
Chivalry in action: Thomas Montagu and the w a r  in F rance ,  1417-1428. 

OrlCans. late October 1328: with the siege of the town in its second week the 
commander of the English army. Thomas klontagu, Earl of Salisbury, gathered his 
general staff in the tower of the Tourelles From this vantage point he could look into the 
town below to assess the surest and most effective means of contiiluing the siege. 
According to the 'Mistere du siege d'orlkans' (a late fifteenth century play which the 
townspeople would subsequently enact each year to celebrate their deliverance from the 
English). the view of the medieval town stretching so  temptingly befbre him moved 
Salisbury to  enthuse upon the beauty of the scene which he surveyed.' But the Earl was 
a proud and hard-hearted man. Realizing that the town would never willingly surrender. 
thereby deserting King Charles VII of France. Earl Thomas sighed and announced his 
intention to  put to the sword and to hang the entire population as a just punishment for its 
disobedience. It was at this point ( a  later tradition has it that it was during the lunch hour. 
and that the fateful shot was f i .  David-like, by an apprentice cannoneer) that the distant 
crack of a cannon's fire wrls heard from the town below. Salisbury and his men had time 
to withdraw to the back of the room; but with temfic force the stone projectile ripped into 
the tower, sending an iron bar from the window hurtling into the side of the Earl's face. 
cleaving away his cheek and smashing an eye socket. A week later, 3 November, the Earl 
died of his wounds. As we shall see, it was perhaps fitting that one who had himself lived 
amidst the cannon's roar should die explosively. 

This view to a death (as one might put i t )  would have far reaching and serious 
consequences for the fortunes of the English in France. Earl Thomas's death at Orlians 
effectively marked the end of a period of English expansion which had begun with Henry 
V's invasion of Normandy in 1417. Following the failure to take Orlkans the momentum 
of conquest would be lost forever. Writing with the benefit of hindsight. Edward Hall 
could later pcn the following obituary to  the Earl: 

\\kt detriment. what damage and what losse succeeded to the English publike 
wealth. by the sodcine death of this valiant capteynr. not long after his departure 
manifestly appered: For the high prosperite. and great done of the English nacion in 
the partes beyond the sea began shonly to fall. and little and little to vanish away: 
whiche thing, although the English people Ilke a raliant and strong bodie at the first 
tyrne did not perceyve. yet shortly after. they felt i t  'rowe like a pestilent hunger. which 
successively a little and little cormpteth all the members and destroyeth the bodie. 
For after the death of this noble man. fortune of warre beganne to change. and 
triumphant victorie begmne to be darkened. Although thc drthe of the Erlr was 
dolorous to all Englishmen. yet surely i t  wlrs most dolorous to the Duke of Bedford. 
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Regent of France. as he which had lost his rieht hands. or lacked his weapon. when 
hc should fi@t with his enemis.: 

By his own admission. Bedford did indeed regret the passing of his most successful 
and talented general. In a memoir delivered to the English privy council in 1433, the 
Regent recalled how the period 1423-8 had been comprised of 'faire days and victorious' 
during which time the war had prospered for thc English, and the territory subject to their 
rule had expanded in Brie, Champagne. the Auxerrois Nivernais. Anjou and Maine. In the 
subjugation of each of these regions the principal agent had been the Earl of Salisbury. 
As Bedford continued, everything turned sour i ~ t  Orleans: 

At the whiche tyme. after the aventure fi~llyn to the pnone  of my cosin of Salesbury, 
whom God assoile. then- fell by the hand of God. as i t  semeth, a great stroke upon 
your people that was assembled there ~n Feete nombrc as I trow of lak of sad 
beleve.. . ' 

The death of Salisbury, followed by the relief of Orleans by Joan of Arc, ushered in 
a series of reverses for the English which culminated in the coronation of Charles VI1 in 
the cathedral of Reinis in July 1429. To contemporaries, their political outlook so highly 
coloured by a personal and individualistic interpretation of the great events of the time. 
the demise of Salisbury was the f i t  link in this particular chain of upsets for the English. 
The purpose of this iirticle, therefore. is to analyse more closely the importance of the 
military career of Thomas Montagu. Earl of Sdlisbury. the premature truncation of which 
was regarded at the time as such an important turning point in the Hundred Years' War. 
The considerable bulk of source material for the military history of the 1420s permits not 
just a simple narrative of Thomas's life and times. but also a more detailed appreciation of 
his approach to warfi~re. Why, for example, did Thomas fight in the war? What did he get 
out of it ? Did he have a particular style of war '? Furthermore, by beginning with an 
individual. very soon we will find that u e  have created a type. 

Despite his later prominence as the leading English general in France. little is known 
about Thomas's early life. \Ve know that he was born in 1388 at Shenley, Hertfordshire. 
where he was baptised in the parish church of St Botulph in March of the same year. He 
was named after Thomas of Woodstock who was one of his godfathers at the ceremony.' 
Thomas's father. John Montagu. Earl of Salisbury, was one of the lords closest to Richard 
11 during the period 1397-99. Following th: usurpation he was lynched by a mob at 

? l loll i  ChrnnlcG.. ed. H. Ellis I London. 1809). 145-6. 

3 Pwt.c~dir?q.r U J I ~  O~~~ ) IU I I I .CS  ,!I I ~ C  Prrrr Cmncrl of Enduncl. 13x6-1542. ed. N. H .  Xicolas (18.Wi). in. 223. 

4 Public Record Oflice. C1271iS (under the rclurn for Hcrtlbrdrhire). 
























































