The Ransom of Olivier du Guesclin

OLivIER DU GUESCLIN is probably best known for the fact that he was the
younger brother of Charles V's constable, the legendary Bertrand du Guesclin.
The du Guesclin brothers had an unfortunate knack of getting captured-
Bertrand himself was captured four times by the English and their allies between
1359 and 1867,' while another brother, Guillaume, the youngest, had to be
ransomed for 2,000 francs from the king of Navarre and an English esquire
called Henry Cormie in 1365.% Olivier's turn came in the winter of 1578-9,
during the siege of Cherbourg. Until Bertrand’s death in 1380, Olivier spent
much of his life in the shadow of his elder brothet,’ and the siege of Cherbourg
was no exceplion: it was Bertrand who commanded the besieging French army,
Olivier serving as one of his captains. Cherbourg was one of the fortresses in the
Cotentin owned by the king of Navarre, Carlos II (the Bad). In July 1878, in
return for a promise of English help against Castile, Carlos had agreed to lease
Cherbourg to the English for three years, and during the subsequent French
siege in the autumn and winter of 1378—9 it was defended by a joint foroe of
English and Navarrese. The siege was a failure. Although there had been some
preliminary skirmishing in the autumn, it was not until early November that the
main body of the French army with its heavy artillery arrived. In early December
Sit John Arundel, marshal of England, crossed from Southampton to ke
charge of the defence.’ Olivier's capture seems to have occurred within a few
weeks, if not a few days, of Arundel’s arrival, and soon after this the siege was
abandoned, mainly because the weather had turned bitter.®

Both Froissart and the author of the Chronique des Quaire Premiers Valois treat
Olivier's capture as the main event of the siege,” but the accounts of the episode
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which they provide are somewhat divergent. According to Froissart, Olivier had
ridden from Valognes {(about seven leagues away) with a party of forty soldiers to
make a reconnaissance of the town.? Arundel was at the dme being shown
around Cherbourg by a Navarrese esquire called Jehan Cocqg (or Jehans Coc),
and when the latter heard that Olivier and his party had been spotted in the
woods near Cherbourg, he told Arundel and urged that Olivier be followed. He
said he thought he could lead Arundel to a place where Olivier could not escape
capture and he suggested that the proceeds of the capture should be shared half
and half (et dlou clongués tout soit moitié 4 moitié'). ‘By my faith’, replied
Arundel, ‘T wish it'. The two men took about a hundred soldiers, laid an ambush
for Olivier and his party, and, with cries of ‘Our Lady! Arundel!’, set upon
them. Despite Olivier's desperate attemnpts to save himself, he and about a dozen
of his companions were duly captured.® It was Cocq himself who actually
caprured Olivier. The unfortunate prisoner was then taken to Cherbourg castle,
where he was told that he would pay 'bien quarante mil frans’ for his ransom.
Froissart is strikingly accurate here: 40,000 gold francs was indeed the sum at
which the ransom was set.

Froissart concludes his account of the episode by relating that *Oliviers de
Claiequin’ remained a prisoner for a time at Cherbourg in the custody of Cocq
but that Arundel shared in the profit. Later Olivier paid the ransoms for himself
and for all those who had been taken with him, bur it took a long time (‘mais ce
ne fu mies si tost’)."® There was of course rather more to it than this. The
circumstances of Olivier’s capture created understandable problems as 1o the
division of his ransom, problems which it took nearly a year to sort out. John
Arundel returned to England in March 1379, presumably bringing Olivier with
him,"" and he acted as a wier of petitions in the parliament which met at
Westminster at the end of the month.’? [t was during this parliament that the
question of Olivier's ransom first seems to have been discussed, for on g May 2
sergeant-at-arms of the king was directed ‘to arrest and bring before the council
in the present parliament at Westminster Oliver Claykyn, knight'.!* Unforrun-
ately the records of this parliament contin no notice of any debate concerning
the ransom, and the matter seems to have been shelved during the summer- It
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was re-opened, and decided, in October and November 1879. There is clear
evidence for the competing claims of a number of parties. On 4 Oacber 1379
Arundel and three other knights, Thomas Percy, Walter Pavely and William
Clinton, acting as his sureties, entered into a recognizance with the king for
10,000 gold francs; on 10 October Macthew Gournay and Thomas Trivet, two
English knights who had close connections with the king of Navaire, joined in
the recognizance. The condition of the recognizance was that

if before Easter next it shall he found or proved char the king ought 10 have the mnsom of
Oliver Claykyn, brother of Bartholomew [Bertrand] Claykyn, a prisoner, or part thereof,
the persons hereby bound shall content the king of so much as pertains to him, and in casc
it be not proved before Easter the same shall be null and void; and if the said Oliver shall
die before proof so made, they shall not be bound to pay more than a proportion of what
they shall receive of him. 1!

If the ransom had already been set at 40,000 gold francs, and the recognizance
was made out for 20,000 gold francs, it seemns the council was hoping to claim
half the ransom for the king. Meanwhile the Crown had laid claim to the
prisoner’s person and lodged him in the Tower. On 6 QOctober the constable of
the Tower was ordered to ‘bring before the king in chancery on this instant
Thursday the king's prisoner Oliver Claykyn’.1?

We do not know what decisions were arrived at when Olivier was brought ino
chancery, but within a further ten days the English king's claim to a share in the
ransom appears to have been invalidated. On 20 October threc highly
experienced soldiers, Guy Brian, Matthew Gourhay and Richard Abberbury.
were comrissioned by the council to hear the dispute between John Arundel and
Carlos of Navarre ‘et alios’ concerning Olivier's ransom; they were to decide
between the daims and report back to the council.'® The ‘et alios’ clause could
hardly refer 1o the king, for he would surely have been named in person if his
claim was still being considered. It must refer to Jehan Cocq and/or any
personi{s) to whom he had transferred his rights in the prisoner. As we shall see, it
is highly probable that he had in fact sold his rights in Olivier to others.

The normal tribunal for deciding competing claims between rival claimanes o
a prisoner or his ransom was the court of chivalry, presided over by the constable
and marshal, from which appeal lay to the king in chancery.!’ It may have been
that the court of chivalry dealt with this case in the summer of 1379, and that
Clivier's appearance in chancery in October was as a result of an appeal from
that court’s decision, but this scems unlikely. The personnel of the court created
a problem, for John Arundel himself was marshal of England at this time, and so
was unlikely o be allowed to act as both defendant or plainaff and judge.
Moreover, there was some confusion as to whether England had a constable at
this time.'® These circumstances must cxplain why a commission of three knights
was set up to hear the dispute,

" Calendar of Close Rolls 137781, p. 936.

" fbid., p. 528,
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The commission reached its decision within three weeks. On 10 November the
constable of the Tower was ordered ‘to deliver Oliver Clavkyn knight,
imprisoned in the Tower at the king’s command, o the proctors or attorneys
the king of Navarre, the attormneys of John Darundell and w0 Thomas Tryvet
knight".'* The English king’s claim was clearly dead, and although the decision of
the commissioners with regard to the division of the ransom is not recorded
here, we know of it from another source. It was as follows: Carlos of Navarre was
to have a third (33-3%); Arundel was to have a third of the residue (232-2%); the
remainder (44-4%} was to go to two men called Johanco Dartaissc and Amcot de
Solle.' The latter were jointly styled ‘masters of the prisoner'.!! It may be that
Froissart's ‘Jehan Cocq’ was in fact ‘Johanco’ Danaisso, but it is more likely that
Dartaissc and de Solle were third parties to whom Cocq had sold his rights in the
prisoner. Dartaisso is elsewhere called a Gascon,' and de Solle may have been
onc t0o." This decision was communicated 1o Carlos of Navarre some time
before the end of the year, and on §1 December 1574 he wrote from his stle of
Tassaille conhrming the agreement, in the following terms:

Whereas an agreement has been made between Thomas Trevet, knight, and Master Pascal
Dylardye, derk, acting on our behalf, Eneco de Sole and [ohanoe Dartasse, masters of Sir
Ciyver de Claekyn, of the second part, and Sir john Darondell, claiming the third part
of the ransom of the said Siv Olyver, of the third part, in acoordance with which we ought
to have the third part of the ransom aforesaid . . . which agreement we confirm by these
presents, we acquit the said Eneco and Johanco as regards the value of the said ransom,
and the said Sir Olywer, on condidan thar the lamer pay us the third part of sxch
reasonable amount as shall be derermined berween the said masters and Sir Thomas and
Master Dylardye . . . our general proctors . .

Once the division of the ransom had been agreed, and the amount of the
rarsom set, the problem for the daimants was ¢ secure payment. Like most
prisoners of the Hundred Years War, Olivier found the raising of his ransom 2
difficult business, and we do not in fact know just how much of it was ever paid,
although some of it certainly was. A variety of factors served to complicate the
issue still further, and evenmally a dispute arising out of the case came o be
heard in the mayor and aldermen’s court of the City of London on 19 September
1381, It iy from the record of these proceedings that we gain mest of our
knowledge of the case.®
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