War of the Roses: Society at War in the Fifteenth Century 
Conference 26th March 2011 
The Royal Armouries: The Tower of London 
There could be no better setting for a conference than that of the Tower of London, especially a conference that was addressing conflict and war. The one day conference, organised by the Royal Armouries, on the complex subject of the War of the Roses proved to be so popular that it was over-subscribed with a waiting list for those wishing to attend. One of the highlights of the conference was the display of the relics from the Towton battlefield.  The display included two skulls which graphically illustrated the nature of the head injuries that were suffered. The metal ware relics included small pieces of decorative harness and armour, alongside arrow heads and round stone bullets with some pieces of the simple guns that were used. The display was intriguing and for me imparted a rather curious feeling as I sat and listened to an analysis of all the conflicts with the skulls of those contemporaries that had been actively involved ‘watching’ over the conference proceedings. 
Professor Michael Hicks was the first speaker of an impressive gathering of speakers whose specialities in the field covered a broad spectrum of the approaches and the aspects of the period.  Professor Hicks looked at why the War of the Roses had began, why they recurred and why they stopped. He put forward the contentious theory that the wars were longer in duration than normally accepted, suggesting a start date in the 1420’s and no full conclusion until the early part of the 16th century. He argued that the period was uniquely disturbed with 3 regional revolts, numerous private feuds, 13 battles, 10 coup d’etats, 18 invasions 5 usurpations, 7 reigns and 5 changes of dynasty and that the causes were complex. He put forward five factors which underpinned the wars – a 15th century credit crunch; the weakness of government; the involvement of the people in politics; the intervention in English affairs by great foreign powers alongside the loss of presumption that the government was legitimate and entitled to everyone’s support.        

Speaking on the nobles and gentry and their involvement in the conduct of the War of the Roses, under the title ‘Divided in Their Dire Division’ Dr. Sean Cunningham from the National Archives provided an examination of the attitudes of the gentry and nobles, the deep social consequences of the conflict and how both gentry and nobles sought to preserve personal status. He supported his paper by showing a wide selection of fifteenth century texts on a power point slide show which gave a fascinating insight into some of the documents held in the National Archives. 

Dr. Peter Fleming from the University of the West of England looked at the regions of Gloucestershire and the West Midlands and argued that there was more interaction between urban populations and civic authorities during this period than has previously been considered as opposed to the known involvement of the nobility.   He took two towns, Bristol and Coventry, Bristol being the second or third most important provincial town, and through an analysis of these two centres supported the idea that the involvement of these urban communities was quite extensive and influential, in particular with regard to the communications routes of the opposing armies and how support was both garnered and maintained.  
‘The Tower of London during the War of the Roses’ by Dr. Sally Dixon-Smith of the Historic Royal Palaces gave an overview of how the tower would have looked. She explained that documentary evidence was scarce for the period but that a reasonably secure picture had been drawn from what evidence they had.  One of the features that she highlighted were the wharfs that were built out onto the river at the front of the tower and which would have been lined with other buildings. She outlined that many of the substantial building works that then surrounded the tower were in place because of the amount of gun powder that would have been stored within the tower complex. The picture that she drew of the tower then and as we know it now indicated both how much of the original buildings are extant today but equally how much the tower then, as a working building of administration, government and defence, has altered.    
Dr. Philip Morgan from Keele University began the afternoon session by looking at the various battlefield sites and looking at how a battlefield was ‘an accidental landscape’ but one in which the memorialisation of the event was a significant feature with sometimes fixed markers of the battle which might take the form of stone crosses or memorials to significant individuals who had taken part. He explored how the memory of a battle was managed from the moment a battle area was cleared immediately following the fighting to the naming of the site as the first stage of memory with very often the name attributed to the battle being applied by the victors.  
The challenging subject of chivalry was tackled by Dr. David Green of Harlaxton College who raised the question whether chivalry was anything more than a literary ideal alongside the fact that the period was seeing changes to social structures with new career paths for the aristocracy outside of military service, which was no longer the only route to advancement. He identified that the role of the chivalric elite was more complex and that careers for gentry such as law, alongside the growth of a literate merchant class was altering certain cultural mores.  However, despite the changing nature of the gentry strata, chivalric beliefs secured in loyalty remained and that there was within the conflicts the need to protect personal reputations and chivalry remained in defence of worship and honour.  There was a growing interest in heraldry as knights wished to be remembered. Dr Green likened the analysis of chivalry during the War of the Roses to a wire cable with many ‘strands bound together’.    
‘Logistics and Supply in Renaissance Armies’ was an absorbing look at how the armies were supplied, how they and their necessary support networks were transported and the extent of the impact of an army on the local agricultural  communities and lands through which it passed. Dr. Jonathon Riley of the Royal Armouries provided some engrossing details for example as to how many hundreds of carts and wagons would be needed to move equipment, how many hundreds of horses would be required to pull the vehicles as well as how many horses each noble engaged in the army would require personally. This then leading onto the support of farriers, blacksmiths, feed for the horses – the list of supplies and men to support the army seemed endless. He estimated that an average army would move at 12 miles per day and it would take the marching men and supply vehicles eight hours to pass one fixed spot plus that the impact of an army on sections of the countryside was tremendous in terms of both feed for the animals and also for the provisioning of the men. 
Thom Richardson also of the Royal Armouries gave a detailed look at the types of armour that was being worn, identifying the different styles across the period together with a look at the weaponry, such as bows, arrows and pikes, which were being used. The construct of the suits of armour raised many questions but one which I suspect many were thinking about but afraid to ask was the very fundamental, but vital question as to how once encased in the suit of armour did the man ‘find relief’ or indeed sit astride a horse – Mr. Richardson explained that the suit was not joined at this point and that the armour was made in sections with chain mail, leather jerkins and separate pieces all assembled in the dressing to complete the armour. 

Kent University’s own Dr. David Grummitt concluded the conference with ‘No Smoke Without Fire: Gunpowder weaponry during the War of the Roses’. He identified that there was considerable use of guns in private disputes as evidenced by, for example, Early Chancery Proceedings. An extract from a petition to the archbishop of Canterbury in 1451 spoke of an assault against a manor house with the use of guns which made such a ‘hidious affray & noyse’ with the tragic result that the woman of the household who was pregnant miscarried.
 Guns also played a significant part in the period’s rebellions, such as that of Jack Cade in 1450, and records of Canterbury identify that Canterbury redid the city’s defences at this time as a precaution against Cade and his armed rebels.  The detailing of defences and procurement of weaponry was shown in a Warrant for Issue dated 17 March 1457 which listed weapons being supplied to the ‘Castell of Kenelworth’ with ‘xxvj new Gunnes called serpentines for the felde….ij hogges hedes of sulphur…ij barelles of Gonne poudre…vij barelles of Saltpetir…[and] also a gone called a Culveryn...’ and the cost of all the supplies as made together with the cost of 2 carts from London to deliver the goods.
   Dr. Grummitt’s fascinating insight into, what was for me a hitherto unknown aspect of the period’s conflicts and manner of warfare brought the day’s proceedings to a very satisfactory conclusion with many delegates responding with a great many questions.   
I think the content of this conference and the enthusiasm that was apparent throughout the day and during discussions over coffee and lunch certainly puts paid to the ‘myth’ that the fifteenth century is not a captivating historical era and that there is still a great deal that can be explored and appreciated about the War of the Roses and one that deserves more widespread historiographical attention. 
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