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Meeting Notes – September 2016 
David Skillen was making a welcome return to the Society, his last visit being in September 2013 – his subject being the first battle of Bull Run. This time around he was examining the battle of Towton on Palm Sunday, 29 March 1461, considered Britain’s bloodiest battle.  

David set the scene of the Wars of the Roses, which rightly should be called the ‘Cousins War’, and would have been recognised as such at the time.  It really was a series of battles between families that got bloodier and nastier as time went on, with rarely any quarter given – which went right against the idea of chivalry.

The main protagonists were Henry VI, aged 46, whom David considered weak and probably of a paranoid schizophrenic nature, along with his queen, Margaret of Anjou, who was the complete opposite, and immensely tough. Against them was a 19 year old,  Edward Duke of York, later crowned Edward IV. He was an imposing figure, standing some 6’2” tall, and this in age when people were a lot shorter than today.
What started out as a war of influences then changed into a war of power. The Act of Accord meant that Henry’s son, Edward Prince of Wales, would be disinherited, as after Henry’s death the crown would pass to Richard, Duke of York (father to Edward IV). The trouble was that Richard did not command much support from the people, whereas his younger son did, and when the father was killed at Wakefield on 30 December 1460 (along with his eldest son) the situation had changed, and the door was now open for the youngest son to claim what had been promised.
David thought that medieval warfare at this point had transcended the idea of chivalry, and it was more to do with killing your enemy before he killed you. At Mortimer’s Cross on 2 February 1461 Edward defeated a Welsh Lancastrian force and then advanced on London to be crowned king in March. He then marched his forces back up north where he encountered the Lancastrian forces at Ferrybridge, on 27/28 March. This was yet another battle that involved crossing a river, in this case the Aire, and showed how important it was to get a foothold on the opposite bank. Edward’s forces needed to cross it to proceed north, and their first attempt saw a Lancastrian counter-charge with many Yorkists butchered and pushed back over the bridge. The Lancastrian troops were commanded by the detested Sir John Clifford , who next day was killed (hacked to pieces) at Dinting Dale in a pincer movement, along with Sir John Neville, who had changed sides at Wakefield. [Interestingly, in my notes for the Towton visit in 2011, I made the point that this encounter (number nine in the excursions to date, with the Yorkists leading 5-4) was the bloodiest so far, with more killed than at Wakefield. It was simply to act as the hors d’oeuvre.]  
David made the point that there were lots of professional soldiers at Towton, as well as the local levees, so there would have been a great divergence in weapons and armour. 

The Lancastrian forces occupied the high ground to the south of Towton village, while the Yorkists held the ground north of the village of Saxton. The weather was very cold and the ground was wet, which would be significant. David’s figures for the battle were:
Yorkist                                                                             Lancastrians
  2,000     men-at-arms                                                      2,500    men-at-artms

11,000  archers                                                                12,500    archers

  9,000  billmen                                                               12,000    billmen 

22,000                                                                             27,000

Historians disagree about the numbers involved though all agree that the Yorkists were outnumbered. David made the crucial point that Henry, being deeply religious and it was Palm Sunday, was at church in York; whereas Edward was there for all to see. Artillery was used, by Burgundian handgunners, as well as some small pieces of artillery, though the important weaponry was the longbow – a weapon of mass destruction. 
The conditions favoured the Yorkist archers with the wind blowing towards the enemy. They quickly opened fire with the Lancastrians following suit, but falling short. The Yorkist archers then marched forward, seized the fallen arrows of the enemy and fired them back.

The Lancastrians forces then advanced some 400 yards, forcing their opponents back, but the line did not buckle. Then, at around midday and having fought for about three hours, a force of Lancastrians suddenly emerged form Castle Hill and smashed into the left flank of the Yorkists. Even Edward, commanding the reserve, could not hold the line and they steadily retreated the way they had come, with a Lancastrian victory looking likely. Help was at hand, however, with the arrival of the Duke of Norfolk with 5,000 men. He had been expected, and this timely arrival led to the collapse of the Lancastrian left flank, followed shortly after by their right. These were pushed back down the steep slopes that led to the river Cock – which was in flood. At around 1700 the whole Lancastrian force ran for their lives – which was where the slaughter started, and the casualty figures rose quickly. David spoke about a bridge of bodies across the beck, so bad was the slaughter, and the area became known as ‘Bloody Meadow’. 
Casualty figures
Edward estimated 28,000 dead for both sides. Edward Hall, a chronicler, thought 36,766 (!)  (though his figures of 48,640 Yorkist, based on pay rolls, seems far too high). A modern historian, Andrew Boardman, thought 15,000 which seems a more realistic figure, if a little low if one accepts a casualty rate of fifty per cent. The Paston letters, important historical sources from the period mention 28,000 in all – a figure close to Edward’s, though he could be said to be ‘talking up’ his victory. Whatever figure you believe it was still the longest, largest and bloodiest battle on English soil. 
David had comparisons with which to judge: Gettysburg had 8,000; the Somme 21,000 on both sides; Afghanistan 454. 

An excellent, well researched and delivered talk.
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