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CHAPTER 3

The Downfall of Henry VI
1 Introduction
In the introduction to Chapter 1, it was suggested that history - in
the sense of the past - does not exist. We have no way of
persuading the past return, and we cannot (thank goodness) relive
it. So, history itself is our attempt to make sense of the past by
imposing some sort of order on that appears to us meaningful. In
the case of this chapter, we shall be looking at that part of the
Wars of the Roses from the attempts of the Duke of York to take
what he saw as his rightful place at the court of Henry VI to the
eventual coronation of York's son who, as Edward IV, usurped
the throne from Henry VI. Chapter 4 will look at the stabilising of Edward's regime following
the final defeat and death of Henry VI. It will also examine the usurpation of the throne by
Edward IV's brother, Richard of Gloucester, who took the title of Richard III.
It should be stressed that there is nothing inevitable or automatic about dividing up the Wars
of the Roses in this way. The division reflects a particular interpretation: namely, that the
causes of the sets of conflicts were by no means identical. And so, it is important for students
writing essays on the Wars of the Roses to avoid the assumption that examiners will accept
this division without being given a justification of it.

2 A Narrative of Events
The astute student reader might have noted the comments about examiners and then be
surprised to see a section devoted to mere narrative. After all, do not examiners particularly
dislike narrative devoid of argument? This is true enough: but this section is intended simply
to give shape to a complex set of events, many of which seem, at first sight, to involve a
bewildering variety of people with identical names and near-identical titles. Many a student
of this period has reason to bemoan the apparent popularity of the names Edward, Richard
and Henry among the royal family and upper nobility. The family tree on page 2 will need
frequent revisiting.1
In 1422, Henry of Windsor, a nine-month-old baby, became King of England as Henry VI.
His warrior father, Henry V, had succumbed to dysentry - as deadly to the medieval soldier as
a crossbow bolt. In 1431, Henry VI was crowned King of France as well. His English lands
and his crown were well served by the royal council that governed in his name, and, when he
took full control of his kingdom by 1437, the monarch's powers were undiminished and his
inheritance more or less intact. By 1450, virtually everything possible had gone wrong. The
king had shown little interest in war. Disastrous failures in the field led to the loss of

1

You have this in your course handbook.
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Normandy to the French in 1450 and of Gascony the next year: only Calais remained of the
English king's possessions in his second kingdom. At home, the king apparently deluged the
court factions he favoured with crown offices and lands. He allowed the Earl of Suffolk
(made a duke in 1448) to dominate the Royal Household and stood by him when he was
accused by the Commons of treason over the disasters in France. In fact, Henry's attempt to
save Suffolk misfired when the ship carrying him to the safety of exile was intercepted.
Suffolk was then beheaded by the sailors of the ship Nicholas of the Tower in April 1450.
The Commons also attempted to get the king to claw back all the grants - of crown lands and
the like - which he had unwisely scattered among his favourites and so weakened the crown
itself. An Act of Resumption -humiliating to the king - was duly passed in the May of 1450,
and was followed later in the same month by the so-called Cade rebellion. This is best seen as
a kind of armed petition to the king, supporting the Commons' efforts to destroy the dominant
faction around Henry. The rebels' demands are significant: they wanted punishment for the
alleged misdeeds of various royal servants in Kent (where many of the rebels came from);
they wanted fairer justice; they wanted the destruction of the remains of the Suffolk faction;
and they wanted Henry to rely upon the advice of other great lords whose voices were rarely
heard at the king's council. In particular, they singled out Richard, Duke of York, who was of
royal blood and seen by some as the childless Henry's heir. Cade's rebellion eventually
collapsed: but not before the king had demonstrated a weakness bordering on cowardice in
fleeing from his capital.
In September 1450, York returned unbidden from his virtual exile as Lieutenant of Ireland.
He had no links with the Cade rebellion, but was no doubt anxious to make this abundantly
clear. He also hoped to take on what he saw as his rightful place in the king's council as his
chief minister. But Henry was now relying upon Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset,
despite the latter's conspicuous failures as the defeated and last Lieutenant of Normandy.
York brooded heavily in his power-base in the Welsh Marches, and decided to try to impose
himself on the king by a display of force. In 1452, his army was met by a stronger royal force
at Dartford. York had no choice but to submit himself to Henry. On his knees, he presented
the unimpressed and unresponsive king with a long list of complaints about Somerset, but
was obliged to swear an oath of allegiance to Henry in St Paul's Cathedral.
For a short time things seemed to be improving for the king. There were military successes in
Gascony in 1453, and Henry was displaying signs of what appeared to be genuine energy and
commitment. However, the next signs he displayed were of undeniable insanity, possibly
triggered by the news that his commander in Gascony, the Earl of Shrewsbury, had been
defeated and killed in battle at Castillon: Gascony was lost once and for all. Henry was in
some sort of stupor,
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incapable of communicating and scarcely able to use his limbs. From August 1453 to
January 1455, he could not rule his kingdom. The kingdom had to be ruled - but how? There
was, after all, the problem of York to consider. As a great noble in his own right, he ought to
be summoned to a Great Council to help deal with the crisis. The birth of a son to Henry and
his queen, Margaret of Anjou, both complicated the situation and made it easier. It was easier
because York was now no longer heir presumptive to the throne, and could not therefore
claim to be regent: a position he would no doubt relish as the chance to avenge himself on his
many enemies at court. It was complicated by the fact that the energetic and strong-minded
Margaret of Anjou clearly saw York as the major threat to her infant son, Edward, and would
destroy him if possible. The Council could not accept Margaret's attempts to become regent
herself, and conferred the office of Protector and Defender of England on York in March
1454. York had made sure that his chief rival Somerset had been committed to the Tower of
London in November 1453, and now tried to have him put on trial for alleged treasonable
failures in France. However, Henry's recovery meant that York's Protectorship was at an end.
Somerset was released, declared innocent of any charges, and restored to favour. In other
words, Henry VI had signalled his intention of returning to his old favourites, his old factions
and his old ways. York and his allies withdrew from court, expecting trouble. Their only real
chance was to impose their will on the king by force. Protesting their loyalty but demanding
the right to remove 'traitors' from the king's presence, York and his supporters the Nevilles
laced the outnumbered forces of the king at St Albans in May 1455. In the resulting skirmish,
they made sure that Somerset did not leave the city alive. The Earl of Northumberland was
also killed, and these deaths meant that the opposing factions were no longer just bitter
political rivals; they were opponents in a blood-feud. Henry was now in York's hands, and
suffered (unsurprisingly) a relapse. York was once again Protector until the king's relative
recovery in February 1456 when, briefly and uncharacteristically, Henry had the good sense
to keep York in a prominent role. But the queen had other ideas. In all probability, she
persuaded Henry that York was aiming for the throne. In 1459, a Great Council in the
Lancastrian midland stronghold of Coventry indicted York and Richard Neville, Earl of
Warwick, for treason. The Yorkist response was the usual one - to protest loyalty and to raise
an army. But this time, they were faced with superior forces at Ludford in Shropshire: York
fled to Ireland and Warwick to Calais.
In November 1459, the Lancastrians called a parliament at Coventry. This so-called
'Parliament of the Devils' found the Yorkists guilty of treason, sentenced them to death in
their absence and - in an unusually vicious move - 'corrupted the blood' in an act of attainder
which prevented their lands from being inherited by their heirs. The Yorkists had no
alternative but to fight, and an army under Warwick and
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Edward, Earl of March (York's eldest son) defeated the king's forces at Northampton in July
1460: Henry VI himself was captured. As York returned from Ireland, he marched for the
first time under a royal banner and, arriving at the assembling of Parliament in Westminster
Hall, he made a dramatic gesture. By placing his hand on the throne, he signalled his
intention to claim the kingship by right. If he expected support, he was to be disappointed.
There followed an embarrassing period where York demanded an immediate decision on his
claim from the Lords in Parliament. The Lords hastily referred the matter to Henry himself,
and then to the king's justices, who referred it back - until, in the end, the Lords came up with
a frankly unworkable compromise known inappropriately as the Act of Accord. Henry VI
was to retain the throne, but his son, Edward, was to be disinherited and York was to be his
heir.
For one thing, this compromise failed to take account of the energy of Queen Margaret.
Raising forces in the north, in Wales and the west country, she was a formidable threat. York
set out to challenge the queen, but was killed in a skirmish outside his own castle of Sandal in
Yorkshire. The queen's army turned its attention to Warwick, who was defeated at the second
battle of St Albans. Henry VI was rescued. But York's son Edward (now Duke of York, of
course) was still at large. He was able to enter London in February 1461 and had sufficient
support to claim the title of king, on the grounds that Henry VI had broken his agreement
with Richard of York.
It was all very well for Edward (now Edward IV) to go through a suitably shortened and
hasty coronation: what he needed to do was decisively to defeat the Lancastrians on the field
of battle. This is exactly what he did at Towton (near Tadcaster) on 29 March 1461.
Margaret, Henry and their son Edward fled to Scotland. Edward IV now had the leisure to
return to London for a proper coronation. Prince Edward was safely ensconced in France, but
Henry VI led a curious wandering life around and about the borders with Scotland until he
was captured by Yorkists in July 1465. He was lodged in the Tower of London - safe enough,
since Edward IV was sufficiently astute to realise that the former king's death at his hands
would simply provide the Lancastrians with useful propaganda. And - to be uncharitable - the
Lancastrian cause could only gain from the replacement of an ineffectual monarch with a son
who showed much more promise.

3 Causes of the Downfall of Henry VI
Even in the narrative of the previous section, opinions on the causes of events kept obtruding
themselves. This is inevitable, since narrative without causation is like a story minus a plot.
Without an analysis of causes, political history would be no more than a list of events without
shape or meaning. Providing nothing more than a list of causes would also be bad history.
What we need to do is to impose some sort of
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structure on our explanation of causes. One widely-accepted method is to divide up the
causes into those that are long-term and those that are short-term. This is useful, because it
helps us to identify which causes were reflections of problems stemming from the structure of
medieval society (usually the long-term causes) and which reflected specific events or,
perhaps, personalities (usually the short-term causes). This would still be a list, albeit a more
sophisticated one. So, some judgment of relative importance is needed (sometimes known as
a 'hierarchy of factors'). Hopefully, the following discussion will provide an example of i his
approach at work.

a) Long-term Causes
i) Had there been a long-term shift in power away from the king and towards the nobility?
Indeed there had. The early fourteenth century was characterised by struggles for power
between king and nobility. Edward I (r. 1272-1307) generally increased royal power, but his
son, Edward II (r. 1307-27), paid the price in strife that led to his murder. Under Edward III
(r. 1327-77), the relationship stabilised, but at some cost to the potential authority of
subsequent kings. First, Edward III successfully channelled the energies of his nobility into
the military campaigns in France which marked the start of the Hundred Years War. But, in
return for their support, he made concessions which effectively increased the power of the
nobility. Nobles played a greater role in the enforcement of justice through membership of
commissions of the peace. And the magnates were encouraged to provide themselves with a
permanent circle of ;irmed retainers as a mark of their prestige. In addition, he created a new,
upper nobility: a magnate class which was given the opportunity to marry into the royal
family, and which was offered new titles (such as duke) to enhance its status.
There were potential dangers to royal authority in creating a class of nobles of the blood
royal. Such nobles expected to have a near-monopoly of influence over the king. Important
councillors and ministers who were not of royal stock would find their influence resented.
The Cade rebels of 1450 asked that Henry should 'take about his noble person his true blood
of his royal realm, that is to say, the high and mighty prince the Duke of York' and went on to
list other cousins of the king. In 1469, Edward IV's brother, George, Duke of Clarence and
Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick made barbed comments about the kings who had been
weak and unsuccessful. Their failure was caused, apparently, by the fact that they had
'estranged the great lords of their blood from their secret counsel, and not advised by them;
and taking about them other not of their blood, and inclining only to their counsel, rule and
advice'.
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This legacy from Edward III required careful handling by any king. He might well have to
perform a tricky balancing act between the inevitable expectations of his noble kinsmen and
the need to preserve a necessary freedom of action, which itself would include the choosing
of his own councillors and intimates. But, providing this could be done, there was no
necessary conflict of interests between the increasingly powerful nobility and the king. As we
have already seen, no king could rule alone. A strong and effective nobility, bound to the
king with ties of blood, mutual respect and interest, need not lessen royal power. It could
even increase that power. But the crucial factor here is the king himself. If the king lacked the
intelligence, dynamism and charisma necessary to reconcile his own interest with those of the
nobility, then trouble would not be far away. If he allowed one faction to dominate others particularly if those excluded from his favour and counsels included men of the blood royal there was real danger of conflict. It will be argued in section b. that Henry VI conspicuously
lacked those qualities. In his case, the awkward but by no means unmanageable legacy of
increased noble power was transformed into a major cause of instability as magnates sought
to attain or retain what they saw as their rightful position of influence over the king. Even
then, attempts by some magnates to impose themselves on the king need not have lead to his
downfall. Henry VI's failure to meet the real challenges posed by the power of the nobility
does not in itself explain the attempt by Richard of York to depose him. Clearly there are
other factors involved; and these will be examined in later sections of the chapter.
ii) How important was bastard feudalism as a cause of the Wars of the Roses?
Bastard feudalism was defined on page 23.2 There are a number of possible interpretations of
the relationship between bastard feudalism and the Wars of the Roses that need examination.
First, any argument that the wars came about as a direct result of bastard feudalism can be
dismissed. There is no reason why the practice of substituting a money fee for land to acquire
a retainer should threaten kingship itself or the throne of Henry VI in particular. This may
seem a surprising view, if one were to accept that bastard feudalism at least gave a great
noble the chance to increase the number of his armed supporters. In times of war - say, the
French campaigns - bastard feudalism certainly gave a noble the opportunity to increase his
armed retinue quickly and conveniently. But, setting aside major foreign adventures, the
evidence suggests that nobles as frequently retained administrators by money fee as they did
men at arms. And it would be a gross distortion to assume that their men at arms were
constantly wandering the countryside looking for violent ways to further their lords' interests.
Their presence in a noble's household was sufficient testimony to his prestige, and they did
not need to be armed to the teeth and dripping with someone else's

2

In fact, this definition has been inserted at the end of this document.
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blood to make the point. In any case, a magnate's influence was not restricted to indentured
retainers. Members of the nobility were constantly seeking to manipulate contacts with the
great lords through a more informal network of loyalty than that provided by bastard
feudalism. A member of the gentry could hope for a magnate to be his 'good lord' and a
magnate could expect, in return, the services of a 'well-wilier' on the basis of mutual support
in the inevitable local and legal rivalries of fifteenth century society.
Secondly, from what has already been said, it should be clear that the argument that bastard
feudalism was inherently de-stabilising should be rejected. The behaviour of nobles could
and did threaten the king's peace and the effectiveness of the judicial system, but bastard
feudalism neither encouraged nor discouraged such threats. As A.J. Pollard has argued, it was
not so much the use of ordinary retainers that led to major breakdowns in law and order, but
more the decision of some nobles to recruit thugs to assist in a particular quarrel. John Talbot,
Earl of Shrewsbury, is Pollard's example. It seems that this magnate decided to use force
against Lord Grey of Codnor, and handed out his badge (a white dog) to some suitably
violent locals for the duration of the conflict. This is less bastard feudalism than gang
warfare.
And so, bastard feudalism cannot be seen as a cause of the Wars of the Roses in any
meaningful way. It neither encouraged nor discouraged rebellion or the flouting of the king's
authority on a local or a national level. However, there was always the possibility that a noble
might deliberately seek to build up a large armed retinue through the money fee with the firm
intention of using force to further his interests. A regional rival might respond likewise: and
so a dangerous situation could speedily develop. Ultimately, it was within the king's power to
ensure that it did not. There were laws against retaining that could be used, or, if the worse
came to the worst and the king decided to intervene personally, then that intervention was
usually decisive. However, these sanctions did depend upon the king's prestige and authority.
If the country were unfortunate enough to suffer from a weak, irresolute, irresponsible or lazy
king, then bastard feudalism might be a useful weapon in the hands of either troublemakers or
traitors.
Sub-sections i) and ii) have examined so-called long-term causes of the Wars of the Roses. In
fact, these causes complement each other. Bastard feudalism might justly be seen as a
symptom of a shift in power from king to nobility that can be identified from the time of
Edward III. But it has been suggested that it is easy to over-estimate the importance of these
factors. They certainly did not lead in any direct way to war. They did not so weaken
kingship that conflict between king and nobility was likely. Indeed, there is no contradiction
between a strong nobility and strong kingship - with one absolutely vital proviso. And this is
that England had an effective king. As suggested in Chapter 2, the role of a king was an
extremely demanding one. The changes from Edward Ill's
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time probably made it more so. If the kingdom were in the wrong hands, then tensions
became crises. Powerful magnates became dangerous magnates. The blood royal became the
justification for treasonable plotting. Bastard feudalism became gangsterism or a method of
enlisting support for the armies of traitors. And the whole system of interlocking personal
loyalties that bound the aristocracy together became fuel for factional confrontation.

b) Short-term Causes
i) The Personality of Henry VI
Given the comments at the end of the previous section, it would seem a good idea to look
with particular care at the personality of Henry VI. Chapter 2 demonstrated how the stability
of government depended on the king's effectiveness. Indeed, the king's personality touched
and affected every facet of power and authority in the kingdom. That personality was so
important that it is hard to find an analogy that does justice to it. Perhaps an appropriate one
would be to compare a king to the driver of a powerful chariot, pulled by teams of trained but
temperamental horses. Without the driver's firm control and discipline, his skill and deftness
of touch, his strength of arm, and his sense of direction, the chariot could so easily veer about
wildly, spreading destruction and anarchy in its path.
It is a mark of the importance of the king's personality that this section will argue that Henry
VI himself was the most important cause of his own downfall. Few kings could meet the
criteria of the ideal monarch as outlined in Chapter 1. But few had Henry's tragic and
spectacular incompetence.
If Henry was not like a king, it is less easy to be sure what he was like, because the amount of
relevant evidence is limited. However, we do have a certain amount of contemporary and
near-contemporary comment on his personality. For example, there is the viewpoint from the
mid-1460s of an anonymous English chronicler. He is describing the year 1459:
In this same time, the realm of England was out of all good governance, as it had been
many days before, for the king was simple and led by covetous counsel, and owed
more than he was worth ... all the possessions and lordships that pertained to the
crown the king had given away, some to lords and some to other simple persons, so
that he had almost nothing left to own.
Historians have often used the so-called Blacman tract, A compilation of the meekness and
good life of King Henry VI, as an indication of the king's personality and reputation. There is
some dispute over whether John
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Blacman, a fellow of Eton College and later a monk, actually wrote the work. Its form is
largely that of the reminiscences of a royal chaplain. We can be reasonably sure that it was
written in the 1490s in the reign of Henry VII. The tract presents a picture of an unworldly,
chaste and devout king and complements perfectly the numbers of miracles allegedly worked
by and in the name of the dead king around his tomb. It also complements the efforts being
made by Henry VII to persuade the Pope to declare his predecessor a saint. As such, its
accuracy must be questionable at best.
He [Henry VI] was, like a second Job, a man simple and upright, altogether fearing the
Lord God, and departing from evil ... a certain reverend prelate of England used to
relate that for ten years he held the office of confessor to King Henry; but he declared
that never throughout that long time had any blemish of mortal sin touched his soul...
This King Henry was chaste and pure from the beginning of his days ... he kept his
marriage vow wholly and sincerely, even in the absences of the lady, which were
sometimes very long: never dealing unchastely with any other woman ... It happened
once, that at Christmas time a certain great lord brought before him a dance or show
of young ladies with bared bosoms who were to dance in that guise before the king,
perhaps ... to entice his youthful mind. But the king was not blind to it, nor unaware of
the devilish wile, and very angrily averted his eyes, turned his back upon them, and
went out to his chamber, saying: "Fy, fy, for shame ...". At another time, riding by Bath
... the king, looking into the baths, saw in them men wholly naked ... At which he was
displeased, and went away quickly, abhorring such nudity as a great offence ... I would
have you know that he was most eminent for that virtue of humility. This pious prince
was not ashamed to be a diligent server to a priest celebrating in his presence ... He
did so commonly even to me, a poor priest.
In the early sixteenth century, we have the comments of Polydore Vergil. This respected
Italian scholar wrote his Anglica Historia under commission from Henry VII.
King Henry [VI] was a man of mild and plain-dealing disposition, who preferred peace
before wars, quietness before troubles ... and leisure before business; and, to be short,
there was not in this world a more pure, honest and more holy creature. There was in
him honest shamefacedness, modesty, innocency and perfect patience...
A more moderate assessment of Henry's religious life would certainly record his piety. It
might also draw attention to the surprising amount of
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time he spent in religious houses later in his reign. However, (here was certainly something
ostentatious about his piety: witness his extravagant plans for the founding of Eton College
and King's College, Cambridge as colleges for priests to mark the ending of his minority.
What is particularly significant is the way in which Henry kept changing his mind over the
scale of the building at Eton. At one point (in 1449) a full seven years' work had to be
demolished to make way for his latest plan. As Bertram Wolffe has pointed out, it is
symptomatic of this king's personality that he should choose to mark his accession to power
with a massive scheme of religious building. Other kings might prefer the more traditional
and knightly course of leading a campaign in France. We might add that the way in which
Henry VI wasted huge sums of money through indecision and lack of a steadfast purpose
mirrors all too clearly his political life.
It was not as if Henry VI did not have the opportunity to learn the craft of kingship. In his
minority, the royal council agonised long and hard over the issue of his education in the
military and other kingly virtues. Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, was appointed
Henry's tutor in 1428 when the boy was seven. He provided training in languages, courtesy
and a miniature suit of armour. When needed, he imposed some cautious corporal
punishment. Warwick was an excellent choice. By November 1437, Henry's minority was at
an end and there was little reason to suppose that the 16-year-old would not prove himself to
be a king worthy of all the efforts that had gone into his education. The importance of the
ending of the minority can scarcely be overstated. The king's council now had no control over
Henry. They could certainly advise, remind him of his youth, plead, suggest, point out in the
strongest terms - but they could not enforce. Every matter of any importance had to be
referred to Henry.
There were early warning signs that the young king's judgment was weak. It is very
significant that Henry's early mistakes - which might have been charitably interpreted as the
typical errors of a very young man - were repeated time after time throughout his reign.
Historian Bertram Wolffe provides a number of examples. On the 11 February 1438, the
council clerk was instructed to point out to the king that it was not a good idea to grant
pardons to people whose misdemeanours had effectively cost the crown 2,000 marks. And,
the very next day, the clerk had to draw Henry's attention to his unwise decision to grant
away the office of Constable and Steward of Chirk Castle. This piece of generosity cost the
crown 1,000 marks. Even worse, he then sold the castle outright to Henry Beaufort, Bishop of
Winchester, who wanted it for his own nephews.
Reckless generosity was not the only problem. In 1441, Henry granted the stewardship of the
Duchy of Cornwall to the Earl of Devon. But, in so doing, he showed an absolutely
spectacular disregard for his vital role in using patronage to promote decent relations between
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nobles. He was fully aware of a festering quarrel between one of his own knights, Sir William
Bonville, and the earl. Yet Bonville was the sitting steward of Cornwall - and now he was
being replaced by his enemy. The council was then left with the unenviable task of sorting
out the whole sorry mess.
Why was the king making these kinds of irresponsible mistakes? One reason was that he
lacked political skill and awareness. Quite simply, he found it difficult to think through the
implications of his decisions. Second, it would appear that he was being manipulated by those
closest to him - the men of his household. There is ample evidence to suggest that they
quickly developed the skill of tapping the king's lavish patronage. Wardships, castles, crown
lands, grants of forfeitures levied on traders breaking customs regulations, mastership of the
king's horses, constableships, pensions, apartments at Westminster, even earldoms: and for all
this generosity, the king was getting little in return. The problem is that he was making the
grants for personal rather than political reasons. As we know, patronage was a vital tool by
which the king could spread his own influence through widening his own affinity (or
following). An adept king could also use it to balance factions and curb potential local
rivalries. In Henry's hands, patronage reduced his influence, worsened factionalism and
intensified local rivalries.
The king's long-term influence was lessened because he was depleting his own resources.
The most serious aspect of this was the alienation (or granting away) of crown land. This
immediately reduced Henry's power. His income inevitably declined, and with it his available
patronage. The number of king's retainers was bound to decrease. As we discovered in
Chapter 2, the late medieval king was supposed to 'live of his own' except in times of crisis,
but reduction in crown lands made it almost impossible for him to run the country on his own
income. In this situation, Henry would need to raise money - but how? The commercial
classes in London would be reluctant to offer loans to such a spendthrift king, and foreign
bankers would be equally unhelpful. The king, in fact, ended up borrowing money from some
of his own magnates, which itself reduced his freedom of action and put him further under
their influence. Moreover, as we shall see below, he was unable to pay the wages of his
nobles who had served the crown in France or on the Scottish border. This made access to the
king's undiscriminating favour vitally important. A noble who wanted to benefit from the
king's diminishing and wayward patronage had to be at court to see what personal persuasion
could do. The extent of the problem caused by the king's extravagant and unreasoning
patronage is revealed in the attempts made by the Commons to persuade him to cancel his
various grants. An Act of Resumption was passed in the spring of 1450, but Henry made sure
that he could insert clauses of exemption. No fewer than 186 clauses were attached to the act.
The net result was that the household servants surrendered no more than a third of their gains.
Unsurprisingly, in 1451
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the Commons made a second attempt, and had the audacity to include a provision whereby
the king was to have his grants scrutinised by a committee of councillors. This was an
extraordinary attempt to restrict the king's prerogative, and must reflect the despair with
which the Commons viewed the financial state of the crown. In fact, any act of resumption
was a desperate measure, since it was not only humiliating to the king but also destabilised
his relationship with his nobility. Could any noble be sure that a grant received from the king
would stand the test of time? The king refused to accept this limitation on his right of
patronage, but it has to be said that the second act of resumption was more effective than the
first in clawing back crown property.
It is clear that Henry was temperamentally incapable of acting as the fount of justice and the
ultimate preserver of law and order. As Chapter 2 suggested, this was indeed a demanding
task, given that those entrusted with the upkeep of the laws - the nobles - were the very
people who were prepared to exploit them for their own ends if given the chance. Henry VI
duly gave them that chance. He effectively sabotaged his own role in two ways. First, he was
far too ready to offer pardons to those who petitioned for them. To take one instance from
many, in 1437 he pardoned seven Devonshire men who had been indicted for the blinding,
mutilation and then murder of an employee of the Church. The letter of pardon makes no
mention of why the king should have been so lenient. Second, the king allowed the factions
he favoured to use the law to further their own interests and those of their affinity. The Paston
letters are full of the troubles caused by those who could rely on the protection of men such
as the Earl of Suffolk, who had the ear of the king.
The failures in patronage and law and order reflect, of course, Henry VI's wider failure: to
build meaningful relationships with all magnates, in which his most powerful subjects felt
valued and secure. The next section examines the way in which Richard, Duke of York
became increasingly alienated from the court of Henry VI. This discussion will also confirm
the assertions made about the king's personality in previous sections. It is particularly
important that we examine the Duke of York, since it is York's actions that led directly to the
outbreak of armed conflict and the attempt to depose Henry VI.
ii) Richard, Duke of York
A glance at the family tree on page 2 shows that Richard was indeed a magnate of the blood
royal. The usurpation of the throne by Henry IV in 1399 had, of course, made royal blood a
potentially dangerous commodity should a disaffected magnate possess it (see page 7). In
fact, York's father, Richard, Earl of Cambridge, had been executed for a plot against Henry V
in support of the rival claims of Edmund, Earl of March (who wanted nothing to do with such
treason).
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His father's treason did not prevent Richard from inheriting the dukedom of York. By the
time Henry VI's minority was at an end in 1437, Richard was also Earl of March and of
Ulster. The young magnate's prestige and power led, despite his relative youth and military
inexperience, to a year's appointment as lieutenant-general and governor in Lancastrian
France.
There was absolutely nothing to suggest in 1437 that York would, in the future, seek to usurp
the throne. He had family connections with most of the magnate families - including Henry's
favourites the Beauforts - and was anything but a leader of an opposition faction, real or
potential. How, then, did this dramatic about-turn take place?
The first reason was financial. Following his first year-long term as lieutenant-general, the
English government owed him considerable sums. He was reappointed in 1440: by the time
he returned to England in 1445, he was owed an additional and staggering £38,666 - a sum
large enough to leave him in serious financial difficulties. Even more serious, however, was
the result of Henry VI's favouritism and ill-considered patronage. John Beaufort, Duke of
Somerset, was given the government of Gascony and the title of Captain-General of Gascony
and France in 1443 in what can only have been seen by York as a snub to his authority as
lieutenant-general. Moreover, York must have been feeling more and more isolated from the
royal household whose influence over the king seemed to be increasing alarmingly. From the
mid-1440s, a faction under William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, was monopolising patronage
and power. As Ralph Griffiths puts it (see Further Reading, page 159):
To those who had no entree to this favoured circle in the later 1440s ... it doubtless
seemed that Henry was enveloped by an impenetrable, self-perpetuating oligarchy that
(admittedly) protected him, but yet also isolated him from alternative sources of
counsel.
The king's extravagant generosity to these favourites was by this time notorious: and yet,
York himself, serving his king in the very difficult circumstances of Lancastrian France, was
being forced to borrow money from his friends to make ends meet. On his return from France
in 1445, he was not reappointed. His replacement, almost inevitably, was another Beaufort Edmund, Duke of Somerset, who had succeeded his brother to the dukedom. York was
appointed to the lieutenancy of Ireland in 1447, and rightly assumed that this was to get him
out of the way. It was 1449 before he could be prevailed upon to take up his appointment. He
could see that his own position would be steadily eroded if he went to Ireland. This was
particularly galling for a man who was, after the death of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester in
1447, heir presumptive - i.e. the presumed heir - to the throne. This does not mean that York
was in any way keen to encourage the early demise of Henry
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VI or the extinction of his line. In fact, York had been a supporter of Henry VFs marriage
with Margaret of Anjou in 1445 and would have expected children to follow in due course.
But York would also expect a prominent position in the counsels of Henry VI. And he would
have further expected the king to accept and acknowledge his birthright. However, there were
worrying signs that even his status as heir presumptive was under threat. York's rivals were
seeking to influence the king to consider alternatives to York should Henry's marriage to
Margaret remain childless. Suffolk, as ever, was pulling the strings. He arranged for his son
to marry a Beaufort heiress early in 1450, and the Beauforts had royal blood in their veins.
It was September 1450 when York returned from Ireland (without permission). By that time,
there had been events of real drama and tragedy, but the underlying problems from York's
point of view had not changed. There had been a popular rebellion led by Jack Cade (see
pages 44 and 65) which had shaken the government to its foundations. Suffolk was dead and
Normandy was lost (see pages 44 and 63). But the Duke of Somerset, the very man who had,
it seemed, lost Normandy was back in England, basking once more in the favour of Henry VI
and pulling the strings of government. So, why did York return? We cannot be sure of his
precise motives, but it is likely that he was both furious and scared. He was furious because
he had been replaced by Somerset; furious that his own property in France had been lost by
Somerset's abject blunderings: but frightened because, like Suffolk before him, Somerset had
a vested interest in destroying Richard of York. And Henry VI, of course, might well give
him the means to do it. Somerset, after all, was of royal blood: if a case could be
manufactured to find York guilty of treason, there was little to stop Somerset emerging as
heir presumptive.
So, it seems likely that York returned to achieve two things: an acknowledgement from the
king of his status as heir presumptive and the destruction of Somerset. Only then could he
feel secure in his rights. This interpretation of York's motives fits both his bills of complaint
to Henry justifying his return and also his actions in the May 1451 session of Parliament,
where he sought to capitalise on the situation by getting one of his own councillors, Thomas
Yonge, to propose to the Commons that York be formally recognised as heir apparent. The
Commons readily agreed, but York found that he had miscalculated the mood of the peerage
and of the king. No magnate supported him, and the king, stirred to action by the dynastic
issue, instantly dissolved Parliament. For good measure, Yonge was sent to the Tower of
London for his presumption.
The extent of York's anxiety is shown by his extremely risky attempt in 1452 to achieve his
ends by a display of military force. He had made sure that armed support would be
forthcoming from the Earl of Devon and Lord Cobham, and then issued a personal statement
reaffirming his
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allegiance to Henry VI but demanding the removal of Somerset. Somerset was accused of
plotting to have York .disinherited and blamed for the disasters in France. Substantial armies
faced each other at Dartford in Kent. York himself was persuaded to negotiate, but, when he
went to present his case in person to the king, he found Henry accompanied by none other
than Somerset. York was disarmed, taken to London and obliged to swear an oath never
again to rebel against the king. Here was unusually determined action from Henry VI. York's
failure is a reflection of his own political naivety, the unwillingness of virtually every
magnate to contemplate taking up arms against the king and the difficulty faced by rebels
who remained essentially loyal to the monarch.
It is not difficult to sympathise with the Duke of York at this point. He is to be seen as largely
a victim of Henry VI’s failings. The king had allowed himself to become a 'good lord' to
Suffolk and Somerset and a correspondingly 'heavy lord' to York. He had shown that he was
prepared to see patronage flow in one direction, to ignore the blatant exploitation of the
judicial system in the favour of one faction and to permit apparent incompetence to lose
English lands in France. In short, York could not trust his king to protect him, let alone grant
him the position in royal counsels to which his birth entitled him.
iii) The Insanity of Henry VI: Richard of York as Protector
In August 1453, Henry VI suddenly went mad. The form his madness took was a complete
withdrawal from the world. He would not or could not speak or communicate in any way
with anyone. Not even the long-hoped for event, the birth of his son in October 1453,
penetrated his torpor. He was shown the baby, Edward, and his eyelids flickered -that and no
more. Desperate attempts were made to get some response from the king. In March 1454, the
Lords tried what numbers and social clout might do, and sent no fewer than 12
representatives. However:
they could get no answer ne3 sign, for no prayer ne desire, lamentable cheer ne
exhortation, ne anything that they or any of them could do or say, to their great
sorrow and discomfort. And then the Bishop of Winchester said to the King's Highness,
that the lords had not dined, but they should go dine them, and wait upon his
Highness again after dinner. And so after dinner they come to the King's Highness in
the same place where they were before; and there they moved and stirred him, by all
the ways and means that they could think, to have answer of the matters aforesaid,
but they could have none; and from that place they willed the King's Highness to go
into another chamber, and so he was led between two men into the chamber where
he lieth.
What had caused this insanity? It is most probable that it was triggered

3

‘no’.
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by devastating news: the English had lost Gascony, and the great commander John Talbot,
Earl of Shrewsbury, had been killed at the decisive battle of Castillon. More important than
its cause were the results of the king's insanity, which lasted up to the Christmas of 1454. Can
it be seen as a cause of the Wars of the Roses in any meaningful way?
There is no doubt that it can. First, it is clear that the immediate impact of the king's absence
was open violence at a local and regional level. We have already seen that corruption was
widespread and that those with the ear of the king were at the heart of intimidation, illegal
retaining, embracery4 and maintenance (see page 54). However, once it became obvious that
the king was completely incapacitated and that his uncertain hand was no longer anywhere
near the tiller, some magnates took the opportunity to sort out rivalries by full-scale armed
conflict. A good example is what happened with the Percys and the Nevilles. In the August of
1453, several hundred Percy retainers ambushed a party of the Nevilles near York. However,
it would be pushing the evidence too far to argue that the country slid into civil war as a
result of this kind of violence. This is dangerous lawlessness, not a fight for the throne. Of
greater significance is the fact that the power vacuum left by the insane king had to be filled.
This need led to a struggle between Queen Margaret and the Duke of York that should be
seen as a direct cause of the Wars of the Roses, in that it propelled York into claiming the
throne.
There is little doubt that the insanity of the king gave York an opportunity. Although,
following the birth of Prince Edward, York was no longer heir presumptive, he was
nevertheless the magnate closest in blood to the king and would be difficult to exclude from
any form of emergency government. In fact, it would be difficult to envisage him in any role
other than the leading one. But this, of course, would give him the chance to move against
Somerset. However, it was not only Somerset who saw York as a threat. The king's madness
brought to the fore the queen herself, and she clearly identified York as a danger to her son's
succession. In addition, she, like her husband, reposed much trust and affection in Somerset.
According to a contemporary letter, she appears to have tried to take upon herself the king's
authority.
the Queen hath made a bill of five articles, desiring those articles to be granted;
whereof the first is that she desireth to have the whole rule of this land; the second is
that she may make the Chancellor, the Treasurer, the Privy Seal, and all other officers
of this land, with sheriffs and all other officers that the King should make; the third is,
that she may give all the bishoprics of this land, and all other benefices belonging to
the King's gift; the fourth is that she may have sufficient livelihood assigned her for the
King, and the Prince and herself... as for the fifth article, I can not yet know what it is.
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However, there was no precedent for a female regency in England, and the king's council
eventually decided on a protectorate on the model of the king's minority. York, as the
magnate closest to the throne, was appointed Protector and Defender of the kingdom of
England on 27 March 1454. Somerset had been despatched to the Tower in November 1453
as a result of the Duke of Norfolk's accusations of treason over the defeats in France. But
York was in no position to destroy Somerset or to control all the workings of government.
His tenure of office was uncertain, because it would cease as soon as the king recovered. He
was not able to flood the king's household - or those of the queen or the prince - with his own
men, because disposing of incumbents would be over-stepping the limits of his authority. He
was not even able to prise Calais out of the control of supporters of Somerset. By Christmas
1454, Henry VI had recovered, albeit with no memory of what had happened during the
period of his insanity. He declared himself to be in charity with all, and hoped others were of
like mind. It did not take him long, however, to have all charges against Somerset dismissed
and then to strip York and his adherents (particularly the Nevilles) of their positions of
authority. All York's fears resurfaced: the king's charity did not appear to extend to him. As
ever, Henry VI lacked an awareness of the implications of his favouritism. An effective even sensible - king would have made allowances for York's worries. But not Henry. York
knew that Somerset would doubtless be looking for revenge. He also knew that the queen's
distrust of him had been intensified by their struggle for control of the country during Henry's
madness. York was not invited to the council meeting in April at which it was decided to call
a Great Council at Leicester (in the Lancastrian power-base of the Midlands), and may well
have assumed that this was a prelude to accusations of treason against himself. He and the
Nevilles withdrew from court. They did not ask permission.
iv) The Battle of St Albans, May 1455
All York could do was to try what armed force could achieve - the Dartford confrontation all
over again. There were the same protestations of loyalty, and the same demands for the
removal of 'traitorous' councillors - all ignored by the king. The difference this time was that
the sword did what persuasion could not do. In a messy skirmish in St Albans, Somerset and
the Earl of Northumberland were killed. Henry was slightly wounded (by accident) and fell
into York's hands. Much of the blame for this military defeat must be apportioned to Henry
himself. He had - for no obvious reason - suddenly decided to ignore the sensible advice of
Somerset (of all people) who wanted the king's forces to set up a fortified position in the face
of York's military challenge. Instead, Henry favoured the disastrous advice of Buckingham,
who felt that York would not fight. As a result, the Lancastrians were, in all probability,
unprepared when York's assault came.

Warren, J., The Wars of the Roses and the Yorkist Kings (London 1995)

60

The battle of St Albans scarcely merits the name in military terms, but its political
significance was considerable. First, blood had been spilt, and the sons and other relations of
Somerset and Northumberland were going to find it very difficult to accept any form of longterm compromise with York. What they wanted was revenge, and the sooner the better. In
this way, factionalism was not curbed by Somerset's death: it was made worse. Second,
Queen Margaret was now more convinced than ever that only the complete destruction of
York would safeguard the succession of her son. There is real doubt over whether Henry VI
ever regained his mental health sufficiently to be able to act independently for the rest of his
reign. This means that, more than ever, politics meant the struggle to control the king. And
the leadership of the Lancastrian party fell upon the shoulders of an uncompromising and
ruthless woman, who had every intention of persuading her peace-loving husband to crush
the Yorkists once and for all. The importance of this cannot be overstated.
However, it is important to note that York made no claims to the throne, and that Henry was
perfectly safe with him. Henry suffered a further breakdown almost immediately, and York
was again made Protector.
v) Queen Margaret Takes Control
Early in 1456, the king had recovered sufficiently to make some decisions and, for once, he
made an eminently sensible one. Although York was no longer Protector, Henry made sure
that his importance was recognised as chief councillor. His Neville ally, the Earl of Warwick,
gained entry into Calais as Captain thanks to Henry's support. But this hopeful sign, long
overdue, was short-circuited when Henry took refuge inside the queen's castle of Kenilworth,
where the defences were immediately strengthened. Against whom? The answer has to be
against the Duke of York, despite the fact that York was loyally serving the king's interests in
the borders with Scotland. In fact, the government had withdrawn to the Lancastrian
heartlands, and officers who had shown a willingness to forge decent relationships between
York and the court were replaced by those who were clearly identified as king's - or rather
queen's - men. York was summoned to a Great Council at Coventry, and left in no doubt that
the queen had been keen to have him arrested. The king was less revengeful, but York and
Warwick were both obliged to swear an oath that they would do nothing in future to put in
jeopardy the safety of king and kingdom. To be fair to Henry, he made one attempt to
reconcile the hatred of the Yorkist and Beaufort factions in a 'love-day' in March 1458 where
enemies gave the impression of reconciliation in a solemn procession to St Paul's Cathedral
in London. Queen Margaret and Richard of York walked hand in hand. The spectacle was
impressive but completely hollow. Bitterness and distrust created by nearly two decades of
factional intrigue were not going to
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fade away by means of a pageant. Contemporary commentators were adamant that the king
was increasingly under the control of his queen. The love-day was swept aside as the
Lancastrians made further military preparations. Writs were sent out to selected lords,
ordering them to appear at Coventry equipped for military service. To anyone with the
slightest sympathy for York, this appeared to be nothing more than a trap. Those who failed
to appear - York, Warwick, the Earl of Salisbury and Thomas Bourchier, the Archbishop of
Canterbury, among others -were then indicted at the queen's insistence. The Yorkists took up
arms in the all-too-familiar pattern: still protesting allegiance, still demanding the removal of
evil counsellors, and still demanding their rightful place in the king's counsels. Faced with a
much larger royal army at Ludford bridge in October 1459, York fled to Ireland, and
Warwick, Salisbury and York's son, Edward, Earl of March, to Calais.
A parliament had been summoned to Coventry even before the flight of the Yorkists. In the
event, the queen made sure that all York's worse nightmares came true. At this so-called
'Parliament of the Devils' (1459), the decision was taken to attaint York and his adherents: in
other words, to 'corrupt their blood' and to disinherit their families once and for all.
In the event, the Yorkists returned to triumph at the battle of Northampton in July 1460. It is
vital to note that at this point the victorious York claimed the throne of England. Why now?
This is a very difficult question to answer, but it is essential to attempt to do so because the
conflicts at this point clearly take on a wider significance. If you wish to define the Wars of
the Roses as a set of dynastic conflicts whose target was the throne of England, then your
starting date would be 1459. This is a perfectly reasonable approach, although you would
have to account for the origins of the conflict. Those origins are not, as we have seen,
dynastic. On the other hand, it might be possible to argue that the Duke of York was
concealing his ambitions for some years before seizing the appropriate opportunity in 1459.
This argument, however, is difficult to substantiate. First, we have no record of what was
going on in York's mind. Second, are we really to accept that all York's protestations of
loyalty were pure hypocrisy? If he had succeeded in achieving what he saw as his rightful
place in the king's counsels and a sense of security for himself and his family, would he really
have wanted more? After all, York's actions up to 1459 are responses to perceived threats
rather than the plottings of a usurper.
Why, then, the switch from loyal but troubled subject to rival claimant? Certainty and history
rarely go together, and so, to offer an explanation, we must be content with an argument
based upon probabilities. It makes sense to argue that York had little alternative. He had been
pushed into a corner by Henry VI, by Somerset, by Queen Margaret, and every time he
escaped he was pushed back in again. The Parliament of the Devils clearly intended to brick
him in. He had, after
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all, seen that victory in battle and the capture of the king had availed him little. What had he
to lose?
It is possible that York was expecting support from Warwick in his claim: indeed, it is hardly
likely that the matter had not been discussed between them. Section 2 describes the
embarrassed response of his adherents and the unworkable compromise patched up whereby
Henry VI retained the throne but York was to be his heir. The same section also describes
York's death at Sandal and the triumph of his son Edward in taking the throne as Edward IV.
The motives of Edward IV are no different from those of his father: his continued struggle is
a mere extension of his father's struggles with the added incentive of revenge. We recall that
Edward's claim to the throne (such as it was) was buttressed by his allegation that Henry VI
had forfeited his right to the throne by failing to honour the Act of Accord with Edward's
father. Edward was able to exploit the Londoners' fear of Queen Margaret's northern army
and the frequently shaky relationship between the capital and the Lancastrian regime to
ensure his proclamation as king in March 1461.
It has been argued that the conflict surrounding the position of the Duke of York is the most
important cause of the Wars of the Roses. But this was not stimulated by York's personal
ambition so much as the mistakes, weaknesses and insanity of the king. It was the
manipulation of the king by his councillors and, in the end, by his wife that pushed York over
the brink. This is not to say that York had never considered what the view from the throne
must have been like. After all, he was too close to it for it to be likely that he was able to put
it out of his mind. But he tried to seize it because the highest place was, in the end, the only
safe one. Unfortunately for him, it was left to his son to discover that it could be so.
So far, we have discussed longer-term causes: issues which were part of the nature of late
medieval society and which might - in certain circumstances - have created a situation in
which civil war was possible. We have also identified shorter-term causes to explain how and
when the crisis developed and loomed into view. It has been argued that the most important
short-term cause of the outbreak of the Wars of the Roses - indeed, the most important cause
of any type - was the personality and mental health of Henry VI. While discussing the
shorter-term causes, the situation in which the Duke of York finally sought to overthrow
Henry VI has been outlined. This situation -sparked by the conflict with Queen Margaret may be seen as the immediate cause. An alternative way of categorising causes would be to
refer to them as either 'direct' or 'indirect' causes. A direct cause would be one which led
inexorably to the conflict: an indirect cause might permit other outcomes or be less
fundamentally important. Attaching the terms 'direct' and 'indirect' is less straightforward than
'short-term', 'long-term' and 'immediate', but the approach has the merit of forcing
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the historian to clarify links between causes. At the very least, it stimulates debate. Perhaps
the most obvious direct causes of the Wars are those identified as most important above:
namely, the personality and insanity of Henry VI, together with the burgeoning hostility
between York and the queen. There are, however, other possible short-term causes still to be
discussed, and no interpretation would be effective without an examination of them and of
their relative importance. Can they be seen as direct or indirect causes?

4 The Ending of the French Wars
Did defeat in Normandy in 1450 lead directly to the Wars of the Roses? After all, it might be
possible to argue that England was suddenly flooded with disillusioned veterans who had lost
their French lands or sources of booty but not their taste for war. Their resentment and
violence might destabilise the country. Also, it might be argued that the shock of defeat was
so great that the Lancastrian regime could not recover its prestige.
First of all, we can dismiss the 'bloodthirsty veteran' argument. As Pollard has pointed out,
their return was greeted with pity rather than apprehension or fear. However, the 'shock of
defeat' argument is much less easy to dismiss. It was inevitable that the regime would be the
target of bitter criticism and, since that could not be openly aimed at the king, those
councillors held responsible would suffer. And this is precisely what happened at the meeting
of Parliament on 6 November 1449. The Norman capital of Rouen had just surrendered, and
members of the Commons blamed Suffolk, whose immediate imprisonment they demanded.
The allegations are clearly stated in their indictment of the king's favourite. Suffolk, it was
said, had encouraged Charles VII ('calling himself king of France') to make war against
Henry with the aim, not only of destroying the king's Norman possessions, but also to depose
him in favour of Suffolk's own son (having, as we recall, married into the Beaufort family).
He was also accused of corrupting the legal system and ignoring it altogether when it suited
him. The indictment continued:
The said duke ... for covetise of great lucre ... stirred and moved your Highness ... ye
then being in prosperity and having great possessions, to give and grant much part of
your said possessions, to divers persons in your said realm of England, by the which ye
be greatly impoverished ... and so by his subtle counsel, importunate and unprofitable
labour to your most high and royal estate, the revenue of the demesnes and
possessions of your crown ... have been so amenused and anientised [diminished and
destroyed], that your commons of this your realm have be so importably charged, that
it is nigh to their final destruction.
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What saved Suffolk - temporarily - was Henry VI. The king dismissed the charges against
him and exiled his friend for five years (for his own protection). Section 2 described his sorry
end, when his ship was intercepted and he was beheaded with a sword - and a rusty one at
that.
It is significant that the Commons tied in the loss of Normandy with their many other
grievances. The loss of Normandy is an indictment of Somerset, of course, but the main
responsibility must rest with Henry himself. Henry VFs genuine desire for peace in France (a
desire encouraged by his French wife) had led to the handing over of his province of Maine
to the French king Charles VII in 1448. From this, Henry VI gained nothing. As a direct
result, the king's counsellors were confused and his forces in France disheartened and
demoralised. Somerset had the same unrealistic hopes of peace as Henry VI and did as little
to discourage Charles VII from the conquest of Normandy. He presided over humiliating
surrender after surrender as French troops overran the traditional territories of English
France.
As was suggested earlier in the chapter, Henry conspicuously lacked the ability to visualise
the wider political implications of his policies. This is not to deny that the effective defence
of France was very difficult to fund. It was not easy to get sufficient moneys out of the
Commons. But it was almost impossible to do so when the Commons had lost confidence in
the king's ability to use it effectively. It was all too likely to end up in the pockets of Henry's
favourites.
Nevertheless, the fall of Normandy did not destroy the Lancastrian government. It may well
have sparked off the Cade rebellion (see Section 5) but, as has been suggested earlier, the
regime recovered. In 1451 and 1452, Henry showed unusual vigour and commitment - even
to law and order. For the first time in his reign, he undertook judicial progresses and took part
in the sitting in judgement over rebels. There were, as we have seen, temporary successes in
France under the Earl of Shrewsbury and York's weak position was relentlessly exposed by
the Dartford incident. The final loss of Gascony in 1453 was not greeted with the same
wailing and gnashing of teeth as had greeted the loss of Normandy. All in all, then, we can
reject the argument that the loss of Normandy and Gascony can be seen as a direct cause of
the Wars of the Roses. The defeat was most significant as an indirect cause in the sense that it
provided the Duke of York with further justification for his attacks on Henry's councillors
and, indeed, had stimulated his hatred of Somerset himself. But, as has been noted, it did not
need the French defeats to convince York that his dynasty was in danger. It is York's
perception of that danger that most directly caused the Wars.

5 The Cade Rebellion, 1450
The rising took place in Kent, Surrey, Middlesex and parts of Sussex in response to threats
made by the Sheriff of Kent and Sussex that Kent
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would be turned into a deerpark because of the alleged involvement of Kentishmen in the
death of the Duke of Suffolk. But, of course, the causes were more deep-rooted than this, as
is suggested by the fact that the rebels came from all social classes (except the magnates). As
was described in section 2, they did not regard themselves as disloyal, but instead wished to
remove from the king those councillors and members of the royal household who, they
alleged, had impoverished the crown, corrupted the judicial system and lost Normandy. The
leader, Jack Cade, made various claims to being of royal blood, but the intention was never to
depose Henry VI. The rebel forces duly backed off when it appeared that Henry was to take
the field against them in person, although they cheerfully killed household men when part of
the royal army went in pursuit of them. Typically, Henry then failed to show the courage
necessary to encounter the rebels personally: he withdrew to the Midlands, so abandoning
London to the rebels. Cade executed the Treasurer of England, Lord Saye, and William
Cromer, a sheriff of Kent, for their alleged corruption and particular misdeeds in Kent itself.
The rebels left London and dispersed only after a fierce battle with the garrison of the Tower
(abetted by some Londoners) and the offer of royal pardons. Cade was later captured and
killed.
The rebellion is significant in that it demonstrates once again the depth of discontent with the
corruption and failings of the faction-led Lancastrian government. It also demonstrates Henry
VFs inordinate capacity for misjudgment and a possible lack of physical courage. Cade's
rebellion, therefore, reflects underlying factors that led to the Wars of the Roses, but it is not
possible to see it as either a direct or an indirect cause in itself.

6 Conclusion
When his minority ended, the young Henry VI undoubtedly faced many challenges. As King
of France, his was a difficult inheritance to maintain. His father, Henry V, had done the
relatively simple thing and conquered territory: his early death relieved him of the ticklish
task of actually administering it. Nevertheless, Henry's inheritance had survived the long
minority - so it was possible to defend it. Admittedly, it required the full support of the
political nation to fund the necessary defences and military campaigns. And the king would
probably need to fulfil his traditional role by leading armies into battle. There were other
challenges. Certainly, the power of the upper nobility had been increasing for generations.
The king would need to harness that power to his own needs. But then, it was the job of a
king to meet such challenges. It was not an impossible task. If it had been, one would see the
decline of monarchy in England throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This simply
did not happen. As we shall see, both Edward IV and Henry VII were able to overcome many
of their
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problems and to secure - for themselves at least - an enhanced authority and a reasonably
stable realm.
And so, the so-called long-term causes of the war are not really causes at all. At the very
most, they might be seen as 'potential' causes. The increase in the power of the nobility and
bastard feudalism were destabilising only if a weak king were unable to control them for his
own ends. However, if the king's relationship with significant sections of the nobility were to
break down, then some form of conflict was likely. It was Henry VFs misfortune that he was
king. His personality was so inappropriate to his role that he made virtually every
conceivable mistake. He lacked the political awareness to balance factions. He could not
restrain his own generosity, or recognise its implications. He ignored the king's military
function, and made peace the goal of his policy in France without identifying the means by
which it might be achieved. He was easily influenced by councillors and by his wife. He
failed to supervise the judicial system, and allowed it to be exploited by the powerful to
further their own interests.
The York incident at Dartford and the Cade rebellion show that discontent caused largely by
the king's behaviour could easily turn into some form of military conflict. The deaths of
Somerset and Northumberland at St Albans added fuel to the flames, since bloodshed made it
very unlikely that important magnate families would be reconciled. But it was the king's
insanity that turned chronic and sometimes violent instability into a dynastic struggle: not
because the king was mad, but because the power vacuum brought out and greatly intensified
the clash between the Duke of York and Queen Margaret. The queen identified York as the
threat to her son's inheritance, and therefore used all means she could to destroy him once and
for all. York, faced with the awareness that his family could be erased from the political map
of England, sought the throne as his only guarantee of security.

Making notes on "The Downfall of Henry VI'
Now is the time for careful and detailed note-making. As you do so, remember that the
chapter is seeking to answer the question 'What were the causes of the outbreak of the Wars
of the Roses (up to 1461)?' The detail you select must always provide you with evidence for
or against a particular line of argument. This explains why the headings below (and in the
chapter itself) are frequently couched as questions.
1. Introduction. Notes as such are not needed on this brief section, but make sure that you
understand the reasoning behind the
content of Chapters 3 and 4.
2. A narrative of events. The information here is best presented in a time-line (say from 1431
to 1461).
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3. Causes of the downfall of Henry VI. No notes, but be sure that you understand what is
meant by 'long-term' and 'short-term' causes, and also 'hierarchy of factors'. Long-term causes
3.1 Had there been a long-term shift in power from the king to the nobility?
3.2 How important was bastard feudalism as a cause of the Wars of the Roses?
3.3 What are the links between the long-term shift in power and bastard feudalism? Shortterm causes
3.4 How important a factor was the personality of Henry VI? You might find it helpful to
conclude your notes on this section by comparing the qualities of the ideal king outlined in
Chapter 2 with Henry's failings.
3.5 Richard, Duke of York. Was there anything in Richard's background that would
predispose him to challenge Henry VI? What were the reasons for his growing discontent
with his position? Was that discontent justified? Why did he resort to force at Dartford?
3.6 The insanity of Henry VI: Richard of York as Protector. What was the nature of the king's
insanity? What was its immediate effect in terms of law and order? Why did the queen
attempt to become regent? What did York do as Protector? What were Henry's actions on the
recovery of his wits?
3.7 The battle of St Albans. What factors led to the battle of St Albans? What was the result?
3.8 Queen Margaret takes control. What steps did the queen take against York, and why?
Why and under what circumstances did York make his first open bid for the throne?
4. The ending of the French Wars. How important were the defeats in Normandy and
Gascony as causes of the Wars?
5. The Cade Rebellion, 1450. If the rebellion cannot be seen as a cause of the Wars as
such, what is its significance?
6. Conclusion. I would strongly advise the use of a spider-diagram to deal with the
conclusion. Most readers will know how these work, but a few words of advice may be
helpful. The body of the spider is the main question or topic: in this case, the causes of the
downfall of Henry VI (to 1461). The legs of the spider are the main themes within the topic:
in this case, the various causes. These legs then have feet, which are the detail making up the
themes. The great advantage of spider-diagrams is that they display the links between
information (the legs and the feet, of course). The summary below provides an example of
the legs. I suggest you complete the feet.
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Answering essay questions on 'The Downfall of Henry VI'
It is conceivable that an examiner might set a question purely on the period covered by this
chapter, although it is more likely that a broader time-scale would be used. A question might
ask for a discussion of the causes of the conflicts from their outbreak to the death of Henry VI
(1471), to the usurpation of Richard III (1483), or to the death of Richard III and the
usurpation of Henry VII in 1485. They might even go as far as the battle of Stoke (1487); a
remoter possibility (but still a possibility) is the capture of Warbeck in 1497. The broader
scale allows candidates to compare causes. You must certainly know these dates!
Nevertheless, we should at least consider possible questions for the period c. 1450 to 1461.
Here are some examples.
1 'The outbreak of the Wars of the Roses up to the usurpation of the throne by Edward of
York was caused largely by instability within society itself.' Comment on this view.
2

How far was the personality of Henry VI responsible for his deposition in 1461 ?
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3 To what extent was an over-mighty nobility responsible for the outbreak of the Wars of
the Roses, up to c. 1461?
4 Why was Edward of York able to overthrow Henry VI in 1461 ?
It should be clear that you are not going to get a question 'What were the causes of the Wars
of the Roses?' After all, this would simply invite a list and would require little skill apart from
a facility with the English language and a decent memory. A good essay is, above all, an
argument. Each of the above essays demands a clear line of argument as the answer. You
might like to consider which is the most difficult, and why.
Hopefully, to answer that question, you will have looked very carefully at the precise
wording. Many of you will have been told to IDENTIFY KEY WORDS as the first step. This
is good advice -particularly for the more complex or more wordy questions, where you might
miss the point. Try it for the examples above.
Question 4 might seem the most straightforward. The only real danger is to miss the date and
try to discuss issues leading to the Warwick rebellions or the readeption (as described in
Chapter 4). But you must make sure, when discussing causes, that you are prepared to offer a
explanation of which cause or causes are to be seen as the most important. For example, no
examiner would be impressed by a mere list as an answer to question 4. If you have spotted
the key words 'To what extent' and 'How far' in other questions, then at least you will have
realised that a list will not work.
Question 1 is what might be called a 'challenging statement' type of question. Some students
find these difficult. The best approach is to state your argument clearly in your introduction.
If you wish, you could use the opening words 'I intend to argue' to start yourself off. It may
seem quite mechanical, but at least it forces you to argue a case. And that, as we have seen, is
the key to a good essay. Try writing introductions for the essays above.
Source-based questions on 'The Downfall of Henry VF
1 Sources on the personality of Henry VI
Carefully read the extracts from the so-called Blacman tract and the Anglica Historia of
Polydore Vergil on page 51. Answer the following questions.
a) What picture of Henry VI is presented by the two sources?
b) Of the two writers, which seems to favour the king most? Explain your answer.
c) 'The sources may be unreliable, but they nonetheless have a real value for the historian.'
How far do you agree, with reference to Blacman and Vergil?
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b) Bastard Feudalism
'Bastard feudalism' is a term used to describe an increasing readiness among the nobility to
offer and to accept money instead of land when entering into the feudal contract. The
indenture might demand the usual military support from retainers (particularly in the remoter
and more troubled areas of the north and Wales), but it was also used to secure the services of
administrators and lawyers. For a magnate, retaining by, say, an annual fee had its distinct
advantages. By offering money instead of land he could afford to keep more retainers.
Retaining by offering money enabled him to expand his network of influence among the local
gentry and build up his following (or 'affinity', to use the contemporary term). In return for
becoming retainers, the gentry would expect to rely upon the 'good lordship' of the magnate.
This would help them in quarrels, legal and otherwise. A retainer who fell foul of the law
might well expect his lord to use his influence to make sure that the verdict in a court case
favoured the retainer. This practice was known as 'maintenance' (see page 36). The magnate
might offer his retainer his 'livery' - a badge or uniform that showed to all concerned who was
with whom. This might also be useful in the courtroom (see page 36).
It has been alleged that bastard feudalism created instability, injustice and over-mighty
magnates. In this way, it might be seen as a cause of the Wars of the Roses. Perhaps so,
perhaps not. This issue is discussed in Chapter 3. At this stage, there are two things we might
bear in mind. First, bastard feudalism was not an invention of the period immediately before
the Wars of the Roses. It can be identified as being firmly established in the fourteenth
century. Second, a weak king was often one who found it difficult to control his nobility. The
rivalries of magnates might spill over into armed confrontations, and the system of justice
would often be perverted by the sword. If, therefore, bastard feudalism did give the great
nobles more power, then a weak king would be even weaker as a result.
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Faced with extreme
pressures, the ruler
of England suffered a
complete breakdown.
But beware modern
diagnoses of medieval
mental health.

THE
MADNESS
OF
KING
HENRY
VI
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I

n the summer of 1453 the 31-year-old
king of England, Henry VI, bade
farewell to his pregnant wife Margaret
of Anjou and set out on a judicial tour of
the West Country. Pausing at Clarendon
hunting lodge in Wiltshire, the king ‘suddenly
was taken and smitten with a frenzy and his wit
and reason withdrawn’.
The symptoms of this sudden mental
breakdown were horrifying. Initial frenzy
passed into a paralysing physical and mental
catatonia. Henry could neither talk nor walk.
He was barely able to hold up his head, sitting
slumped and silent like a rag doll in front
of his attendants. His only child, Edward
of Westminster, born three months into his
illness, was brought to the king for a blessing;
Henry merely glanced unseeingly upon the
baby and then lowered his eyes again. There
was no telling when – or if – he would recover.
Few kings have so amply fulfilled the
medieval concept of Fortune’s Wheel as Henry
VI. The son of Henry V, the victor at Agincourt,
Henry acceded to the thrones of England and
France before he was one year old, making him
the youngest monarch in English history and
the only ruler ever crowned in both realms.
Yet 50 years later he was murdered in the
Tower of London, having twice been deposed
from his English throne during the Wars of the
Roses, while a slim patch of land around Calais
was the last vestige of his French kingdom.
The illness that Henry endured from the
summer of 1453 has overshadowed our
understanding of this unfortunate king,
associating his failures as a ruler with his
mental health. Some modern studies have
reduced the complex contemporary issues that
Henry faced, which undoubtedly contributed
to his illness, in favour of a modern medical
diagnosis. But, if we are to make sense of
Henry’s illness, we must understand it in the
context of his own time.
The cause of Henry’s devastating psychotic
breakdown – as we would term it today – has
inspired debate ever since it afflicted him.

Henry was sparsely attended when he fell
ill and the details of his condition were
suppressed by his advisers, of whom Queen
Margaret and Henry’s unpopular councillor,
Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, were
chief among them. As a result, there are few
eyewitness accounts of the illness, which lasted
until Christmas 1454. One was provided by a
delegation of lords, which reported a visit to the
stricken king during the Parliament of March
1454; another by a servant of Margaret’s, who
witnessed the queen’s attempt to present
Prince Edward to him in December 1453.
In the family?

Despite the paucity of contemporary accounts,
it has become common to assert that Henry
had some form of schizophrenia, possibly
inherited from his maternal grandfather,
Charles VI of France. (Charles’ daughter,
Catherine Valois, had married Henry V in
1420.) Charles, too, suffered a serious mental
breakdown one sweltering summer in his early
adulthood (he was 24, Henry 31). But the
pattern of Charles’ illness and its symptoms
were radically different from Henry’s.
Charles often believed himself to be
surrounded by assassins. During his first illness
in 1392 he murdered five of his attendants and
attacked his brother in the erroneous belief
that they were trying to kill him. Charles
suffered repeated episodes of mania,
interspersed with periods of apparent recovery,
reported in considerable detail by eyewitness
chroniclers. He would run as hard as he could
from one end of his palace to another, believing
enemies pursued him, until the entrances had
to be bricked up to prevent him from running
into the street.
He refused to be washed or to change out of
his soiled, vermin-infested clothes and wore an
iron rod close to his body, probably to deflect
assassins’ blades. Like Henry, Charles did not
recognise his wife or children, but his response
to evidence of their existence was more violent:
he pulled down his wife’s heraldry and tried to
Previous spread:
Henry VI, c.1535
(detail), English.

Margaret of Anjou
seated with her husband
Henry VI in the Talbot
Shrewsbury Book,
French, c.1445.
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erase his own coat of arms, insisting that he
was really called George and that his arms
included an impaled lion. Charles’ illness
caused him considerable distress. Believing
it to be the result of his enemies’ witchcraft,
he openly wept in front of his advisers, pleading
with whoever was behind this torture to release
him. He would rather die, he said once, than
continue to suffer as he was.
Almost none of Charles’ medical history
matches that of Henry, beyond the sudden
onset of illness and an inability to recognise
those around them. The two kings’ different
personalities could have affected the
presentation of their illness, but it is probable
that they did not share the same condition.
Inherited schizophrenia is a satisfyingly neat
explanation for Henry’s illness from summer
1453, but history is seldom neat.
The fullest recent examination of Henry’s
alleged schizophrenia was provided by Nigel
Bark in 2002, using the criteria for classifying
mental disorders provided by the American
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM). Bark found it particularly
suggestive that Henry’s confessor, John
Blacman, reported the king experiencing
religious hallucinations or visions in later life,
hearing ‘an audible voice’ of the saints and
seeing Jesus and the Virgin Mary appear
during mass.
Yet catatonia such as Henry suffered in
1453-4 occurs in numerous mental disorders
and medical conditions and the DSM states
that hallucinations are ‘a normal part of
religious experiences in certain cultural
contexts’, of which Henry’s is one. To the
medieval mind, mystical visions were an
accepted part of religious experience and
could be described in a literal way without
any suggestion of mental illness.
We should, in any case, treat Blacman’s
claims cautiously. Writing in the aftermath
of Henry’s death, as a popular cult developed
around Henry’s grave, Blacman desired to cast
the king as a saint. He even claimed that during

‘We may find the
roots of Henry’s
illness in the horrors
that befell him three
years earlier in 1450’
Henry’s exile to the north of England, he had
miraculously multiplied loaves of bread for his
supporters. But, if we reject the diagnosis of
schizophrenia, what else might have been the
cause of Henry’s illness?
Tough times

Henry may have been suffering a particularly
severe episode of depression, exacerbated by
traumatic events and near continuous physical
exertion. We may find the roots of Henry’s
illness in the horrors that befell him three years
earlier in 1450. A resurgent French force had
driven the English from France with horrifying
efficiency. As one gleeful French herald put it,
‘the whole duchy of Normandy was conquered
… within one year and six days; which is a very
wonderful thing’.
It was not so wonderful for Henry’s subjects.
As Norman refugees poured across the
Channel in search of sanctuary, violent unrest
broke out in England. Henry’s disgruntled
subjects focused their ire on his chief minister,
William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, who had
been at the forefront of politics for at least a
decade, helping transform Henry’s lacklustre
leadership into concrete policy. Having served
in Henry’s household since the monarch was
11 years old, Suffolk may have become
something of a father figure to the young king.
Henry managed to protect Suffolk from
a parliamentary campaign to indict him for
treason, but as the duke escaped into exile he
was seized by sailors, subjected to a mocking
trial and summarily beheaded. His body was

Henry VI visits the shrine
of St Edmund, from The
Lives of Saints Edmund
and Fremund, 1434-44.
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tossed ashore at Dover Sands, his head impaled
on a spike like a traitor.
Suffolk was one of four royal advisers
murdered by Henry’s vengeful subjects in 1450.
In July, the city of London fell to a rebel
army led by Jack Cade, also known as ‘John
Mortimer’. Alarmingly, Cade’s Mortimer
moniker insinuated an association with
Henry’s cousin and heir presumptive, Richard,
Duke of York (whose mother was a Mortimer).
It took considerable effort to suppress Cade’s
rising and restore peace. Perhaps in the midst
of his exertions Henry did not fully process
the grief of losing men who had served him,
in some cases, all his life.
The return of the Duke of York to English
politics in autumn 1450 unleashed further
chaos that Henry struggled to suppress.
By summer 1453 the king had spent three years
in near constant physical and mental exertion
to regain control of his realm. His efforts were
rewarded: the English retook the ancient
patrimony of Gascony, Parliament had grown
compliant and, for the first time in their
eight-year marriage, Margaret was pregnant.
But even among this joy there was cause
for anxiety. Margaret’s pregnancy might be
a source of comfort to the nation but there was
no certainty of the child’s safe deliverance, nor
of Margaret’s survival. Henry’s father had died
soon after the birth of his first child in his
thirties. Might this association of fatherhood
and mortality have played on Henry’s mind?
It seems Henry could endure these anxieties
and physical and mental exertions while his
efforts yielded results, but on 17 July 1453,
at the Battle of Castillon, an English army was
annihilated by the French and the Duchy of
Gascony was lost, ending four centuries of
English rule. News of this military disaster
may have been the ‘sudden shock’ that
one contemporary chronicler reported
precipitated Henry’s illness.
The reversal of Castillon threatened to incite
domestic bloodshed such as had occurred in
1450. It may be wiser to see Henry’s breakdown

‘By summer 1453
the king had spent
three years in near
constant physical
and mental exertion
to regain control
of his realm’
as a result of a combination of the stresses
and strains that, in the summer of 1453,
overwhelmed him.
Bad humour

Henry’s condition confounded his
contemporaries. Until 1453 he seemed to
enjoy good mental and physical health;
confronted with his collapse, even Henry’s
own doctors were uncertain how best to
proceed. A commission provided by the royal
council to Henry’s medical team in March
1454 contains a list of treatments they could
attempt, which is extensive to the point of
scattershot, permitting everything from baths
and gargles to bloodletting and head purges.
Medieval medicine was heavily dependent
on classical theories deriving from the works
of the Greek physicians Hippocrates and
Galen. Relating humanity to the four elements
of Nature, it was believed that humans were
made up of four humours: blood, phlegm,
choler (or yellow bile) and black bile.
Unbalanced humours caused illness.
Every individual inclined towards
a particular humour. Born in December, in the
depths of wet and cold winter, Henry inclined
towards the phlegmatic: he was vacillating,
pacific and weak-willed. As the historian
Carole Rawcliffe has noted, his winter birth
also rendered him ‘vulnerable to the influence
The Four Humours, from
the Guild Book of the
Barber Surgeons of York,
15th century.

34 | History Today | March 2019

28-39_henry_01.indd 34

06/02/2019 12:21

March 2019 | History Today | 35

28-39_henry_01.indd 35

06/02/2019 12:21

of the moon’, which had long been associated
with mental troubles. (‘Lunacy’ derives from
the Latin word for moon.) Henry, like many of
his educated contemporaries, took astrological
theory seriously. When he was still a teenager,
a court-sponsored plot to replace him revolved
around a horoscope that foresaw his imminent
demise. Those involved were imprisoned
or executed for their conspiracy.
Henry’s subjects were aware of this
association. Throughout the 1440s, as Henry’s
regime mired itself deeper in debt and
diplomatic incompetence, disgruntlement
against Henry focused on his alleged simplemindedness. In 1442 a Kentish yeoman was
summoned to appear before the Court of King’s
Bench for calling Henry ‘a lunatic’.
Treasonable denouncements
notwithstanding, there is little evidence that
Henry suffered from mental health problems

until 1453. He was sufficiently cogent to found
two colleges to celebrate his attainment of adult
power by 1441, making alterations to their
plans in the hope they would rival the
architectural works of his forebears. Henry’s
failings as a king before 1453 were a result of
nurture and nature, not mental illness. His long
minority rule, surrounded by warring uncles,
had inculcated in him an almost pathological
desire to avoid confrontation, rendering him
over-generous in his patronage, granting
estates on little more than a petitioner’s appeal,
to the detriment of his finances and
occasionally even to law and order.
Because of his propensity to rely on chief
councillors such as Suffolk to promote his
policies, Henry has been accused of lacking
a policy of his own, but his overriding aim until
1450 was clear: he sought international peace.
He was appalled by the expense and bloodshed
Murder of William
de la Pole, Duke of
Suffolk, engraving,
19th century.

36 | History Today | March 2019

28-39_henry_01.indd 36

06/02/2019 12:21

of the Hundred Years War, which he may
have witnessed first-hand as he progressed
slowly towards Paris for his French coronation
aged ten. For the cause of peace he defied his
father’s will and the noisy opposition of his
uncle, the Duke of Gloucester, in order to
release the Duke of Orléans from English
captivity in 1441. He also married Margaret
of Anjou and surrendered (pointlessly,
it transpired) the territory of Maine. His peace
policy was often unpopular, bungled and futile.
But it was his, all the same.
Treatments

Henry’s apparent good health before his
collapse in 1453 made his physicians’ task all
the more delicate. Under the circumstances,
the first recourse of his medical team was
probably cautiously holistic: a change of diet,
the preparation of herbal baths and specially
brewed syrups. Music may have been provided,
as it had been for Charles VI. The French king’s
case was a warning to Henry’s doctors,
however, for Charles grew to despise his
physician, Regnault Freron, and eventually
banished him. Even worse awaited the friars,
Pierre and Lancelot, who treated Charles with
a medicine distilled from powdered pearls.
When they fell from grace they were beheaded
and quartered, their dismembered corpses
displayed across Paris.
As the efforts yielded no results, the two
royal surgeons were probably called upon to
attempt some of the more invasive treatments
permitted by their council commission.
To treat Henry’s ‘frenzy’, caused by an excess
of choler destabilising his naturally cold and
moist brain, they needed to cool the fevered
brow with shaving, drenching with water or
even blood-letting from the scalp. This would
draw hot blood away from the brain and restore
it to its normal state.
However, the extreme lethargy that defined
Henry’s illness required completely different
care. Stupor was associated with an excess of
cold, wet phlegm – a humour that Henry

already had in dangerous abundance.
Excess phlegm could affect the brain’s memory
faculty, as memories were stored as imprints
on wet matter at the back of the brain, which
explained why Henry could neither recognise
nor respond to those around him. Heating and
drying were essential to rebalance the royal
humours. Among the remedies believed to
‘relieveth and repaireth wits enfeebled’ by
stupor was ‘theriac’ or treacle, a hot medicine
derived from roasted snake flesh that was so
potent royally appointed alchemists inspected
its quality on import.
Waking nightmare

It was 17 months before Henry fully recovered.
At Christmas 1454 he appeared to revive
overnight (although he had been slowly
improving since autumn). He spoke, moved
and recognised his advisers again, but had
no memory of the events of his illness.
He met his infant son with delight. There was
every indication he would make a full and
permanent recovery.
Unfortunately, during Henry’s illness
the political realm had fractured once more.
Rival parties vied around the incapacitated
king for control of government. York was
eventually appointed protector, but when
Henry awoke to the realities of 1455, he was
distressed to learn that York had used his
protectorate to imprison two of his rivals,
the senior dukes of the blood royal, Somerset
and Exeter. Like all medieval kings, Henry was
acutely sensitive to questions of aristocratic
honour. He swiftly released the pair, an implicit
challenge to the ambitions of York and his
allies, the earls of Salisbury and Warwick.
On his recovery, Henry declared himself
‘in charity with all the world’, but his nobility
could not agree. Tensions escalated as the
rival factions manoeuvred to eliminate their
opponents, reaching a bloody denouement in
the first Battle of St Albans in May 1455. For the
first time in Henry’s life, aged 33, he found
himself in battle. He saw members of his
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household butchered in front of him and
was dragged to safety after being wounded
by a stray arrow. The battle was a resounding
success for the Yorkist lords, who killed
Somerset, assumed control of Henry and
dominated government once more.
For Henry, this traumatic experience
impeded the recovery he had made since
Christmas. A fortnight after the battle, the
physician and alchemist Gilbert Kymer was
summoned to Windsor to treat Henry’s
‘sickness and infirmities’. Perhaps the wound
he had received in battle troubled him, but it is
also likely that Henry was again suffering from
problems with his mental health. He slept
more often after the battle, suggesting
depression. Though not in the paralysing
stupor that had afflicted him throughout
1453-4, he was lethargic and passive,
apparently incapable of resisting Yorkist
demands. He was puppeteered through
a parliament that vindicated Yorkist actions
and sidelined Henry, bringing about a brief
second protectorate under the Duke of York.
The end

Inertia and submission became the defining
features of Henry’s kingship after 1455. Before
he fell ill in 1453, he had been inattentive,
vacillating and averse to conflict – but he had
exhibited occasional flashes of independent
will. Despite assertions of his ‘monkish’
tendencies, the young Henry demonstrated
a capacity for personal magnificence and an
enjoyment of hunting and plays.
After 1455 he was dominated by one
powerful puppet-master after another:
Margaret, York, the Earl of Warwick. When he
was deposed by York’s son, Edward IV, in 1461
he left it to Margaret to fight for his crown.
As he retreated from one refuge to another,
Margaret travelled widely in search of
international aid for the Lancastrian cause.
In 1465 Henry was captured in Lancashire
and imprisoned at the Tower of London.
Surviving records of Henry’s activities

and health are scarce after 1461. When he
was briefly restored to the throne in 1470-1,
a northern chronicler reported that he was
‘not worshipfully arrayed as a prince and not
so cleanly kept’. London chroniclers similarly
described his shabby appearance, parading
through the streets in a blue velvet mourning
gown in an attempt to win support, but
winning only pity.
By the time he died, in May 1471, his only
child had been killed in battle, he and Margaret
were Yorkist prisoners and he had lost the vast
majority of his servants and supporters to the
bloodshed of the Wars of the Roses. He was
almost certainly murdered on Edward IV’s
orders. If he had anticipated this outcome –
his own Lancastrian forebears had similarly
disposed of Richard II, the king they usurped
– it would have been another worry. When
Henry’s body was exhumed in 1910, his teeth
were discovered to be ground down, testament
to years of anxiety.
When considering the mental health
of Henry VI we should not seek a simplistic
diagnosis but recognise a complex interplay
of griefs, bereavements, traumas and anxieties.
He was not just a ‘mad king’, but a sensitive,
well-intentioned man enduring distressing
circumstances. In later life they proved
too much for him. We might wonder who
among us would prove wholly ‘sane’ under
the same conditions.
Lauren Johnson is the author of Shadow
King: The Life and Death of Henry VI
(Head of Zeus, 2019).
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2 Henry VI and the Start of the Wars
of the Roses
POINTS TO CONSIDER
A nation's government, security and well-being depend on the character and
strength of its ruler. This was particularly evident during the fifteenth century
when kings had the power to pass laws, raise revenue and make war. However,
Henry Vl's weak and irresponsible rule led to noble disaffection, dynastic civil war
and royal deposition. These points are examined as four themes:
•
•
•
•

Henry VI: personality, war and debt
'Under-mighty monarch', 'over-mighty subjects': Henry VI and the
nobility
The Yorkist challenge and Lancastrian response 1450-5
Triumph and overthrow: the deposition of Henry VI and coronation of
Edward IV

Key dates
1413
1415
1421
1422
1431
1437
1444
1445
1447
1450

1451
1453
1455

Henry V succeeded to the throne
Henry V renewed the war against
France and won the battle of Agincourt
Henry VI born
Henry VI succeeded to the throne
Henry VI crowned King of France in Paris
Henry VI took control of government
Treaty of Tours
Marriage of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou
Death of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester
Normandy lost to the French
Duke of Suffolk executed
Cade's rebellion
Loss of Gascony
Henry VI suffered mental breakdown
Duke of York appointed protector
Wars of the Roses began with the battle of St Albans
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1455-6
1458
1459

1460

1461

September
October
November
July
December
December
February
February
March
March
March

York served second term as protector
The Loveday
Battle of Blore Heath
'Rout' of Ludford
Parliament of Devils
Battle of Northampton
Battle of Wakefield
Richard, Duke of York, killed at Wakefield
Second battle of St Albans
Battle of Mortimer's Cross
Battle of Ferrybridge
Battle of Towton
Edward IV usurped the throne by removing
Henry VI

Key question
To what extent did Henry VI contribute to the problems facing the monarchy in the 1450s?

1 Henry VI: Personality, War and Debt
If the primary long-term cause of the Wars of the Roses was the dangerous precedent set by Henry IV's
usurpation of the throne in 1399, the more immediate or short-term cause almost inevitably centres on
Henry VI. The character and personality of Henry VI have been examined closely by historians, as has
his failure to manage the royal debt and prosecute the war in France.

Personality
In the opinion of John Warren, 'the king's personality touched and affected every facet of power and
authority in the kingdom'. To a large extent this is true since the king was expected to:
• defend the kingdom through force of arms
• ensure the stability and security of the kingdom
• provide peace, law and order within the kingdom
• rule wisely, fairly and effectively by means of what was called at the time 'good governance'.

Education
To deliver on all these points was a tall order even for a talented or competent individual, but in Henry
VI some or all of these elements were lacking. This was not through want of upbringing or education,
for Henry received the best tuition available at that time. During his minority he learnt the art of
kingship and war from no less a person than his late father's companion-in-arms, the well-travelled
Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick. For nine years (1428-37) Henry was schooled in the crafts of
good governance, patronage and military leadership, but the lessons learnt seemed not to have had the
desired effect.
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A portrait of Henrv VI What does
this portrait reveal about Henry
VI?

Governance
Contemporary chroniclers were scathing in their assessment of Henry VI. For example, in 1446 John
Capgrave reported that the naval and coastal security of the kingdom were neglected. By drawing
attention to civil unrest and local injustice, John Hardyng criticised the king for failing to establish
peace and effective law and order. One anonymous writer even noted Henry's 'habitual dilatoriness',
that is being indecisive or slow to act, while another, writing in the mid-1460s, stated that 'the realm of
England was out of all good governance'.
Military leadership
Nor did Henry 'cut a dash in war', being the first English king never to command an armv against a
foreign enemy. As Henry VI's modern biographer, Ralph Griffiths, noted:
He never visited France after 1432: the projected visit in 1445-7 to discuss peace with Charles VII
never took place. He never fought in Scotland or crossed to Ireland, and he rarely set foot in Wales
-perhaps only once, in August 1452, when he visited Monmouth.
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The king left the kingdom's military leadership in the hands of others, principally his uncles John, Duke
of Bedford, and Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, and courtiers such as Edmund Beaufort, Duke of
Somerset, William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk and Richard, Duke of York. Even Henry VI's wife,
Margaret of Anjou (they married in 1445), showed a greater inclination to employ military means to
achieve her aims of securing control of both the Crown and the government.
It was Henry's failure to live up to the military reputation of his father, Henry V, on the battlefields of
France that attracted most criticism. Kings were expected to lead their men in war but the only occasion
when his subjects saw Henry in battle array before the civil war was in 1450 (and possibly again in
1452) when he rode through London with his nobles against his own people. This was the occasion of
the Cade rebellion (see pages 38-9), an armed insurrection by the people of Kent who were intent on
removing the king's closest advisers, who they blamed for corruption and misgovernment in south-east
England.

Advisers
The king's advisers are significant because they link with what Abbot John Whethamstede of St Albans
had to say about Henry VI in 1456, that he could 'not resist those who led him to unwise decisions'.
This is key to understanding Henry VI since he was a man of weak character who relied too much on
the advice of those around him, the majority of whom he had personally chosen or appointed. He was
clearly not a good judge of character and it is evident that those around him knew how to manipulate
him. Their manipulation of Henry became decisive when the king began to suffer mental health
problems that eventually led to his temporary lapse into insanity in 1453. According to the king's own
chaplain and contemporary biographer, John Blacman, Henry VI was a good man but a bad king who
became a 'fool of God'.1

Assessments of Henry
We must remember that judgements on Henry VI in fifteenth-century chronicles may be distorted by
the propaganda of civil war, and later Yorkist or Tudor opinions of his reign. For example, in c.1512,
Polydore Vergil, the respected Italian scholar and author of Anglia Historia (History of England),
wrote:
King Henry was a man of mild and plain-dealing disposition, who preferred peace before wars,
quietness before troubles . . . and leisure before business; and, to be short, there was not in this
world a more pure, honest and more holy creature.

Henry was certainly a pious man who delighted in learning and religious patronage. According to one
of his modern biographers, Bertram Wolffe, it is a measure of Henry’s personality that he should
choose to mark his accession to the throne with a massive scheme of religious rather than military
building. The castle and

1

A contemporary religious term used to describe someone who is too religious for his own good.
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machines of war, such as siege engines and catapults, were set aside for churches, cathedrals and
colleges such as those at Eton and Cambridge. Surprisingly, Henry VI's piety did not win him the
respect of the Pope, Pius II, who described the king as 'a man more timorous than a woman, utterly
devoid of wit or spirit, who left everything in his wife's hands'. Clearly, Henry's queen, Margaret of
Anjou, cut more of a dash in politics and war.
It can be said that, at best, contemporary estimates of Henry VI hint at a monarch who, although
possessed of worthy personal qualities, neglected some of his kingly duties. At worst, they depict
Henry as tragically and spectacularly incompetent.
Modern historians have been even less flattering in their assessment of Henry VI. J.R. Lander said of
Henry that although he was an intelligent and precocious child, he 'developed or degenerated into a
man who could hardly have been worse equipped to meet the stresses' of governing a kingdom'. His
mental breakdown suggests that there is some truth in this assessment. Perhaps the most devastating
assessment of Henry VI is that by AJ. Pollard:
Henry VI proved to be improvident, malleable, vacillating, partisan, uninterested in the arts of
government, and, above all, antipathetic [opposite] to the chivalric world his ancestors had
adorned.

War
War is an expensive business and the wars in France, a continuation of the Hundred Years War, proved
to be a massive drain on England's financial resources. The war proved costly in other ways also; not
least in the damage it did to the image and prestige of the English Crown. Kings were expected to be
warriors, but Henry was no warrior and his failure to lead his subjects in war did much to harm his
reputation and that of the English Crown. Henry was unfortunate to be the son of a great man with a
mighty reputation. The weight of expectation on Henry to be like his father was too much for him to
bear. This may, in part, explain why Henry VI suffered a mental breakdown in the early 1450s. He
recovered his physical health but his mental health remained impaired for the rest of his life. Not
surprisingly perhaps, when contemporaries came to compare father and son there could only be one
winner and it was not Henry VI.
Henry's father, Henry V, had proven himself to be a strong character, a great soldier and an
inspirational leader of men in war. His success in battle, such as at Agincourt in 1415, and in
conquering large areas of northern France, brought the French king to the negotiating table. 'They
agreed that Henry V should marry the French king's daughter and that their son, Henry VI, would
succeed to the French down. Unfortunately, Henry V died less than two years alter making the
agreement, leaving a nine-month-old son to succeed him. Taking advantage of the opportunity afforded
by the king's death and his son's minority, the French resumed their war with the English.
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During Henry VI’s minority the war was conducted with some success under the direction of his uncle
John, Duke of Bedford. There was no repeat of the famous victory at Agincourt, but the English
managed to hold the French at bay by denying them victory in a succession of decisive battles. To deny
the enemy victory is not the same as winning it. The English were becoming adept at holding out
against increasingly impossible odds. As a mark of English success in this respect, the 10-year-old king
was able to travel to Paris to be crowned King of France in December 1431. However, even before the
coronation, the military situation had begun to turn against the English partly as a result of the
inspirational leadership displayed by the teenage Joan of Arc and partly as a result of growing French
military strength. Gradually the war turned into one of attrition; with vastly superior resources

Figure 2.1: Map of France showing the extent of English territory in 1429
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in men and money it would only be a matter of time before the French prevailed. What the English
needed was a king of exceptional ability and the kind of decisive victory in battle that Agincourt had
provided in 1415. Under Henry VI they were to get neither.
The Treaty of Tours
Henry VI's greatest achievement was the Treaty of Tours in 1444, which established a fragile peace
that lasted until 1449. The truce of Tours was opposed by the king's uncle, Humphrey, Duke of
Gloucester, who argued that it favoured the French because it gave them time to regroup, re-equip and
return to the field of battle stronger than before. Tours also marked the marriage between Henry VI and
Margaret of Anjou, the daughter of the French queen's sister. The marriage was not popular in England
because Margaret was dowerless (the promised dowry of 20,000 francs was never paid) and, as part of
the truce, Hemy agreed to hand the French the strategically vital territoiy of Maine. When war resumed
in 1449 it was the fault not of the French but of the English. Foolishly following the advice of the Duke
of Suffolk, Henry VI backed the attack and capture of the Breton town of Fougeres.

Debt
Key question: What effect did debt have on Henry Vl's kingship?
The longer the war went on the greater the burden of taxes at home. The noble and gentry taxpayers of
England may not have minded paying for success but they were reluctant to fund failure. Nor could the
king win them over by persuasion and example when it was clear to all that his heart was not in the
fight. Defeat and failure in France - principally the loss of Normandy in 1450 and Gascony in 1451 affected not only morale at home but the incomes of a large number of noble families. A war of
conquest enables the victor to reward his followers with grants of land, and under Henry V the English
nobility had been well provided for. However, under the faltering kingship of Henry VI, England lost
its right to rule those French territories that had been granted to, and settled by, those same English
nobles. A disillusioned nobility were not about to pledge their loyalty to a king who, in their eyes, had
failed in his primary duty to ensure stability, security and victory in war.
Equally unsettling for a king, denied the opportunity to reward loyalty with grants of land in France,
was the fact the Crown was in serious debt. The royal debt spiralled out of control and it has been
calculated that, by 1450, the Crown owed in the region of £370,000 (over £168 million in today's
money). One of those to whom the king owed money, in excess of £38,000 (£17 million today), was
Richard, Duke of York. To make matters worse, the regular annual income enjoyed by the Crown had
fallen from a high of £120,000 (£55 million today) in the reign of Henry IV to as little as £45,000 (£21
million today) for Henry VI. His sharp drop in income and rising level of debt were due to a number of
factors.
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•
•
•
•

a reduction in income from customs and taxes resulting from a general trade depression
a reduction in income from Crown lands due to inflation and rising arrears in payments of rent
an increase in spending on the war in France
an increase in loans, and interest payments from Italian bankers and merchants.

Henry was unable to offer the kind of cash incentives that his nobility might have accepted in lieu of
land in France. Not that this deterred Henry from spending money he did not have or from granting
away Crown lands in England he could ill-afford to lose. This led to a collapse in royal finances which
handicapped the Crown because it increased its dependence on the nobility and the growing financial
potential of parliament. By 1455, the Lancastrian dynasty was virtually bankrupt.
The king's favourites
With so little to go around, anger and jealousy increased against those who seemed to be unaffected by
the reduction in royal patronage. Indeed, some of the king's favourites - principally Edmund Beaufort,
Duke of Somerset, Cardinal Henry Beaufort and William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk - appeared to be
doing rather well as a result of the king's generosity. Consequently, these royal favourites bore the
brunt of the hatred and resentment that was increasingly being directed towards the Crown. Opposition
to the king's favourites or 'evil councillors', as critics came to describe them, soon turned into a demand
for their removal. People were more willing to join an opposition group if it could be shown that the
aim was not to attack the king but simply to remove those who would damage both him and the
country.
Royal patronage
Rewards given by the king for faithful service. The rewards were often given in the form of property,
money, title or office.
Evil councillors
A useful and often-used contemporary label to brand those around the king as enemies of sound advice
and good government.
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2 'Under-mighty Monarch', 'Over-mighty Subjects': Henry VI and
the Nobility
Key Question: How weak was Henry VI and how strong was his nobility?
It is important to remember that the king was not solely responsible for the Wars of the Roses. The
Duke of York and others of the nobility, both Yorkist and Lancastrian, must also shoulder some of the
blame for the conflict. The 'good governance' of the kingdom depended as much on the ruled as on the
ruler so that the relationship between the monarch and his nobility was crucial if peace, prosperity and
political stability were to be maintained. The king could not rule the kingdom alone. Lacking a civil
service and police force, he needed the advice, co-operation, experience and local knowledge of the
nobility to help him govern every corner of the realm. If the relationship between the ruler and his
leading subjects broke down, then chaos and perhaps even civil war might ensue. Thus, an 'undermighty monarch' was as much a cause of the Wars of the Roses as the 'over-mighty subject'.
'Under-mighty monarch' (a weak king)
It is perhaps fair to say that Henry VI comes closest to defining what it was to be a 'under-mighty
monarch'. For the first 16 years of his reign the king was a minor under the control of a select group of
nobles tasked with the government of the kingdom and the prosecution of the war in France. Henry VI
had no say on what must be done, when it ought be done and who should do it. When he reached his
majority in 1437, Henry came under the influence of favourites such as Edmund Beaufort, Duke of
Somerset, and William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk. Henry may have been king but the effective
running of government remained in the hands of noble ministers. This led to tension and rivalry at court
between powerful and ambitious nobles, which the king seemed unable to manage or control.
•

•

•

Unchecked political rivalry could turn into personal animosity with fateful consequences. In
1447, Henry VI' s uncle Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, was brought down by his bitter rival at
court, the Duke of Somerset's uncle, Cardinal Henry Beaufort. The king did nothing to help his
uncle, who died in mysterious circumstances before he could be tried for treason. Henry VI
seemed incapable of judging people or situations. It can be argued that:
Henry mistook Cardinal Beaufort's offer to lend him substantial sums of money as friendship
rather than as a means to control him. By 1444, Beaufort had lent the Crown various sums
totalling in excess of £200,000, only part of which had been repaid.
He misunderstood the seriousness of the bitter rivalry that grew between and divided Richard,
Duke of York, and Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset. His failure to heal the rift and pacify
die two warring dukes contributed to the outbreak of civil war.
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•

Henry mishandled the war in France by resuming the conflict in 1449 that resulted in the loss of
Normandy and the fall of the crown’s chief adviser, William de la Pole, duke of Suffolk, who
shouldered the blame for the disaster.

Margaret of Anjou too was a factor in promoting the impression of an 'under-mighty monarch'. She was
a formidable woman and her strong will and domineering personality made the king appear even
weaker and indecisive. As their marriage wore on Margaret came to exercise a greater degree of
influence over her husband. Some nobles like Richard, Duke of York, and John Mowbray, Duke of
Norfolk, resented the queen's meddling in affairs of state. They were particularly unhappy with
Margaret's close relationship with, and promotion of, William de la Pole, who was created Duke of
Suffolk in 1448, partly as a reward for arranging the marriage between her and Henry VI. In
consequence of Margaret's increasing influence at court, the king sought advice from an everdecreasing circle of nobles. The excluded became increasingly resentful, but Margaret brushed them
aside. Her political skill came to the fore during her husband's mental incapacity.

Wedding of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou.
How are the couple portrayed by the artist?
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'Over-mighty subjects'
If Henrv VI comes closest to defining what it was to be an 'under-mighty monarch' then it can be argued
that Richard, Duke of York, comes equally close to defining what it was to be an 'over-mighty subject'.
York was a blood relation of the royal family, a descendant of King Edward III and the owner of a vast,
landed estate that stretched across England as well as English-controlled northern France. He seemed to be
everything that Henry VI was not: a capable politician, a warrior of distinction and a father of healthy sons.
His strength of personality matched his ambition, which, by the 1400s, had come to embrace the crown of
England.
However, York was not alone in aspiring to even greater land, wealth and power; these aims were shared by
almost all his noble compatriots. Where he and they differed was in his over-reaching ambition, which
included the kingship itself. In the opinion of some historians, this is what marks out the 'over-mighty
subject', but this may be too narrow a definition because it would exclude men like Edmund Beaufort, Duke
of Somerset, William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, and Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester. They too max be
described as 'over-mighty subjects' but unlike York they did not covet the crown; they only sought to
control it.
That this period saw the rise of the 'over-mighty subject' says as much about the king and his relationship
with his nobles as it does about the nobility itself. In his relations with the nobles, the monarch had
numerous advantages over them, not the least of which was the power of patronage and reward. The
distribution of royal favour stood at the heart of the relationship between the Crown and the nobility and
took the form of titles, estates, offices and wardships. Even marriage was within the power of the Crown to
control; no nobleman or woman could normally be wed without the king's knowledge and approval.
The competition for royal patronage should have worked to the advantage of the monarch, who was in a
unique position either to bestow or to withhold rewards. This policy is traditionally referred to as 'divide
and rule' since a divided nobility would be too preoccupied with their own quarrels and rivalries to trouble,
let alone challenge, the king. The monarch was able to act as a referee with the power to arbitrate in
disputes between competing nobles. The key to success lay in not allowing these rivalries and quarrels to
get out of hand. Under a strong and decisive king, this policy worked well, but Henry was weak and
indecisive, which enabled some of the more ambitious nobles to become too powerful. The outbreak of the
Wars of the Roses showed that Henry was no longer in control of his nobility and that they, in turn, had
allowed their political rivalry to spill over into armed conflict. This suggests that the Wars of the Roses may
be regarded as much as a war between nobles as one between the nobility and the monarchy.
Wardship
The practice whereby the king took control of the estates of minors (those who were young to be legally
responsible for their inheritance) and received most of the profits from their estates.
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3 The Yorkist Challenge and Lancastrian Response 1450-5
The exclusion and resentment of Richard, Duke of York
As the king's closest living male relative, Richard. Duke of York, expected to he one of the power
brokers at court. The fact that he was excluded from the centre of power became a burning source of
resentment for him. His exclusion was due to three factors:
•

•

•

The opposition of the king's chief advisers, William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, and Edmund
Beaufort, Duke of Somerset. These men created and led a household or court faction that
enabled them to monopolise royal patronage. They were not prepared to share power by
admitting York into this 'charmed circle', nor weir they prepared to tolerate his leadership.
The queen. Margaret of Anjou, did not like or trust York because of his forcefulness, his blood
relationship with the king and his claim to the throne. Her suspicions of York deepened when,
with the death of Henry YI's uncle, the Duke of Gloucester, in 1447, he became heirpresumptive. This meant that, if Henry VI should die childless, York and his heirs would
succeed to the throne. Margaret succeeded in keeping York at arm's length from both the king
and court.
York was his own worst enemy in that he was too arrogant, stubborn and demanding. Instead of
exercising patience and cultivating friendships he preferred confrontation and challenge. He had
little lime or respect for those whom he considered his inferiors in title-, intellect and military
skill.

Having served twice (l436-7 and 1440-5) with some distinction as the king's military commander in
France, York was mortified when he was removed and replaced by Somerset. Thus began a bitter lend
with Somerset, who York suspected of having 'kingly ambitions' on account of his being a grandson of
John of Gaunt, son of King Edward III. York's suspicion intensified the longer that Henry VI remained
childless. York's complaints to the king and Suffolk that Somerset was ill-equipped to command
English
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armies in France fell on deaf ears. Angry at being owed over £38,000 by the Crown for his service in
France, York pressed the king to settle at least part of the debt or employ hirn in some meaningful role.
In an effort to silence him and remove him from England, York was appointed to the lieutenancy of
Ireland. This was not what York had in mind, but he reluctantly accepted the post. His debts remained
unpaid and it was only with the financial assistance of his friends and the sale of some his properties
that York was able to survive.
The fall and execution of Suffolk, and the act of resumption
York's complaint about Somerset and the conduct of the war in France was proved valid when, after the
resumption of hostilities in 1449, English forces suffered catastrophic defeats, resulting in the loss of
Normandy and Gascony. In an effort to restore England's declining military fortunes in France, Henry
VI twice called on parliament, in February and November 1449, to provide funds for the war. However,
after reluctantly granting only half of what the king had expected, parliament was dissolved. The fact
that Suffolk had been instrumental in renewing the war meant that he, too, alongside Somerset, was
blamed for the defeats. When Henry VI again called on parliament to raise money to finance the war,
they, the Commons,2 not only refused but charged Suffolk with treason. Suffolk was accused of
misgovernment, mismanaging the war and financial corruption. Imprisoned in the Tower of London, he
was saved by the intervention of Henry VI, who banished him for five years. To ensure his safety, the
king provided Suffolk with a ship to take him to France. Unfortunately for Suffolk, his ship was
intercepted in the Channel and he was captured by his enemies. In a public snub to the king's authority,
Suffolk was executed by the crew of the Nicholas of the Tower on behalf of the 'community of the
realm'.
As the price of any further grants of taxation, the Commons demanded that the king approve the
passing of an act of resumption.3 The passing of this act made it possible to recover most, if not all, of
the grants of land with which the king had rewarded his favourites over the previous decade. This was a
humiliation for the king since it undermined his authority and his ability to offer rewards for faithful
service. The discontent expressed by the Commons in parliament was matched by the social class who
usually played little part in matters of state - the peasants. The Cade rebellion, with its epicentre in
Kent, was a serious blow to the Crown's authority and prestige.
Cade's rebellion and the return of York
Cade's rebellion simply made matters worse for the king and his principal adviser, Somerset. Described
by John Warren as a kind of armed petition to the king', these people from Kent regarded themselves
not as rebels but as members of the wider

Key question: Did the fall of Suffolk have any impact on events in the late 1440s?

2

One of the two houses of parliament staffed by elected representatives, mainly gentry landowners, to
assist in the business of government.
3
An act of parliament intended to Crown lands away as reward for service.
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'commonweal' (‘commonwealth’) supporting the demands of parliament. In the opinion of David
Cook, 'Political reform was their desire, not revolution.' To the Crown, of course, they were rebels, led
by a man, Jack Cade, who the government claimed was nothing more than a murderous criminal. The
rebels pledged their loyalty to the king but demanded:
•
•
•
•

The removal and punishment of royal officials found guilty of corruption and misgovernment in
Kent.
Fair and impartial justice, and the restoration of law and order.
The removal of the king's 'evil councillors'.
The appointment of the Dukes of York, Buckingham and Exeter to the royal council.

The rebellion eventually collapsed but not before it had taken London and captured a number of
courtiers, some of whom, including Lord Saye, the king's treasurer, were executed.
In spite of rumours to the contrary, there is no evidence to suggest that York had anything to do with
the rebellion. Taking advantage of the growing dissatisfaction with the Crown, he left Ireland without
permission and, in September 1450, returned to London. York's return was greeted with enormous
public support. Emboldened by the popular reaction to his return from Ireland, York presented the king
with a list of grievances which were contained in two bills of complaint:
•
•

First bill: a list of personal grievances concerned with York's position as heir, his debts and the
fact that his advice had been ignored.
Second bill: a list of general grievances that echoed what Cade's rebels had drawn up; namely,
the increase in lawlessness and disorder, the corruption of royal officials and the king's 'evil
councillors' and the demise of 'good governance'.

Backed by a force of 3000 armed retainers, York succeeded in persuading the king to meet some of his
demands. He was appointed to the royal council, a more effective act of resumption was passed and the
king promised to re-establish law and order throughout the kingdom. However, Somerset still
dominated the king's council, monies owed to York were not paid and his position as heir-presumptive
was not legally recognised. In fact, when Thomas Yonge, one of York's councillors, proposed a bill in
parliament recognising the duke as heir of the king the MP for Bristol was arrested and put in the
Tower. To make matters worse, Somerset was made Captain of Calais, giving him command of the
largest army at the Crown's disposal.
A frustrated attempt was made by York to impeach Somerset in parliament, but when this failed he
decided that force of arms w is the only alternative left to him. In February 1452, York's army met the
king's forces at Dartford, but the duke had miscalculated Apart from the Earl of Devon and Lord
Cobham the most powerful nobles in the kingdom, including the duke of Buckingham and the Neville
Earls of Salisbury and Warwick,
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remained loyal to the king. York was outnumbered and forced to submit. The tide was turning against
York for, no. long after being compelled to make a public apology in St. Paul s Cathedral and take a
solemn oath to remain faithful to the king, it was announced that the queen was pregnant. This was a
serious blow to York's position as heir-presumptive.
Henry Vl's insanity and York's protectorate
In August 1453, on hearing the news of devastating defeats in France that all but ended English hopes
of victory in the Hundred Years War, Henry VI suffered a mental breakdown. His pregnant wife,
Margaret of Anjou, assumed a more active role in politics. Working closely with Somerset, she hoped
to exclude York from power and set herself up as regent until such time as her husband recovered.
This appalled the nobility, who promptly rejected the idea. The noble elite turned on Somerset and
supported York. In an effort to conciliate her enemies, Margaret ruthlessly abandoned Somerset and
imprisoned him in the Tower. Dissatisfied by the turn of events, one of the most powerful noble
families in England, the Nevilles, threw in their lot with York. One reason for this change of allegiance
was the Neville feud with the Percy earls of Northumberland, who the king had favoured and Margaret
continued to support. Margaret could not prevent York, made more powerful by the support of the
Nevilles, from assuming the powers and authority of protector and defender of the realm in March
1454. In effect, York had become king in all but name.
York's protectorate was short lived, but in his 12 months of power he did succeed in reducing the size
and expenditure of the royal household and in restoring greater law and order, particularly in the north.
On the other hand, he failed to have Somerset put on trial for treason and fell short of enlisting all but a
handful of nobles to serve in his government. In spite of York's attempts to present himself as the
champion of justice and enemy of corruption, the majority of England's noble families stopped short of
openly supporting him, preferring instead to remain aloof and cautious.
When Margaret gave birth to a healthy son, Edward, in October 1453, she became convinced that York
posed a threat to his inheritance. After the return to health of her husband, in December 1454, Margaret
retained her political power and tightened her grip on the court. Margaret was determined to destroy
York, but apart from having him stripped of his powers as protector, she failed at first to have him
banished from the court In fact, after the king had shown that he had recovered sufficiently to rule
again he publicly recognised York's importance by declaring him to be his principal royal adviser. This
act of conciliation was short lived. Margaret persuaded Henry VI t exclude York from the decisionmaking process on important matters of state. In addition, Somerset was released from the
Key question
How did the king's insanity benefit York?
Regent
Someone who governs the kingdom on behalf of a king.
Protector
Another word for regent.
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Profile: Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York 1411-60
1411
1415
1425
1436-7
1438
1440-5
1447-50
1452
1453-4
1455
1456
1457
1458-9
1460

- Only son of Richard, Earl of Cambridge. Paternal grandson of Edmund, fifth son of King
Edward III
- Succeeded his uncle, Edward Plantagenet, as third Duke of York
- Inherited the possessions of his uncle, Edmund de Mortimer, fifth Earl of March
- Served as a soldier in France
- Married Cicely, daughter of Ralph Neville, first Earl of Westmorland
- Served as Henry VI's lieutenant in France
- Served as Henry VI's lieutenant in Ireland
- Retired from politics after failing to remove the king's chief adviser, Duke of Somerset
- Returned to politics and became Lord Protector during the king's first bout of mental illness
- Removed from position when the king recovered and forced out of power. Responded with
an armed rising to defeat royal forces at St Albans
- Lord Protector during the king's second bout of mental illness
- Removed again when the king recovered
- Driven out of government and took refuge in Wales.
Left Wales for Ireland and returned with an army to claim the crown
- Killed in battle at Wakefield

Richard of York did much to influence politics and the way in which the Wars of the Roses began. He
was ambitious and after first trying, and failing, to control and rule through the king, he turned
eventually to claim the crown for himself. York was a good soldier but he lacked political judgement.
Queen Margaret of Anjou did not trust York and she became his most implacable enemy. On his death
his cause was taken up by his son and heir Edward of York.

Tower and reappointed to the king's council and to the post of Captain of Calais. It can be argued that,
thereafter, Henry VI became little more than a puppet in the hands of his more politically astute wife.
This was all too much for York, who fled north to raise an army. With the support of the Nevilles, York
intended to impose his will on the king and his council.
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4 Triumph and Overthrow: The Deposition of Henry VI and
Coronation of Edward IV
The fighting begins: St Albans
Key question: How and why was Henry VI overthrown?
What began as a political struggle for control of the king and royal government eventually led to
outright war for possession of the crown. In 1455, Richard, Duke of York, led his supporters,
principally the Neville Earls of Salisbury and Warwick, into rebellion against Henry VI. Their aim was
the destruction of Somerset, the elimination of Margaret's influence and the control of the king. At this
point, York had no intention of taking the crown for himself. Aware that the birth of Prince Edward had
rendered his position as heir-presumptive redundant, York was determined to carve out a new career as
the king's chief councillor; to become the power behind the throne. Somerset and the queen had other
ideas and they convinced the king that York was plotting treason.
Henry VI summoned York to Leicester to explain himself. York surprised the king by attending the
meeting backed by a force of over 3000 men. The king had fewer than 2000 troops so he was forced to
negotiate; the failure of these talks led to the so-called battle of St Albans. Although the 'battle' was
little more than a skirmish in which some 60 or 70 men were killed, Henry VI was wounded by an
arrow and among the dead lay the king's principal adviser, Somerset, and Henry Percy, Earl of
Northumberland.
York had prevailed but he lacked the noble support necessary to control the king and his government.
A compromise was reached whereby York was reappointed to the council and became the king's
principal adviser. In addition, York had his ally Warwick appointed Captain of Calais. The strain
proved too much for the king, who again lapsed into insanity. Between November 1455 and February
1456 York served a second term as
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protector. In the opinion of David Cook, 'the remarkable aspect of the years 1456-9 is that civil war did
not break out again before 1459'.
The Loveday
Peace between the warring parties was fragile and, ultimately, short lived. In spite of Henry VI's
attempts at reconciliation in March 1458, the so-called 'Loveday', distrust and suspicion lingered and
eventually turned into bloody conflict. The Loveday was the name given to the elaborately staged ritual
reconciliation that saw members of the rival factions march arm-in-arm into St Paul's Cathedral and
which sought to heal the divisions between the victims and victors at the battle of St Albans. It was a
superficial act of unity that fooled no one. While York was away dealing with problems in Ireland, a
bitter feud developed between Margaret and Warwick. The queen tried to have Warwick arrested on
charges of piracy and riot, but failed.
The fighting resumes: Blore Heath and the 'rout' of Ludford
Convinced that York was plotting to take the throne, Queen Margaret and her principal ally, Humphrey
Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, raised an army to destroy the Yorkists. To defend themselves, York
and his supporters, Salisbury and Warwick, each raised an army. To prevent the three Yorkist armies
joining together, the Lancastrians under Lord Audley intercepted Salisbury at Blore Heath. Audley was
defeated and killed. The Yorkists merged their armies and awaited the Lancastrians at Ludford. When
Henry VI himself turned up to lead the royal forces a substantial part of the Yorkist forces defected to
the Lancastrians. After a brief but bloody skirmish York, Salisbury and Warwick fled, leaving their
troops to surrender. Not long afterwards the Yorkist leaders left England; York took refuge in Ireland
while Salisbury, Warwick and York's heir, Edward, took shelter in Calais.
The Parliament of Devils
Having seen off the Yorkists, Margaret persuaded the king to call a parliament in Coventry in older to
disgrace publicly York and his adherents. Meeting in November 1459, parliament branded York,
Salisbury and Warwick as traitors, sentenced them to death and ordered their lands and goods to be
seized. In a gross violation of long-held custom that protected the- rights of innocent offspring,
parliament also disinherited the Yorkist leaders' heirs. This last act shocked the nobility, turning some
against the Crown. This parliament became notorious and earned the nickname 'Parliament of Devils'.
The harsh treatment meted out to the Yorkists backfired since it only stiffened their resolve to seek
revenge.
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Northampton and Wakefield: the death of York
The opportunity for revenge presented itself in June 1460 in the so-called ‘Yorkist invasiuon’, when
Warwick, Salisbury and York’s heir Edward, earl of March, returned to England, landing on the south
coast with an army of 2000 Calais veterans. Having returned from exile, the Yorkists set about taking
London which they did with ease, and recruiting more troops to take on the Lancastrians. A Yorkist
army under Warwick encountered Henry VTs armv near Northampton. Led by the Duke of
Buckingham the Lancastrians were heavily defeated owing to the treachery of Lord Grey of Ruthin,
who changed sides and joined the Yorkists. Henry VI and Buckingham were captured and the latter
was executed. Margaret and her son Edward escaped.
Control of the government was no longer enough for York and, three months after the Yorkist victory
at Northampton, he all but claimed the throne for himself by forcing Henry VI to agree to the act of
accord.4 According to the terms of the act:
•
•
•
•

Henry VI was to remain king for the rest of his life.
Henry VI's son, Prince Edward, was disinherited.
Henry VI's wife, Queen Margaret, was banished for life.
The succession was entrusted to Richard of York, and his offspring, who was recognised in law
as heir-proper.

Queen Margaret refused to accept this and raised troops in the north. York, his son Edmund, Earl of
Rutland, and Salisbury marched to Yorkshire to meet her in battle. However, at Wakefield the Yorkists
were crushed by a much larger Lancastrian force. York and Rutland were killed and Salisbury was
captured and later executed. York's severed head, with a paper crown on it, was stuck on the walls of
York. He was succeeded by his eldest son and heir, the 19-year-old Edward, Earl of March.
Yorkists triumphant: Henry deposed, Edward proclaimed
To exploit her victory at Wakefield, Margaret hurried south to rescue her husband, who was in
Warwick's custody. The Yorkists, under Warwick, suffered another decisive defeat, at the second '
battle of St Alban's. Henry VI was released from captivity and reunited with his wife. Margaret failed
to follow up her victory by not taking London. Warwick fled to the Welsh border to join up with York's
son and heir, Edward.
Edward, Duke of York and Earl of March, was determined to avenge the defeat and death of his father
at Wakefield He marched north from Gloucester to intercept a Lancastrian armv under James Butler,
Earl of Wiltshire and Lieutenant of Ireland and Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke. The Lancastrians were'
' routed in a significant victory at Mortimer's Cross that had been planned and led by the teenage
Edward. Within a month of his victory, Edward was in London, where he was proclaimed King
Edward IV on 4 March 1461. However, before he could be crowned he had to march north to confront
the Lancastrians.

4

An act of parliament responsible for determining the line of succession to the throne.
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Portrait of Edward IV.
Why do you think Edward IV commissioned
an artist to paint his portrait?

Ferrybridge was a skirmish that took place a day before the much larger and bloodier battle of Towton.
A small force of Lancastrians under Lord Clifford attempted to stop Yorkist troops under Warwick
from using a river crossing at Feriybridge. In the ensuing fight, Clifford was killed, Warwick was
wounded and the Lancastrians fled. Fought in a snowstorm the following day, the battle of Towton
witnessed the largest armies ever assembled in the kingdom, with more than 50,000 men involved. The
slaughter was great and the Lancastrians were routed. Towton was the decisive engagement that both
sides had been seeking since the renewal of war in 1459. Henry VI, Queen Margaret and their young
son Edward fled to Scotland while Edward returned to London to be crowned. The Yorkists had
triumphed.
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3 Why did fighting break out in 1455?
Cade's rebellion had ended but England's major problem remained Henrv VI's inability to lead
and take decisions. As nobody wanted to solve the problem by deposing Henry, the only
alternative was for someone to govern in the King's name, as Suffolk had in the 1440s In 1450
two men the Dukes of York and Somerset, stepped forward as contenders but instead of
working together, they became rivals. Even so. it was far from inevitable that their rivalry would
lead to fighting, but it did in 1455. This enquiry investigates why warfare broke out, beginning
with an outline of events and an introduction to York and Somerset.
For clarity we can divide the events of 1450-55 into three phases.

Phase 1: 1450-53, Somerset's success
After Cade's rebellion, Somerset became the King's leading councillor. York made two attempts
to replace him. The first, late in 1450, was a political campaign. York had considerable support
among the commons but the nobles refused to back him because he seemed to be encouraging
disruption and disunity so soon after Cade's rebellion had ended. York was politically isolated.
Early in 1452 he tried to hit back, marching a small army to challenge Somerset, but backed
down because he had little support. Humiliated, he was now even more of a political outcast.

Phase 2: 1453-54, York's comeback1
Somerset restored order and raised hopes of new successes in France. Then, out of the blue in
mid-1453, York was rescued from political isolation when Gascony in France was lost and Henry
fell ill, unable to communicate or respond for nearly 18 months. The nobles invited York to join
the council and in March 1454 York was appointed Protector, a substitute king while Henry was
ill. He had Somerset imprisoned. His Protectorate was partly successful but disrupted by the
growth of violent feuds amongst some nobles.

Phase 3: 1455, Somerset restored - conflict!
Henry recovered in December 1454. York's Protectorate ended and Somerset regained power
but both men were fearful. Somerset feared York regaining power if Henry collapsed again.
York feared Somerset taking action against him. In May, York acted first, gathering an army to
challenge Somerset. On 22 May Somerset was killed at the battle of St Albans. York then knelt
at the feet of King Henry and begged forgiveness for the violence. The battle of St Albans was
even more shocking than Cade's rebellion. King Henry, a helpless bystander, was wounded in
the neck by an arrow. Just as shocking was the breakdown in unity. English nobles were trained
to fight the French, not each other. Throughout the 1430s and 1440s they had kept their
rivalries in check, putting the King's interests first. So why had those good intentions now fallen
apart, leading to English soldiers killing English soldiers in the streets of an English town?
1

York’s main supporters from autumn 1453 were the Nevilles (earls of Salisbury and Warwick – father and son).
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1. Consolidate your understanding of the outline on page 36 by converting the text into a
time-chart (modelled on pages 6-9) or telling the story aloud within a time limit, e.g. one
minute. Make the pattern of events clear by answering 'How did Somerset's power
change between 1450 and 1455?'
2. Does the information on page 36 and below suggest any reasons for the outbreak of
conflict?

Introducing York and Somerset
When did the rivalry between York and Somerset2 begin? It's easy to assume their hostility
grew in the 1440s but there's no evidence that it did. In fact, the two men had a good deal in
common in 1450. They both:
 were closely related to the King and had played leading parts in government and in
France (see page 38 for the royal family tree)
 seem to have supported Suffolk's policies in the 1440s
 had capable, though not outstanding, military records.
York had been Lieutenant of France in 1436-37 and 1440-45 and had won a reputation for good
political leadership while leaving military leadership to more experienced commanders. In 1447
he was appointed Lieutenant of Ireland, another important post requiring strong political and
military skills.
Somerset had a more distinguished record as a soldier and war-leader in the 1430s but this
was tarnished by being in command in France from 1447 when the English lands were
surrendered and lost. With little money and few resources he'd had little chance of success but,
even so, he'd played his hand badly.
Both men also had 'pasts' but of very different kinds! York's father had been executed for
treason against Henry V in 1415 though York himself had always shown loyalty to Henry VI.
Somerset had had a relationship with Henry VI's mother, Catherine of Valois, when she was a
young widow in the late 1420s. The Council had intervened and prevented the couple seeing
each other.
Those were the similarities. The most obvious difference was wealth. York was extremely
wealthy with lands throughout England. Somerset had few lands and therefore little income
apart from what came from government posts.
So there is no evidence for rivalry before 1450, which makes the development of their
hostility the more intriguing! Why were they so certain they deserved to be at the centre of
government? Was either man ambitious to be king? The royal family tree on the next page
suggests some answers.
What did they look like?
Very few contemporary images exist of York and they tell us very little about his appearance. He may
have looked like his youngest son, Richard III, who was short and dark (see page 104). No portraits exist
of Somerset. The lack of portraits and physical descriptions makes it harder for us to see these men as
real individuals. Whereas many people in the 1450s, especially Londoners, saw York, Somerset and
other lords close at hand, riding or walking through the streets, today we know what famous people
look like but rarely see them close up.
2

Somerset's full name was Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset; we'll call him Somerset to avoid confusion. In
1450 York was 39, Somerset 44.
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York, Somerset and the royal family tree
Understanding the family tree is important for assessing people's ideas and expectations. The
numbered paragraphs on page 39 explain:
 Henry's right to be king
 how closely York and Somerset were related to the King
 why both men expected to be among the King's closest advisers

whether York or Somerset had hopes of being king.
This tree includes the royal family up to 1453, though it has (yes!) been simplified. Family trees for later
years are on pages 78, 81, 95, 109 and I 19.
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Henry VI’s right to be king
1. Henry VI (circled on the family tree) was the third Lancastrian king – ‘Lancastrians’ because they
were descended from John, Duke of Lancaster (top, centre right, orange line).
2. in theory, the further someone is to the left of the tree, the stronger their claim to the crown.
That was why Richard 11 (top left) inherited the crown from his grandfather, Edward III. So why
did the Lancastrians become kings when there were plenty of people to their left?
3. The answer lies in the failures of Richard II. In 1399 he was deposed by his cousin, Henry (orange
line) - Henry IV, the first Lancastrian king.
4. Why was Henry IV king, rather than one of the Clarence line (the family of Edward Ill's second
son), who were to Henry's left on the tree? First, in 1399 there was no adult male in the
Clarence line as a rival candidate for the crown. Second, it was Henry who led opposition
because Richard II tried to stop his inheriting the dukedom of Lancaster.
5. The Lancastrians were accepted as kings, especially after Henry V's victories over France showed
that they had God's support.

Somerset's relationship to the King and right to be a royal councillor
1.

2.

Somerset's family name was Beaufort (green line). The Beauforts were closely related to the Lancastrian
kings - the first Beauforts were half-brothers to the Lancastrian Henry IV (orange line). They had the same
father (John, Duke of Lancaster) but different mothers. The Beauforts were illegitimate, born before John
of Lancaster married their mother Catherine.
The Beauforts were strong supporters of ihe Lancastrian kings. In 1450 the senior member of the family
was Edmund Beaulort, Duke of Somerset (green box). Somerset expected o be among the King's closest
advisers because of his close blood relationship to Henry VI

York's relationship to the King and right to be a royal councillor
1. Richard of York appears twice on this tree' Follow the blue York line from Edward III'c fourth son
to find Richard (blue box) - and he's also shown further left in another blue box. That's because
his father (the Earl of Cambridge - blue line) married Anne Mortimer, a descendant of the Duke
of Clarence (Edward Ill's second son) and so jumped across the tree!
2. In 1450 York was Henry VI's closest legitimate cousin. York expected be among the King's closest
advisers because of his royal blood.

Who was the heir to the throne in 1450?
1.
2.

Somerset could not become king. Parliament had barred the Beauforts from inheriting the
crown because of their original illegitimacy (point 6).
York probably saw himself as heir apparent, the next king if Henry died without children.
However, there was no official declaration of this.

Conclusion
1.
2.

York and Somerset expected to be among the King's closest advisers because of their royal
blood. Both would also object to being ignored or left out.
One last point - you might expect York to challenge Henry VI's right to be king because York was
descended from Edward Ill's second son, whereas Henry was descended only from Edward's
third son. However, in 1450 this was only a theoretical claim. What mattered more than theory
was what was practical and what people had grown used to. Even when York did challenge
Henry in 1460, it was wholly because of practical politics - he merely used the theory to justify a
decision made for practical reasons. But in 1450 York was loyal to Henry VI.
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Was Henry Vl's failure to blame for the fighting?
Cade's rebellion ended early in July 1450. King Henry finally returned to London at the end of
July but he was no more involved in government or capable of leadership than he had been
before the rebellion. Henry's continuing failure as king is a vital part of the explanation for the
fighting in 1455 because it was the factor that led to all the other developments. For example,
one of the king's most important duties was to unite his nobility and prevent quarrels escalating
into violence. Clearly Henry did not stop Somerset and York's rivalry turning to conflict. When
other noble feuds led to local violence only the king could have stopped them but Henry was
not capable of doing so. However, Henry's failure did not make conflict certain or even
probable. After all, he'd been a failure before 1450 but this hadn't led to his nobles fighting a
battle. Even after 1450 it was five years before the rivalry between York and Somerset led to
battle. To explain why the possibility of conflict turned to certainty we have to look beyond
Henry to other factors.

Dawson, The Wars of the Roses Chapter 3: why did fighting break out in 1455?

41

Events: York's first attempt to win power, 1450-51
York and Somerset were overseas during Cade's rebellion, York in Ireland as King's Lieutenant. Somerset
in Normandy where he had surrendered England's lands. Somerset returned first, in August 1450,
quickly becoming leader of the royal household and Henry's leading adviser. Why did Somerset take the
lead? Although he appears to have been forceful and competent he wasn't taking on an easy task, as
stepping into Suffolk's shoes was dangerous given the public hostility to 'evil councillors'. In all likelihood
Somerset was driven by a combination of both his own needs and the King's. From his own point of view
he needed to be close to the King to ensure a flow of income to match his status as a duke. He wasn't
wealthy, despite his title, and had lost significant land and income in France. The King also needed
someone to lead his government and Somerset was following his Beaufort family record of loyalty to the
Lancastrian kings. Somerset also had support, despite his loss of Normandy, from senior nobles including
men with long experience in France, such as England's most famous soldier, John Talbot, Earl of
Shrewsbury. They supported him because he was closely related to the King and because they hoped he
would restore the government's authority after Cade's rebellion.
York could not return from Ireland until he was sure that there would be no Irish rebellion taking
advantage of the problems in England. He finally returned in September, anxious to clear his name of
conspiring with Cade and of having his eyes on the crown. Suspicion of him had spread for two reasons:
the rebels had proposed York as the man to be the King's leading adviser and Cade had used the alias of
Mortimer, the name of York's mother's family who had a claim to the throne. As rumours spread of
what York might do on his return, the government's anxiety increased and men from the royal
household were sent to meet York when he landed from Ireland. Exactly what their task was is unclear
but York claimed they'd been sent to arrest him and that he was being treated as an enemy by
Somerset. These events show that even in September 1450 mutual fear was alrea<d!ydriving the
thinking and actions of both York and Somerset.
York could not return from Ireland until he was sure that there would be no Irish rebellion taking
advantage of the problems in England. He returned in September, anxious to clear his name of
conspiring with Cade and of having his eyes on the crown. Suspicion of him had spread for two reasons:
the rebels had proposed York as the man to be the King's .easing adviser and Cade had used the alias of
Mortimer, the name of York's mother's family who had a claim to the throne. As rumours spread of
what York might do on his return, the government's anxiety increased and men from the royal
household were sent to meet York when he landed from Ireland. Exactly what their task was is unclear
but York claimed they'd been sent to arrest him and that he was being treated as an enemy by
Somerset. These events show that even in September 1450 mutual fear was already driving the thinking
and actions of both York and Somerset.
As York travelled to the Parliament assembling in London, he exchanged a series of public letters with
the King's councillors. These were sophisticated public propaganda, designed to win support amongst
commons and lords. York continually emphasised his loyalty to Henry but put forward the argument
believed by the commons, that corrupt courtiers (now headed by Somerset) dominated the King and
needed to be replaced with a good man closely related to the King (York himself).
Once York arrived in London a mass demonstration called for Somerset to be charged with treason
because of his failure in Normandy. Somerset was attacked, leaving York to restore order. Briefly the
momentum was with York, thanks to widespread support amongst the people in and around London
and in the House of Commons in Parliament. However, at the same time York had alarmed many nobles
because they saw his of the rebels' case as creating disunity,
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possibly increasing the chances of another rebellion. Once Parliament broke up for Christmas, reducing
the public clamour for change, the nobility swung behind Somerset. In early 1451 Somerset took the
king on progress into Kent, where he executed many of those involved in Cade’s rebellion in what was
known as ‘the harvest of the heads’. By then it was clear that Somerset was governing in the king’s
name with the approval of the nobility. York had been excluded from power.

The impact of public opinion
You may be surprised to see the words 'public opinion' when events seem dominated by kings
and nobles. However, Cade's rebellion had shown that the commons (from gentry to merchants
to tavern-keepers and their customers) were politically aware and had developed their own
clear explanation for England's problems. They believed that problems were rooted in the
power of corrupt and treacherous courtiers. Although Suffolk and Saye were dead, their former
allies were still in the royal household and so there was general fear that little had changed.
People wanted a new beginning and for the King's government to recognise that it had a
responsibility to listen to 'the common voice', the wishes and ideals of the common people.
Thus, expectation had built up in summer 1450 that York would provide this new beginning by
representing the 'common voice' and opposing the royal household, now led by Somerset. In
these circumstances York probably had little choice other than to take this role. To turn it down
would have placed him, in the eyes of the commons, in the same camp as the 'traitors' around
the King. Therefore public opinion gave him support in 1 450 but, at the same time,
manoeuvred York into becoming the voice of opposition to the royal household and thus
Somerset's direct opponent. This opposition ultimately led to St Albans five years later. York's
fellow nobles also now believed he was putting personal ambition before national utility.

The enmity between York and Somerset
Why did their enmity begin and why couldn't they work together? On page 41 we looked at
Somerset's motives for becoming Henry's chief adviser. Once in power, he opposed York
because York seemed to be stirring up disunity and because he refused to give up opposition
However, the reasons behind York's hatred of Somerset are less clear. In the past historians
suggested that York was driven to become the king’s leading councillor by:
the desire to depose Henry and become king himself , or
financial need, stemming from the government’s failure to pay his debts from his time in
command in France.
However, more recent research shows that in 1450 York had no plans to be king and financially
had been treated no worse than other noblemen. It is more likely that York was driven by some
or all of the following personal motives. We have no way of knowing how important each was.
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York may well have had a strong sense of duty and destiny. One of the books he owned
was a life story of the Roman consul Stilicho. who had been begged by the poor of Rome
to restore good government after the failures of the evil councillors of a child-ruler. The
parallels with 1 450 were clear. 'Mark [take note of] Stilicho's life.' was the translator's
message to York and York may have believed he was a Stilicho for the 1450s. the man to
put England right, having already been successful in France and Ireland. Thus, his sense
of duty and destiny may have combined strongly with the force of public opinion
(explained on page 42) to oppose Somerset.
2. York did not rate Somerset's abilities after his failure in France. More personally. York
denounced Somerset for surrendering Rouen (Normandy) without fighting. This
mattered to York because, though he was in Ireland, he was still absentee commander
of Rouen. York said that Somerset's lack of chivalry had besmirched his (York's) own
honour.
3. York feared his position as heir apparent was in jeopardy if he were excluded from
power. He may have thought that Somerset had his eyes on the crown, though there is
no evidence for this. See the family tree on page 58 for York's claim to the throne.
1.

Therefore, by the end of 1450. the two dukes had taken up deeply opposed positions and from
then on it was impossible for either to back down. They were already treating each other as
enemies, each interpreting the other's actions as an attack, and so each new move ratcheted
up the possibility of conflict.
Summary of York’s thinking
 become King: NO
 financial needs: POSSIBLY):
 sense of duty and destiny
 position as heir apparent in danger
 Somerset’s failure in France and lack of honour

Dawson, The Wars of the Roses Chapter 3: why did fighting break out in 1455?

44

York’s second failure, 1452
In May 1451 one of York’s supporters, Thomas Young, tried to have York recognized in
Parliament as Henry’s heir apparent. He failed and his arrest and imprisonment showed how
little power York had. However, York had not given up opposition. In September 1451 he
paraded his leadership potential when he stepped in to restore peace after the Ear. of Devon
besieged Lord Bonville in Taunton Castle. York had a right to do this as senior Justice of the
Peace in the county but he was also showing he could restore order and settle quarrels.
However, instead of receiving thanks, York was accused of breaking the peace himself and
some of his men were harassed by the government. He replied by issuing a declaration of
loyalty to Henry but also accusing his 'enemies, adversaries and evil-willers' of making the King
distrust him. Then, in February 1452, York gathered his supporters and marched from his castle
in Ludlow towards London. He sent out letters to towns and potential supporters, setting out
his complaints about Somerset. His letter to the town of Shrewsbury says:
... after my coming out of Ireland, I, as the King's true liege man (and shall ever be to my
life's end), advised his royal majesty concerning the well-being of his person and his
realm, which advice was laid aside through the envy, malice and untruth of the Duke of
Somerset who labours continually about the King for my undoing, to disinherit me and
my heirs. Therefore, with the help of Almighty God and all the company of Heaven,
seeing that the Duke rules about the King and that by this means the land is likely to be
destroyed, I am determined to take action against him to promote the peace and
defence of this land. I will stay loyal to the King and pray you to assist me with as many
good and likely men as you can muster and pray that as they travel to meet me they do
no robbery or oppression upon the people.
Chronology 1451-2
1451
May
Thomas Young imprisoned for seeking recognition of York as heir apparent
September York intervenes in Devon-Bonville dispute
1452
February

York confronts Somerset at Dartford but backs down

York hoped for support in Kent but his armed demonstration turned into a pathetic surrender
at Dartford. Only two noblemen joined him, the remainder standing by Somerset. To the
nobility the most important aim was restoring the authority of the King and his government, so
they stood by Somerset. To them, York again appeared to be stirring up trouble and the danger
of rebellion.
Negotiations led to York’s backing down, then his being led into London looking very like a
prisoner, to swear an oath of loyalty to Henry. York had failed ignominiously but the mutual
enmity and fear had increased: York was now even more resentful of Somerset and Somerset
knew that York would not admit defeat.
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1453: Defeat in France and Henry's collapse
With York again in political isolation, Somerset steered the government through one of its more
successful periods during I 452 and early I 453:
 Henry was taken on progress to punish rebels, including visits to York's lands where men
who'd supported York in I 452 were punished.
 The nobility were united in their desire to support Henry and end disorder and fears of
rebellion.
 When Parliament met early in 1453 it granted taxes to pay for another military
expedition to France, a sign of goodwill and confidence in how Somerset's government
was shaping.
In addition, Parliament heard the news that the Queen was pregnant. The birth of a son created
a sense of continuity for the future. The only cloud was the development of violent private
feuds amongst nobles. Even so, there seemed no way back for York until chance changed his
fortunes. In summer 1453 came two pieces of shocking news:
1. Defeat in France at the battle of Castillon. John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, one of the
heroes of the wars, was killed. Hopes of success in France were at an end. This was a
major blow to the reputation of Somerset's government, raising fears of a French
invasion of England. Could Somerset (who had lost Normandy) be trusted to defend
England?
2. The King collapsed in August 1453, falling into a kind of coma until Christmas 1454.
Although he could be fed and could move he showed no awareness of anything
happening around him and could not respond to people talking to him. Henry's collapse
was to have profound effects.
Titles and places
A title such as Duke of York did not mean that the duke was based or even owned land in York. Richard,
Duke of York's main castles were at Ludlow in Shropshire and Fotheringhay in Northamptonshire. This
mismatch of names and areas of power applied to many nobles

Henry's illness and treatment
Prince Edward's birth gives us a picture of Henry's
illness. In January 1 454 a newsletter in the Paston
collection says:
… the Duke of Buckingham took [the Prince] in his
arms and presented him to the King, beseeching
the King to bless him; and the King gave no kind of
answer. The Queen presented him to the King but
all their labour was in vain for they received no
answer or expression, saving only that once he
looked on the Prince and cast his eyes down again.
Doctors followed the Ancient Greek Theory of the
Four Humours, believing that people fell ill when
the four humours in their body (blood,
phlegm, black bile, yellow bile) were out of
balance. They also assumed that health was

affected by temperament. Henry's December birth
gave him a phlegmatic temperament
(influenced by the humour phlegm), typified by
lack of passion, hatred of violence, and appearing
withdrawn, forgetful and pallid with a childlike
face. Henry fitted this pattern so well that his
collapse can't have surprised his doctors.
Doctors treated Henry by trying to restore the
balance of his humours. Treatments included
laxatives, sweating in hot baths and bleeding to
reduce the excess phlegm causing his illness. Other
treatments for jolting a phlegmatic out of his
lethargy were talking loudly, pulling his hair and
using a feather to make him sneeze. His diet was
hot food, such as chicken broth, to counter the
cold, watery phlegm.
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The impact of Henry’s illness, 1453-4
Would the King's recovery be as swift as his collapse? Nobody knew. Government continued
but violence was flaring in several areas as a result of feuds between nobles. Somerset could
not control it. He didn't have the authority of a king and he dare not take strong action in case
any lord he punished turned against him. As a result, a Great Council of nobles was summoned,
including York. His involvement was a sign that the nobles were united and committed to
restoring the government's authority. He was also the King's nearest adult relative. Although
Prince Edward's birth in October meant York was no longer heir apparent, even royal babies
were vulnerable to disease and so the possibility of York's becoming king was still strong.
However, despite the general desire for unity, York continued his attack on Somerset when
the Council met. The Duke of Norfolk, on York's behalf, demanded Somerset be taken to the
Tower and put on trial for treason. No one opposed York, probably because confidence in
Somerset's leadership had faded after the defeat in France that summer and the outbreaks of
feuds. Somerset was imprisoned but not put on trial. The nobility feared that a trial would
create a serious divide, for and against Somerset, that could lead to Fighting. However, York
was now clearly the central figure in government thanks to Henry's illness, which had
transformed the political situation. Until then there had seemed no chance of York challenging
Somerset. Even now, however, fighting was not about to break out as York no longer had
reason to fight, Somerset was not able to and the nobles did not want it.

Queen Margaret and Prince Edward
Margaret was the Duke of Anjou's daughter and niece of the King of France She married Henry
in 1445, aged I 5. Their marriage was soon unpopular as she was blamed for England
surrendering the county of Maine to France and there was no compensating patter of tiny royal
feet. There is no evidence of Margaret's seeking more power than was usual for a queen until
Henry's illness and the birth of Prince Edward. She then intervened to safeguard her son's
position, though still through negotiation not aggression. Early in 1454 she lobbied to be made
Regent with full royal power during Henry's illness but the idea of a queen ruling (and a French
queen!) was not acceptable. Margaret remained in the background of events until after the
battle of St Albans in 1455. For discussion of Margaret's later role see pages 54-55.
Chronology 1453-54
1453
March: Parliament granted taxes to pay for an army to invade Gascony in southern France
July: English army defeated at battle of Castillon in Gascony
August: Henry collapsed; attack on Neville wedding party by Percys
October: Birth of Prince Edward; confrontation between Nevilles and Percys in Yorkshire
November: York attended Great Council; Somerset accused of treason and imprisoned
1454
April: York Protector; Salisbury Chancellor
May: Exeter and Egremont rising; Council refused to put Somerset on trial for treason
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Noble feuds and their impact
During 1453, the absence of effective kingship led to nobles' quarrels over land turning into
localised fighting. If there had been an effective king then the quarrelling sides would have
appealed to him to adjudicate but, without anyone to decide and enforce that decision, the
opposing families used force to settle their arguments.
The powerful Neville family was at the centre of two important feuds. The head of the
Nevilles was Richard Neville, Earl of Salisbury, owner of widespread estates in the north and a
long-standing supporter of the Lancastrians and Henry VI. His son, also Richard Neville, was Earl
of Warwick and had inherited great estates, especially in the Midlands, through his marriage.
They had sympathised with York when he returned from Ireland in 1450 but had backed
Somerset in 1452 because there was more chance of building royal authority and unity around
Somerset. This sometimes surprises students because Salisbury and York were brothers-in-law,
but relationship by marriage was so common amongst nobles that it rarely seems to have
affected political choices.
INSERT DIAGRAM

1. Early in 1453 Warwick and Somerset were rival claimants to inherit lands in Glamorgan.
Warwick held them but Somerset ordered him to hand them over. Warwick refused, for
the first time opening a breach berween the Nevilles and Somerset.
2. The Nevilles were in dispute with the Percys (led by the Earl of Northumberland),
another major northern family. The Percys were frustrated at the increasing wealth and
dominance of the Nevilles and by the Nevilles' poor leadership of a military expedition
against Scotland which led to a Percy son being captured and ransomed. However, the
immediate cause of violence was a land dispute and marriage? The land at Wressle in
Yorkshire had once belonged to the Percys but was now held by Lord Cromwell. The
marriage was between Cromwell's heir, Maud Stanhope, and Thomas Neville.
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This meant that one day the Nevilles would inherit Wressle, the former Percy land. The
Percys were furious. In August 145, the: Percys (led by their wild, violent younger son.
Lord Egremont) attacked the Nevilles Heworth Moor near York as the Nevilles travelled
back from the wedding at Tattershall Castle. The Nevilles fought their way to safety but
further violence was inevitable. By October the north was split into two armed camps.
Neville and Percy.
3. A further feud developed between Cromwell and Exeter. The Duke of Exeter was one of
the few noblemen who made up in thuggery what he lacked in brains. Exeter seized the
estate of Ampthill in Bedfordshire from Lord Cromwell. Cromwell tried to get his land
back through the law courts but failed, leading to an armed brawl between the men's
retainers. Now this is where it gets tricky. To adapt an old saying, 'my enemy's friend's
enemy is my friend'. Exeter's enemy was Cromwell. whose friends were the Nevilles,
and the Nevilles' enemies were the Percys, so Exeter joined the Percys, his enemy's
enemy.

York’s Protectorate 1454
Across the winter of 1453-54 the nobles discussed how best to restore orden ami maintain the
government's authority It seems that a group of nobles, led by the Nevilles and Cromwell,
argued that York would provide the most effective Ieadership. By March 1454 this view won
general approval, leading to York's being appointed Protector3 while the King was ill He was
supported by a council of 24 men. partly at his request, to share the responsibility. As a
declaration of loyalty and to silence suspicions, York swore an oath recognising Prince Edward
as heir to the throne and promising the prince would become Protector when he was old
enough Shortly afterwards, the bury was appointed Chancellor4 after the death of Archbishop
Kemp. Salisbury was the first non-churchman to be Chancellor in 50 years but his long
experience and loyalty to Henry made him a good choice.
York made great efforts to be successful as Protector. He dealt effectively with a rebellion
led by Exeter and Lord Egremont, second son of the Percy family. Exeter resented York’s
appointment as Protector, believing (wrongly) he had a better right by blood to the role. He
planned to assassinate York but York, with Neville support, had Exeter and Egremont
imprisoned.
This exemplified York's successes and problems. He had ended a rebellion but it could look
as if he were acting only in his own and the Nevilles’ interests rather than in the interest of the
king and country. he also tried to deal with disputes in Devon, Wales and Derbyshire,
summoning the feuding lords to attend him but they simply ignored him.

The impact of feuds
Until 1453 York had been politically isolated. However, during Henry's illness, the majority of
the nobles supported him as the man most likely to restore order and royal authority. This was
part of the Nevilles’ motivation for supporting him but they also saw an advantage for
themselves. Once in power, York would give them official support against the Percys. In
contrast,
3
4

The official substitute for the king, leading his army, guiding his council.
In charge of the administration, the ‘Civil Service’.
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a handful of nobles, notably Exeter, deeply resented York's sudden power and perhaps saw him
as a threat to the Lancastrians. How did these developments affect the likelihood of conflict?
The feuds themselves did not lead directly to the battle of St Albans but they did help two sides
to emerge. Remember Dartford in 1452: York did not have the support to fight Somerset then
but he did in 1455 at St Albans. York's period as Protector and the development of feuds played
a large part in York's gaining Neville support and others (Exeter, the Percys) backing Somerset.
The ideas that might have influenced the Neville earls, Salisbury and Warwick, in 1454
Salisbury:
 Before the King's illness, nobody wanted to ally with York. Why risk being linked to a
man who behaves as a traitor?
 Now he looks the best man to provide leadership. There's little confidence in Somerset
with this recent defeat in France.
Warwick:
 And York now has power and authority. He would provide official backing against the
Percys.

The disaster of Henry’s recovery
Late in 1454 came the event many had been praying for - Henry recovered. In January 1455
John Paston received a letter proclaiming the good news:
Blessed be God, the King is well amended and has been since Christmas. The Queen came
to him and brought my Lord Prince with her. And then he asked what the Prince's name
was and the Queen told him 'Edward' and then he held up his hands and thanked God
therefore. And he said he never knew till that time nor understood what was said to him,
nor know where he had been while he was sick until now.
In reality Henry's recovery was a disaster, leading to conflict within six months. Somerset was
released from the Tower and re-emerged at the centre of government, supported by Exeter
and the Percys who were eager to end the influence of York and the Nevilles. Now that the King
had recovered, York's Protectorate ended and Salisbury resigned as Chancellor. These changes
need not have led to violence, especially if efforts had been made to reconcile the Nevilles to
Somerset and the court, but fear and feuds pushed events forward. Both York and Somerset
were anxious about what the other might do and both in the end decided to get their
retaliation in first.
Mutual fears early in 1455
Somerset:
 The King's recovery has given me freedom and power but what if he falls ill again? York
will return as Protector and put me on trial for treason. Do I take action against York
while I can?
York:
 The King's recovery has given Somerset back his power. He may strike against me so
perhaps I should attack him first, especially if the Nevilles will support me?
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Somerset took political, not military, action. He called a Great Council at Leicester for 21 May
1455 but did not invite York or the Nevilles. They interpreted this as the first move in having
them accused of treason and so decided that the only way to save themselves was with force.
Ironically, if this were Somerset's intention, he might not have succeeded. The majority of
nobles might have stopped him, just as they'd opposed York's putting Somerset on trial for
treason. But York did not wait to find out. Speedily gathering an army, York and the Nevilles
marched to intercept Henry and Somerset on their way to Leicester. Somerset was unaware of
the possibility of a military clash until 18 May. He then sent messages to nobles, appealing for
support, but few had had the chance to arrive by the time both sides met at St Albans, early on
the morning of 22 May.
1454 December: Henry’s recovery
1455 9 February: York’s Protectorate formally ends
March: Somerset restored to power; Salisbury resigns as Chancellor
21 May: Great Council due to meet at Leicester

The battle of St Albans, 22 May 1455
Even on the morning of the battle there were hours of negotiations, further evidence of the
nobles' desire to avoid fighting. However, with York demanding that Somerset be handed over
and put on trial for treason, this confrontation could not end peacefully.
For several reasons we can reconstruct this battle in more detail than most later battles. It
was the first battle, a huge shock, and so attracted great attention. Unusually it was fought in a
town, so streets and buildings provided landmarks in descriptions. It was also very short, two
hours at the most, the fiercest fighting lasting a mere half-hour.
The royal army, 2000 men at most, barricaded itself inside the town. Outside stood the
Yorkist army of some 3000 men. In mid-morning York's men attacked but were thrown back.
They attacked again, intent on forcing their way into the town, but the outcome was decided by
York's allies, the Nevilles. Warwick cut through gardens and the backs of houses to attack the
royal army on its flank. This assault broke the defenders' resistance. A few fought on but many
ran, most famously the Earl of Wiltshire, disguised as a monk. Gregory's Chronicle records that
Wiltshire 'fought mainly with his heels for he was afraid of losing his beauty for he was known
as the most handsome knight in the land'. We'll see Wiltshire at later battles although only as a
distant figure, sprinting away at high speed!
The battle ended with the deaths of Somerset and Northumberland, respectively the
enemies of York and the Nevilles. The English Chronicle tells how Somerset 'had heard a
fantastic prophecy that he should die under a castle and so told the King he would not visit
Windsor Castle. But at St Albans there was an inn, The Castle, and outside that inn he was slain.'
More shocking even than the killing of English nobles by their own countrymen was the
wounding of King Henry, whose neck had been
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grazed by an arrow, and the fact that the Yorkists had dared to attack while the King's standard
was flying. As the battle ended, York and the Neville earls of Salisbury and Warwick led Henry
into St Albans Abbey There they knelt in front of the King and begged his forgiveness for the
violence. Their quarrel, they said, had been only with Somerset. They were still loyal to King
Henry.

Summary: why did fighting break out in 1455?
No one planned to start this conflict until the Yorkists began collecting their army just days
before the battle. Somerset and the court party had the battle forced upon them. Thus, this
conflict was not inevitable but, by 1455, events had given the mutual enmity and fear such
momentum that the battle took place even though the nobles had tried consistently
throughout these years to prevent conflict.
Henry's failure, York's support for the public's belief in the guilt of 'evil councillors', and the
enmity between York and Somerset initially created the
possibility of violence. In 1452 Dartford showed that
York had almost no support but, at the same time,
Dartford also added to the fear and suspicion. Then
came Henry's illness and the latest defeat in France,
making York look a better prospect than Somerset for
leading an effective government. For the first time
since 1 450 York now looked an attractive ally for
anyone who needed powerful support and the feuds
between nobles, especially the Neville- Percy clash,
had created that need. At the same time a handful of
York's opponents (notably Exeter) resented his new
eminence. Then came Henry's recovery. Suddenly
Somerset was back, but fearing what York might do.
York was an outsider again, fearful of Somerset's
revenge. Their mutual fear drove them to take action,
to get their retaliation in First. The majority still wanted
peace but a small and loud chorus of other voices -the
Percys, Exeter, the Nevilles - cheered them on. It was
fear of what each other might do that triggered the
battle of St Albans.
A modern re-enactor shows a longbow’s power.
Good archers could fire 10-12 arrows a minute
over a distance of 275 metres.
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Warfare or weddings? What were castles for?
It's easy to assume castles were often attacked and besieged during the Wars of the Roses but
few castles saw fighting. The only sieges were of the Tower of London, Harlech in Wales, and
the north-eastern castles of Bamburgh, Alnwick and Dunstanburgh. Instead, Raglan Castle
(opposite) and Tattershall Castle, with its Great Tower (below), were among many castles
rebuilt to increase comfort and display power and wealth.
Tattershall did however host a wedding that caused a lot of trouble. In 1453 Maud Stanhope,
heiress of Lord Cromwell (the owner of Tattershall Castle) married Thomas Neville. Riding back
to the Neville lands in Yorkshire, the wedding party was ambushed! As you read on page 48,
this was a key moment in the developing feud between the Neville and Percy families (though
what happened to the wedding cake is not recorded).

Who and when?
The Great Tower was built in Lincolnshire in the 1430s by Ralph, Lord Cromwell, a leading
soldier and politician. It was one of the first castles in England built in brick, a skill brought by
Flemish and German workmen.

Why?
The tower, with its ground floor entrances and huge windows, was not for defence. Cromwell
was showing off his power and wealth in a grand display of building, to I impress other nobles
and show his supporters that he was a man worth following. The six floors contained
comfortable, well-lit living and dining rooms for entertaining visitors. Each floor had its own
toilet and fireplaces.

Warfare or weddings?
Tattershall was more suited to weddings. There's no evidence here of fear of civil war,
otherwise Cromwell would have built a stronger, more defendable castle.
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Raglan Castle was redeveloped between 1435 and 1469 by William ap Thomas and particularly by his
son, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke. The rebuilding focused on comfort and luxury. Family and guest
apartments had large, glass-filled windows and tapestries hung on walls. Food came from the castle’s
orchards, gardens and deer park. You can see a reconstruction of part of the castle on p. 138.

The Herberts of Raglan Castle
On page 5 we introduced Anne Herbert, Countess of Pembroke. Her home was Raglan Castle in
Gwent, south Wales. The politics of 1450-61 must have caused Anne continuing anxiety. Her
father, Sir Walter Devereux, was one of York's senior councillors. In 1452, while York was
marching to Dartford to confront Somerset, Sir Walter stirred up revolts in his home territory of
Hereford. For this he was tried for treason but pardoned. Anne's husband, William Herbert, was
also a member of York's affinity but even so he was knighted at Christmas 1452 and was made
Sheriff of Glamorgan in 1453. Both Anne's father and husband were probably with York at the
battle of St Albans in 1455. Anne is likely to have been doubly anxious as it was around this time
that her first son was born.
After 1455 Sir Walter and William continued to support York. In 1456 they recaptured
Carmarthen Castle for York from Edmund Tudor (Henry VI's half-brother) and attacked the
Herefordshire lands of the Earl of Wiltshire, the famously handsome battle escapologist.
Arrested and put on trial, Sir Walter was imprisoned but William Herbert was pardoned,
perhaps to tempt him over to the Lancastrians. Sir Walter died in 1459 and his lands were taken
over by his eldest son (Anne's brother), also called Walter. This Walter was at Ludford Bridge
with York, then was attainted (see page 59) and lost his lands. He escaped execution after
kneeling before Queen Margaret and begging for pardon. William and Walter then fought for
Edward of York under the three suns at Mortimer's Cross (see page 60) and in the snow at
Towton. Anne must have been overjoyed to hear that they had survived. Victorious, both men
were summoned to Parliament in 1461 by Edward IV - as lordsl
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What colour was Queen Margaret’s hair?
The question of Queen Margaret's haircolour may seem frivolous and easy to
answer. This picture of Margaret receiving
a wedding gift shows her with blonde hair.
Therefore it's reasonable to assume she
had blonde hair, until you discover that all
six fifteenth-century English queens were
pictured with blonde hair. They can't all
have been blonde, so why were they
shown like that? The Virgin Mary, Christ's
mother, was portrayed with blonde hair
and queens were expected to follow Mary
as a model; hence Margaret's blonde hair
in pictures, her white dress at her
coronation and the white horses
accompanying her. White, like blonde hair,
was the symbol of virginity and all queens
were expected to be virgins on marriage
and pure in spirit in all their actions.
So was Margaret's hair really blonde? An
Italian in London described Margaret to the
Duchess of Milan as 'a most handsome woman though somewhat dark and not so beautiful as
your Serenity'. So perhaps her hair was dark, although the writer got his description from
someone else and was writing to flatter the Duchess, not provide an f accurate description of
Margaret.
This discussion of hair-colour is a visible example of how attitudes to women in the 1 400s
affected the way they were portrayed. The rest of this page investigates how new research into
attitudes to women is changing our view of Margaret's role in politics. After Somerset's death
Margaret emerged to lead the Lancastrians as King Henry was unable to do so. The most
common image of her between 1455 and 1461 is as the villain of events, a vindictive warriorqueen, hell-bent on killing York and making all the key decisions for the Lancastrians without
concern for people's reactions. This interpretation came largely from chronicles written after
1461, when York's son was king, but it's also summed up in a newsletter in the Paston collection
from February I 456:
The Queen is a great and strong-laboured woman for she spares no pain to sue her things to an
intent and conclusion to her power.
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... and was she really a warrior-queen taking all the decisions?

Even if you can't make sense of every word in that quotation, the letter presents a daunting
picture of Margaret as an unstoppable, uncaring force However, recently Margaret's role has
been explored by several historians including Helen Maurer in her book Margaret of Anjou:
Oueenship and Power in Late Medieval England, published in 2003. Dr Maurer's work is part of
a trend in research to explore people's expectations at the time about what was acceptable for
women to do, and then to analyse the actions of a woman like Margaret in the context of such
expectations. This research suggests that Margaret was not free to do whatever she wanted, as
people's attitudes to the role of a queen dictated what she could do.
Dr Maurer's work can be used to explore two crucial questions. First, was Margaret really
the warrior-queen, ever desperate to kill York? The answer is 'no'. She worked hard to fit the
contemporary ideal of a queen as a mediator and negotiator, seeking peace with York. In the
early 1450s Margaret fulfilled this ideal by 'networking' with the Duchesses of York, Somerset
and others to prevent violence. Dr Maurer suggests Margaret continued this after 1 455.
Margaret wanted to stop York from challenging Henry but her first-choice method was through
mediation, hoping to bring York into the political fold and prevent him becoming an outsider
who might use violence. She supported York and the Nevilles in receiving rewards and
important posts in government well into 1458. The climax of this policy was the Loveday
ceremony (see page 58), an attempt to reconcile York and Lancaster, a classic example of the
pleading for peace expected of women.
The second question is whether Margaret brushed aside Henry and her noble supporters to
act as the chief Lancastrian decision-maker, for example in deciding whether to attack London
in 1461. Dr Maurer shows how difficult Margaret's situation was: while she was not expected to
just sit and sew, she was not expected to step into the King's role as decision-taker. To do so
would attract a lot of criticism, but Margaret (like Suffolk and Somerset before her) had no
choice as Henry lacked the will-power to take decisions himself. Therefore she tried to fit in
with expectations by making decisions in the name of the King or of her son, Prince Edward.
She worked wiih leading noblemen but they certainly took the decisions on the battlefield. For
Margaret to be at a battle would have been totally inappropriate. Thus, Margaret did take
decisions but, to avoid criticism, was careful how such decisions were presented.
Overall, the work of Helen Maurer and others has similarities with that of John Watts (pages
32-33) by focusing on fifteenth-century ways of thinking and how those ideas directed and
limited individuals’ actions. This is building a much more realistic picture of Margaret than the
one-dimensional villainess portrayed in the past. History is moving on!
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