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Henry VI (1422-61) was one of the most spectacularly inadequate kings of
England, and his reign dissolved into the conflict known as the Wars of the
Roses; yet he held on to his throne for thirty-nine years and, for almost
thirty of them, without much difficulty. What was the nature of Henry’s
inadequacy, and why did it have such ambivalent and complicated results?

This book offers a re-evaluation of politics and government during
Henry’s reign by looking more clearly at the scheme of values, expectations
and practices which shaped the relations of king and nobility during the
period. Since the 1970s most histories of fifteenth-century England have
focused on the individual interests and private connections of politicians as
a means of making sense of politics. By contrast, this work argues that we
can understand what happened in Henry VI's reign only if we look at
common interests and public connections as well, and that the best way to
examine these is by looking at contemporary political ideas and their
expression in the language of politics and the institutions of government.
For Henry’s subjects, it is the problem of establishing royal authority which
emerges as paramount, with the supposedly factious and ‘overmighty’
nobility appearing as doomed but devoted servants of the state.

‘... historians will find in this well-written and stimulating book an essential
guide to the politics of Henry VI’s court’. Simon Walker in The Times
Laterary Supplement

‘... the most original study of the reign of Henry VI to have appeared for a
long time, striking out for a fresh interpretation of its troubles. .. This is an
important book, incorporating highly intelligent historical thinking which
promises to throw new light on other English reigns besides that of
Henry VI’ M. H. Keen in Nottingham Medieval Studies

John Watts is Lecturer in History, University of Oxford, and Fellow of
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PREFACE

I ALWAYS USED TO snigger at the self-deprecating prefaces which
fifteenth-century authors attached to their poems and other writings.
I did not realise until I was well under way with this book that the
strongest impulse I would feel at this time would be to offer an apology —
an apology that my work is not more exhaustively researched, better
organised, more carefully thought-out, more clearly expressed and so on.
There have been many times when I have thought seriously about
abandoning altogether the scheme of publishing this revised version of my
PhD thesis: now that government-inspired changes to the system of
research funding have made such reticence impossible, I sincerely hope
that this book is not one more thing to be alleged against them. It has been
quite a long time in the making, and in that time the debates of historians
of the fifteenth century — if not always their written words — have moved
on a certain amount. Even so, I think that there is still room for a re-
evaluation of our assumptions about the operation of fifteenth-century
government and, indeed, for an attempt to apply the insights gained in
the process to the muddled reign of Henry VI. I should stress, perhaps,
that what follows s an attempt, an experiment. I think that, on the whole,
I am asking the right questions, but it is difficult to be supremely confident
about many of the answers. This is primarily a work of interpretation and
discussion rather than a definitive summation of research: it does not
begin to approach the range and depth of new information about the
reign which Ralph Griffiths provided for us in his monograph of fifteen
years ago; and one or two of its conclusions may already have been
challenged in two doctoral theses which emerged while 1 was working on
the book, and which I deliberately did not read, in order to leave their
authors to publish their findings for themselves.! In the end, if my

! These are Kate Selway, “The Religious Life and Religious Patronage of Henry VI and his

Circle’, Oxford, 1994, and Helen Castor, “The Duchy of Lancaster in the Lancastrian
Polity, 1399-1461°, Cambridge, 1993.
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X1 PREFACE

treatment interests people and moves them to think more generally about
how we should approach the politics of fifteenth-century England, it will
have achieved a large part of its purpose.

Over the course of the last nine years, I have notched up a huge
number of academic debts, which it is a pleasure to acknowledge, if not to
repay. I owe a great deal of my understanding of later medieval England
to those who taught and studied with me at Cambridge: to Christine
Carpenter, who supervised me as an undergraduate and then again as a
research student; to Ted Powell and Rosemary Horrox, whose lectures I
attended and who talked with me about many issues of fifteenth-century
history, both then and since; and finally to numerous contemporaries of
mine — above all, perhaps, Shelley Lockwood, Benjamin Thompson,
Helen Castor, Mike Braddick and Julian Turner, the last of whom gave
me a striking sense of how intellectually inspiring research into the
political history of later medieval England could be. During my time in
Cambridge and subsequently, I have also received advice, help and
(often) correction from many other scholars. Among these, I am espe-
cially grateful to the following: Gerald Harriss, with whom I have
discussed quite a few of my ideas, and who, besides helping me with a
number of documentary questions, has kindly read and commented upon
several papers and articles which I have written — his criticisms have been
extremely pertinent and I have learned from them; Barrie Dobson and
Rees Davies, who examined my PhD and made a large number of
valuable observations both at the time and since; Margaret Condon, who
has discussed the king’s council with me on several occasions; Michael K.
Jones, who has told me a lot about the war in France and given freely of
his views on the aims and activities of the Beaufort brothers; Steve Gunn,
who got me to think twice about many of my assumptions about the later
fifteenth century; Christopher Brooke, who drew my attention to a
number of errors I had made, and forced me to think hard about my
views on the foundation of Eton and King’s; Mark Ormrod, who talked
with me about counsel in the reign of Edward III; Cliff Davies, whose
kindness and whose advice on a whole range of topics have been vastly
helpful. Several of these people have also read drafts of sections and
chapters of the present book — indeed, the last-named found the time to
plough through the first five chapters and to reassure me at one of my
lowest of low moments: I am exceedingly grateful to him and to others
who have looked over my work for me; I could not have finished it
without their help and encouragement.

I should also like to record my thanks to a number of institutions. I am
grateful to the Master and Fellows of Gonville and Caius College, Cam-
bridge, for giving me every assistance, including a handsome amount of
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PREFACE X1il

financial support, during the preparation of my thesis; and also to the
Warden and Fellows of Merton College, Oxford, for electing me to a
Junior Research Fellowship, and providing such a stimulating and yet
amiable environment for continuing my work. I am most honoured to
have been appointed to a junior lectureship in the Department of History
and Welsh History here at Aberystwyth. My colleagues have been a great
source of friendship and intellectual support, and it has been a particular
pleasure to work in such close proximity to Rees Davies, whose unfailing
kindness and excellent advice have been an enormous help in bringing
this work to its conclusion. Like most students of history, I have relied
heavily on the good will and assistance of members of staff in libraries and
record offices: it has invariably been forthcoming, but, in particular, I
should like to thank the officers in the Round Room at Chancery Lane,
for innumerable bits of information and advice. Finally, I should like to
thank the staff of Cambridge University Press, and, in particular, Bill
Davies, who has listened patiently to three years’ worth of excuses and
apologies and gently edged me onwards to the finish.

Last of all: how can I thank Christine Carpenter enough? Having been
my teacher and friend for over a decade, she has encouraged, cajoled,
provoked and inspired me through every academic project I have tackled.
I often feel that I owe almost everything to her support, both intellectual
and personal: certainly, whatever credit this book deserves is due, above
all, to her. For its weaknesses and errors, of course, no one but myself can
be held responsible.

PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

The decision to issue a paperback edition of this book has enabled me to
correct typographical slips and errors of fact, and to make various small
stylistic improvements to the text. I am most grateful to Christine
Carpenter and Simon Payling for drawing some of these to my attention,
and to Cambridge University Press for allowing me to make corrections.
At Simon’s suggestion, I have also taken the opportunity to expand the
index slightly, so as to include references to certain courtiers and
members of the gentry who were left out of the original. For remaining
mistakes, I can only apologise.
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