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FOR PEG

sine qua non
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The elaborate rules of judicial combat
left nothing to chance–except,
of course, the outcome itself.

—MARTIN MONESTIER,
Duels: les combats singuliers
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This duel was the last one ever decreed
by order of the Parlement of Paris.

—J. A. BUCHON, EDITOR OF
JEAN FROISSART’S Chronicles
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No one really knew the truth of the matter.

—JEAN LE COQ, PARISIAN LAWYER,
LATE FOURTEENTH CENTURY
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The idea for this book first occurred to me ten years ago while reading a medieval account of the legendary quarrel between Jean de Carrouges and Jacques Le Gris. Fascinated by the story, I began collecting everything I could find about the Carrouges–Le Gris affair. Eventually I traveled to Normandy and Paris to explore manuscript archives and experience the places where the drama unfolded more than six hundred years ago. The resulting book is a true story based on original sources: chronicles, legal records, and other surviving documents. All persons, places, dates, and many other details—including what people said and did, their often contradictory claims in court, sums of money paid or received, even the weather—are real and based on the sources. Where the sources disagree, I give the most likely account of events. Where the historical record is silent, I use my own invention to fill in some of the gaps, while always listening closely to the voices of the past.


 

PROLOGUE
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On a cold morning a few days after Christmas in 1386, thousands of people packed a large open space behind a monastery in Paris to watch two knights fight a duel to the death. The rectangular field of battle was enclosed by a high wooden wall, and the wall was surrounded by guards armed with spears. Charles VI, the eighteen-year-old king of France, sat with his court in colorful viewing stands along one side, while the huge throng of spectators crowded all around the field.

The two combatants, in full armor, swords and daggers at their belts, sat facing each other across the length of the field on thronelike chairs placed just outside the heavy gates at either end. Attendants held a stamping warhorse ready by each gate, as priests hurriedly cleared the field of the altar and crucifix on which the two enemies had just sworn their oaths.

At the marshal’s signal, the knights would mount their horses, seize their lances, and charge onto the field. The guards would then slam the gates shut, imprisoning the two men inside the heavy stockade. There they would fight without quarter, and without any chance of escape, until one killed the other, thus proving his charges and revealing God’s verdict on their quarrel.

The excited crowd was watching not only the two fierce warriors, and the youthful king amid his splendid court, but also the beautiful young woman sitting alone on a black-draped scaffold overlooking the field, dressed from head to toe in mourning, and also surrounded by guards.

Feeling the eyes of the crowd upon her and bracing herself for the coming ordeal, she stared ahead at the flat, smooth field where her fate would soon be written in blood.

If her champion won the judicial combat and killed his opponent, she would go free. But if he were slain, she would pay with her life for having sworn a false oath.

It was the feast day of the martyred saint Thomas Becket, the crowd was in a holiday mood, and she knew that many were eager to see not only a man slain in mortal combat but also a woman put to death.

As the bells of Paris tolled the hour, the king’s marshal strode onto the field and held up a hand for silence. The trial by combat was about to begin.
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CARROUGES
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In the fourteenth century it took several months for knights and pilgrims to travel from Paris or Rome to the Holy Land, and a year or more for friars and traders to journey across Europe and all the way to China along the Silk Road. Asia, Africa, and the still-undiscovered Americas had not yet been colonized by Europeans. And Europe itself had been nearly conquered by Muslim horsemen, who stormed out of Arabia in the seventh century, sailed from Africa to capture Sicily and Spain, and crossed swords with Christians as far north as Tours, France, before being turned back. By the fourteenth century, Christendom had faced the Muslim threat for more than six hundred years, launching repeated crusades against the infidel.

When not united against its common foe, Christendom was often at war with itself. The kings and queens of Europe, a large extended family of brothers and sisters and intermarried cousins, squabbled and fought with one another continually over thrones and territory. The frequent wars among Europe’s feuding monarchs reduced towns and farmland to smoking ruins, killed or starved the people, and left rulers with huge debts that they paid by raising taxes, debasing the coinage, or simply seizing the wealth of convenient victims like Jews.

At the center of Europe lay the Kingdom of France, a vast realm that took twenty-two days to cross from north to south, and sixteen days from east to west. France, the forge of feudalism, had endured for nearly ten centuries. Founded amid the ruins of Roman Gaul in the fifth century, it had been Charlemagne’s fortress against Islamic Spain in the ninth, and it was Europe’s richest, most powerful nation at the start of the fourteenth. But within a few decades Fortune had turned against France, and the nation was now desperately fighting for its survival.
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SOLDIERS PILLAGE A HOUSE.
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English soldiers plundered many parts of France during the Hundred Years’ War. Chronique du Religieux de Saint-Denys. MS. Royal 20 C VII., fol. 41v. By permission of the British Library.
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In 1339 the English crossed the Channel and invaded France, beginning the long, ruinous conflict that would be known as the Hundred Years’ War. After cutting down the flower of French chivalry at Crécy in 1346, the English captured Calais. A decade later at Poitiers, amid another great slaughter of French knights, the English seized King Jean and took him to London, releasing their royal prisoner only in exchange for vast French territories, many noble hostages, and promises to pay a colossal ransom of three million gold écus.

Stunned by the loss of its king and what it cost to buy him back, France fell into civil war. Rebellious nobles betrayed King Jean and joined with the English invaders, peasants enraged by new taxes rose up to murder their lords, and the volatile citizens of Paris split into feuding factions and butchered one another in the streets. Chronic droughts and crop failures added to the misery of the people. And the Great Plague that carried off a third of Europe in 1348–49, leaving unburied corpses scattered over fields and stacked in the streets, kept returning every decade or so for another grim harvest.

As Death stalked the land, pictured by artists of the time as a shrouded skeleton wielding a great scythe, and as black warning flags flew from belfries in plague-stricken villages, God Himself seemed to have abandoned France. When the Great Schism shook Europe in 1378, dividing Christendom into two warring camps led by rival popes in Rome and Avignon, the Roman pope blessed England’s cruel and mercenary war of conquest in France, as English clerics preached a new “crusade” and sold indulgences to finance the slaughter of French “heretics.”

Conquering English armies were followed into France by criminals and outlaws from all over Europe, bands of savage men known as routiers, or “the scourge of God,” who roamed the countryside looting towns and villages and extorting tribute from the terrorized people. Amid the violence and the anarchy, France threw itself into a frenzy of fortification. Frightened villagers built earthen walls and dug defensive ditches. Desperate farmers surrounded their houses and barns with stone towers and water-filled moats. Towns and monasteries raised and thickened their walls. Churches were fortified until they resembled castles.

The bloodlust of war and the crusading spirit kindled by the Great Schism led to many atrocities. Not even nunneries were sacred. In July 1380 English troops mounted a brutal raid on Brittany during which they “stormed a convent and raped and tortured the nuns, carrying off some of the unfortunate women to amuse them for the rest of the raid.”

In the autumn of 1380 King Charles V died, leaving the realm to his eleven-year-old son, Charles VI. France was then just two-thirds its modern size and less a unified nation than a loose patchwork of separate fiefdoms. Large territories were held by the young king’s five jealous uncles, who had been appointed regents during his minority; others were occupied by enemy troops. Burgundy belonged to Philip the Bold, the most powerful royal uncle and founder of a dynasty that soon would rival France itself. Anjou belonged to another royal uncle, Duke Louis. Provence was a separate county, not yet part of France, and parts of Guyenne were held by the English. Brittany was a nearly independent dukedom, while Normandy was also infested by the English, who used it to launch raids on the rest of France, recruiting many renegade Normans to their cause. The strategic port of Calais, long an English stronghold bristling with men and arms, was pointed like a dagger at the nation’s heart, Paris.

Surrounded by rivals and enemies, the boy-king in theory ruled over about ten million people. His subjects belonged to three main estates or social classes—warriors, priests, and laborers, or “those who fight, those who pray, and those who work.” The vast majority were laborers, some of whom lived in towns where they kept shops, but most of whom were peasants or villeins, farming the manorial estates of their local lords or seigneurs. In exchange for protection in time of war and a strip of land for their own use, they plowed and harvested their lord’s fields, cut firewood for his hearth, and yielded up shares of produce and livestock. Bound to the land from birth, they spoke local dialects, lived by provincial customs, and had next to no sense of national identity.

As the peasant served his lord, so the lord in turn served his overlord. The minor lord might be a knight holding a fief or two, the greater lord a count or a duke with many fiefs—lands held in exchange for service. A vassal—any man sworn to serve another—bound himself to his lord by the act of homage and the oath of fealty.* The vassal knelt with his hands clasped between his lord’s, saying, “Lord, I become your man.” Then he rose, received a kiss on the mouth, and swore to serve his lord for life. These rituals cemented the mutual bonds holding society together.
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FRANCE IN 1380.

[image: image]

King Charles VI, crowned at the age of eleven in 1380, inherited a loose patchwork of feudal territories, many held by powerful relatives or overrun by enemy troops.

 

The lifelong bond between lord and vassal was based chiefly on land. As feudal law decreed, “No lord without land; no land without a lord.” Land yielded life-sustaining crops as well as lucrative rents, in either coin or kind, along with levies of mail-fisted knights and men-at-arms. Land was thus the feudal nobility’s main source of wealth, power, and prestige—and the most enduring thing a man could pass down, with the family name, to his heirs. Valuable and coveted, land was also the cause of many quarrels and deadly feuds.

Nowhere did men fight over land more fiercely than in Normandy, a bloody crossroads of war since antiquity. The Celts had fought the Romans there; the Romans, the Franks; and the Franks, the Vikings, before the French and the English clashed there during the Hundred Years’ War. The Vikings—or Northmen,Normanni— had eventually settled, taking Frankish land and wives and turning themselves into French-speaking Normans. The dukes of Normandy, a line founded in 911, became vassals to the kings of France.

In 1066 Duke William of Normandy crossed the Channel with an army of knights, fought and defeated King Harold at the Battle of Hastings, crowned himself king of England, and became known to history as William the Conqueror. As king of England, the Duke of Normandy now rivaled the king of France. For the next century and a half Normandy, with its prosperous towns and wealthy monasteries, remained a possession of the English crown.

In the early 1200s the king of France won most of Normandy back from the king of England in a hard-fought campaign. But English kings, being of Norman blood, still dreamed of Normandy. And many of Normandy’s great families, Normans before they were French, kept an opportunistic eye toward England, always sniffing the air for winds of change.

When the Hundred Years’ War began, and the English started re-conquering Normandy, many Norman nobles betrayed the French king and allied themselves with the English invaders.

The loyal Normans who swore fealty to the young King Charles in 1380 included an old noble family by the name of Carrouges. Sir Jean de Carrouges III, by then in his sixties, had come of age near the start of the Hundred Years’ War and fought in many campaigns against the English. The knight was a vassal to the Count of Perche, who had appointed him the military captain of Bellême, an important and coveted castle. He was also Viscount of Bellême, the king’s local official—equivalent to an English shire reeve, or sheriff. In 1364 he had helped raise money for King Jean’s ransom. The respected knight was married to Nicole de Buchard, a well-born lady with whom he had at least three children. The family’s ancestral home was the fortified hilltop town of Carrouges, about fifteen miles northwest of Alençon.

According to legend, the Carrouges line was born of blood and violence. One story tells of an ancestor named Count Ralph who fell in love with a sorceress and kept trysts with her near a fountain in a forest glade, until one night his jealous wife surprised the two lovers there with a dagger. The next day the count was found with his throat cut. The countess escaped suspicion despite a mysterious red mark on her face. Soon afterward she bore a son named Karle, on whom the same red mark appeared when he turned seven, earning him the name Karle le Rouge. For seven generations all the family’s children had this red mark, until the sorceress’s anger was appeased. The name Karle le Rouge eventually became Carrouges, or so the story goes. The color red also figured in the family arms: a crimson field sown with silver fleurs-de-lis.

The family’s violent past may have been folklore, but from Carrouges blood sprang a line of fierce warriors. One early lord of Carrouges, Sir Robert de Villers, fought under King Philip II in the early 1200s to win Normandy back for France. In 1287 one of his descendants, Richard de Carrouges, served as a pledge in a judicial duel, swearing to fight in the principal’s place if he failed to appear for battle.
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NORMANDY IN 1380.
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The Carrouges family, vassals to the counts of Perche and Alençon, held lands in the parts of Normandy now known as Calvados and the Orne. The roads shown here are medieval routes.

 

Jean III’s eldest son, Jean IV, was a born warrior. His warlike visage once stared from the wall of Saint-Étienne’s abbey in Caen, where a mural showed him standing in full armor next to his heavy warhorse, sword and lance at the ready. But his image has long since faded into oblivion, and with it the tough, determined features of a warrior descended from the fierce Northmen. Brought up in the saddle, the younger Jean probably had little education, since surviving documents bear only his seal and not his signature. In 1380 he held the rank of squire.* Rather than the “gallant youth” this term often brings to mind, he was a battle-hardened veteran already in his forties, one of those “mature men of a rather heavy type—knights in all but name.” He seems to have been a hard, ambitious, even ruthless man, given to angry outbursts if thwarted in his aims, and capable of holding a grudge for years.

By 1380, Jean IV commanded his own troop of squires, numbering from four to as many as nine, in the campaigns to rid Normandy of the English. In war he sought to burnish his name and enrich himself by seizing booty and capturing prisoners to hold for ransom, a lucrative business in the fourteenth century. He may also have sought a knighthood, which would have doubled his pay on campaign. The Carrouges family estate probably yielded 400 or 500 livres per year in rents, at a time when a knight’s daily pay on campaign was one livre, while a squire received half that.

Jean had come into part of his inheritance, including some rent-producing land, at twenty-one. Upon his father’s death he would get the rest, except for the smaller legacies left to his two siblings, his younger brother Robert and his sister Jeanne. Robert, like many second sons of the nobility, could hope for only a small inheritance and so entered the priesthood. Jeanne married a knight, taking a portion of her father’s land with her as a dowry. Their mother, Nicole, held some lands in her own name and would retain these and their rents if her husband died before her. But the rest would go to Jean, who had to ensure the survival of the Carrouges family name and pass the estate on to his own heir.

Jean’s chief legacy was the castle and lands at Carrouges. The hilltop town commanded a broad plain of fertile farmland stretching northeast toward Argentan. A castle was first built at Carrouges in 1032 by Robert I, Duke of Normandy, father of William the Conqueror, and had been the site of several sieges. Located at a major crossroads and lying on a pilgrimage route to Mont-Saint-Michel, Carrouges was also the prosperous center for annual regional fairs.

By 1380 the Carrouges family had abandoned the castle in town—attacked and burned by the English—for another fort nearby. They built this later fort sometime after 1367 at the order of King Charles V to strengthen Normandy against the English—another sign of the family’s loyalty to the crown. The imposing donjon or keep still survives as part of the elegant Château de Carrouges, most of which dates from later.

The old keep is more than fifty feet high, with granite walls ten feet thick at its base. It still has many of its original defenses—including a sloping base to deflect assaults, meurtrières or elongated arrow slits for firing down upon the enemy, and an overhanging parapet with slots in its floor for dropping projectiles or boiling liquids onto besiegers below. The upper floors of this logis-tour, or residential keep, included a kitchen, living areas, servants’ quarters, and a latrine that discharged through one of the walls. An interior well assured a water supply during attack or siege. Other buildings to either side of the keep housed additional servants and the garrison. The keep itself consists of two adjoining square towers, and within its massive basement walls is a clever arrangement of doorways and arrow slits that enabled the defenders to retreat from a larger chamber into a smaller one and shoot bolts and arrows into the space just vacated. The military architecture offers mute but powerful testimony to the dire conditions that the feudal nobility endured as enemy armies rampaged across Normandy and bands of robbers pillaged the countryside.
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CARROUGES.
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The Carrouges family built this formidable donjon or keep to guard their lands from English troops. Fifty feet high and with walls ten feet thick at their base, it has a parapet with holes for dropping projectiles. Archives Photographiques, Coll. M.A.P.(c) CMN, Paris.

 

Besides the castle and lands at Carrouges, Jean also expected to inherit his father’s coveted captaincy at Bellême and perhaps even his prestigious post as viscount. Bellême, a stronghold founded in the eleventh century on a hilltop site about forty miles east of Carrouges, had been an English possession until 1229, when it was recaptured by the French during a brutally cold winter siege. The French crown awarded Bellême to the counts of Perche, who could bestow the captaincy of this key fort as they saw fit.

As Jean awaited the rest of his inheritance, he enhanced his wealth and standing through a strategic marriage. His bride, Jeanne de Tilly, was the daughter of the wealthy lord of Chambois, whose great square fortress had walls twelve feet thick and ninety feet high. Jeanne brought some of her father’s land and money to the union, enriching Jean and improving his connections among the Norman nobility. And well before Jean came into his full inheritance, Jeanne provided him with an heir—a son, probably born in the late 1370s.

Jean IV and his father loyally served their lord, Count Robert of Perche, who had inherited his domain in 1367. The count, fourth son of Charles of Valois, was a member of the French royal family and a cousin to several kings. He kept court at Nogent-le-Retrou, a fortified town about ten miles southeast of Bellême and the ancient capital of Perche. When Robert became Count of Perche in his early twenties, the Carrouges men, both father and son, knelt in the court before their much younger lord to do homage, saying, “Lord, I become your man,” afterward receiving a kiss on the mouth and swearing the oath of fealty. For the next decade they attended their lord at court, yielding up their annual rents, helping to enforce his decrees, and answering his military call-ups to fight the English.

In 1377, however, Count Robert suddenly died while still in his thirties and without leaving an heir. Under feudal law, control of Robert’s lands and castles in Perche reverted to his overlord, King Charles V. Following custom, the king granted Perche to Robert’s older brother, Count Pierre of Alençon. Virtually overnight Jean and his father were bound to a new lord, to whom they had to do homage and swear fealty, placing their lives and destinies largely under his control.

Count Pierre of Alençon was one of the richest, most powerful barons in France. The third son of Charles of Valois, Pierre, too, was a cousin to many kings. In 1363, while in his early twenties, he was sent to England as a hostage along with other young French nobles to ensure the payment of King Jean’s ransom. Pierre remained in England for over a year, returning to France in 1364, after King Jean’s death.

As a third son, Pierre originally stood little chance of succeeding his father as count. But soon after he returned from England, a sudden turn of Fortune’s wheel carried him aloft to great wealth and status, as his two oldest brothers entered the church, both quickly rising to great power there as archbishops but having to renounce their inherited lands and titles. In 1367, still in his twenties, Pierre became Count of Alençon and lord of a great domain. In 1371 he doubled his holdings by marrying Marie Chamaillart, a viscountess who brought him five more fiefs. Over time Count Pierre acquired still more lands, growing very rich from annual rents. When his brother Robert died in 1377, Pierre received all the holdings of Perche as well, including the fortress at Bellême and another at Exmes.

But Pierre’s great wealth did not quench his lust for land, and he set about purchasing still more territory. His most important acquisition was Argentan, the fortified hilltop town about twenty-five miles north of Alençon. A beautiful town in a strategic location, Argentan had been a favorite residence of King Henry II when the English still held Normandy. Count Pierre set his heart upon having it. In 1372 he bought the town, the château, and the surrounding lands for 6,000 livres in gold.

Pierre immediately rebuilt the old palace at Argentan and took up residence there, moving his entire court from Alençon. The palace, an imposing four-story structure with Romanesque windows and three square towers topped by sharply angled roofs, still stands today. On its second floor is a great hall where the count held court, sitting in an ornately carved chair amid walls adorned by rich tapestries as he issued commands, presided over tribunals, and received visitors. Toward noon trestle tables were set up in the hall, and the count dined there with his knights, squires, clerics, and guests. Here, it is rumored, he also entertained his mistresses, including Jeanne de Maugastel, the wife of one of his own vassals, with whom he fathered a bastard son. Count Pierre also fulfilled his conjugal duties to his wife, Marie, siring eight children during their first fourteen years of marriage.

Not that Count Pierre could spend all his time enlarging his domain, enjoying his many fine possessions, and siring heirs along with the occasional bastard. As a royal cousin and a prince of the blood, Count Pierre was one of the French king’s most trusted vassals in Normandy, sworn to provide regular military service with the army of knights, squires, and other men-at-arms drawn from his vast domain. He fought in many royal campaigns, was seriously wounded at one siege, and for a time served as the king’s lieutenant in lower Normandy—all of the province lying west of the Seine.

Jean IV and his father, as Count Pierre’s newly sworn vassals, made periodic visits to Argentan to attend their new lord, take part in the proceedings of the seigneurial court, and answer military call-ups in time of war. When not away for court business or campaigns, Jean III spent most of his time at Bellême, where as captain of the fortress he had to maintain the defenses and see to its supplies and garrison, numbering a few dozen men-at-arms. For this reason the knight made Bellême his main residence, living there with his wife Nicole.

The squire, who lived with his wife Jeanne and young son at the family seat in Carrouges, with his own retinue of men-at-arms, spent more time than his father at the court in Argentan. Carrouges lay much closer to Argentan than Bellême did—a little more than twelve miles compared with nearly forty, or an hour or two by horse compared with almost a full day’s ride. In addition, Jean held the office of chamberlain to Count Pierre, a post to which he was appointed soon after he joined the count’s service in 1377.

A chamberlain originally attended his lord in private, a role of great intimacy and trust. But over time the office became more honorary than practical. Still, as an officer of the court, the squire might be summoned on short notice to serve his lord on a special errand, or to be present for an important occasion. For serving his lord as chamberlain, Jean received a small bonus each year along with the distinction of belonging, at least in name, to Count Pierre’s inner circle of courtiers and advisers.

One of Jean’s fellow chamberlains in Count Pierre’s court at Argentan was another squire, Jacques Le Gris. Le Gris was about the same age as Carrouges, and the two men were old friends. Their friendship had been formed in the service of the Count of Perche, for Le Gris, too, had been one of Count Robert’s vassals until 1377, when Robert died and his lands and men were transferred to Count Pierre. So the two squires had arrived together at Argentan, new vassals to Count Pierre, both eager to prove their worth in loyal service to their new lord.

Although Le Gris held noble rank, his family was of humble origin, and their name was not nearly as old or distinguished as Carrouges. Its first written trace dates to 1325, when Guillaume Le Gris, Jacques’s father, is mentioned in a charter. But over the next half century this family of shrewd and ambitious social climbers grew rich in land and other wealth, acquiring many valuable fiefs in Normandy and rising steadily in the ranks of the nobility. The Le Gris family arms bore the same colors as those of Carrouges, but in reverse—a silver field slashed with a crimson stripe.*

Jacques Le Gris was a large and powerful man, known for his strength of arm and viselike grip. A squire and a man-at-arms, he had been captain of the key fortress at Exmes since 1370. Le Gris, unlike his fellow squire and friend, was also educated, being a cleric in minor orders—meaning that he could read and was trained to assist at the mass, although he had not taken the vow of celibacy. Indeed, Le Gris was married and had fathered several sons. There are hints that he was also known for seducing women—not unusual for either squires or clerics—and for joining in Count Pierre’s revels with his mistresses.

Jacques Le Gris’s friendship with Jean de Carrouges went back for many years, and at the time the two men joined Count Pierre’s service they were on terms of great warmth and trust. When Jean’s wife Jeanne gave birth to their son, Jean asked Jacques to stand as godfather. This was a great honor in the Middle Ages, especially among the nobility, for whom a godparent was virtually a family member. At the christening, conducted as soon as possible after the infant’s birth to guard its vulnerable soul, Jacques held the child in his arms at the baptismal font. As the priest immersed the boy in the consecrated water, Le Gris swore to guard him from the Devil and protect him for seven years “from water, fire, horse’s foot, and hound’s tooth.”

If Jacques Le Gris had prospered under Count Robert, his fortunes soared under Count Pierre. Like his old friend Carrouges, Le Gris was named one of Count Pierre’s chamberlains soon after joining his service. But the wealthy squire quickly made himself so useful, at one point even lending Count Pierre nearly 3,000 francs, that his grateful lord singled him out for special favor.

In 1378, just one year after the two squires joined his court, Count Pierre gave Le Gris a very lavish gift: a large and valuable estate, Aunou-le-Faucon, that Pierre had only recently acquired himself. The gift compensated Le Gris for his loyal service to the count, including his recent and surprisingly large loan. Since the gift of land quickly followed the loan, it is even possible that Le Gris’s money enabled Count Pierre to buy Aunou-le-Faucon in the first place—that Le Gris, in effect, helped Count Pierre finance the deal.

Such an ostentatious gift of land inevitably sparked jealousy and envy among the other courtiers at Argentan, all rivals for the count’s patronage. It must have especially displeased Jacques Le Gris’s old friend and fellow courtier, Jean de Carrouges. Jean’s family was much older and more distinguished than Jacques’s, but clearly Le Gris’s star was rising much faster in Count Pierre’s court. Both men were chamberlains, but only Le Gris was captain of a fort, Exmes. As Count Pierre’s protégé, Le Gris also frequented the royal court in Paris. And as the count’s new favorite, he was rapidly growing even richer. Despite the long and warm friendship between the two squires, Le Gris’s success and prosperity rankled Jean de Carrouges, and relations between the two men began to cool.

Sometime in the late 1370s, not long after the two squires swore fealty to Count Pierre and joined his court at Argentan, Jean de Carrouges suffered a calamitous loss: his wife Jeanne fell sick and died. This terrible blow was soon followed by another catastrophe, as the son born to the couple several years earlier—Jacques Le Gris’s godchild—also died. At nearly one stroke, Jean was suddenly deprived of his wife and his only living heir.

The cause of Jean’s grievous double loss could have been any of the numerous diseases that ravaged medieval Europe and swept through the populace with devastating regularity—including plague, typhus, cholera, smallpox, and dysentery—for which there was no known cure. Possibly Jeanne died in childbirth, a frequent cause of death among medieval women, who gave birth in highly unsanitary conditions and without any medical recourse if there were complications, as there often were. Many women simply died of infection after giving birth.

Soon after losing his family, Jean de Carrouges left home to risk his own life in battle. In 1379 the ailing Charles V resolved to drive the English from Normandy before leaving the kingdom to his son, still only ten years old, and he raised an army under the command of Sir Jean de Vienne, the renowned admiral of France. Jean de Carrouges joined the royal campaign in the autumn of 1379, serving under Admiral Vienne in lower Normandy with his own paid troop of other squires. Like Jean, each man had to outfit himself with armor, weapons, servants, and horses, receiving a daily wage of half a livre.

The campaign lasted nearly five months and took Carrouges all over the Cotentin peninsula, which the English had been looting from their stronghold at Cherbourg. Various montres or musters dating from late October 1379 to early March 1380 show Jean and his troops moving jaggedly through the Cotentin in a sideways Z—from Beuzeville in the northeast, then south to Carentan, then northwest to Briquebec, near Cherbourg, and finally south to Coutances, about halfway between Cherbourg and Mont-Saint-Michel. Carrouges’s command grew from four squires in October to nine in January, then fell again to only four in March, perhaps because of casualties.

Despite the inevitable danger, Jean de Carrouges probably welcomed the chance to go to war. The Cotentin campaign took the widowed squire away from his lonely life at Carrouges and threw him into the familiar excitement of battle and adventure with his comrades-in-arms, men from his household retinue or others whom he must have known quite well.

But as Carrouges repeatedly risked his life fighting the English, even losing some of his men in battle, he knew that he also risked the extinction of his name and family line. If he were killed, his name would die out and his estate would pass out of the Carrouges line. If he survived, he had to marry again—and marry well—as soon as possible. His brother was a priest and would leave no legitimate heirs; his sister had lost the family name upon marrying. It was up to Jean to ensure the survival of the Carrouges legacy.

As Jean traveled about the Cotentin, stopping between battles at towns and castles such as Beuzeville, Carentan, and Coutances, he kept his eye out for eligible young noblewomen. As an occasional guest in the great hall of the local lord or the captain of a fort, the squire had a chance to meet young women of the Norman nobility at table and to size them up as potential marriage partners.

Behind the smiles and compliments of courtship lay the serious business of feudal matrimony, which was not mainly about love or romance but about land, money, power, family alliances, and the production of heirs. The squire’s ideal bride would be of noble descent and wealthy, with a dowry that would enrich him and enlarge his estate. She had to be young and fertile as well, to provide healthy sons, although there was no way to guarantee that with a virgin. And she had to be virtuous and chaste to ensure legitimate heirs. If the girl was pretty, too, there was no harm in that.

* The term homage comes from French homme, “man,” and fealty comes from fealte, “faith.”

* There were three main ranks of nobility—baron (pair), knight (chevalier), and squire or esquire (escuier) . The counts of Perche belonged to the first rank, Jean III to the second, and his son, Jean IV, to the third.

* Both coats-of-arms suggest the family name by the color of the field (background), red (rouge) for Carrouges, and silver or gray (gris) for Le Gris.
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