk in the service of Hamo of
Hythe, bishop of Rochester.12* Consequently, although the proclamation is not
mentioned by any other eyewitness or secondary narratives, there is no reason to
doubt that standing orders concerned with army discipline were indeed issued at
La Hougue. But how should they be interpreted? Sumption and Rogers have
argued that by keeping his army under a tight rein and prohibiting looting,
burning and violence, Edward hoped to demonstrate to the population at large
that he had indeed come ‘not to ravish the land but to take possession of it’.
Unfortunately for the king’s plans, the proclamation was ‘a dead letter from the
beginning’. The failure of the constable and marshal to ‘check the rashness of
the troops” and prevent them from running riot throughout the Cotentin forced
Edward to abandon the idea of permanent occupation.125

Since this interpretation appears in the most scholarly of recent accounts of
the campaign, it must be accorded serious consideration. Any interpretation of
the ‘La Hougue proclamation” must confront the problem that the testimony of
our sources is inconsistent, particularly with regard to the intended scope of the
restrictions on ravaging. The Rochester chronicler’s summary of the procla-

123 Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp. 28-9. ‘Rex insuper Anglorum mitissimus, augustiis
miserabilis ipsius patrie populi multipliciter compaciens, ubique per suum exercitum edictum
faciebat, ut nullus villas aut maniera incendere, ecclesias vel loca sacra depredari, senibus,
parvulis aut mulieribus quibuscumque regni sui Francie malum seu molestiam inferre
presumeret, seu quibuscumque personis aliis, nisi viribus instarent, malefacerent
quovismodo, sub pena vite et membrorum. De cetero jubebat quod, si aliquis in premissis seu
premissorum aliquo criminosum et actu deprehensum regi adduceret, quadraginta solidos pro
merito reportaret.” Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 160.

124 BL, Cotton MSS, Faustina B. V, fo. 91r. See Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 240 n. 6,
which first drew attention to this summary. It is not known how the Rochester chronicle,
alone among second-hand accounts, had access to this material. A relationship of some kind
with a variant copy of the Acta Bellicosa or the use by both writers of a common source are
two possibilities.

125 Sumption, Trial by Battle, pp. 501, 532-3; Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, pp. 238-43.
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mation differs slightly from that given in the Acta Bellicosa. The Historia
Roffensis omits the comprehensive prohibition on the burning of towns and
manors and adds those ‘who freely enter the king’s peace’ to the list of persons
who, with their property, were to be protected from harm or molestation.'?6 That
the version of the proclamation reported in the Acta Bellicosa may not be
wholly reliable is further suggested by close examination of the remainder of
that text. It does report a number of instances of ‘rashness’, of pillaging and
burning by the common soldiery in breach of the king’s orders. But there are
inconsistencies in the testimony. For example, the ravaging of the coast,
including such towns as Barfleur, does not receive the censure of our author,
and after St Lo, the burning of town and countryside is actively encouraged by
the army high command.?” These and other mismatches with the letter of the
proclamation suggest, firstly, that the king’s disciplinary orders had been
prompted by more complex motives than are allowed for by the Acta; and,
secondly, that the proclamation in its original form was more subtly worded.
Some indication of what may have been set aside when the proclamation was
summarised for inclusion in the narrative sources can be gained by examining
the earliest surviving schedules of disciplinary regulations for English royal
armies — the ordinances for Richard II’s campaign in Scotland in 1385, and for
Henry V’s in France.l?8 That the 1346 proclamation and the later ordinances
were concerned with essentially the same problems is shown by the fact that the
substance of the proclamation as issued at Le Hougue and repeated later in the
campaign?® is to be found in the second and third clauses (of twenty-six) of the
1385 regulations, which prohibit interference with the holy sacrament and
provide immunity from pillage and violence to the clergy, women and unarmed
labourers.130 The Ordinances of 1419 dwell at greater length on the protection
afforded to civilians, with two new clauses displaying an understanding that
leading an expedition in France demanded subtleties of judgement from a

126 “ne quis sacrosancte ecclesie religiosis preshiteris mulieribus parvulis neque alicui alteri
se ad Regis pacem reddere volenti de Regno Francie dampnum seu molestiam in personis vel
rebus facerent vel inferrent, sub pena et forisfactura membrorum et vite’. BL, Cotton MSS,
Faustina B. V, fo. 91r.

127 The latter may indicate a change of policy that could be considered consistent with the
interpretation offered by Sumption and Rogers. But that interpretation finds little support in
the other eyewitness sources.

128 M. Keen, ‘Richard 1I’s Ordinances of war of 1385, Rulers and Ruled in Late Medieval
England, ed. R.E. Archer and S. Walker (London and Rio Grande, 1995), pp. 33-48; M.
Prestwich, Armies and Warfare in the Middle Ages (New Haven and London, 1996), pp.
179-81. The 1385 Ordinances are printed in The Black Book of the Admiralty, ed. T. Twiss,
Rolls Ser., 4 vols (London, 1871), i, pp. 453-8. For the ordinance issued at Mantes in 1419,
see ibid., pp. 459-72; see also, Sir H. Nicolas, History of the Battle of Agincourt, 3rd edn
(London, 1833), Appendix VIII, pp. 31-44.

129 At Caen it was proclaimed, as before, that ‘no one was to imprison women, children or
clergy or [to ransack] churches or religious houses, on the same terms as before’. Acts of War,
ed. Barber, p. 33; Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 166.

130 Moreover, the essence of the first clause of the 1385 Ordinances — that everyone in the
army ‘shall be obedient to our lord, to his constable and marshal, under penalty of everything
they can forfeit in body and goods’ — is implicit in the La Hougue proclamation as
contextualised in the Acta Bellicosa.
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commander.t3 In terms reminiscent of the Rochester chronicle’s summary of
the 1346 proclamation, clause 26 of the 1419 Ordinances extends protection to
those who freely enter the king’s peace, while clause 37 prohibits burning
without the ‘comandement speciall of the Kinge’. The latter surely reflects the
realities of war: the king would want some locations to be burnt, while sparing
others. We can only speculate whether Edward included the same stipulation in
his 1346 proclamation, but given what we know about the ravaging that actually
occurred and his attitude to it, it seems likely that he did.

Many of the clauses in the ordinances of 1385 are concerned with the imple-
mentation of a disciplinary regime designed to ensure the combat effectiveness
of the army as well as the smooth performance of such routine but essential
tasks as foraging, patrolling and billeting. Indications that these issues were very
much preoccupations of Edward 111 and his lieutenants in 1346 can be found in
the Acta Bellicosa’s detailed narrative of the campaign. As we shall see,
foraging and the management of the army’s supplies were matters of central
concern to the army’s commanders. As for the enforcement of discipline, when
the Acta Bellicosa notes the appointment of the constable and marshal “to check
the rashness of the troops’, we hear an echo of the juridical authority that is so
central a feature of the later ordinances.132 The Acta reports that these officials
were also responsible for dividing the army into three “battles’, which — as we
see in the ordinances — were key features of army organisation on and off the
battlefield. Despite structural differences, the armies of 1346 and 1385 were
inhabiting similar worlds in terms of their disciplinary regimes. Examination of
the Acta Bellicosa in the light of the later ordinances suggests that there may
have been more to the La Hougue proclamation than first meets the eye.

This conclusion is reinforced if we turn our attention to the other English
eyewitness sources. Here we find scarcely a hint that the king had ever prohib-
ited an activity as customary as ravaging, still less that he had done so in order to
win the hearts and minds of the Normans. Admittedly, the king’s bulletin of 29
July is reticent with regard to the ravaging of the countryside, but this is not in
itself significant. He had maintained a similar silence in his newsletter from
Brittany in early December 1342. The contrast with his bulletin on the autumn
1339 campaign, which reported with some relish the systematic burning of the
Cambrésis, can probably be explained by reference to his formal assumption of
the title ‘king of France’ in January 1340.13 What the king does mention in his
bulletin of 29 July 1346 is the destruction of the coastal communities from
Barfleur to the mouth of the Orne (plus Cherbourg), together with more than a
hundred ships “of the enemy’.134 This was clearly a planned operation against an
identifiable threat and Edward was delighted with the results. If we turn to the
other newsletters from early in the campaign, we find that they not only cele-
brate the crippling of the maritime resources of Normandy, they also take for

131 Clauses 8, 26, 28, 29, 33, 37.

132 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 29. However, the suggestion that Northampton and Warwick
were appointed to these posts after the landing at La Hougue is unconvincing.

133 Avesbury, pp. 304-6, 340-2.

134 Fowler, ‘News from the front’, p. 84.
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granted the burning of the countryside and the gathering of booty. The only
suggestion that such activities were not officially sanctioned is to be found in
Michael Northburgh’s letter of 27 July, and this is no more than a passing
remark. Having noted, without obvious disapproval, that ‘several good towns
and manors in the surrounding countryside [of the Cotentin] were burnt’, he
reports that much of Carentan was similarly consumed, ‘for all that the king
could do’.13

The testimony of the newsletter writers, especially when viewed alongside
that of the second-hand accounts,3¢ leaves us in no doubt that systematic
ravaging was central to Edward’s strategy in 1346, just as it had been in his
earlier campaigns. But it is important to recognise that what he always sought to
achieve, in July—August 1346 as on previous occasions, was a programme of
devastation that remained firmly under his control. Ravaging was not to be
haphazardly pursued or left to the whim of common soldiers: it was to be
planned, targeted and purposefully executed. This was surely the underlying
rationale of the proclamation of 13 July, and the testimony of our eyewitness
sources is wholly consistent with it. From the outset, the coastline of Normandy,
its ports and shipping, had been earmarked as a prime target, but inland in the
Cotentin, some distinction had to be made between the land of Edward’s
Norman supporters and those of his enemies. Although we may doubt
Harcourt’s reputed strategic role as ‘guideur, conduiseur et gouverneur de I’ost
du dit roy Edouart’, we may be sure that he took a close interest in the direction
and intensity of the pillaging that was undertaken in the duchy.3”

Once Edward’s army had left the Cotentin peninsula, it was directed
single-mindedly in pursuit of his overriding strategic aim: to bring his Valois
adversary to battle on ground favourable to the English. Systematic ravaging of
the prosperous Norman countryside would, it was hoped, force Philip to accept
the confrontation that he had been avoiding for so long. According to the Acta
Bellicosa, the change of gear occurred after St L6. Thus, on 24 July, before Caen
was reached, Cormolain and the surrounding country were burnt by the English
‘so that the enemy should know of their coming’.138 Ravaging was a strategic
device, intended to intimidate the local population and provoke those in political
and military authority. It was also good for the army’s morale and its collective
sense of purpose. So, on 28 July, after Caen had fallen, ‘the countryside was set
on fire all around, so that at least the men were not idle for lack of work’.13% Well
might Edward note in his letter of 29 July that ‘many of our people have been
comforted by the profits that they have made’.140 There is little sign in any of
this of the king’s supposed concern for the ‘sufferings of the poor people of the
country’, which according to the Acta Bellicosa had prompted him to issue the
proclamation of 13 July. Those standing orders were intended, above all, to

135 Avesbury, pp. 358-60.

136 For example, Récits, pp. 217-18.

137 Chronique des quatre premiers Valois, pp. 14-15; Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 271. Récits,
p. 217.

138 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 31.

139 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 34.

140 Fowler, ‘News from the front’, p. 84.
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ensure that the army remained an effective fighting force while cutting a swathe
of destruction through Normandy. For however tactically proficient on the
battlefield, an army on the march could be vulnerable, especially when raiding
parties were widely dispersed and pillaging was pursued carelessly. Wide
dispersal was necessitated by the foraging needs of an army that was unusually
large by English standards and by the strategic desirability of ravaging on a
broad front: about fifteen to twenty miles around the line of march, according to
eyewitnesses.*! With regard to the need for vigilance while ravaging, the Acta
relates a telling anecdote. On the road to Caen, ‘some of the archers, trusting in
their own strength and despite the king’s edict, were suffocated when the
building which they were sacking was set on fire by enemies lying in wait’.14? |t
was not pillaging per se that was being criticised, but that it had been pursued
without attention to military security.

Edward and his lieutenants were quite as aware as the compilers of the later
ordinances that poor discipline on the march could lead at best to a reduction in
combat effectiveness and at worst to the army’s piecemeal destruction. During
the march from Poissy to the Somme, unnecessary assaults on fortified places
were prohibited in order to conserve the strength of the army.243 (Indeed,
Edward’s offer of excellent terms to Caen — surrender without loss of property —
should probably be interpreted in the same light.) In addition to minimising
casualties and reducing vulnerability to enemy action on the march, maintaining
a firm grip on the army’s ravaging of town and countryside was also necessary
for logistical reasons. The supply needs of a large army, including (and perhaps
especially) the fodder requirements of its horses, demanded that the burning and
destruction of villages and barns, fields and orchards, was preceded by thorough
and efficient foraging.144 Discipline was required if valuable pasture was not to
be thoughtlessly ruined, and moveable supplies of food and wine were not to be
wasted in orgies of destruction and drunkenness. Such logistical preoccupations
— an awareness that an army marches on its stomach — are everywhere to be
found in our sources. In Brittany in 1342, Edward had been relieved to find that
‘the land is sufficiently abundant in cereals and in meat’.14> With a much larger
army under his command in 1346, Edward could not simply rely on the country-
side. According to the Acta Bellicosa, the English brought across the channel a

141 Murimuth, p. 215; Avesbury, p. 358. Cf. Jean le Bel’s account, which describes the
dispersal of the army: Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 76-7. See also C.J. Rogers, ‘By fire and sword:
bellum hostile and “civilians” in the Hundred Years War’, Civilians in the Path of War, ed.
M. Grimsley and C.J. Rogers (Lincoln, Nebraska, 2002), pp. 33-78 (at pp. 36-7).

142 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 31.

143 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 39. Cf. Henry V’s 1419 Ordinances, clause 19.

144 Yuval Noah Harari has shown that an army pursuing an offensive strategy would not
depend entirely on living off the land: ‘even during raids conducted in summer and in
prosperous country, it was often supplemented by other supply methods’, specifically a
supply train of wagons, pack horses and cattle on the hoof. However, the horses would be
dependent on local fodder supplies. Harari, ‘Strategy and supply in fourteenth-century
western European invasion campaigns’ (esp. pp. 313-22). It is noteworthy that a clause in a
fifteenth-century set of ordinances explicitly prohibited the destruction of fruit trees and
vines: Nicolas, History of the Battle of Agincourt, Appendix VIII, p. 42.

145 Avesbury, p. 341.
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‘mass of supplies for both men and horses’.146 It is also clear that they employed
a supply train, ‘whose purpose was not so much to replace local supply, but
rather to supplement it and serve as a safety net on which the army could rely if
local supply proved insufficient’.147 It could be replenished from captured food
stores, those based in towns being especially important.

Thus, when reporting on the 1346 campaign, the king recalled how several
days had been spent at La Hougue unloading the ships and *provisioning our
men’. Similarly, the four days of rest at Caen were necessary ‘pour vitailler et
frecsher notre host’.148 Between La Hougue and Caen, the army had progressed
from one town to the next. The logistical significance of these centres of
commerce and population is made clear in both the Acta Bellicosa and Michael
Northburgh’s newsletter. Northburgh notes that *an abundance of wine and food’
was found at Carentan (“as large as Leicester’), while at St L6, which ‘is larger
than Lincoln’, there were “at least a thousand barrels of wine and a great quan-
tity of other goods’. He adds that ‘wine, food and other goods and chattels
beyond measure were found in [Caen], which is larger than any [town] in
England except for London’. In a later letter, Northburgh reports that ‘since we
left Caen we have lived off the countryside with great difficulty and harm to our
men’, though he had noted that when Le Crotoy was stormed it was found to be
full of provisions.1*® As a member of the king’s council beyond the seas,
Northburgh’s logistical preoccupations were those of Edward’s inner circle,150
and they were shared by the directing mind behind the Acta Bellicosa.®! Char-
acteristically, the latter is highly critical of the foot soldiers who had wasted food
stocks at Carentan regardless of ‘the harm that it might do to the army’.

It can be seen that the most satisfactory interpretation of the La Hougue proc-
lamation of 13 July is that it was intended to provide the necessary disciplinary
underpinning for Edward’s policy of controlled devastation, which was impor-
tant not only for the fulfilment of the army’s supply needs but especially for the
achievement of the English king’s strategic aims in July—August 1346. The
problem was not new and neither was the solution. The implementation of
standing orders to regulate army discipline can be detected in the military
tribunal cases recorded on a plea roll for Edward I’s Scottish campaign of
1296.152 Proclamations laying down specific organisational requirements for
armies that were about to muster can also be found in the records relating to

146 Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, pp. 159-60.

147 Harari, ‘Strategy and supply in fourteenth-century western European invasion
campaigns’, p. 319.

148 e Prince Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 308-11.

149 Avesbury, pp. 358-60; 367-9.

150 Described by Robert Avesbury as a ‘mighty clerk’, Northburgh had been ‘engaged to be
of the king’s council’ on 10 May 1346. Tout, Chapters, iv, p. 114 and n. 3.

151 The Acta Bellicosa reports that the disciplinary ordinance was repeated at VValognes and
Carentan (the latter occasion, specifically in order to preserve food supplies in the town). At
St Lo ‘there was plenty of food of all kinds’, while at Caen, before the attack was launched,
the army was ‘fed from the abundant stores of meat and drink’. Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp.
30-2.

152 C.J. Neville, ‘A plea roll of Edward I’s army in Scotland, 1296°, Miscellany XI, Scottish
History Society, 5th ser., iii (Edinburgh, 1990), pp. 7-133.
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campaigns earlier in the fourteenth century.’>® The disciplinary orders of July
1346 do not, therefore, in themselves represent a new departure for an Edwar-
dian army. Consequently, although the Acta Bellicosa reports that the proclama-
tion was issued in direct response to the dispersion of parts of the army in a
spree of burning and pillaging, it was almost certainly in the pipeline prior to the
landing. Edward and his lieutenants cannot have been unaware that they faced a
major problem of ‘command and control’ as they disembarked at La Hougue.

The distinctive character of Edward’s army can only have contributed to the
disciplinary challenge facing the constable, the marshal, and their deputies. This
was an unusually large army by contemporary English standards, but the diffi-
culties involved in controlling the host were not simply a consequence of its
size. Nor, indeed, were they fundamentally the result of its regionally heteroge-
neous make-up. Of course, bringing men together from all corners of the realm
could give rise to tensions. Among the genteel combatants, we know that armo-
rial disputes flared up “sur les champs’ when knights bearing the same heraldic
arms came into contact with one another for the first time. Clearly concerned
about the effect that these ‘chalenges darmes’ were having on the army’s sense
of purpose, Edward ordered the constable and marshal to put a stop to them for
the duration of the campaign.’® Among the common soldiers, there may well
have been clashes between the English and the Welsh, as there had been on
earlier expeditions,*® but we do not hear of them. (To be sure, the Welsh attract
the attention of eyewitnesses and chroniclers alike, but for different reasons.)
The army’s operational and disciplinary problems are to be attributed to organi-
sational features more prosaic than its regional heterogeneity.

It has been suggested that armies raised entirely by means of voluntary
contracts presented ‘special problems of organisation and discipline’, to which
the ordinances of war of 1385 were a response.15® However, it could be argued
that the constable, the marshal and their deputies faced a more complex situation
in 1346. For while a ‘contract army’ was uniform in structure, the host that
landed at La Hougue was a hybrid. Its two main components were ‘mixed’ reti-
nues of men-at-arms and archers, recruited and managed by captains who had a
direct contractual relationship with the king;7 and arrayed companies of foot
soldiers raised in the shires of England and lordships of Wales. It is likely that

153 The orders issued in April 1327, prior to the first campaign of Edward 111’s reign (Rotuli
Scotiae, i, p. 208), provide a particularly interesting example, not least because they have the
appearance of supplementary regulations, suggesting the existence of a more comprehensive
schedule of ordinances ‘in the background’.

154 PRO30/26/69, nos 176, 183, 186. Nicholas Burnell challenged Robert, Lord Morley ‘sur
les champs’ in Normandy, and the case was resolved by the Court of Chivalry during the
siege of Calais: see A. Ayton, ‘Knights, esquires and military service: the evidence of the
armorial cases before the Court of Chivalry’, The Medieval Military Revolution, ed. A. Ayton
and J.L. Price (London and New York, 1995), pp. 81-104.

155 As in 1296 (Neville, ‘A plea roll of Edward I’s army in Scotland, 1296°, pp. 21-2; nos
111, 121) and 1322 (N. Fryde, ‘Welsh troops in the Scottish campaign of 1322, Bulletin of
the Board of Celtic Studies, xxvi (1974), pp. 82-9, at p. 85).

156 Keen, ‘Richard I1’s Ordinances of War of 1385°, pp. 34-5, 48.

157 The structure and composition of the English army is examined in detail in Chapter 5.
Note that, with one exception, the contractual agreements were not formalised in indentures.
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the ‘mixed retinues’ (which contributed rather less than half of the total
manpower of the army) caused fewest headaches to the constable and marshal.
Over half of these retinue-based personnel were serving in nine large contin-
gents, and most of the rest were located in retinues attached to the *household
division’. In the main, this section of the army was tightly managed.'>® The reti-
nues were commanded by a team of experienced captains (assisted by their own
constables and marshals), who had developed a close relationship with the king.
As the Acta Bellicosa makes clear, these retinues were organised into three *bat-
tles” or divisions, which were the disciplinary basis of the army’s marching
order, logistical arrangements and tactical deployment. A clear chain of
command down to the individual combatant was created by the internal
company structure of each retinue, many of which were composed of men who
had served together before. Continuity of service made the bonds that held this
section of the army together at company level especially strong.

Our sources suggest that the army’s disciplinary problems in 1346 can be
traced to its heavy dependence on arrayed foot soldiers raised in the English
shires and Welsh lordships. It is tempting to explain this simply by reference to
the archers and spearmen themselves. Although not a great deal is known about
these men, it is likely that there were more unwilling conscripts and fewer regu-
larly serving combatants among them than we find in the retinues.1>® That their
ranks included violent criminals, for whom service at Crécy and Calais would
bring a charter of pardon, was also clearly a mixed blessing for the army’s
commanders. The latter may well have felt the same way about the Welsh
contingents, which are accused by our sources of unbridled pillaging, behaving
(notes the Historia Roffensis) ‘as if they were beyond the king’s jurisdiction’.160

The disorderly conduct of the Welsh and English levies could probably have
been contained by a more effective command hierarchy. Maintaining discipline
in each of the companies of arrayed troops was the responsibility of its ductor, or
leader, and his subordinates — the centenars (at the head of groups of one
hundred men) and vintenars (leading twenty men). Given that the shire levies
contributed at least half of the army’s manpower and that individual companies
frequently numbered a hundred or more men, their leaders should have been
important links in the army’s chain of command. However, the links were weak,
since these men lacked the social and military status required to carry out their
responsibilities effectively. Their authority as leaders was not reinforced by
contractual or tenurial ties with their men, as was the case with the retinue
captains, nor by social weight, since most were men-at-arms of obscure origins
and limited personal means.'61 That a large section of the army had been placed

158 With the possible exception of the chivalric escapades that are reported by our sources
(for example, at the bridge at Rouen and at La Roche Guyon) and the attack on Poix on 20
August, which was in breach of the king’s repeated orders. Récits, p. 220; Acts of War, ed.
Barber, pp. 35, 39.

159 See below, Chapter 5, pp. 215-24.

160 Historia Roffensis, fo. 91r. Later, at Lisieux, they stole the horses of the peacemaker
cardinals: Eulogium, iii, pp. 207-8.

161 In the Crécy army, we catch only occasional glimpses of these leaders: e.g. Edmund
Blount, leading the Norfolk levy, and Thomas Scarle (Kesteven): E403/336, mm. 42-3. The
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in the hands of a tier of under-powered leaders represented a significant struc-
tural weakness that can only have affected the implementation of orders from
the constable and marshal, or from the commanders of the *battles’ to which the
shire levies were attached.162 Unlike his counterparts at the head of the larger
‘mixed” retinues, the ductor was unable to draw on personal resources, or
command any influence, for the benefit of his men. In these circumstances, the
arrayed troops could hardly be blamed for believing that they were second-class
combatants, which they almost certainly were when supplies were being distrib-
uted. Unauthorised foraging, such as the ransacking of the Carentan food stores,
should therefore be interpreted as the response of men who had no choice but to
fend for themselves.

It is small wonder that, on occasion, Edward’s lieutenants failed to maintain a
tight grip on sections of his host. Yet, these disciplinary problems should be kept
in perspective. First, there is a danger of being misled by the preoccupations of
an unusual source. The Acta Bellicosa offers by far the most detailed narrative
of the campaign from the English perspective, with many compellingly vivid
passages. But that it was apparently written from one of the command centres of
the army probably explains the prominent attention that it gives to disciplinary
matters, a preoccupation that is shared by no other narrative source to the same
degree.

Second, it should be recognised that the most significant breaches of the
king’s standing orders occurred in combat situations that would have severely
tested the disciplinary regimes of post-medieval armies. Given the challenge
that an amphibious operation against a hostile coastline represented, the imme-
diate aftermath of the landing at La Hougue was always going to be an unstable
period for the English army. Nervous energy, bottled up during the long wait at
the port of embarkation, followed by days of uncomfortable ship-bound confine-
ment, found release once men set foot in the Cotentin. Only by keeping the army
on board ship could complete control be achieved.1%3 It was equally difficult to
prevent the common soldiers of the army from rampaging through a captured
town, wasting valuable food stores in the process. Tempting as it may be to
attribute such events to the uncontrollable passions of the “formless mass of
men’ that was a medieval army, in reality the sacking of towns by troops whose
blood was up (or who, quite simply, were hungry) was not a phenomenon
confined to the middle ages.1%* One need only recall the aftermath of the British

king was pleased to learn that Thomas Huscarl, leading the Berkshire contingent, was
‘ioesnes homme & le plus suffisant qui soit en dit countee pur menir mesme les archers en
notre service’ (C81/1332, no. 2). Somewhat more plentiful evidence exists for the August
1346 reinforcements (see, for example, E101/556/30; E101/575/15, m. 11; E101/584/5, m. 1).
It is interesting to note that cases of insubordination on the army plea roll of 1296 involve
transgressions by centenars and vintenars as well as by ordinary soldiers. Neville, ‘A plea roll
of Edward I’s army in Scotland, 1296’, p. 22; nos 13, 17, 116.

162 For practical purposes (for example, supply and control on the march, and tactical
deployment), the arrayed companies must have been integrated into the army’s structure of
three “battles’, though quite how this integration was achieved is not known.

163 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 28.

164 ‘Formless mass of men’ is how Sumption characterises the English army soon after the
landing at La Hougue. According to his judgement, ‘without any clear chain of command it
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capture of Badajoz in April 1812, or indeed the looting of the Smolensk food
stores by the retreating French army later in the same year.165

There is a third reason for keeping the disciplinary issue in perspective. As
we have seen, from the very outset of the campaign, much of the army’s
ravaging had been undertaken on Edward’s orders. Indeed, what is particularly
notable is that so much of the devastation appears systematic and controlled.
Take, for example, the operations in the lle de France in mid-August, which
demonstrate the army’s capacity for selective and co-ordinated pillaging, and
rapid recall. On 14 August, the *finest palaces of the kingdom of France [in the
neighbourhood of Paris] . . . and all the countryside around to within two miles
of Paris, were burnt almost at the same time’. Then, that evening, continues the
Acta Bellicosa: “The king had it proclaimed throughout the army that no raiding
or burning was to be done the next day, because it was the Feast of the Assump-
tion of the Blessed Virgin, on pain of life and limb.’166 As Clifford Rogers has
convincingly argued, Edward had recalled his flying columns in anticipation of a
battle on 15 August, for which ‘Edward would want his men rested and concen-
trated, not spread out for twenty miles laying waste the countryside’.167

‘Rested and concentrated’ Edward’s men might be, but could they be relied
upon to fight in a disciplined fashion? Throughout the campaign there are
instances of impetuous attacks on defended positions, but it should not be imag-
ined that these always arose from an inability to control the “formless mass of
men’ in the shire levies. For example, although the English were ‘unable to
restrain themselves’ from attacking the fortified bridge at Meulan, and received
a bloody nose as a result, this was clearly a small-scale, combined-arms assault
that had been decided upon by the Constable and Marshal, Northampton and
Warwick.168 At Caen, a major action, it is clear that the English and Welsh levies
did take a particularly prominent part in the mélée, and according to the newslet-
ters, written soon after the battle, their contribution unfolded in a not altogether
planned way.'%° It may be that the leaders of the shire levies simply lost control

was quite impossible for [the Constable and Marshal] to control’ them. Sumption, Trial by
Battle, p. 501.

165 “For two days [after the capture of the Badajoz] officers were powerless to prevent every
outrage of pillage, drunkenness, violence, brutality and rapine which could be imagined . . . It
was the most disgraceful episode in the annals of the Peninsular army.” P.J. Haythornthwaite,
Die Hard: Famous Napoleonic Battles, repr. (London, 1999), pp. 185-6. At Smolensk:
‘Although measures were taken to conserve what was left, the troops — even the Guard —
threw over the bonds of discipline and indulged in an orgy of looting and destruction.” D.G.
Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon (London, 1966), p. 827.

166 Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 37; Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 171.

167 Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 257.

168 Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp. 35-6. The attack on Poix on 20 August was also undertaken
by men-at-arms and archers: ibid., pp. 39-40.

169 Michael Northburgh reports that ‘common soldiers from our army (‘noz gentz del host’),
without leave or array, attacked the bridge, which had been strengthened with a stockade and
barriers, and they had a hard fight (‘avoient mult affaire’). Avesbury, p. 359. Bartholomew
Burgherssh relates that the archers began the attack on the bridge with a volley of arrows, but
were put under pressure and Edward, fearing losses among his men because they were
unsupported by men-at-arms, recalled them. However, when Warwick arrived on the scene,
the tide was turning in favour of the archers, who were hotly engaged at the barriers.
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of their men as they approached the enemy. But, in truth, ‘control’ of such an
attack would be difficult for the most disciplined of armies, and it appears to
have been the elan and resourcefulness of the archers that won the day. Similar
boldness and courage were displayed at Poissy, where the archers, sent across
the Seine to ward off a French attack, were obliged to negotiate the narrow
timbers that had been thrown across the broken section of the bridge.1”® The
Welsh may have behaved in the Cotentin “as if they were beyond the king’s
jurisdiction’; they may have been more inclined to slit the throat of a French
nobleman than ransom him. But, if effectively channelled, their audacity was an
invaluable asset. Which other contingent in the army could have swum across
the Seine to attack the enemy, ‘returning safely and bringing with them some
little boats’ in order to allow men-at-arms to cross?1’1

The common soldiers, Welsh and English, made a distinctive contribution to
Edward’s expedition, and we may suspect that he could almost forgive them
their excesses in the urban food stores. But when it came to the climax of the
campaign, at Crécy, he insisted upon absolute adherence to his disciplinary
orders. Jean le Bel tells us that, on the eve of the battle, Edward commanded, on
pain of death, that there was to be no breaking ranks for pillaging without his
leave.1’2 Once again, now in the context of battlefield discipline, we find a
pre-echo of the later ordinances of war, which laid down that an unauthorised
cry of ‘havoc’ — a sign to break ranks for the pursuit of personal gain — was
punishable by beheading.1”® If Edward’s battle-seeking strategy rested squarely
upon confidence in his army’s tactical superiority, he had to be sure that this
battlefield dominance would not be compromised by indiscipline.

Edward 111 and Ponthieu

It has been argued that the essential aim of Edward I11’s strategy in 1346 was to
bring Philip VI to battle in circumstances that were as favourable as possible to
the English. As we have seen, Edward’s strategy succeeded not only in that he
managed to induce Philip to accept battle, but also in that, at the crucial point of
contact, the French king did not have an army of overwhelmingly superior

Murimuth, pp. 202-3. According to the Acta Bellicosa, the attack was directed by Warwick,
Northampton and Talbot, and the reader is left with the impression that the archers and
Welshmen played a distinctive but planned part in the proceedings. The only suggestion that
‘control” of the English foot soldiers slackened concerns their indiscriminate slaughter of
noblemen. Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp. 32-3; Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, pp. 165-6.
Planning is also suggested by the Chronique Normande (p. 76), which states that the English,
having entered the town at several points, attacked the French defenders of the bridge in the
rear.

170 Acta Bellicosa, ed. Moisant, p. 170.

171 Monk of Malmesbury in Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 34; Eulogium, iii, p. 208.

172 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 106. Jean le Bel’s description of English preparations prior to the battle
should be read as part of a wider agenda in which the qualities of the two protagonist kings as
war leaders are contrasted, but his comments on Edward’s disciplinary regime have the ring
of truth.

173 Keen, ‘Richard I1I’s ordinances of war of 1385’, p. 43.
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numbers at his disposal. Edward’s multi-front strategy had ensured that French
military resources were divided, while the focus on Normandy for his own
assault had probably been the decisive factor in provoking Philip to accept
battle. But did the successful execution of the English plan extend to the site
upon which the battle was fought? Two questions stem from this. Firstly, and
most obviously, did Edward meet his adversary on chosen ground? Secondly,
was the location of the site, at Crécy-en-Ponthieu, significant?

In offering answers to these questions, we shall begin with a suggestion made
by Kenneth Fowler in a paper published in 1991. Discussing the original copy of
the letter that Edward I11 sent to the royal council from Caen on 29 July 1346,
Fowler pointed out that it ordered manpower reinforcements, munitions and
money to be sent to Le Crotoy on the north bank of the estuary of the Somme.174
Not only does this appear to explain the route taken by the English army after
bridging the Seine at Poissy, it also suggests, in Fowler’s words, that ‘from the
moment Edward |11 had arrived in Caen, and in all probability from the time he
left England, he had intended to proceed in the direction of Le Crotoy, and in
view of the speed with which he took up position after crossing the Somme, the
battlefield [of Crécy] must have been reconnoitred in advance’.1”> Since Fowler
offered no supporting evidence, some readers of his paper may have felt ‘must’
to be a little too categorical. However, the apparent purposefulness of Edward’s
march towards Ponthieu; the efficiency with which his army crossed the Somme
at Blanquetaque; and the ease with which a suitable battleground was settled
upon does invite further investigation. As we shall see, there are good reasons
for believing that a march towards Ponthieu was a strategic option that Edward
111 and his counsellors had in mind before the army left England, and that it had
become the favoured option by the time that Caen had been reached.

The capture of Caen marked the end of the first stage of an expedition that was
founded upon one clear objective — to bring Philip V1 to battle. From the eyewit-
ness accounts, we can see how, after eight days of marching and its first major
engagement, the English army paused at Caen for several days, gathering
supplies and making arrangements for the transport of booty and prisoners to
England.1’6 As we have seen, the Acta Bellicosa notes that the countryside was
set ablaze ‘so that at least the men were not idle for lack of work’. For Edward
and his lieutenants, this was a time for discussion, for weighing-up the
pre-planned strategic options, as intelligence was gathered on the whereabouts
of Philip VI and his army. As we have noted, Edward’s statement of intent,
echoed by Burgherssh, that he would “hasten towards our adversary’ probably
reflects the fact that a major French army, with Philip in attendance, was now
known to be gathering at Rouen. This, then, did not mark a major change in
Edward’s campaign strategy, but rather the refinement of it. Similarly, the
evidence suggests that the plan to march towards Ponthieu, which is implicit in

174 Fowler, ‘News from the front’, pp. 78-9, 83—4. This document (C81/314, no. 17803) had
been used by Sumption, Trial by Battle (London, 1990), pp. 510-11.

175 Fowler, ‘News from the front’, p. 79.

176 Murimuth, p. 203; Avesbury, p. 359; Acts of War, ed. Barber, p. 34.
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Edward’s letter of 29 July, was not conceived during a council of war at Caen,
but was a strategic option that had been planned before the army left England.1’”

On 26 July, only two weeks after the landing at La Hougue and three days
before the despatch of Edward’s letter from Caen, the royal council in England
ordered the array of a total of 1,240 archers from 19 shires and London. They
were to be ready to embark for France by 13 August, a date that was subse-
quently put back a week.1’® It would seem that Edward had arranged for the
raising of these reinforcements before leaving England.r”® In his letter of 29
July, the recruitment of troops is taken for granted. The administrative orders in
that letter focus principally on the urgent need for money (‘our people press us
greatly for their wages’) and munitions (‘to purvey as many bows, arrows and
bowstrings as you can’),’8% and on the fact that the ships returning from
Normandy with the earl of Huntingdon should be used to convey ‘all the money
that you can raise’ and ‘as many men-at-arms and archers as possible’ to Le
Crotoy. The “‘men-at-arms’ mentioned in the king’s letter included the personnel
of a group of retinues that appear to have been in arms in July but which were
not shipped to La Hougue. They were detached to form the core of a small army
of reinforcements for despatch somewhat later in the summer, the decision
perhaps arising from the realisation that there would be insufficient transports to
ship the whole army in June/July. This force included the contingents led by Sir
William Fraunk (who was appointed constable of the follow-up army), Sir
Thomas Haukeston (marshal) and Sir Miles Stapleton, and it was to this group
of retinues that the newly recruited companies of archers were attached.8!
Fraunk and Stapleton had received prests on their wages in April, 182 yet the fact

177 Cf. Harari, who argues that ‘the idea of marching to Flanders was adopted only at Caen’,
but the evidence deployed to demonstrate this is anything but conclusive. Harari,
‘Inter-frontal co-operation in the fourteenth century and Edward 111’s 1346 campaign’, pp.
389-90.

178 Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, pp. 101-2. For the sequence of orders sent to the sheriff of
Norfolk and Suffolk, see E101/575/15, mm. 1, 2 and 4.

179 1t is possible that the decision was actually made after the king’s arrival in Normandy.
We know that a letter was sent very early in the campaign (it is alluded to in the king’s 29
July despatch), and this would explain why the array orders were issued as late as 26 July. It
is conceivable that a request for additional manpower was prompted by the realisation that the
expedition would receive less support from the Norman nobility than Edward had been led to
believe, though as we have seen it is unlikely that the king would have built an expectation of
such support into his strategy.

180 Apparently prompted by the king’s letter, on 1 August orders were issued from Windsor
to 15 sheriffs to acquire a total of 2,280 bows and 5,550 sheaves of arrows (or 133,200 shafts)
for the king’s army (Foedera, Ill, i, pp. 87-9). See below, pp. 359-62 for further discussion
of the king’s need for munitions so early in the campaign. The king’s letter suggests that, if
anything, the need for money was more urgent. Many (but not all) captains had received their
first instalment of wages in mid-April, and it would seem that the funds to pay the second
quarter were not available at the time of embarkation: E403/336, mm. 41-4.

181 Fraunk and Haukeston were appointed to their posts on 21 August (Foedera, Il1, i, p. 89)
and they received prests on their wages on 18 September (E101/390/12, fo. 8v). Naval
preparations, from early August: C76/23, m. 15. Much about the army of reinforcements
remains uncertain, including its overall size and its date of departure from England. See
below, Appendix 1; and Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 425 n. 12.

182 E403/336, m. 41.
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that protections for the men in their retinues were not enrolled in June (as was
the case with most of the army that disembarked at La Hougue), but only in
August and September, suggests that the decision to leave them behind was not
made at the very last minute.183

It can be seen that some, if not all, of the reinforcements that were assembling
in August 1346 had been planned before the king’s departure for La Hougue. Of
course, this does not in itself point towards the pursuit of a ‘Ponthieu strategy’
from the outset. For that we must look for evidence elsewhere. For example, are
there any indirect indications, in the orders issued by the council on 26 July, that
the reinforcements were indeed intended for Ponthieu? Unfortunately, there is
no mention in those orders of the intended port of embarkation: it is only after
the king’s letter of 29 July that we hear that a transport fleet was being assem-
bled at Winchelsea (an ideal point of departure for Le Crotoy), to which location
sheriffs were now ordered to send their arrayed troops.!8* However, some indica-
tion that the royal council had been aware all along that the reinforcements
would be leaving from a port in the south-east of England is to be found in the
list of counties to which they sent array orders. Archers were not requested from
the shires of the west and north midlands, as they had been for the army that had
embarked at Portsmouth in July.

Why were the reinforcements to be sent to Le Crotoy? The king’s despatch
states enigmatically that they were ‘pour restreindre noz enemis celles parties’;
but it is also implicit in his letter that the intention was for them to join forces
with his own army, since it is clear that he had need of the money and supplies
that would accompany them.185 The choice of Le Crotoy may have been a matter
of convenience, for it made sense to arrange for reinforcements to be sent to a
rendezvous point that lay well ahead of the main army’s current position. But
this port also offered the advantage of being close to the Somme crossing point
at Blanquetaque, the existence and importance of which (as we shall see) must
surely have been known to Edward and his lieutenants.8 What is clear is
Edward’s intention to march towards Ponthieu from the moment he left Caen.
The search for a crossing of the Seine caused a major detour, but once the bridge
at Poissy had been repaired, the English made directly for Ponthieu and (in all
likelihood) the Blanquetaque crossing of the Somme. Moreover, as soon as the
estuary had been forded, Hugh Despenser led a flying column to Le Crotoy,
evidently to determine whether the reinforcements had arrived from England.187
The king’s letter of 29 July did not include a timetable for the arrival of the
troops and supplies, but the urgent tone made it clear that they should be

183 Protections (C76/23, mm. 15, 19): mid-late August (Haukeston); September (Fraunk and
Stapleton). Stapleton had received a personal protection in early June (C76/22, m. 14).

184 C76/23, mm. 15, 21. Additionally, the prince of Wales ordered the best 100 archers from
the 300 arrayed in Cheshire and Flint to be sent to Sandwich by 20 August. Black Prince
Register, i, pp. 13-14.

185 For a different view, see Harari, ‘Inter-frontal co-operation in the fourteenth century and
Edward I11’s 1346 campaign’, pp. 387-8.

186 Seizing Le Crotoy would also provide Edward with a convenient port through which a
withdrawal from France could be mounted should the necessity arise.

187 Avesbury, p. 368.
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despatched as soon as possible. In the event, when Despenser reached Le Crotoy
there was no sign of the fleet, and he had to content himself with the supplies
that he found in the port.

We must turn now to consider the Crécy battlefield. Kenneth Fowler
suggested that it had been ‘reconnoitred in advance’ by the English, though he
offered no evidence to support his suggestion, apart from the observation that it
was settled upon very quickly. Assuming that the traditionally accepted battle-
field is indeed the site of the battle, it can be seen that effective exploitation of
the ground would have given the English a decisive tactical advantage.188 As Sir
Philip Preston shows in his new investigation of the locality (Chapter 3), the
eastern side of the Vallée des Clercs is sharply defined by a steep bank, which
would have had a profound influence on the course of the battle. From the
French point of view, the bank would have made a broad-front advance across
the valley impossible. Indeed, once Philip VI’s army had been channelled into
the valley bottom through a bottleneck at its southern end, there would have
been little space for deployment before approaching, on a narrow front, the
English on the western slopes. While the French were unable to make effective
use of their superior numbers, especially in heavy cavalry, the English position
on a slope punctuated with rideaux (hedged banks) maximised the potential
offered by massed archery. This was indeed a perfect site for the employment of
Edwardian tactics, particularly so because its strengths would not be immedi-
ately apparent to the French. Provided that they were not tipped off before
commencing their attack (as had happened at Buironfosse in October 1339),18°
the French would only realise the trap that had been laid for them after they had
become irretrievably committed to an engagement.

Provided that Edward and his lieutenants were aware of the distinctive topog-
raphy of the Crécy—Wadicourt area, they could not fail to appreciate its merits.
But is there any evidence that this site had been ‘reconnoitred in advance’? Did
Edward and his captains have prior knowledge of this area and is it conceivable
that they could have planned to fight there? Let us begin with the king himself.
While not wishing to suggest that he knew this part of his continental inheri-
tance intimately, it should be recalled that Edward 111 had visited Ponthieu on at
least two earlier occasions in his life.1? The first had been in 1329, when, at

188 The generally accepted site of the battle rests upon tradition rather than unequivocal
documentary evidence. However, when taken as a group, the chronicle references do seem to
point to the traditional site. For a detailed discussion, see Chapter 3.

189 Avesbury, pp. 305-6.

190 It is possible that he stayed, or at least travelled through, the county in 1325-6, but neither
his journey to Paris for the ceremony of homage nor his long sojourn in France thereafter are
documented in sufficient detail for us to be sure. We are equally unclear about Queen
Isabella’s movements after November 1325, when her household records dry up: J. Hunter,
‘Journal of the mission of Queen Isabella to the court of France, and of her long residence in
that country’, Archaeologia, xxxvi (1855), pp. 242-57; H. Johnstone, ‘Two lesser
households’, in Tout, Chapters, v, pp. 245-6. Hilda Johnstone suggested (ibid., pp. 277-8)
that Isabella took refuge in Ponthieu (granted to her by Edward Il in 1308) when ‘she had
worn out her welcome at the French court’, but offered no supporting evidence. Prince
Edward was not necessarily with his mother throughout 1326: ‘some accounts state that he
went into Guienne’ (Hunter, ‘Journal of the mission of Queen Isabella to the court of France’,
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sixteen years of age, he travelled, with great pomp and ceremony, to Amiens to
perform simple homage to Philip VI for his lands in France. Then, in 1331, he
had passed through en route for a secret meeting with the French king, which
had been arranged to resolve the question of Edward’s homage. Of these two
visits to Ponthieu, the second is the less well documented. Edward travelled
incognito, accompanied by only a handful of close attendants, and neither
household records nor Chancery records can yield a full itinerary.1%! Fortunately
the 1329 mission is more fully documented.%2 A roll that records the daily
expenditure of the royal household at this time offers a detailed itinerary of the
king’s journey to Amiens and back.!%® According to this document, the royal
household, en route for Amiens, stayed at Cressy on Tuesday, 30 May, and
again on Friday, 9 June while travelling back to the coast.2®* This should occa-
sion no surprise, since Crécy was an well-established stopping point for royal
visits to France. Edward 111’s grandfather, father and mother had all stayed there

p. 252); and he may have been in Normandy in the late summer of 1326 (N. Fryde, The
Tyranny and Fall of Edward 11, 1321-1326 (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 184-5).

191 For the 1331 visit, see Murimuth, p. 63; Baker, p. 48. The household remained in England
and the roll of daily expenses for this period reveals nothing of the king’s movements in
France (E101/385/15). An itinerary for the king in 1331 based on the dating clauses of
surviving privy seal warrants does not include Crécy. The king crossed from Dover to
Wissant on 4 April; he arrived at Seint Juist, which Déprez identified as
Saint-Just-en-Chaussée, on 7 April and is next seen at Pont-Sainte-Maxence from 13 to 16
April. E. Déprez, Les préliminaires de la guerre de cent ans (Paris, 1902), pp. 75-6. He
arrived back at Dover on 20 April, ‘a heure de none’: C81/181, no. 4541. But, as we shall see
with the records for 1329, such evidence is not an infallible guide to the king’s whereabouts:
only a handful of privy seals survive for the period of this visit (five in C81, file 181,
excluding no. 4536, dated Eltham, 5 April). Anticipation that some light might be cast on the
matter by the receiver of Ponthieu’s account book for the period 23 February to 29 September
1331 is not altogether satisfied either, for it contains no more than passing references to the
king of England’s visit (E101/166/2, fo. 20r).

192 An apparently authoritative itinerary for Edward’s journey from Dover to Amiens and
back in late May and early June 1329 was established about a hundred years ago by that
pioneer researcher at the Public Record Office, Eugéne Déprez. Using the dating clauses of
privy seal warrants, correlated with the evidence of narrative sources, Déprez noted that the
king crossed from Dover to Wissant on 26 May, was at Boulogne on the 27th, at Montreuil on
the 29th and 30th, reaching Amiens by 5 June, for the ceremony in the cathedral on the 6th.
He arrived back at Dover on 11 June. There is, therefore, no mention of Crécy. Déprez, Les
préliminaires de la guerre de cent ans, pp. 42—7. The relevant file of privy seals is C81/162:
only six are dated to the period of the king’s stay in France.

193 E£101/384/9. This is a fair copy of the ‘rough roll’ that would have been supplemented
daily. The location of the household in the evening of each day (when the account was held)
is given in the left-hand margin. J.H. Johnson, ‘The king’s wardrobe and household’, The
English Government at Work, 1327-36, ed. J.F. Willard and W.A. Morris, 3 vols (Cambridge,
Mass., 1940-50), i, pp. 218-19. For Edward I1I’s itinerary for the years 1327 to 1333, see C.
Shenton, ‘The English court and the restoration of royal prestige, 1327-1345’, DPhil thesis,
University of Oxford, 1995, appendix 1V; for May—June 1329, see p. 284.

194 The royal household had stopped at Montreuil on 29 May, before arriving at Cressy on
Tuesday, 30th. Two further stops were made before Amiens was reached on 3 June:
St-Riquier, about 15 km to the south of Crécy, on 31 May and 1 June; and Long, on the north
bank of the Somme, on 2 June. The return journey from Amiens to the coast was less
leisurely, stopping only at Crécy on Friday, 9 June before arriving at Wissant on the 10th.
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briefly, while Piers Gaveston had been resident there for rather longer in 1307,
during his first exile from England.1® How the young king and his entourage
passed the time during his brief sojourns at Crécy is not recorded, but given his
fondness for hunting and hawking, it would not be too fanciful to visualise him
riding within the nearby forest and in the open country.1

We can do no more than place Edward 11 at Crécy in his youth. Whether the
topography of the locality had a lasting impression on him we cannot say. What
is certain is that the English government was taking a close interest in Ponthieu
at this time. This was because from 1 December 1330, when the county was
surrendered to Edward I11 by Queen Isabella, until September 1334, when it was
restored to her, Ponthieu was administered by officials appointed by the king.®’
As a consequence, much routine business relating to the county was recorded on
the Chancery rolls during these years. Further valuable detail is provided by the
receiver of Ponthieu’s account book for the period 23 February to 29 September
1331. What these records make abundantly clear is how much Ponthieu, and in
particular Crécy with its forested environs, were engaging the attention of the
English king and his advisers in the early to mid-1330s.1%8

195 Edward I’s visits to Ponthieu in 1279 and 1286 (though not 1289) involved overnight
stays there. He was at Crécy on 12 and 13 June 1279: Itinerary of Edward I, part 1, 1272-90,
List and Index Society, ciii (1974), p. 111; for 1286 and 1289, see H. Johnstone, ‘The county
of Ponthieu, 1279-1307°, EHR, xxix (1914), p. 446 n. 65; and J.P. Trabut-Cassac, ‘Itinéraire
d’Edouard 1€ en France, 1286-1289’, BIHR, xxv (1952), pp. 166, 203. Edward Il stopped at
Crécy for a day or two in May 1313 and in June 1320: The Itinerary of Edward Il and his
household, 1307-1328, ed. E.M. Hallam, List and Index Society, ccxi (1984), pp. 98, 197.
Queen Isabella stayed for one night on her journey to Paris in March 1325: Hunter, ‘Journal
of the mission of Queen Isabella to the court of France’, p. 245; The War of St Sardos, ed. P.
Chaplais, Camden Soc., 3rd ser., Ixxxvii (1954), Appendix Ill: Notes on Queen Isabella’s
itinerary in France (9 March-14 November 1325), p. 267. For Gaveston’s residence at Crécy,
see H. Johnstone, Edward of Carnarvon, 1284-1307 (Manchester, 1946), pp. 124-5; J.S.
Hamilton, Piers Gaveston, Earl of Cornwall, 1307-1312 (Detroit and London, 1988). pp.
35-6.

196 When travelling in war or peace the Edwardian kings were customarily accompanied by a
sizeable staff of huntsmen and falconers. See B. Lyon, ‘Coup d’oeil sur I’infrastructure de la
chasse au Moyen Age’, Le Moyen Age, civ (1998), pp. 211-27. For Edward 111’s enthusiasm
for hawking, see C. Shenton, ‘The English court and the restoration of royal prestige,
1327-45’, pp. 180-3.

197 Surrendered: CPR, 1330-34, p. 24; CFR, 1327-37, pp. 234, 237. Restored: CPR,
1334-38, pp. 24-5, 60. John Vincent of Waltham Cross was appointed receiver of Ponthieu
on 1 December 1330 (CFR, 1327-37, p. 228); William Borden became controller and
surveyor of works on 21 December 1330, and clerk of the turbary on 1 March 1331 (CPR,
1330-34, pp. 37, 77). Gerard d’Oron had been seneschal since 20 August 1329 and was
reappointed on 22 December 1330 (CPR, 1327-30, p. 420; CPR, 1330-34, p. 34); for his
career, see C.L. Kingsford, ‘Sir Otho de Grandson’, TRHS, 3rd ser., iii (1909), pp. 185-7. On
24 October 1331, d’Oron was replaced as seneschal by Bartholomew Burgherssh, who was
still in office in September 1334: CPR, 1330-34, p. 188; CPR, 1334-38, p. 25. In addition to
his fee as seneschal, Burgherssh received a bonus payment of £100 sterling per annum: CCR,
1330-33, pp. 350, 490.

198 Edwardian Ponthieu has attracted a certain amount of scholarly attention, the most
important modern contributions being: H. Johnstone, ‘The county of Ponthieu, 1279-1307",
EHR, xxix (1914), pp. 435-52; E. Déprez, ‘Le Ponthieu sous la domination anglaise,
1360-69’, Bulletin société antiquaires de Picardie, xxxi (1924-5), pp. 200-15; S.B.
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On one level, there was the management of the forest of Crécy for its own
sake. As Hilda Johnstone pointed out, sales of ‘wood played a great part in the
annual revenue of the county’;1?® and there is plentiful evidence to support this
from the 1330s, as there is of gifts of ‘vestures’ of wood.2%0 But the principal
function of the forest was as a hunting ground. The main attraction was the resi-
dent wild boar, which was ‘the beast of this world that is strongest armed, and
can sooner slay a man than any other’ (as the English translator of Gaston de
Foix’s Livre de Chasse expressed it),2%1 and a beast not commonly encountered
in England.?%? It is evident that Edward took a close interest in the management
of this hunting ground, and of the wild boar within it.20% It is also notable that
Englishmen were appointed to forestry duties at Crécy. English names stand out
in the list of sergeants of the forest, while being less prominent in other spheres
of county administration, at least in 1331 at the beginning of Edward I11’s spell
of ‘personal rule” in Ponthieu.204

More seriously, forest matters might figure among those jurisdictional
disputes between lord and vassal that were a commonplace of Anglo-French
relations, and which had proved to be a catalyst for serious conflict in the past.
One such dispute that is visible in the receiver of Ponthieu’s account book
concerns one Oudinet Filement whom Philip VI had appointed verdier in the
forest of Crécy, ‘ou providice du droit du Roi dengleterre’.2%5 The receiver, John
Vincent, spent 15 days in Paris, with Sir William Trussel, in pursuit of this case.
He also visited England to hear the deliberations of the council on the matter,
one of several cross-channel journeys mentioned in his account. The face-saving
compromise that was finally reached involved the revocation of Philip VI’s orig-
inal letters of appointment followed by the reappointment of the same man,
Oudinet Filement, to the same post, but this time by Edward Il *at the request’

Storey-Challenger, L’administration anglaise du Ponthieu aprés le traité de Brétigny,
1361-69, trans. R. Petit (Abbeville, 1975); E.H. Shealy, ‘The English administration of
Ponthieu, 1279-1369’, PhD thesis, Emory University, 1975; J.C. Parsons, ‘The beginnings of
English administration in Ponthieu: an unnoticed document of 1280°, Mediaeval Studies, |
(1988), pp. 371-403; E.H. Shealy, ‘The persistence of particularism: the county of Ponthieu
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries’, Essays in Medieval History Presented to George
Peddy Cuttino, ed. J.S. Hamilton and P.J. Bradley (Woodbridge, 1989), pp. 33-47.

199 Johnstone, ‘The county of Ponthieu’, p. 439 and n. 22.

200 E.g., CPR, 1330-34, pp. 187-8, 212, 320, 434.

201 The Master of Game by Edward, Second Duke of York, ed. W.A and F. Baillie-Grohman
(London, 1909), p. 46.

202 N. Neilson, ‘The forests’, The English Government at Work, 1327-1336, ed. Willard and
Morris, i, p. 400.

203 E.g., E101/166/2, fo. 22v; CPR, 1330-34, p. 198.

204 £101/166/2, fo. 16r; CPR, 1330-34, pp. 211, 214, 215. Those sergeants with the most
obviously English names include Stephen Ho, William Morton and William Stedeman. Full
lists of officials receiving wages in 1331 are to be found in the receiver’s account book:
E101/166/2, fos 15r-16v. On the tradition of using ‘Frenchmen for the subordinate posts in
the county’s hierarchy’, and the modification of this policy under Edward Ill, see Shealy,
“The persistence of particularism: the county of Ponthieu in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries’, p. 36; Shealy, ‘The English administration of Ponthieu, 1279-1369’, chap. 2 (p.
59).

205 E101/166/2, fos 20v, 21v.
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of the king of France and on condition that the English king’s rights in the forest
would not be affected.2®¢ More common than direct confrontations with the king
of France were clashes with his agents, especially the bailli of Amiens (whose
responsibility it was to look after the interests of his royal master in
Ponthieu),207 and disputes between the competing claims of comital administra-
tion and private individuals or communes in Ponthieu. These were raised to the
level of international relations when one of the two parties appealed to the
Parlement of Paris.2%® Such suits were less numerous than those arising from
Gascony, but nevertheless troublesome for the English government.20® An
example is the long-running and complex case between the king and the
Hospital of St John of Jerusalem concerning, among other matters, the rights of
the two parties ‘in the waste land in the forest of Crécy’.210 Such disputes
ensured that Edward I11°s proctors in Paris were kept busy;2!! that high-powered
commissions would be appointed, as in September 1333 and March 1334, to
survey the county of Ponthieu, with the aim of correcting ‘any abuses they may
find therein’;212 and that the affairs of Ponthieu, and often those of the forest of
Crécy, appeared regularly as items on the agenda of meetings of the king’s
council during the 1330s.

This concern for the internal affairs of Ponthieu was founded, to some extent,
upon financial considerations. The county might be expected to yield a net
income for the crown of at least £1,000 per annum, which was a not insignificant

206 CPR, 1330-34, p. 212.

207 See, for example, CPR, 1330-34, p. 434.

208 ‘Bourgeois and by nature litigious, the Pontivans could be just as troublesome to their
lord as any Gascon noble’: Shealy, ‘The persistence of particularism: the county of Ponthieu
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries’, p. 38.

209 J A. Kicklighter, ‘English-related cases at the Parlement of Paris, 1259-1337’, PhD
thesis, Emory University, 1973, Appendix IlI, which lists (p. 264) five separate cases in
Edward I11’s reign prior to 1337, one of which involved an unsuccessful appeal to Parlement
by the English crown against a decision of the French bailli of Amiens in a property dispute.
210 An elaborate agreement was finally arrived at and enrolled on the Patent Rolls in June
1334. In 1336 the Parlement of Paris waived the fine that would normally be payable in such
cases of private settlement. CPR, 1334-38, pp. 59-60; Kicklighter, ‘English-related cases at
the Parlement of Paris, 1259-1337, p. 264.

211 E.g., Master John Hildesley, canon of Chichester, was appointed king’s proctor at the
court of Philip VI on 3 December 1330: CPR, 1330-34, p. 22. On Hildesley’s career, see G.P.
Cuttino, English Diplomatic Administration, 1259-1339 (Oxford, 1971), pp. 102-3. Given
such sources of tension, it is not surprising that we catch a glimpse in the receiver’s account
book of Elias Joneston, longstanding Keeper of Processes and Memoranda concerning
Gascony and expert in the complexities of Anglo-French relations, staying in Ponthieu ‘pur
les bosoignez du Roi dengleterre’. E101/166/2, fo. 23. On Joneston’s visit, see also Cuttino,
English Diplomatic Administration, Appendix Il: ‘The accounts of Elias Joneston’, at pp.
202-4.

212 CPR, 1330-34, pp. 465, 534. The commission of March 1334 included John Stratford,
archbishop of Canterbury, William Clinton (whose father had been seneschal of Ponthieu in
1306-7), Geoffrey Scrope and John Shoreditch. Nothing amounting to a report from these
commissions appears to have survived, although it may be possible to detect its findings in
the appointment of a further commission in January 1335, which was instructed ‘to survey the
king’s castles and manors in the county of Ponthieu, which are reported to have fallen greatly
into decay before the king granted the county to Queen Isabella’. CPR, 1334-38, p. 135.
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sum in the context of the king’s peacetime revenues.?? In addition, there was the
right to collate to prebends in the collegiate church of St Wulfran, Abbeville, a
useful source of patronage. However, the extent to which the revenues from
Ponthieu could be dissipated through neglect and peculation had been demon-
strated by the report into the state of the county presented to Edward Il in
1318.2% In the months following Edward 1II’s takeover of the county in
December 1330, his government issued a stream of orders intended to minimise
unnecessary expenditure and maximise revenue. The list of pensions and fees
payable from county funds was to be carefully scrutinised. Grants from Queen
Isabella’s time were to be revoked with a view to demising property ‘at farm to
the Kking’s greatest advantage’.?’> Then, early in 1334, the receiver, John
Vincent, was arrested by the seneschal. *‘Nowhere is it stated how he had fallen
from grace, but one is led to suspect that peculation was at the root of the whole
affair.”216 When released to allow him to render his account, Vincent went to
ground and evaded all attempts to apprehend him. Five years later he was
accused of owing £1,500 from his period of office in Ponthieu; and, to make
matters worse, he had put himself under the protection of Philip of Valois, the
‘self-styled” king of France.?'” With a jolt, we are brought back to the greater
issue of Anglo-French relations, which looms ever-present in the background in
Edward 111I’s management of his “droit heritage’ of Ponthieu. Thus, the group of
commissioners appointed to survey the county in March 1334 were also
required, from April, to function ‘as the king’s proctors to treat of all matters in
dispute touching the county of Ponthieu’.8 And returning to the report
compiled in 1318, we find that the last two items, having dwelt on matters that
were threatening to damage relations with the king of France,?'® concluded that
Queen Isabella should write a “secret letter’ to Philip V ‘to know his intention
and will’. Ponthieu was much more than a source of revenue; it was one of the
potentially explosive points of contact between a lord and a vassal who were
both kings in their own right. Indeed, in the autumn of 1334 it was feared that
deadlock in the process of Agen would lead to seizure of Ponthieu by the
French.220

Although we lose sight of the minutiae of Pontivan affairs once the county
had been handed back to Queen Isabella in September 1334, there is sufficient
evidence, especially from the highly illuminated years during the early 1330s, to

213 Johnstone, ‘The queen’s household’, The English Government at Work, 1327-1336, ed.
Willard and Morris, i, p. 261; Shealy, ‘The English administration of Ponthieu, 1279-1369°,
pp. 123-36.

214 Calendar of Chancery Warrants, 1244-1326 (London, 1927), pp. 482-3.

215 CPR, 1330-34, p. 134; CCR, 1330-33, p. 246; CFR, 1327-37, p. 234. Characteristic of
this period is a document (dated 5 Edward I11) that is concerned with the ‘Decai de rentes
certaines de la contee de Pontif’: E101/619/13.

216 Shealy, ‘The English administration of Ponthieu, 1279-1369’, pp. 59-63 (at p. 61).

217 CPR, 133840, p. 356.

218 CPR, 1330-34, p. 534.

219 1t was doubted whether sufficient knights could be raised to fulfil the count’s feudal
obligation; and there was real concern about the consequences of the seneschal’s brother
being an enemy of the king of France: Calendar of Chancery Warrants, 1244-1326, p. 483.
220 Cuttino, English Diplomatic Administration, p. 111.
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show that until 1337, when it was occupied by the French, the king of England
and his advisers were in close and continual contact with Ponthieu. Information
about the county flowed steadily across the channel by letter and by word of
mouth. Weighty matters, concerning finance and jurisdiction, held the attention
of the king and his council, and made work for their agents in Ponthieu and
Paris. Given all this activity, we should expect to find men in the English army
in July—August 1346 who, like the Kking, could boast prior knowledge of
Ponthieu, and of the Crécy area in particular. And find them we do. Edward IlI
had been accompanied to the homage ceremony at Amiens in June 1329 by a
substantial entourage, and we know the names of slightly fewer than a hundred
of them.22l Admittedly, only a handful can be shown to have been at Crécy
seventeen years later, but they include men who occupied positions of influence
in the army. Most notable among them are Robert Ufford, earl of Suffolk and
Richard Talbot, steward of the royal household (together with Talbot’s insepa-
rable companion, Philip Buketot);??2 and Reginald Cobham, who (according to
Froissart) investigated the ground before the battle and advised the king on the
army’s dispositions.223

Moreover, there were at least two of Edward’s companions in arms at Crécy
who had acquired a close personal connection with Ponthieu during the previous
two decades. One of these was Sir Gawain Corder. A household knight who had
probably witnessed the homage ceremony in Amiens cathedral (though we
cannot prove it),224 Corder had been in the service of Queen Isabella and Prince
Edward during the summer of 1326, and may have gained first-hand experience
of Ponthieu at this time.22> What is certain is that in July 1327, for good service
to the young king and the queen mother, Corder was granted custody of the
comital manor of Gard prés de Rue,??% which lies about fifteen kilometres west
of Crécy. This was not a remote and insignificant corner of Ponthieu. Indeed,

221 Ten of the most eminent of the English witnesses are mentioned by name in the notarial
instrument recording the details of the ceremony on 6 June: P. Chaplais, ed., English
Medieval Diplomatic Practice, Part I: Documents and Interpretation, 2 vols (London, 1982),
i, no. 200. For those who received letters of protection for this journey, see CPR, 1327-30,
pp. 386, 388-92, 395.

222 CPR, 1327-30, pp. 388, 390. Talbot was a household knight in 1328, and both he and
Ufford were household bannerets in 1330: Calendar of Memoranda Rolls, 1326-1327
(London, 1968), pp. 373, 377.

223 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 166. Although Froissart’s reliability may be questioned, it is
interesting to note that, according to Henry Knighton, Cobham performed a similar
reconnaissance role before Sluys: Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 28-9.

224 Calendar of Memoranda Rolls, 1326-1327, pp. 373, 377.

225 |n July 1326 he is termed ‘an adherent of the enemies and rebels against the king’, and he
consequently forfeited an annuity paid by Christ Church priory, Canterbury, for which
religious house Corder acted as agent in France and at Edward I11’s court. CPR, 1324-27, p.
279; Literae Cantuarienses: the Letter Books of the Monastery of Christ Church, Canterbury,
ed. J. Brigstocke Sheppard, Rolls Ser., 2 vols (London, 1887-8), i, pp. 184-5, 208-10, 446-7;
ii, pp. 24-6, 48-53.

226 C81/147, no. 1143: privy seal dated Tudhoe, 18 July 1327; ratification in February 1331:
CPR, 1330-34, p. 80. The moated site of the comital manor at Gard survives to this day: for a
(dated) aerial photograph, see S.B. Storey-Challenger, L’administration anglaise du Ponthieu
apres le traité de Brétigny, 1361-1369 (Abbeville, 1975), plate 6.
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Edward | had stayed at Gard for several days on each of his three visits to the
county (1279, 1286, 1289), on the first occasion for four days before moving on
to Crécy. The evidence suggests that Corder did indeed draw wages as
‘chastelain du Gard’, though for how long is uncertain, since he appears to have
been pursuing a range of activities during the early-mid-1330s.22” During the
first two decades of Edward I1I’s reign, Corder became one of king’s most
trusted servants, employed in sensitive diplomatic work as well as administra-
tive duties and soldiering.22¢ He fought with a retinue from La Hougue to Crécy
in 1346, and his undoubted knowledge of Ponthieu may have proved useful to
the king during the closing stages of the campaign.2?

Corder was not the only man qualified to offer advice on suitable battle sites
in Ponthieu. Indeed, in the absence of a former constable of Crécy castle, it is
likely that the best informed of Edward’s comrades in arms was Sir
Bartholomew Burgherssh.230 Like Corder, Burgherssh had been close to the king
since the beginning of the reign. He performed sterling service as diplomat and
administrator and — of greatest significance for the present discussion — he held
the office of seneschal of Ponthieu from the autumn of 1331 until September
1334.231 He was also one of the senior captains at Crécy. That he was much more
than simply a retinue commander in 1346 can be gauged from the tone of the
campaign newsletters that he sent to the archbishop of Canterbury, and from the
fact that, soon after the battle, we find him back in England addressing parlia-
ment on the progress of the war. If the march towards Ponthieu had indeed been
planned from the beginning of the campaign, and if the ground at Crécy had
been selected in advance as the ideal place to confront the French army, then
Burgherssh was surely one of the key contributors to the plan. It is clear that his

227 The receiver’s book includes, among those taking wages as keepers of the lord’s manors,
a man named Sir Gawain de Calleville, who is designated ‘chastelain du Gard’ and is
presumably Corder: E101/166/2, fo. 16r. Corder was constable of Leeds castle in 1331 (CCR,
1330-33, p. 256); he was marshal of Princess Eleanor’s household at the time of her marriage
to the count of Guelders in 1332 (BL, Additional MS 38006); and until 1334 at least, he
continued to act on behalf of Christ Church priory, Canterbury.

228 |n 1338 Corder was one of four knights of the king’s chamber: E101/388/5, m. 17. He
had served against the Scots in 1327 (C71/11, m. 6), 1333 (C71/13, m. 28) and 1335
(Roxburgh castle: E101/19/27, mm. 6, 6d, 7). He accompanied the king to Flanders in
1338-40 (Norwell, p. 338), led an important diplomatic mission to Brittany in 1341
(E101/23/5), and was involved in two military expeditions to the duchy — in 1342-3
(E36/204, fo. 107r) and 1344 (E101/24/10; E403/331, mm. 29, 30). During the second of
these Breton adventures he was taken prisoner and the king contributed 100 marks towards
his ransom: E404/5/31; E403/335, m. 36.

229 For his retinue at Crécy and Calais, see BL, Harleian MS 3968, fo. 124v.

230 The only Englishmen known to have been constable of Crécy castle during the 1330s was
Thomas Saunford, a royal household esquire who was appointed to the post in February 1333
(CPR, 1330-34, pp. 409). As a household knight, he later served in Scotland (1338; 1341)
and the Low Countries (1338-40; Sluys and Tournai): E101/388/5, mm. 15-16; Norwell, p.
337; E101/389/8, mm. 9, 13; E36/204, fo. 89r, 102v. Although a man of that name was an
arrayer in Middlesex in 1346, there is no evidence that he actually served on the Crécy
campaign (Wrottesley, Crecy and Calais, p. 73).

231 CPR, 1330-34, pp. 188, 229; CPR, 1334-38, p. 25. For Burgherssh’s career, see
Complete Peerage, ii, pp. 426.



The Crécy Campaign 85

work was appreciated by his royal master, for he became the king’s chamberlain
some months after Crécy,?®2 while his son was included among the founder
members of the Order of the Garter.

The Somme and beyond: Blanquetaque and the Forest of Crécy

In considering the influence that prior knowledge of Ponthieu may have had on
the planning and execution of the campaign of July—August 1346, we should
bear in mind not only the choice of the Crécy battlefield, but also the vexed
question of how the English located the Somme crossing at Blanquetaque. Most
modern accounts of this stage of the campaign present the English king as either
wholly unaware of the existence of the ford below Abbeville, or aware of it, but
unsure of its precise location.?®3 Either way, locating the crossing point
depended upon finding a local man willing to act as guide. Jean le Bel tells us
that it was a peasant, who had been taken prisoner, to whom Froissart gives the
name Gohin Agace.23* The Bourgeois of Valenciennes relates a different version
of events in which one of Wulfart de Ghistelles’s esquires informs the king that
he had found the ford.2®> Most of the English sources, whether chronicles or
newsletters, are reticent about how the king came to know about the crossing.
Some imply that a miraculous event, similar to the parting of the Red Sea, took
place at Blanquetaque.23® But one, the Meaux chronicle, offers a more
down-to-earth explanation. The author, Thomas Burton, of the Cistercian abbey
of Meaux in East Yorkshire, was writing about half a century after the events,
but apparently based his account on a lost, local monastic chronicle. He states
that a Yorkshireman from Ruston, near Nafferton, who had been living in
Ponthieu for sixteen years, showed the English where to cross the Somme at low
tide.23” Residence for sixteen years would bring this East Riding man to

232 CCR, 1346-49, p. 249.

233 Edward wholly unaware: e.g., A.H. Burne, The Crecy War (London, 1955), p. 158;
Sumption, Trial by Battle, p. 523. Edward not sure of location: Wailly, Crécy 1346, pp. 30-1.
Cf. Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 263 and n. 138; and D. Nicolle, Crécy 1346 (Oxford,
2000), p. 48.

234 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 96; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 159-60; Froissart: Amiens, iii, pp. 3-4.
In the Rome MS, Froissart drops the Gobin Agace story and has Godfrey de Harcourt offer
advice on the likelihood of a crossing point below Abbeville: he had heard of such a crossing,
but had not used it. Froissart: Rome, pp. 704-8.

235 Récits, p. 226. Ghistelles, a knight from Hainault, had been associated with Edward 111
since at least 1332 (BL, Cotton MS, Galba E. Il1, fo. 184r) and served in the English king’s
wars throughout the 1330s and 1340s.

236 Murimuth, p. 216; Avesbury, p. 368; Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 60-1.

237 Melsa, iii, p. 57. Antonia Gransden notes ‘the possibility that to 1348 Burton used some
lost monastic chronicle written at Meaux in the mid-fourteenth century’: Historical Writing in
England, vol. ii: ¢. 1307 to the early sixteenth century (London and Henley, 1982), pp.
359-60 and n. 112. Of the East Riding men serving in the Crécy army who may have been the
source of information for the earlier, lost chronicle, the most likely candidate is Sir Thomas
Ughtred, or someone serving with him. As sub-marshal of the army, Ughtred would have
been directly involved in the search for the ford. It is notable, moreover, that Ughtred himself
appears elsewhere in Thomas Burton’s account of Edward I1I’s wars: at Roxburgh Bridge
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Ponthieu at the time that a group of Englishmen were appointed sergeants in the
forest of Crécy. There is, therefore, a possibility that Thomas Burton’s
Yorkshireman was one of those English foresters who are mentioned in the
receiver of Ponthieu’s account book and Chancery rolls for 1331.

Edward I11 may well have welcomed the appearance of a guide with precise
local knowledge, but what surely happened was guidance towards a ford that the
English knew to exist. For there can be no doubt that Blanquetaque was a
well-known crossing point, where (according to the short continuation of the
Chronique de Flandre) ‘les bestes du pays’ were accustomed to pass at low
tide.2%8 The master of every ship engaged in trade with Abbeville would, by
necessity, have been aware that the Somme was fordable at low tide; and it is
clear that the French high command knew about the crossing, since they posted
Godemar du Fay with a contingent of troops to defend it. It is evident that the
English knew about it too. King Edward’s own newsletter, written a week after
Crécy, is very matter-of-fact about the river crossing: ‘When we came to the
river Somme, we found the bridges broken, so we went towards St Valery to
cross at a ford (‘ung gué’) where the sea rises and falls.’23® There were a number
of men in Edward’s army who could — indeed should — have known about
Blanquetaque. The gué was no further from Gawain Corder’s manor at Gard
prés de Rue than was Crécy, while it is difficult to see how Bartholomew
Burgherssh could have failed to have become aware of this important crossing
point during his three-year term of office as seneschal of Ponthieu. It should
always be borne in mind that Ponthieu is not Aquitaine; it is of about the same
area as a middle-sized English county, like Dorset.

Edward’s conduct of the Crécy campaign makes a great deal more sense if we
accept that he knew of the existence of the Blanquetaque ford from the outset. In
ordering reinforcements of men and supplies to be sent to Le Crotoy, the king’s
letter of 29 July assumes that crossing the Somme would not pose a problem to
his army. Seen in this light, his march from Poissy to the Somme no longer
appears to be a voyage into the unknown, carrying with it the risk of being
caught in a trap — the triangle of land bounded by the sea, the Somme and the
approaching French army. That Edward did indeed know where he was going at
this stage of the campaign is suggested by the sources that provide detailed
information on his itinerary.240 At first glance there appears to be some conflict
between these sources (see table, below).

According to Retford’s “kitchen journal’, the royal household arrived at
Acheux on 21 August and remained there until (the early morning of) 24
August, when Edward set off for Blanquetaque. But Cleopatra D. VII and
Geoffrey Baker’s chronicle suggest that the army stayed at Airaines on the
nights of 21 and 22 August, only reaching Acheux on the 23rd. To complicate
matters still further, several chroniclers, including Jean le Bel (followed by

(1332), where he made an heroic stand against the Scots, and at St Omer (1340). Melsa, ii,
366 iii, p. 46.

238 Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 41; St Omer chronicle, fo. 260v.

239 Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 309.

240 For these sources, see above, p. 2 n. 4.
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Kitchen Journal Cleopatra D. VII Baker
20 August  Camps-en-Amienois Camps-en-Amienois -
21 August  Acheux Airaines Airaines
22 August  [unspecific about place]  Airaines Airaines
23 August  ‘the same place’ Acheux Acheux
24 August  ‘sub foresta de Cressy”  ‘juste la foreste de Cressy’ [crossing
Somme]
25 August  “in foresta de Cressy’ ‘un altre cost de la forest’ -
26 August  ‘adhuc sub foresta ‘les champs devaunt la ville  [battle of
de Cressy’ de Cressy en Pountyf’ Crécy]
27 August  “in campis sub foresta ‘en mesme le champ juste [battlefield]
de Cressy’ la forest’

Froissart) and the author of the Chronique Normande, tell us that Edward’s itin-
erary took him from Airaines to Oisemont, from where his army marched
directly to Blanquetaque.>** However, these apparent inconsistencies can be
reconciled if we interpret the kitchen journal as indicating that part of the army —
the king, his headquarters staff and presumably the whole of the household divi-
sion — rode on to Acheux, well ahead of the rest of the army. Edward was aware
of the existence of the ford, but he still needed to locate it precisely and deter-
mine the optimum time for a crossing. We should imagine mounted reconnais-
sance parties questioning local peasants, just as Chandos Herald relates.?*2 It
may have been Wulfart de Ghistelles’s esquire who brought back the essential
information. Before embarking on a potentially hazardous crossing of a wide
tidal river, Edward would also have wanted to investigate conditions on the far
bank. How much resistance could he expect to meet? Where and how would the
defenders be deployed and how could their position be turned? Given the width
of the Somme estuary at the presumed site of the ford (over two kilometres)
such information could only be obtained by sending reconnaissance groups
across the river. For men of intrepid stamp, who had already shown themselves
capable of river crossings in boats — at Caen and La Roche Guyon, for example
— this would not have presented a major problem.243 We are reminded of the

241 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 91-8; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, 154-62; Froissart: Rome, pp. 704-8;
Chronique Normande, p. 79 (likewise, the closely related Chronographia, ii, p. 229). Note,
however, that Jean le Bel states that Edward stayed at Airaines for two days. Cf. Grandes
chroniques, ix, p. 280 and Gilles le Muisit, pp. 159-60, which suggest that Edward marched
directly from Airaines to Blanquetaque. Had the text of our most valuable campaign diary,
the Acta Bellicosa, extended right up to the battle of Crécy, there would probably be no need
for further discussion, so precisely detailed is this narrative. ‘On the 20th’, notes the diarist,
‘the English crossed at Camps-en-Amienois. The king ended his day’s journey there, but the
prince stayed at Molliens-Vidame.” Unfortunately the single surviving copy of this text
breaks off in the midst of a detailed description of the assault on Poix, which also occurred on
20 August.

242 | e Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 17.

243 Acts of War, ed. Barber, pp. 33, 35.
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team of observers that Edward sent ‘to reconnoitre and see how the [French]
fleet lay’ prior to the battle of Sluys in June 1340.2*4 For the English king,
careful preparation was the key to military success.

While Edward investigated the lower Somme valley, another section of the
army explored the river crossings above Abbeville. The English narratives have
little to say about these activities: most do no more than allude to them.24> But
Jean le Bel, Froissart and several French chroniclers tell a story of heavy but
unsuccessful assaults on a series of crossing points.246 We should be wary of
taking these accounts at face value. For Gilles le Muisit, the defeat of the attack
at Pont Remy on 22 August — allegedly led by the English king — was a rare
military success to be seized upon and celebrated.?” For Froissart, the repulse of
Warwick and Harcourt’s assault on the bridge at Pont Remy — ‘tres grant . . . et
tres fort, et qui dura dou matin jusques a prime’ — heightened the drama of the
army’s perilous predicament and its subsequent narrow ‘escape’ at
Blanquetaque. At least, this is how Froissart tells the story in the majority of the
manuscripts of his Chroniques (A and B MSS and the Amiens text). In the
Rome MS, written towards the end of his life, the emphasis was different. Here,
Warwick and Harcourt investigate the crossings with a strong mounted force,
but finding the bridges heavily defended, move on without a serious fight.248
This account has the ring of truth about it, and it is unfortunate that it cannot be
verified by reference to the Acta Bellicosa, our most detailed source for the
movements of Edward’s army, since the single surviving copy of this text stops
abruptly on 20 August. Nevertheless, reading between the lines of the sources
that we do have, it is possible to piece together a plausible sequence of events. It
would seem that detachments of the English army did indeed probe the defences
of the Somme bridges above Abbeville, but their actions were no more than
feints, intended to engage the attention of the enemy and throw them off the
scent of Edward’s real intention, which was to cross below Abbeville rather than
above it. Thus, for a couple of days (21 and 22 August), the French army on the
right bank of the Somme was kept under surveillance and kept busy, the probing
extending as far as Abbeville, while Edward undertook his reconnaissance of the
lower reaches of the river.

On 23 August, the main body of Edward’s army set out from Airaines for
Acheux, a march that they completed in a day. As we have seen, several of the
narrative sources state that the English travelled via Oisemont. Although the
timing of this march as described in Jean le Bel and Froissart must be erroneous,
the route itself makes perfect sense if we take account of the topography of the
area and the local road network. (See Map 3.) From Airaines, the English would
have followed the natural route up the valley to Oisemont, from there taking the

244 Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 28-9.

245 The Monk of Malmeshbury, who mentions the broken bridge at Long, is unusually
explicit: Eulogium, iii, p. 209.

246 Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 92-4 (Pont Remy, Long, Longpré); Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 155-6;
Froissart: Amiens, ii, pp. 392-3 (Pont Remy, Long, Longpré, Picquigny); Chronique
Normande, p. 79 (Hangest, Pont Remy).

247 Gilles le Muisit, p. 159.

248 Froissart: Rome, pp. 704-5.
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road to Acheux — in all, a distance of about 25 kilometres. This was actually the
only practical route for an army with supply wagons to take, since to march
directly from Airaines to Acheux — or even Blanquetaque — would have
involved a cross-country journey cutting across a series of shallow valleys.
Once the whole army had concentrated at Acheux on the evening of 23 August,
all that remained was a short march of about eight kilometres to the Somme.
This could be so timed as to ensure that the army arrived at Blanquetaque at low
tide, thereby permitting an immediate crossing and allowing no opportunity for
the French defenders of the ford to be reinforced from Abbeville.

The scene that confronted Edward’s army when they arrived at Blanquetaque
on the morning of 24 August can only be recreated in the imagination, for the
landscape and water systems of the Somme valley below Abbeville have under-
gone major changes since the mid-fourteenth century. Today the Somme enters
the sea through the Canal maritime d’Abbeville, which having been under
construction for an extended period was finally completed in about 1840. The
lower part of the Somme valley continued to be subject to tidal flows until 1911,
when construction of a railway embankment a little above St Valery completely
closed off the original mouth of the river. Behind the embankment, the former
river bed has been transformed by reclamation and peat digging into a landscape
of water meadows interspersed with ponds. This is the scene that greets a visitor
to the locality today, but what would the English have found in the mid-
fourteenth century? It is known that the water-level in the lower Somme valley
fluctuated with the ebb and flow of the tides. At high tide, when water spread
across the entire valley floor (a width of two kilometres or more), and the river
was navigable as far as Abbeville, the lower Somme presented a formidable
obstacle. When the sea retreated, the river was fordable: it was ‘plate, et pou y
avoit d’eaue’.24

The precise nature of the crossing point is difficult to establish with certainty
from the contemporary source material. Indeed, few of our sources actually
describe it. The continental chroniclers all refer to the crossing by name
(‘Blanquetaque’ or something similar), but most note simply that it was a ‘gué’
or ‘passage’. The only detailed description of Blanquetaque by a fourteenth-
century author appears in the chronicle of Jean le Bel (Jean Froissart’s more
famous account is merely a copy of le Bel’s work).20 He tells us that an other-
wise impassable river could be crossed twice a day when the tide was out by
means of a ford (‘gué”) with a bed of chalk (‘blanche marle fort et dur’), which
was firm enough to allow wheeled vehicles to cross and wide enough to permit
the passage of twelve men in line abreast, the water reaching no higher than their
knees.?®l Le Bel adds that it was the white rock of the ford that gave
‘Blanquetaque’ its name.?52 Determining the precise location of this causeway

249 Chronique Normande, p. 79.

250 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 96. Villani, vii, p. 162, refers to a place with ‘uno saldo fondo’.

251 The bed of the ford may have been artificially reinforced with locally quarried chalk. See
Belloc, Six British Battles, p. 30.

252 An alternative tradition, of uncertain origin, has it that the name derived from a ‘white
mark’ on the hillside behind the ford on the Ponthieu side of the river. According to
Louandre, Blanquetaque, ‘c’est-a-dire tache blanche, est le point le plus apparent de la falaise
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on the ground today is no easy matter since no trace of it survives on the surface.
Several chroniclers offer locational guidance, the most precise being the
Grandes Chroniques, which notes that it was at Saigneville (on the south bank
of the Somme), and the Chronographia, the Récits of the Bourgeois of Valenci-
ennes, and Geoffrey Baker’s chronicle, all of which place it close to Noyelles-
sur-Mer (on the north bank).?53 The consensus of current opinion is that the
route of Jean le Bel’s white-bedded ford is marked today, at its southern end, by
a road leading north from Saigneville, and at its northern by a building named
Chatelet Gué de Blanchetaque, which is located about three kilometres to the
south-east of Noyelles and two kilometres north-west of Port le Grand.?>*

That Jean le Bel’s description of the Blanquetaque ford has become one of
the anchor-points of the 1346 campaign is largely owing to its reproduction in
Jean Froissart’s Chroniques.?%® Froissart also drew heavily on the Liegeois
chronicler for his dramatic account of the English army’s river crossing. Conse-
quently the most widely known version of the Blanquetaque affair is, in effect,
Jean le Bel’s narrative, with embellishments from Froissart’s pen.?5¢ Froissart
follows his exemplar in stating that the English arrived at the ford at about
sunrise (“environ soleil levant’), but found the water-level too high. They waited
‘jusques apriez prime’, by which time Godemar du Fay had deployed a substan-
tial force on the far bank of the river to defend the *passage’. Both le Bel and
Froissart present the English crossing as a hard-fought action, in which the
French offered stout resistance. But whereas le Bel’s account is concise,
Froissart amplifies his source considerably to create one of those vivid dramatic
episodes for which his Chroniques have become famous. According to Froissart,
the English knights and esquires, the best mounted to the fore, rode into the
shallow water amid unfurled banners and war cries. Godemar’s men advanced to
meet them, and the result was a swirl of chivalric combat at the ford. Froissart
tells us that Godemar had crossbowmen at his disposal, but it is the English
archers who had the greater impact on the outcome of the engagement, and King
Edward’s men were eventually able to force their way across the river. The
French broke and there was much slaughter among the common infantry.

crayeuse qui forme au-dessus de Port une longue bande de colour blanche’. F.-C Louandre,
Histoire d’Abbeville et du comté de Ponthieu jusqu’en 1789, 3rd edn, 2 vols (Abbeville,
1883), i, p. 197 n. 1.

253 Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 281: ‘a Soigneville, au lieu qui est dit Blanche Taque’.
Chronographia, ii, p. 229: ‘non multum distantem a quadam villa nomine Noiella supra
Mare’. Récits, p. 226: ‘d’encoste Noielle’. Baker, p. 81. Cf. ‘per locum vocatum a le Blanke
Take ad duas leucas prope Abeville’ (Gilles le Muisit, p. 160); ‘pres de saint Walery” (St
Omer chronicle, fo. 260v). Thomas Burton and the Monk of Malmesbury place the ford
between St-Valery and Le Crotoy: Melsa, iii, p. 57; Eulogium, iii, p. 209.

254 For an annotated aerial photograph, see Wailly, Crécy 1346, p. 32. For a careful
discussion of the location of the ford and the circumstances of the English crossing, based
upon a survey of the ground before the First World War, see Belloc, Six British Battles, pp.
24-35. See also, Viard, ‘La campagne de juillet-ao(t 1346 et la bataille de Crécy’, p. 61 n. 3.
255 Froissart: Amiens, iii, pp. 3-4; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 159-60. The Rome MS omits
the description of the ford.

256 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 160-3; Froissart: Amiens, iii, pp. 5-8; Amiens: Rome, pp.
706-12. Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 96-8.



92 The Battle of Crécy, 1346

Froissart (Amiens MS) relates that Godemar du Fay was among those wounded
in the battle, this being but one of several points of detail that he adds to Jean le
Bel’s brief account. However, it is followed by a more significant deviation
from his source. Jean le Bel had emphasised that all the English baggage
(‘chars, charrettes, sommiers’) crossed the river without mishap, but Froissart
rounds off his account of the Blanquetaque affair in a very different way, by
noting that the last English baggage wagons to cross the Somme were cut up by
forward units of the French army.

Froissart’s embellishment of Jean le Bel’s account of the Blanquetaque
encounter is the version of events that has captured the imagination of modern
writers.25” But as always with the most celebrated of the chroniclers of chivalry,
we should be aware of the possibility that Froissart’s additions to Jean le Bel
were no more than products of his imagination, inserted with the intention of
fleshing out a brief source text and to accentuate the drama of the narrated
events. Froissart himself changed his mind on some points. Thus, Godemar’s
crossbowmen, which are not mentioned by other narrative sources, are
‘Genoese’ in the Amiens, A and B MSS of the Chroniques, while in the latest
version of Froissart’s work, the Rome MS, they are said to be from local French
towns.?8 |n fact, the Rome MS offers a considerably reworked account of the
whole sequence of events at Blanquetaque. The episodes involving Gobin Agace
and the destruction of the baggage at the rear of the English army are both
omitted, and the ‘bonhommes dou pais’, who were supposed to defend the ford,
are said to have run away, leaving Godemar’s ‘gentilhommes’ to fight on alone.
It is as if Froissart, upon returning to this story long after the earlier redactions
of his chronicle had been written, had become aware of the shortcomings of his
original account and resolved upon an interpretation that was less highly
coloured and more authentic in tone.

In assessing the reliability of the most famous account of the Blanquetaque
encounter, it is necessary to look beyond Froissart’s embellishments and subject
his exemplar, Jean le Bel, to closer scrutiny. The Liégeois chronicler is perhaps
best known for his vivid eyewitness account of the Weardale campaign of 1327,
but for his narrative of the 1346 expedition, which was written over a decade
after the events, he was reliant on the testimony of others. For the battle of
Crécy, he claims to have spoken to eyewitnesses from both armies, and it is just
possible that this was also the case with Blanquetaque. One aspect of his narra-
tive — the timing of low tide and the English crossing — can be shown to be
essentially accurate. He tells us that, having arrived at the Somme at about
sunrise (a little after 5.00 a.m.), the English had to wait until after prime (6.00
a.m.) before they could cross. According to calculations made by Dr Paul
Adamthwaite of the Archives and Collections Society, the ebbing tide on the
morning of 24 August 1346 would have receded below the generally accepted
position of the ford at about 7.20 a.m., leaving only the shallow, sluggish flow of

257 E.g., Burne, The Crecy War, pp. 158-60; Wailly, Crécy 1346, pp. 41-4; Nicolle, Crécy
1346, pp. 48-52.

258 ‘les arbalestriers d’Amiens et d’Abbeville, de Saint Rigier et tous les arbalestriers des
villes la environ’. Froissart: Rome, p. 708.
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the Somme to be negotiated.?>® We may safely assume that the English would
have begun their crossing while the tidal waters were still retreating.

Should we conclude from the accuracy of Jean le Bel’s testimony concerning
the timing of the crossing that the remainder of his account is also reliable?
Perhaps; but as will become evident when we examine his account of the battle
of Crécy, Jean le Bel was not averse to shaping his story according to an under-
lying interpretative agenda, and there are certainly aspects of his Blanquetaque
account that prompt doubts. For example, he suggests that Philip VI himself
never actually reached the bank of the Somme. Receiving news of the crossing
while on the march from Airaines, the French king was advised to cross the river
at Abbeville.?5° To set against this we have convincing testimony, from a variety
of other sources, that the main French army arrived soon after the English had
completed their crossing, with the result that the two hosts faced each other in a
stand-off across the rising waters of the Somme.261

The main obstacle to accepting Froissart’s version of events at Blanquetaque,
and in particular the image of a heroic charge across a narrow, white-rock
bedded ford, is that other narrative sources tell different stories. The ‘bataille
dure et forte’, in which it had taken a considerable feat of arms to overcome
Godemar du Fay’s men, is nowhere to be found in fourteenth-century French
chronicles. Those who comment on the encounter state simply that Godemar’s
men had offered little or no resistance and suffered heavy casualties in their
flight.262 Even when a continental chronicle does describe a contested crossing,
as is the case with the Récits of the Bourgeois of Valenciennes, what we find is a
narrative that has comparatively little in common with Jean le Bel’s and
Froissart’s version of the Blanquetaque affair. The Valenciennes chronicler’s
account of the campaign as it reached its climax at Crécy is distinctive and inde-
pendent, and perhaps based upon the recollections of an eyewitness, Wulfart de
Ghistelles, a Hainaulter who fought on the English side.?%® Edward Il is
portrayed as confident and reassuring before the discovery of the Blanquetaque

259 |ow water at the entrance of the Somme estuary was at about 10.00 a.m., but the ebb tide
would have already receded below the Blanquetaque ford at about 7.20 a.m. (tidal level at the
ford had been dropping since high water, at 4.05 a.m.), with theoretical low water at that point
at 11.13 a.m. From that time the waters would have begun to rise, reaching their highest point
at 4.30 p.m. By the time that the tidal waters had once again retreated below the ford — at
about 7.45 p.m. — it was already over an hour after sunset. | am indebted to Dr Adamthwaite
for these findings. His full report, including assessments of the accuracy of the timings, can
be consulted online at http://www.aandc.org/research/tides.html.

260 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 100; Froissart: Amiens, iii, p. 7; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 163;
Froissart: Rome, pp. 714-15.

261 For example, Edward I1I’s newsletter (Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 309-10);
Chronique Normande, p. 80; Eulogium, iii, p. 210.

262 Jean de Venette, ed. Newhall, p. 42; Gilles le Muisit, p. 160; Chronique Normande, pp.
79-80; Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 41. The nineteenth-century cavalry officer, Joachim
Ambert, continued to express the view that ‘n’est pas méme un combat sérieux’: ‘Mémaoire
sur I’expédition anglaise de 1346, et sur la bataille de Crécy’, Le Spectateur Militaire, xxxix
(1845), p. 13.

263 Ghistelles appears a couple of times in this chronicler’s story of the 1346 campaign, and
it will be recalled that it was one of his esquires who is credited with having located the
Blanquetaque ford (Récits, pp. 225-6).



94 The Battle of Crécy, 1346

ford, while his men, ‘pensant et mélancoliant’, murmured among themselves at
the prospect of being cornered by the French against the River Somme.?54 It is as
if the king knew perfectly well that there was a ford below Abbeville, and it was
simply a question of finding its precise location.

The Valenciennes chronicler’s description of the actual crossing is one of the
fullest that we have, and it leaves the reader in no doubt that it was a hard-fought
encounter. But it also differs in a number of respects from the narratives offered
by Jean le Bel and Froissart.28> The English arrived at the river to find that the
tide was out and that Godemar du Fay was already in position on the far bank.
(This discrepancy may simply reflect the late arrival of the chronicler’s witness
on the river bank.) Where Jean le Bel merely implies that men-at-arms and
archers fought co-operatively during the crossing,2%8 the Valenciennes chronicler
describes the deployment of the English army with some precision. Archers led
the way, closely followed by Welsh spearmen, the latter presumably intended to
form a bristling defence in the event of a sudden attack by Godemar du Fay’s
men. After this infantry force came a large contingent of men-at-arms, headed
by Warwick and Harcourt, and then the baggage train. The king, the prince of
Wales and a powerful force of men-at-arms — and presumably more archers —
brought up the rear. When the English reached the far side of the river, the
French mounted a counter-attack, but this was beaten off by archery, and King
Edward’s men were all able to pass over the ford. Speed was of the essence
because Philip VI’s army was closing fast behind them. But the latter, having
marched more than 13 leagues in the day, arrived at Blanquetaque only after the
English had completed their crossing and the waters of the Somme had begun to
rise. Despite differences on points of detail, it is tempting to interpret the
account of the Blanquetaque affair by the Bourgeois of Valenciennes in the light
of Jean le Bel and Froissart, so vivid is the story told by the latter. And yet the
Bourgeois’s Récits do not mention a narrow, white-rock bedded ford. Indeed, if
we set aside the dramatic image of a heroic dash across a causeway that is
conjured up in particular by Froissart and Chandos Herald,27 we find that the
Récits can be interpreted rather differently.

That the crossing of the Somme was more a triumph of sound planning than
knightly heroics is suggested by contemporary narrative sources of English
provenance. None of these accounts mention ‘Blanquetaque’ by name, and more
importantly, two of our English eyewitness accounts, followed by several chroni-
cles, suggest that the crossing was made on a wide front. Richard Wynkeley’s
campaign newsletter, dated 2 September, described the crossing ‘in the tidal
reach between Crotoy and Abbeville’;268

264 Récits, p. 226.

265 Récits, pp. 227-8.

266 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 97.

267 Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 17: “‘Et toutz les cent a une fie/En I’eawe la launce
baissie/Se sont feru sur lour coursers/Moult furent vaillantz chivalers.’

268 Murimuth, p. 216; translation in Barber, The Life and Campaigns of the Black Prince, p.
19. The English authors refer to the crossing as a ‘gué’, ‘passage’ or ‘vadum’. The exception
is Henry Knighton, who states that the English crossed ‘per unum whassum maris ad
longitudinem unius leuce’: Knighton, ed. Martin, p. 60.
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here the whole army crossed unharmed at a place which none of the local
people knew to be a safe ford except for six to ten people at a time. Our men
crossed almost everywhere, as if it were a safe ford, much to the amazement of
those who knew the place.

According to the king’s newsletter, dated 3 September, ‘a thousand men abreast
crossed where hitherto only three or four were accustomed to pass, and so we
and all our army crossed safely in an hour’.26% Setting aside the possibility of a
miraculous event, what this eyewitness testimony appears to be describing is a
mass movement of men across a broad stretch of the Somme that at low tide was
easily fordable on foot or on horseback. For the local people, who were used to
seeing individuals crossing at Blanquetaque, the passage of an army would
indeed have been an extraordinary sight.

The nature of the river in the pre-modern period can be deduced from the
distinctive topography of this wide, flat-bottomed valley and from the fact that it
was necessary, in the nineteenth century, to dig a canal to reopen a navigable
channel from Abbeville to the sea.?’0 In its lower reaches, below Abbeville, the
medieval Somme would have spread across the valley, resulting — when the tide
was out — in a shallow, sluggish flow of water. This is exactly the scene that,
according to the Chronique Normande, confronted the English on the morning
of 24 August: ‘A cele heure estoit la mer retraite et al riviere plate, et pou y avoit
d’eaue.’?’ Such a river, which was altogether different from the Seine at Poissy,
did not present a serious obstacle to Edward’s army. Once the tide had receded,
it would have been passable practically everywhere: men on foot or in the saddle
would have been able to pick their way through the water meadows and wade
across the deeper channels on a wide front, just as the English sources describe.
But Edward’s wagon train could not have crossed such soft ground. Wheeled
vehicles required a bridge, or a ford with a firm bed. This, then, was the impor-
tance of Blanquetaque: it was the only available crossing point for the English
baggage. That this hard ford was below the tidal limit and only passable for a
few hours twice a day at low water created the drama of Blanquetaque on 24
August 1346.

Drawing on all of the available evidence, it is possible to reconstruct with
some confidence what happened at Blanquetaque on St Bartholomew’s day

269 Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 309-10. For a repetition of Edward’s words, see
Anonimalle, p. 21; for close echoes, see Melsa, iii, p. 57. Cf. Avesbury, p. 368; Knighton, ed.
Martin, pp. 60-1.

270 According to George Beltz, in 1839, “the river [was] now entirely fordable from Port to
Noyelles’. G.F. Beltz, ‘An inquiry into the existing narratives of the battle of Cressy, with
some account of its localities, traditions and remains’, Archaeologia, xxviii (1840), p. 174.
What remained of the water flow after the opening of the canal was investigated in 1860 by
G.M. Musgrave, a clergyman and tireless writer of travel books, who recorded his findings in
By-Roads and Battle-fields in Picardy (London, 1861), chap. 3 (pp. 42-7). He suggested a
location for Blanquetaque that is marked, at its northern end, by a ‘brick-built archway under
the railroad’ (about 3 km north-west of Port-le-Grand and 2 km south of Noyelles-sur-Mer;
clearly marked on the 1:25000 IGN map, sheet 2107 E), but he offered no substantial
evidence and his claim that he crossed the Somme estuary in 700 paces, without apparently
encountering the Somme canal, raises serious doubts.

271 Chronique Normande, p. 79.
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1346. For the English, careful preparation and good timing were the keys to
success. Having monitored the tidal movements over a couple of days, Edward
was able to plan his arrival at the ford at low tide (as indeed is suggested by the
Bourgeois of Valenciennes and the Chronique Normande), sure in the knowl-
edge that he would have until early afternoon to complete his crossing. As we
have seen, the tide receded below the presumed position of the ford between 7
and 8 a.m. Once the water confronting the English consisted of no more than the
shallow, sluggish flow of the Somme, they advanced across it on a broad front,
with only their baggage dependent upon the hard-bottomed ford at
Blanquetaque. The detailed testimony of the Valenciennes chronicler reveals the
essentials of Edward’s tactical plan. The archers led the way, backed up by
Welsh spearmen, providing a screen on a wide front, followed by mounted
men-at-arms. What followed demonstrated that English knights and esquires
had not lost their aptitude for mounted combat, and that skilfully deployed
archers could provide valuable support for their knightly comrades in an offen-
sive situation. Softened up by long-range archery, Godemar’s defensive line
was vulnerable to a coup de grace delivered by mounted men-at-arms. Lacking
effective missile troops of his own, Godemar’s only response was to coun-
ter-attack with heavy cavalry, but this too was defeated by a combination of
sword and arrow.

The French chroniclers were highly critical of Godemar’s performance, but in
truth his task was far from easy. Firstly, he did not have a large force at his
disposal. Michael Northburgh, an eyewitness, noted that the crossing was
guarded by 500 men-at-arms and 3,000 armed commons. The Chronique
Normande gave Godemar only 1,200 men, although an underestimate of the
defenders’ numbers would be expected from this source.2’2 As we have seen,
Froissart suggests that Godemar also had crossbowmen, though even if they
were present they were probably local townsmen with little or no military expe-
rience. Godemar’s second problem was finding the most effective deployment
for his modest force. Because it was possible for the English to cross on a broad
front it was actually very difficult for Godemar to stop them.2”3 If he concen-
trated his defensive line at the *hard’ ford, presumably positioning his men on
the firm ground of the river bank rather than the mud of the river bed, he could
be taken in the flank and rear. That this is indeed what happened is suggested by
Henry Knighton, who notes that the French were ‘drawn up where the English
ought to have come ashore, but the English burst upon them with skilful
daring’.2"* It seems that Godemar’s force was surprised by an outflanking

272 Avesbury, p. 368; Knighton, ed. Martin, p. 60 (3,000); Chronique Normande, p. 79. Cf.
Récits, p. 227 (10,000 men, not including ‘ceulx du pays’).

273 Several of the narrative accounts suggest that Godemar shifted the position of his men
after the English arrived on the far bank (Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, pp. 309-10; Jean le Bel,
ii, p. 97). Perhaps this movement was in response to English preparations for a wide-front
crossing.

274 Knighton, ed. Martin, pp. 60-1. Henry Knighton’s chronicle was written during the last
quarter of the fourteenth century, but for the early years of Edward’s French war contains
much distinctive military detail, which apparently derives from eyewitness testimony of
various kinds.
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manoeuvre executed by a task force that had crossed the river in advance of, and
at a separate location from, the main body.2"

The Valenciennes chronicler suggests that a heavily armed contingent was the
last part of the English army to cross the Somme. No doubt this was close to the
‘hard’ ford, covering the army’s slow-moving baggage. While the bulk of the
army may have crossed the river in an hour, as suggested by the English
accounts, the wagon train, confined to the hard crossing, would have taken
longer. The passage was completed without interference from the forward units
of Philip VI’s host, but only by a narrow margin. Edward’s post-Crécy news-
letter picks up the story:

soon after we had crossed [the river], our adversary with a very large force
appeared on the other bank so suddenly that we were not in the least prepared.
Consequently, we waited there and took up battle positions.2’8

What Edward does not mention is that the water of the Somme was rising, for as
the Chronique Normande notes, ‘le flot de la mer vint a cele heure, qui engroissa
si I’eaue de Somme, que Francois n’y peurent passer’.2’” According to modern
calculations, the rising water level would have become apparent in the early
afternoon, with high water being reached at Blanquetaque at about 4.30 p.m. It
would be over three hours — an hour after sunset — before the tide had retreated
below the ford again.

The only contact that day between elements of the main English and French
armies were chivalrous exploits between individuals who, in the early afternoon,
were willing to brave the rising waters. Thus, in response to a call from the
French lines, Sir Thomas Colville crossed the river ‘a graunt perille de sa vie’ in
order to joust with a French knight. The two men parted as friends, though
whether the Frenchman survived the altogether less gentlemanly encounter at
Crécy two days later is not recorded.?2’® While such chivalric encounters
provided some entertainment for the assembled armies, King Edward attended
to more practical matters.2”® Having settled the bulk of his army on the right
bank of the Somme, he sent Sir Hugh Despenser at the head of a flying column

275 This was probably the 100 men-at-arms and ‘some archers’, who according to Richard
Wynkeley, ‘went ahead of the army’ under the command of Northampton and Reginald
Cobham. Murimuth, p. 216.

276 ‘hientost aprez ce que nous estoms passés le eawe, se monstra del autre part I’eau
notredict adversaire ou graunt povair dez gentz si soudainement que nous n’estoms de rien
grevez: pour quoy nous y demouraims et preins notre place’. Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p.
310. Cf. Anonimalle, p. 22, which substitutes ‘garnyez’ for ‘grevez’.

277 Chronique Normande, p. 80.

278 The story is told in Anonimalle, pp. 22, 160; more briefly by the Monk of Malmesbury
(Eulogium, iii, p. 210); and with a less amicable outcome by Thomas Walsingham (Gesta
Abbatum Monasterii Sancti Albani, ed. H.T. Riley, Rolls Ser., 3 vols (London, 1867-9), ii, p.
376).

279 Edward himself behaved chivalrously towards Catherine, countess of Aumale, whose
father, Robert of Artois, had died in the English king’s service in Brittany in 1342. Her castle
and town of Noyelles, a few kilometres downstream from the ford, were spared the torch.
Jean le Bel, ii, p. 98 and n. Cf. Récits, pp. 228-9.
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to Le Crotoy — a distance of about ten kilometres.?8® The purpose of Despenser’s
mission was twofold: to make contact with the reinforcements and supplies
from England that had been ordered by the king’s letter of 29 July; and to seize
any stores that were to be found in Le Crotoy. There was no sign of the fleet, but
following a stiff fight, the town was taken by assault and, according to
Northburgh, yielded ‘graunt plente du vitailles’.28

What exactly Edward and his army were doing during the two days between the
successful crossing of the Somme and the commencement of the battle at Crécy
has stimulated much inconclusive discussion in the secondary literature. The
central problem concerns the route that the English army took from
Blanquetaque to Crécy;282 but there is also some dispute as to when Edward set
off from the bank of the Somme. These problems are of more than purely
academic interest, for Edward’s actions immediately prior to Crécy — whether
they were purposeful or responsive — may well cast light on his strategic inten-
tions. The lack of unanimity of opinion in the historical literature arises from the
contradictions in the fourteenth-century sources. It would be natural to look to
Edward I11’s post-Crécy newsletter for a clear view of what happened. He tells
us that, following his army’s successful passage of the Somme and his adver-
sary’s sudden appearance on the other bank:

we remained there and took up position, and waited throughout the day and
the next day until vespers. At last, when we saw that [Philip V1] did not wish
to cross [the river], but turned towards Abbeville, we marched towards Crécy
in order to meet him on the other side of the forest.?83

The curious aspect of the king’s testimony is that it suggests that he and his
Valois adversary faced each other across the Somme until the evening of 25

280 Northburgh’s newsletter: Avesbury, p. 368. Forming part of the rearguard of the army,
Despenser’s retinue had probably taken little part in the action at Blanquetaque.

281 See also, Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 98-9. According to Geoffrey Baker, the town was defended
by over 300 Genoese mercenaries: Baker, p. 81. The burning of Le Crotoy is widely recorded
in the continental chronicles. In December, Philip VI confirmed the town’s charter of
privileges, which had been lost in the conflagration. F. Lefils, Histoire de la ville du Crotoy et
de son chéteau, repr. (Paris, 1996), pp. 76-7.

282 Nineteenth-century accounts considered a number of routes around the northern or
southern perimeters of Crécy forest, or through it. Opinions were confidently expressed, but
were rarely securely grounded in documentary sources. See, for example, Beltz, ‘An inquiry
into the existing narratives of the battle of Cressy, with some account of its localities,
traditions and remains’, which paraphases Baron Seymour de Constant, ‘Bataille de Cressy’,
France Littéraire, 1832, pp. 563-5. The pugnacious Joachim Ambert offered a very precise
route north of the forest (Le Crotoy; Rue; Arry; Regniére-Ecluse-Vironchaux; Crécy), which,
he argues, minimised the risk of battle on unfavourable ground: ‘Mémoire sur I’expédition
anglaise de 1346, et sur la bataille de Crécy’, pp. 22-3. Least dogmatic is F.-C. Louandre,
who offers two alternative routes, the second of which traversed part of the forest by a
‘chemin vert’: Histoire d’Abbeville, 3rd edn, i, p. 199.

283 ‘nous y demouraims et preins notre place, et attendans tout le jour et lendemain tant que
al hour de vespre. Et au darain, quant nous voiames qu’il ne vouloit illoeques passer, mez se
tourna devers Abbevill, nous nous traiames devers Crescy pour lui encontrer de I’autre part de
la forest.” Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310.
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August, whereupon both set off upon their different routes to the field of Crécy,
where they met barely a day later. Apart from a near verbatim copy of the king’s
newsletter in the Anonimalle chronicle, and garbled echoes of it in the chroni-
cles of Henry Knighton and Geoffrey le Baker, there is no corroborative
evidence in the English sources for the king’s story of a prolonged stand-off at
the Somme.284 Michael Northburgh’s newsletter reveals a somewhat different
sequence of events:

And that night [the 24th] the king of England made camp in the forest of
Crécy, next to the river, because the French army appeared on the other side
after we had crossed; but [the French king] did not wish to cross over to us,
and returned towards Abbeville. And the following Friday the king of England
camped once more in the forest of Crécy. And on the Saturday morning he set
out towards Crécy . . .28

Not only does Northburgh’s testimony tally precisely with the itinerary
embedded in Retford’s kitchen journal,8 it also coexists more comfortably with
views of these events — admittedly varied views — that are to be found in the
continental chronicles. The Chronique Normande and the closely related
Chronographia are exceptional among accounts written from the French
perspective, in that they state that Philip VI arrived at the Somme in person after
the English had passed over the river. However, finding that the tide was coming
in, Philip and ‘tout son ost” marched off to Abbeville in order to cross there. The
implication is that this happened on the evening of 24 August.?8” More explicit
evidence of Philip’s movements is to be found elsewhere. According to the
Grandes Chroniques, the French king, having pursued the English as far as
Airaines on 24 August, returned to Abbeville, where he spent the whole of the
25th celebrating the feast of St Louis.?88 His sojourn there, at the priory of St
Peter, is confirmed by the administrative records.2%® This version of events ties

284 According to Knighton, having crossed the Somme, ‘King Edward stayed there in the
field with his army all that day and night, and the next day up to the hour of compline’. But
the French were not in the vicinity; indeed, it is their move towards Crécy that spurred
Edward and his men to enter the forest. Knighton, ed. Martin, p. 61. In Baker’s chronicle, the
confrontation between the two kings at Blanquetaque began at vespers on 25 August, and
although the French king soon withdrew ‘to cross the river at another place’, Edward ‘waited
for him throughout the night” and only moved off to Crécy on the morning of 26 August.
Baker, pp. 81-2.

285 “Et cele nuyt herberga le roy Dengleterre en la forest de Cressy, sour mesme leawe,
purceo ge lost de France vint de lautre part de la ville [sic] apres nostre passage; mais il ne
voudra prendre leawe sour nous, et retournerent vers Abbeville. Et le Vendredy proschein soi
herberga le roy Dengleterre en mesme la forest de Cressy. Et la Samady a matin se remua
devers Cressy’: Avesbury, p. 368.

286 24 August: ‘sub foresta de Cressy’. 25 August: “in foresta de Cressy’. Baker, p. 252.

287 Chronique Normande, p. 80; Chronographia, ii, p. 230. Gilles le Muisit’s narrative of
Philip VI’s movements jumps from his arrival at Airaines (24 August) to his crossing of the
Somme at Abbeville on the 25th (p. 160).

288 Grandes chroniques, ix, pp. 280-1. The St Denis writer notes that the ‘old and feeble’
bridges needed to be strengthened to enable the army, which was gathering at Abbeville, to
pass.

289 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 100 n. 2.
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in well with the testimony of several other chroniclers. Jean le Bel (followed by
Froissart in all editions of his Chroniques) states that Philip was informed of the
English success at Blanquetaque long before he had reached the Somme in
person, and accepted the advice of his lieutenants to cross the river by the bridge
at Abbeville.2?° The French king (adds the Bourgeois of Valenciennes) stayed in
that town ‘1 jours ou environ’.2%1

In the light of this evidence, if there was indeed a stand-off at the Somme
until the evening of 25 August, it can have involved no more than detachments
of the two armies. On the night of the 24th, having watched the French army
(with or without Philip VI in attendance) withdraw from the far bank towards
Abbeville, Edward 1l and the greater part of the English army settled down in
the vicinity of the Somme crossing. This was, in effect, ‘close to” or on the edge
of the forest of Crécy. (That the forest covered a greater area in the past than at
present may be gauged from Cassini’s maps.) On the 25th, Edward and the main
body of the army moved deeper into the forest, having chosen a route to Crécy
that ran through the comital hunting ground rather than around it. This is made
clear by sources of all kinds, and most notably by Northburgh’s newsletter,
Retford’s kitchen journal and the campaign diary in Cotton MS, Cleopatra D.
VII. The latter, like the kitchen journal, conveys a sense of movement since it
distinguishes between the location of the camp on the night of the 24th (‘juste la
foreste de Cressy’) and the place that was occupied the following evening (‘un
altre cost de la forest”).2%2

The route taken by the main column cannot be determined with certainty, but
it is likely (as Viard suggests) that it cut across the forest from Forest-1’Abbaye
to Crécy, following the course of the ‘chemin vert’, an ancient trackway that lies
a few hundred metres to the east of the current D111.2%% To march through the
forest from the Somme to Crécy offered considerable advantages to the English.
It is sometimes argued that such a route would have been unthinkable because of
the risk of ambush.2* We are asked to imagine Crécy forest as a hostile wilder-
ness, through which the English army would have been running the gauntlet,
ever at risk of being set upon by well-organised and motivated bands of Pontivan
‘Robin Hoods’. The reality was very different. The English army was well
supplied with men familiar with woodcraft: archers who were foresters or
parkers in their “civilian’ lives. Indeed, as we have seen, it would not be too
far-fetched to suggest that Edward was guided by men who had been employed
as foresters in the comital hunting ground. And we should not forget that, for the
genteel element in Edward’s army, for whom the chase was a favourite pastime,

290 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 100; Froissart: Amiens, iii, p. 7; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 163;
Froissart: Rome, pp. 715-16. Le Bel’s chronology is defective in that he omits the day
between Blanquetaque and Crécy, but this is corrected in the later versions of Froissart’s
chronicles.

291 Récits, p. 229. In this account, Philip does arrive at Blanquetaque.

292 Baker, p. 254.

293 The ‘chemin vert’, which once carried railway tracks, can still be traced on the ground
today. Viard, ‘La campagne de juillet-ao(t 1346 et la bataille de Crécy’, p. 65. Cf. Seymour
de Constant, ‘Bataille de Cressy’, p. 563; Louandre, Histoire de Abbeville, 3rd edn, i, p. 199.
294 E.g., Beltz, ‘An inquiry into the existing narratives of the battle of Cressy’, pp. 176-7.
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the prospect of entering Crécy forest would not have stirred feelings of dread.
The truth of the matter is that at this climactic point in the campaign, Edward
exploited the forest and gained a considerable advantage in the psychological
game that he had been playing with his Valois adversary. The hunting ground
offered a plentiful supply of game for an army well supplied with bowmen, and
this combined with the food and wine acquired at Le Crotoy alleviated the
army’s supply shortages. Jean le Bel (followed by Froissart) records that it was a
well-fed English army that won the battle of Crécy, and there is no reason to
doubt his words.2% It might be pointed out that the shortage of water within the
forest could pose a logistical problem to an army accompanied by — indeed
dependent upon — thousands of horses. Ideally a horse should be allowed at least
four gallons of water a day. Yet assuming that adequate preparations were made
before entering the forest, and provided that the army pushed on and camped
near the Maye on the evening of 25 August, a march of this duration cannot have
been regarded as particularly gruelling.2%

The other advantage that Edward gained when he entered the forest was the
strategic initiative. It is not simply that he had secured for his army a breathing
space and a measure of security from sudden attack by the French. The forest
concealed his movements for a day, and he was now able to dictate when, as
well as where, the campaign would reach its climax. It is clear that had he
wished to withdraw beyond the reach of his enemy he could have done so after
Blanquetaque. But he had no intention of running away. Throughout the
campaign, Edward had wanted to fight Philip at a time and a place that were
advantageous to the English. Such a place was now close at hand — at Crécy.
Indeed, the ‘chemin vert’, Edward’s presumed route through the forest, led
straight to this location. Taking the direct route also ensured that he would
arrive there first. He could then prepare his position and rest his army, confident
that once Philip learned of his whereabouts he would be unable to resist the
challenge.

It can seen, therefore, that it made sense for Edward to march through the
forest; indeed, it played a part in Edward’s strategy of luring Philip to fight on
ground chosen by the English. There is, however, another historiographical
tradition dating back to the writings of two authors from Valenciennes, the
Récits of the anonymous ‘Bourgeois’ and the altogether better-known chronicles
of Jean Froissart. These suggest that Edward’s army, or at least part it, marched
around the forest, rather than through it.2%” As we have seen, the Bourgeois of
Valenciennes offers a valuable, independent account of the Crécy campaign,
which may well be based upon the recollections of a participant on the English
side. Consequently, the proposal that Edward’s route from Noyelles to Crécy
took him via Le Crotoy, Rue and Waben (which were plundered) cannot be

295 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 106. Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 168. Froissart’s elaboration of le Bel’s
words indicates, as so often, that he was not unaware of the practicalities of war.

296 There are no streams within the forest of Crécy today, merely a scatter of mares (ponds).
There was a well at the ‘haute loge’ in the forest and others in the peripheral settlements.

297 Some commentators on the Crécy campaign have accepted this testimony: for example,
Wailly, Crécy 1346, p. 48 (southerly route); Rogers, War Cruel and Sharp, p. 264 n. 147
(northerly route).
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dismissed out of hand,??8 particularly as it receives some confirmation from Jean
Froissart. As we would expect, Froissart’s narratives of the events between
Blanquetaque and Crécy are more detailed; and, as before, the problem of
assessing the reliability of his work is complicated by the fact that each of the
three main versions of Book 1 of his Chroniques tells a slightly different
story.2% The earliest of the three redactions, with regard to the Crécy campaign,
is the Amiens MS, and this part of the narrative is little more than an elaboration
of Jean le Bel’s account.3% Apart from unwittingly inserting an extra day into
the sequence of events, Froissart’s only real factual addition to le Bel’s story is
to state where the English set up camp after the Blanquetaque crossing — and
after Edward had decided not to occupy Noyelles, out of respect for the countess
of Aumale. This was said to be near ‘La Broie’, an unidentified place that is
retained in all three versions of Froissart’s work.30! In the A and B MSS of his
Chroniques, Froissart departs from his exemplar and offers a fuller account of
the English march to Crécy. On the morning of 25 August, the English set off
for Crécy by several routes, two of which, circumventing the forest of Crécy, are
explicitly described. One column, taking a southerly route, rode up to the gates
of Abbeville and then turned towards St Riquier, while the other took a course
‘au desous sus le marine” and approached Rue. The various sections of the army
reassembled at about midday and the whole host made camp near Crécy.

At first glance, this narrative — the most familiar of Froissart’s accounts —
appears to conflict with the testimony of the English sources, but reconciling
them is actually not difficult, for they are simply focusing on different parts of
the English army. Given that the two-pronged advance towards Rue and St
Riquier were fast-moving raids — chevauchées — and that ‘three battles’ reassem-
bled later in the day, it seems that the main body of the army, with most of the
baggage, had travelled by a third route. This, as we have seen, was through the
forest. In the Rome MS, Froissart has woven in a few new details,32 but overall
this is @ more concise story, which represents a return to the simpler framework
of the Amiens MS. The two-pronged advance around the forest on the 25th is
not mentioned: the army simply arrives at Crécy. The raid on Rue now takes
place on the evening of the 24th.

How are we to interpret this change of emphasis? If the story of the
multi-pronged advance had been derived from a newly encountered informant,
why did Froissart discard it in the Rome MS, preferring the framework that Jean
le Bel had laid down over four decades earlier? The likelihood is that there was
no new informant; rather that our chronicler, seeking to construct a satisfying

298 Récits, p. 229.

299 Froissart: Amiens, iii, p. 9; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 164-5; Froissart: Rome, p. 713.
300 As is often the case, Froissart’s elaborations have the appearance of inventions to
improve the flow of le Bel’s narrative. Froissart’s chronology has been disrupted by his
acceptance of le Bel’s assertion that Le Crotoy was attacked on the day after the
Blanquetaque crossing. This is corrected in Froissart’s later editions.

301 The Amiens MS implies that ‘la Broie’ was beyond Noyelles. In the A and B MSS, the
fruits of the raid on Le Crotoy are brought back to the army ‘qui estoit logiés a deux petites
liewes de Ia’. On the possible locations of ‘la Broie’, see Wailly, Crécy 1346, pp. 45-6.

302 For example, the raid on Le Crotoy burns the town but fails to take the castle.
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prelude to the climactic battle of Crécy, and with incomplete and ambiguous
materials at his disposal, plumped for different narrative solutions at different
stages of his writing career. All that can be said by way of corroboration of
Froissart is that the ‘northern” arm of the two-pronged advance outlined in the A
and B MSS agrees with the route suggested by the Bourgeois of Valenciennes,
and that the burning of Rue is noted by other sources.3%® Perhaps Despenser’s
contingent, having raided Le Crotoy (and with the supplies despatched to the
king), pushed on towards Crécy along this northerly route, rejoining the main
body on 25 August.

Such indications as there are in the sources indicate that Edward’s reassem-
bled army made camp on the edge of the forest near to Crécy and moved into the
fields, on what was to become the battle site, on the morning of the 26th.3%4 Jean
le Bel describes the preparations that were made on the morning of the battle.
This principally involved the creation of an enclosure (‘ung grand parc’) of
carts, which — according to the French and Italian chronicles — was to be an
important feature of the English defensive position in the coming battle.3%
Froissart had a different narrative agenda, which is reflected in his elaboration of
le Bel’s story. He tells us that, while scouts were sent towards Abbeville to estab-
lish whether Philip was already on the move, Edward I11’s marshals went in
search of suitable ground for the battle.3% It is a credit to Froissart’s historical
judgement as well as his literary skill that all of this rings true. But if our
assumptions are correct — that Edward and his lieutenants had indeed been
aware of the potential of the site at Crécy from the start of the campaign —
Froissart’s reconnaissance of the locality involved not so much a search for suit-
able ground as the verification of it.

The forest had shielded the movements of the English army from the French
king, who consequently remained in Abbeville throughout 25 August, awaiting
news of his adversary’s whereabouts and allowing his army to assemble. At this
stage, Philip cannot have been sure of Edward’s intentions. The favoured
opinion will have been that the English would beat a hasty retreat in the direc-
tion of their Flemish allies. Thus, although Edward’s emergence from the forest
at a point near Crécy could have been predicted, they would have a head start on
the road north. Philip had to accept that his enemy would escape his grasp. Then,
on the evening of 25 August, or early the following morning, he received news
that the English had indeed resurfaced in the vicinity of Crécy and were showing
no sign of hastening away. Perhaps they might still be caught. After hearing
mass on the 26th, Philip set his army on the road to march the twenty kilometres

303 Chronographia, ii, p. 230.

304 Récits, p. 229; Jean le Bel, ii, p. 105; Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310; Avesbury, p.
368; Baker, pp. 252—4. We cannot be sure about the precise location of the English camp on
the night of 25 August. Precision would in any case be inappropriate given the size of the
army and the likelihood that the forest in 1346 covered a greater area than it does today. It
would seem that part of the army occupied the forest margin, while another part erected ‘ses
pavyliouns et ses tentes en pleyn chaump’ (Anonimalle, p. 22). To overcome the shortage of
water in the forest, the army must have made camp within easy reach of the Maye.

305 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 105. For a discussion of this enclosure, see Chapter 10, pp. 359-60.

306 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 166.
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to Crécy. He was fired up for the fight and wanted to rush on ahead.3%” But he
was leading his army, in some disorder, to an engagement that he would begin at
a grave disadvantage and which within a short time had spiralled irretrievably
out of control.

According to a contemporary English chronicler, on the eve of the battle of Crécy
Edward 111 was in a lighted-hearted and jocular mood at the prospect of meeting
his adversary in the field.2%® The reasons for the king’s positive frame of mind
are not difficult to fathom. It can only have been with a profound sense of satis-
faction that he settled down with his army in the vicinity of the forest of Crécy.
As we have seen, the forest had been the cause of considerable tension in
Anglo-French relations; it was now to be the site of a dramatic confrontation.
Indeed, for Edward Ill, where better than Crécy-en-Ponthieu to confront his
Valois rival? Jean le Bel, followed by Froissart, has Edward 111 observe before
Crécy that he was making his stand on his “droit heritage’, his rightful inheri-
tance, which had been given to his mother on her marriage.3®® And it was near to
this inheritance in northern France that he had been obliged to subordinate
himself, in humiliating circumstances, in two meetings with Philip V1.310 The
significance of Edward’s stand at Crécy was not that he was seeking to defend
the territory of his “droit heritage’, for as was seen in 1337, and again in 1369,
defending Ponthieu against a Valois invasion was not a serious option.3!! In
Ponthieu, Edward lacked a network of fortified places in favourable terrain and
the support of the local nobility — factors that made the defence of Gascony
possible; and as far as we can tell, he made no attempt to occupy any part of
Ponthieu in the aftermath of Crécy.%12 It was the symbolism of Edward’s stand in

307 This would appear to be the most plausible interpretation of Philip’s stay in Abbeville
throughout the 25th and his sudden march towards Crécy on the morning of the 26th. The
continental chroniclers present several slightly different views of this sequence of events:
Grandes chroniques, ix, pp. 281-2; Jean le Bel, ii, pp. 100-1; Froissart: Amiens, iii, p.
10-11, 14-16; Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 167-8, 171-4; Froissart: Rome, pp. 715-16,
721-5; Récits, p. 230; Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 42; St Omer chronicle, fos 261-261v.
Drawing on local tradition that the road from Abbeville to Noyelles is called ‘Chemin de
Valois’, some historians have argued that Philip marched for two leagues towards Noyelles,
before receiving news that the English were at Crécy (Louandre, Histoire d’Abbeville, 3rd
edn, i, p. 205; Siméon Luce’s notes in Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. xlix n. 2; interpretation
accepted by some modern writers, including Wailly, Crécy, 1346, pp. 54-5; Nicolle, Crécy
1346, pp. 55-6). This version of events finds no support in the narrative sources.

308 The variant text of Adam Murimuth’s chronicle in BL, Cotton MS, Nero D. X: Murimuth
p. 246. The king’s cheerful confidence is also reported by Jean le Bel, ii, p. 106.

309 “jl estoit sur son droit heritage, qui fut donné a madame sa mere a mariage’: Jean le Bel,
ii, pp. 99, 105. Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, pp. 165, 402.

310 He had also performed homage to Charles IV at Vincennes in September 1325. Philip VI
was inclined to remind Edward of the liege homage that he had performed, as in his reply to
Edward’s challenge, dated 30 July 1340: Murimuth, pp. 112-14.

311 For the French occupation of the county in 1369, despite some refortification, especially
at Le Crotoy, see Déprez, ‘Le Ponthieu sous la domination anglaise, 1360-69’, pp. 206-15;
and Storey-Challenger, L’administration anglaise du Ponthieu apres le traité de Brétigny,
1361-69, pp. 196-205.

312 Drawing on the work of the nineteenth-century historian, Florentin Lefils, E. Howard



The Crécy Campaign 105

Ponthieu that was important. He was on ‘home ground’, for which he had paid
homage to Philip VI and on which he now challenged him to fight.

If it was a point of honour for Edward to challenge Philip in Ponthieu, from
the French king’s perspective, to do so made the breach of homage all the more
brazen. The fact that the counsel of caution was disregarded on 26 August 1346,
when such Vegetian restraint had prevailed in 1339, 1340 and 1343, can in large
part be attributed to the degree to which Edward had provoked his rival beyond
the point that could be endured. Having witnessed the devastation of Normandy,
the lle de France and Picardy, Philip felt that he had been tricked outside Paris
by an opponent who appeared to be beating a retreat towards his Flemish allies.
Then, after Blanquetaque, despairing of catching up with his enemy, he found
that Edward had thrown down the gauntlet in Ponthieu. Keen to take advantage
of this renewed opportunity for revenge, Philip hastily left Abbeville ‘sans
arroy’, his blood up. Froissart’s assessment of Philip’s frame of mind is surely
accurate. For having accepted the advice of a reconnaissance party to postpone
the battle until the following morning, Philip is then overcome by his hatred for
the English when they come into view.313 And he would have been surrounded
by men who shared his outrage, for the homage ceremony at Amiens in June
1329 had been witnessed by the flower of the French nobility, an ‘army of
princes’, as Eugene Déprez put it.314 It is small wonder, then, that Philip agreed
with the hotheads, threw caution to the wind and ordered the Oriflamme to be
unfurled, thereby indicating that this was to be guerre mortelle.315 Rather than
avoiding battle on 26 August, outflanking the English position to the north and
blocking the line of march towards their Flemish allies, the French rushed head-
long into a battle that could only be fought at a disadvantage. ‘Par hastiveté et
desarroy furent les Francois desconfiz,” noted one chronicler.316

It was no accident, therefore, that Edward and Philip finally came to blows in
Ponthieu in August 1346. Honour dictated that both kings would be willing to

Shealy argued that ‘an English garrison remained in the fortress of Le Crotoy, which was
turned into “un petit Gibraltar” * (‘The English administration of Ponthieu, 1279-1369’, pp.
39, 138). However, the present writer has found no evidence of such a garrison. Cf. F. Lefils,
Histoire de la ville du Crotoy et de son chateau (Paris, 1996: facsimile of 1860 edition), pp.
76-7, where it is argued that the English moved on after burning the town.

313 Froissart, ed. Luce, iii, p. 175. This represents a deviation from Jean le Bel’s narrative,
which has the French king agree to a postponement but then lose control of his army.
Froissart’s interpretation is corroborated by French chronicles.

314 Déprez, Les préliminaires de la guerre de cent ans, pp. 43-4. For the witnesses to the
ceremony, see Chaplais, ed., English Medieval Diplomatic Practice. Part I, i, no. 200.
Probably with an eye to the events of July—August 1346, Froissart has the kings of Bohemia,
Majorca and Navarre witnessing the event: Froissart: Rome, pp. 188-9. The attitude of the
count of Flanders and the king of Majorca, both exiles in 1346, may easily be guessed. The
same applies to John of Bohemia and his son, Charles. On 18 June they had witnessed the
battle of Vottem, which had been the bloody climax of the city of Liege’s rebellion against its
bishop.

315 Gilles le Muisit, pp. 161, 163—7; Grandes chroniques, ix, p. 282; Chronique de Flandre,
ii, p. 43; St Omer chronicle, fo. 262r. Also Jean de Venette, ed. Newhall, p. 43. Rogers, War
Cruel and Sharp, p. 267 and n. 166. The St Omer chronicle notes that Philip’s decision was
‘contrary to the wishes of those experienced in war’.

316 Chronique des quatre premiers Valois, p. 16.
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fight at Crécy. This was a drama shot through with powerful emotions, but
while Philip lost his sang-froid, rapidly followed by his grip on events, Edward
remained in control throughout. Indeed, one aspect of the latter’s conduct of the
Crécy campaign that has not received the recognition that it deserves is
Edward’s shrewd understanding of his rival’s psychology and his capacity to
exploit it. Edward was aware that if Philip was to be provoked into committing a
tactical blunder anywhere, it would be in Ponthieu, especially if he had been
made to endure, by turns, humiliation and frustration in the preceding campaign.
This may well be the key to understanding the planning and execution of the
campaign that culminated at Crécy. For, as we have seen, the evidence suggests
that one of the strategic options that Edward had in mind at the outset of the
campaign, an option that had become central by the time his army had reached
Caen, was to cut a swathe of destruction across Normandy to Ponthieu in the
hope of forcing Philip VI to accept battle on terms favourable to the English,
perhaps even on a site that had been pre-planned. The king’s order of 29 July,
that reinforcements of manpower and supplies should be sent to Le Crotoy,
reveals that he planned to march in that direction. It also implies that Edward
and his lieutenants knew about the tidal crossing at Blanquetaque and were
familiar with the land that lay beyond. That they did possess such knowledge
can scarcely be doubted. Several of Edward’s captains in 1346, and an indeter-
minate number of his men, were well acquainted with Ponthieu. Some had
accompanied the king to the county in 1329 and 1331; others were old Ponthieu
hands, having served there as royal servants and administrators during the
period of “direct’ royal rule in the early and mid-1330s.

Whether such knowledge extended as far as appreciating the tactical possibil-
ities offered by the distinctive topography to the east of Crécy cannot be known
for certain. As one of the principal centres of comital power, this vicinity would
have been as familiar as any part of the county for those who had served in
Ponthieu before. Edward himself had become acquainted with the area during
his impressionable teenage years: we should imagine him staying in Crécy and
hunting and hawking in the surrounding woods and fields during his brief visits
in 1329 and 1331.317 It is possible that, having arrived in the area on the morning
of 26 August, the king and his lieutenants chanced upon the site no more than a
few hours before the battle commenced, rather in the fashion suggested by Jean
Froissart. If so, it was indeed a stroke of good fortune to find ground so perfectly
suited to maximising the strengths of the English army, heavily dependent as it
was on archery, while neutralising those of the French and in particular their
abundance of heavy cavalry. The alternative interpretation, that the English were
already aware of the ground at Crécy and fully realised its potential, appears
more plausible. Appreciation of the possibilities of this site would have made the

317 The comital residence was Crécy castle, the remains of which are thought to be
incorporated in the ‘Chateau Fort’, a moated site located, opposite the school, on the Place du
8 mai. This is only a few hundred metres from ‘le Moulin Edouard I11°, overlooking the
‘traditional’ battlefield. Detailed accounts for the refurbishment of Crécy castle in the early
fourteenth century may be consulted at the National Archives, London: E101/156/14;
E101/157/26.
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argument in favour of the ‘Ponthieu option’ especially compelling. And, once
the Somme had been traversed, prior knowledge of the destination would
explain the purposefulness and timing of the English march to Crécy.

It is not difficult for us to imagine the thoughts of the vanquished and the victors
during the hours that followed the decisive and sanguinary evening’s work in the
fields near to Crécy. Philip VI must have been in the darkest of depressions, for
he had lost a brother, a nephew and his friend and confidant, King John of
Bohemia, as well as many members of the French nobility. As he passed what
was no doubt a sleepless night, first at La Broye and then on the road to Amiens
(even assuming that the English reports that he had been wounded were inaccu-
rate), and as he reflected upon events during the following weeks, one question
must have returned to his mind repeatedly. How could a disaster of such magni-
tude have befallen his army?

The aftermath of the battle was spent very differently by the English
commanders. Jean le Bel tells us that on the night of the battle, Edward 11l invited
the great men of his army to dine with him. Everything had gone according to
plan and there must have been a good deal of mutual congratulation, given that
‘such a small company had resisted and held the field against all the power of
France’.3®® For Edward Ill, Crécy marked a triumphant pinnacle of military
achievement, which could hardly have seemed possible at the beginning of his
reign, nearly twenty years earlier. He may well have recalled on that August
evening in 1346 how his first experience of campaigning, in July—August 1327,
had culminated in a humiliating stand-off with the Scots at Stanhope Park. Aged
only fourteen, Edward had experienced bitter disappointment when he discov-
ered that his Scottish adversaries had quietly slipped away, having previously, in
a daring moonlight raid, bloodied his army’s nose and cut the guy-ropes of the
royal pavilion.319 Twenty years later, on the morrow of Crécy, Edward’s world
appeared very different. He was already a respected chivalric figure in western
Europe, but through the scale of the slaughter meted out to his opponents, ‘toute
la fleur de Crestienneté’, England’s international reputation as a military power
was established in an evening’s hard fighting on a hillside in Ponthieu.

Some people of the Crécy district regarded the battle as the fulfilment of an
old prophecy that foretold that five kings would fight on the field of
‘Buscamps’.320 Edward 11l may even have been aware of the prophecy as he
selected the ground upon which to fight. But he more than anyone knew that
there had been more to the campaign and battle of Crécy than the inexorable
workings of fate. In this chapter, an attempt has been made to uncover the
strategic plan that led, through its successful implementation, to the battle at
Crécy-en-Ponthieu in late August 1346. We must now turn our attention to the
problem of how the outcome of the battle is to be explained.

318 Jean le Bel, ii, p. 107.

319 R. Nicholson, Edward 111 and the Scots (Oxford, 1965), pp. 35-6.

320 Chronique de Flandre, ii, p. 45; St Omer Chronicle, fo. 263r; Louandre, Histoire
d’Abbeville, 3rd edn, i, pp. 219-20. Louandre notes (p. 220 n. 1) that Buscamps was ‘ancien
nom de la Vallée des Clercs’.






3

The Traditional Battlefield of Crécy?!

SIR PHILIP PRESTON Bart.

The precise geographical placement of many battlefields is anchored by tradi-
tion rather than established fact, there being no more than anecdotal evidence,
and perhaps an association with existing place names, to ‘authenticate’ their
location. Such is the case with the traditional site of the battle of Crécy. That the
battle certainly occurred close by Crécy is supported not only by the adoption of
the name of the village, but also by accounts and letters written very shortly
after the battle.2 However, attempts through documentary research to pinpoint
the battlefield run headlong into the vagaries of chroniclers who offer no preci-
sion; and, as we shall see later in this chapter, neither such references as do exist,
nor the small amount of archaeological research that has been undertaken, do
much to add or subtract from the likelihood that the traditional site is indeed
where the actual battle took place. In the absence of hard evidence, therefore,
tradition remains the compulsive indicator, and those who have hitherto offered
an interpretation of the battle have perhaps understandably found no need, or
indeed no means, to challenge the belief that tradition is a continuum of the
truth. As a result, the most respected accounts of the battle that we have refer
generally to a landscape and topography that we see today. Indeed, the landscape

1 Throughout this chapter | have referred to the battlefield as ‘the battlefield’, because in the
context of a hook on the battle of Crécy this term is naturally appropriate. It may, however, be
of interest to readers to know that the British Government’s advisory committee on battle-
fields, The Battlefield Commission of English Heritage, makes a distinction between ‘battle-
fields” and “battle sites’. The term “battlefield’ is used where members of the commission feel
they are, in a court of law, able to assert that a certain piece of land was the actual location of a
battle. The term ‘battle site” is reserved for locations where circumstantial evidence suggests
that in all probability a battle took place, but insufficient proof exists for this claim to be sub-
stantiated under oath. By these standards we should consider the traditionally accepted site of
the battle of Crécy to be the Crécy battle site.

2 Johann von Schonfeld’s letter, dated Bruges 12 September 1346, describes the pitched
battle “iuxta unam dietam sancti Georii iuxta villam, que vocateur Kersy’: J.F. Béhmer, ed.,
Acta Imperii selecta (Innsbruck, 1870), no. 1055. Richard Wynkeley’s letter, dated 2 Septem-
ber 1346, notes that ‘our lord the King went towards Crécy [versus Cressi] where his adver-
sary came up with him in the fields’ (Murimuth, p. 216); and Edward I1I’s letter, dated 3
September, reports that, on 26 August, ‘a notre venue a Cresci . . . nous arraimez nos
batailles’ (Le Prince Noir, ed. Michel, p. 310). Also, Bradwardine’s sermon, Calais, October
1346: ‘in bello . . . de Cresy’. H.S. Offler, “Thomas Bradwardine’s “Victory Sermon” in
1346’, Church and Crown in the Fourteenth Century, ed. A.l. Doyle (Aldershot, 2000), XIII,
p. 24.
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and topography are essential ingredients in these historians’ military analyses, in
their telling of the story of the battle of Crécy. However, a recent and more
detailed look at the traditional battlefield suggests that at least some of these
interpretations are not comfortably consistent with the existing topography. It is
not the purpose of the present author to challenge the authenticity of the tradi-
tional site, nor to propose that the battle was fought elsewhere. It is, however,
his intention to identify physical features of the battlefield that deserve specific
—and in some cases perhaps revised — military explanations as to how the battle
was arranged and fought.

The potential influence of a battlefield on the strategy, tactics and course of a
battle, and thereafter on history itself, is emphatic. Just as military commanders
consider the selection of a battle ground of primary importance, so military
historians who follow place equal importance on these choices in their interpre-
tation and analysis of warfare. In the case of Crécy, about which much has been
written and upon which so much history resides, little published work has dwelt
upon the provenance of the traditional site. Nor, where the battlefield has been
accepted, has the site itself always been thoroughly examined. In the absence of
certainty, the acceptance by historians of the traditional Crécy battle site is
perhaps justifiable. Tradition does not lightly attach itself to a battlefield, and in
cases where it remains the principal or only witness, time has allowed both truth
and deception an equal opportunity to assert themselves. For Crécy, no rival
battleground exists, and such doubts as there are concern specific locations
rather than the general site.3 This is not to suggest that tradition is without
corruption. Recent studies of the authenticity of sixty English battlefields by the
Battlefields Committee of English Heritage* revealed that four or five of those
battlefields examined had been falsely attributed. Although this statistic does
not give tradition a clean bill of health, it suggests a notable inclination towards
integrity, and tends to support the acceptance of an unchallenged site.

A closer look at 