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THE BATTLEOF WAKEFIELD, fought on 30 December 1460 (almost certainly, 
and unusually, during the afternoon), was the fifth of about fifteen set-piece mili-
tary confrontations that punctuated the so-called Wars of the Roses between 1455 
and 1487. The most serious and protracted civil wars England had experienced 
since the Norman Conquest, their origins can be found mainly in the political tur-
moil occasioned by the disastrous rule of the third Lancastrian King Henry VI 
(1422-1461). In particular, the King's simplicity of mind and pathetically trusting 
nature left him fatally vulnerable to grasping favourites and unscrupulous minis-
ters: even in the 1440s and early 1450s, when he remained more or less compos 
mentis, it was bad enough; once he had suffered a complete mental breakdown in 
1453, from which he probably never completely recovered, his shortcomings be-
came ever more evident and he was certainly incapable of containing the mounting 
baronial rivalries that eventually culminated in out-and-out civil war.1 
 Ever since he had attained his majority in 1437, Henry VI's failure to con-
trol royal patronage judiciously had encouraged baronial jealousy and resentment. 
In particular, since the late 1440s, there had developed an increasingly bitter per-
sonal rivalry between Richard Plantagenet Duke of York, the most powerful mag-
nate in the land (who also happened to have a strong claim to the throne), and Ed-
mund Beaufort Duke of Somerset who, despite bearing a good deal of responsibil-
ity for the loss of virtually all England's possessions in France by the autumn of 
1453, enjoyed more than his fair share of the fruits of royal favour in the early 
1450s. Richard of York certainly resented his own treatment by the crown: indeed, 
he even mounted an unsuccessful coup d'etat in 1452. When, in the winter of 
1453/4, York forged an alliance with the Nevilles of Middleham (who very much 
dominated the North of England), and their great rivals, the Percy Earls of North-
umberland, threw in their lot with the corrupt Lancastrian regime, the possibility of 
civil war soon became a subject of conversation in London, especially since Henry 
VI's formidable Queen, Margaret of Anjou, was now beginning to emerge as a 
political force as well. 
 Perhaps war might still have been avoided had Henry VI remained in the 
schizophrenic stupor that enveloped him in August 1453: certainly, while the King 
was out of action in 1454, York and his friends made a better job of governing 
England than had Somerset and his cronies. Unfortunately, in December 1454, 



Henry recovered at least most of his senses; Somerset and the old court clique soon 
re-established themselves in power; and the Queen, whose single-minded determi-
nation to ensure a safe succession for her son Prince Edward of Lancaster made her 
a natural enemy of York, now had every intention of making the house of Lancas-
ter unassailable. York and his Neville allies retired to their estates and proceeded to 
arm. The result was the first battle of St. Albans, a major brawl between rival lords 
and their retinues, fought in the streets of St. Albans in May 1455. On one side 
were Edmund Beaufort Duke of Somerset, Henry Percy Earl of Northumberland 
and Thomas Lord Clifford, committed upholders of the Lancastrian regime; on the 
other was Richard Duke of York, in alliance with Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury 
and his son Richard Neville Earl of Warwick (Warwick the Kingmaker). During 
the action Somerset, Northumberland and Clifford were all killed; Henry VI fell 
into the hands of York and his Neville allies; and a precarious Yorkist administra-
tion was set up. What gave the battle its long-term significance, however, was the 
fate of the leading Lancastrian magnates: indeed, it may have set in motion a series 
of blood feuds that were to re-surface with a vengeance at Wakefield in December 
1460. Certainly, Edmund Beaufort Duke of Somerset was killed and his son Henry 
Beaufort might well have thirsted for revenge; so too was Henry Percy second Earl 
of Northumberland (perhaps deliberately singled out for slaughter by the Nevilles), 
and this gave added venom to the Percy/Neville feud in years to come; and young 
John Lord Clifford's behaviour at Wakefield can best be explained by deep resent-
ment at his father's fate during the fighting at St. Albans. 
 Within less than a year the Queen and the court clique reasserted them-
selves; York and the Nevilles were once more excluded from the inner circle of 
politics; and, in all probability, only the reluctance of most lords to become in-
volved prevented a rapid resumption of military conflict. Eventually, in September 
1459, came an indecisive engagement at Blore Heath, followed by the rout of the 
Yorkists at Ludford Bridge outside Ludlow in October of the same year. Richard of 
York fled to Ireland, while the Nevilles and Edward Earl of March (York's eldest 
son and the future Edward IV) escaped to Calais; at the Coventry Parliament in 
November 1459 the leading Yorkists were pronounced traitors and their lives and 
property declared forfeit; only force could now serve to restore their position. The 
early months of 1460 saw a tremendous Yorkist propaganda campaign mounted 
from Calais, as a prelude to the landing of the Nevilles and Edward Earl of March 
in Kent in June 1460. Meeting no serious opposition - indeed, gathering a good 
deal of support as they went - they gained entrance to London at the beginning of 
July. A few days later they defeated the Lancastrians at the battle of Northampton, 
captured Henry VI, and established a government in his name. In September 1460 
Richard of York, at last, returned from Ireland and, to the dismay of practically 
everybody, claimed the throne for himself during a dramatic scene in Parliament. It 
was a great political miscalculation: the best York could get, and that reluctantly, 



was the promise of the succession after Henry VI's death. Margaret of Anjou, for 
one, was certainly not prepared to accept the so-called Act of Accord, since it in-
volved cutting out her beloved son Prince Edward of Lancaster; a powerful Lan-
castrian army was assembled in the North of England; and, within a few weeks, 
Richard of York lay dead on the battlefield at Wakefield. 
 
Fifteenth-century battles tend to be poorly reported: only rarely do chroniclers give 
much detail of the fighting, and the battle of Wakefield is no exception. Indeed, 
since it was a great Yorkist defeat and in the North of England, the sources are 
even worse than usual: most chroniclers were firmly pro-Yorkist and, inevitably, 
inclined to pass over the battle of Wakefield as quickly as possible; moreover, 
since they were, by and large, writing in southern England, they may not have been 
very well-informed even in what they do say. No contemporary or near-
contemporary Lancastrian account of the battle survives; early Tudor sources are 
both late and liable to prejudices of their own; and there are no authentic northern 
reports of the action.2 

 Of the sources we do have, perhaps the most nearly contemporary is an 
anonymous English Chronicle edited by J. S. Davies for the Camden Society in 
1856.3 Ending with Edward IV's securing of the throne in 1461, and probably writ-
ten not very long after, it is one of the most valuable sources we have for the period 
1458 to 1461 in general and the battle of Wakefield in particular. Yet its author 
took a firmly pro-Yorkist line; he was highly critical of Queen Margaret of Anjou 
and her affinity; and he placed much stress on what he clearly regarded as the ab-
ject betrayal of Richard of York by the Earl of Westmorland's brother John 
Neville. John Benet's Chronicle, a recently discovered source, also has the advan-
tage of being contemporary: it ends, abruptly, in 1462, and internal evidence sug-
gests it must have been written before 1471. John Benet, a Bedfordshire cleric, 
either wrote it himself or copied it into a common-place book he was compiling. It 
is composed in Latin; its political stance is consistently pro-Yorkist; and, unfortu-
nately, its account of Wakefield is brief to say the least.4 Rather more substantial 
are the Annales Rerum Anglicarum. Again, this is a Latin compilation; of rather 
uncertain date (but, since it ends in 1468, it may have been put together fairly soon 
after); and anonymous. Historians used to think it was written by the fifteenth-
century antiquary and topographer William Worcester but, in fact, he was not the 
author. Although neither impressive nor, always, accurate, the Annales are cer-
tainly interesting on Wakefield and, indeed, contain a certain amount of informa-
tion not found in any other contemporary or near-contemporary source.5  
 The abbey of St. Albans had a long tradition of historical writing which, 
exceptionally, was still being maintained in the early part of Edward IV's reign. 
The so-called Register of Abbot Whethamstede may, indeed, have been written by 
John Whethamstede (Abbot of St. Albans, for a second time, from 1452 until his 



death in 1465) or, more probably, compiled by a fellow monk with his active en-
couragement. It ends in 1461 and, whenever finally put together in the form it has 
come down to us, it certainly contains material that is strictly contemporary for the 
years 1458 to 1461. Also, writing at St. Albans, its author was nicely placed for 
obtaining news, not least from the frequent (and sometimes important) visitors to 
the abbey. And, although consistently pro-Yorkist in sympathy, the Register's com-
piler was by no means uncritical of Richard of York: for instance, while stressing 
the treachery of the Lancastrians at Wakefield, he obviously did not approve of 
York's earlier behaviour in claiming the throne. The Register is certainly an inter-
esting source for the battle of Wakefield and, even more, its immediate conse-
quences: namely, the southern progress of the victorious and disorderly Lancas-
trian army, the sufferings of St. Albans at its hands, and the second battle fought 
there in February 1461.6 
 Another abbey where the medieval tradition of historical writing was still in 
evidence in the later fifteenth century was Crowland in Lincolnshire. Two con-
tinuations of a spurious older chronicle - sometimes known as Ingulph's Chronicle 
- contain a certain amount of information about Wakefield and its consequences. 
The so-called first continuation, probably written by a prior of Crowland abbey, 
was put together shortly after January 1470 (when the narrative ends). Mostly, it is 
dominated by the history of the abbey itself, but it does contain interestingly criti-
cal comments on York's decision to engage the Lancastrians at Wakefield, as well 
as a notably vivid account of the behaviour of Margaret of Anjou's army during its 
subsequent march south. This was obviously a matter of great concern to the au-
thor, hardly surprisingly since the Queen's marauding force passed within a few 
miles of the abbey. As so often, the tone is pro-Yorkist, but even more striking is 
the continuator's almost fanatical fear of northerners.7 The second continuation 
overlaps the first and is, in fact, the most important narrative source we have for 
the reign of Edward IV (1461-1483): its anonymous author, probably writing in 
April 1486, certainly achieves a degree of objectivity entirely absent from the ear-
lier chronicle. Unfortunately, he has very little to say about the battle of Wakefield 
and its aftermath.8 
 The most important development in historical writing in fifteenth-century 
England was the emergence of a strong tradition of compiling chronicles in Lon-
don. A whole series of interlocking and overlapping London chronicles survive, 
often drawing heavily on each other, even to the extent of reproducing errors: for 
instance, Vitellius AXVl, Fabian's Chronicle and the Great Chronicle of London all 
tell us that Richard of York left London for the North of England on 2 December 
1460 (whereas he probably did not set off until several days later). Not surpris-
ingly, these narratives tend to be rather parochial to London and, in particular, they 
are often hazy about events occurring far from the capital. However, given the lack 
of other sources and in view of the fact that either they or earlier chronicles from 



which they derived information seem to be reasonably contemporary, we can draw 
on their contents - albeit, with a good deal of caution. Most important - and, proba-
bly, most nearly contemporary - is an anonymous continuation of what James 
Gairdner christened Gregory's Chronicle. Covering the period 1452 to 1469 (when 
it suddenly breaks off), it was perhaps written by a London clergyman not too 
many years later. It is certainly a valuable source for the last years of Henry VI's 
reign and, indeed, the best of the London chronicles for the lead-up to the battle of 
Wakefield.9 The Short English Chronicle, ending in 1465, also seems a contempo-
rary or very near-contemporary source for the early stages of the Wars of the 
Roses: unfortunately, it has little to offer on the battle of Wakefield.10 More prob-
lematic are three London chronicles put together during the reign of the first Tudor 
King Henry VII (1485-1509): Vitellius AXVl, Robert Fabian's New Chronicles of 
England and of France and the Great Chronicle of London. Earliest of the three is 
Vitellius AXVl, probably written during the 1490s but almost certainly drawing on 
an earlier (now lost) chronicle.11 Fabian's Chronicle, probably written by a promi-
nent London draper Robert Fabian not later than 1504, adds a few details on Wake-
field.12 The Great Chronicle of London, probably also the work of Fabian (who 
died in 1513), is frequently the most detailed of the three: regrettably, its author 
provides nothing new on Wakefield.13 
 Another writer at work in the reign of Henry VII was the Italian cleric and 
Renaissance humanist Polydore Vergil. Scrupulous in the handling of written 
source material, and in a good position to interview men at the king's court who 
could remember back a long way, Vergil was, however, writing half a century or 
more after the battle of Wakefield was fought: it is difficult to accept his English 
History as in any sense a primary source, especially since he has Queen Margaret 
of Anjou at Wakefield when, in fact, she was in Scotland at the time.14  
 Even more dubious is Edward Hall's Chronicle. Writing in the reign of 
Henry VIII (1509-1547), Hall died in 1547 and his Union of the Two Noble Fami-
lies of Lancaster and York was published posthumously in 1548.15 Certainly, Hall 
had no first-hand knowledge of the last years of Henry VI's reign and, indeed, there 
can have been no one still alive when he was at work who could remember Wake-
field; he drew heavily on Polydore Vergil (not least in accepting Margaret of An-
jou's presence at the battle); and there are other disturbing errors as well: for in-
stance, in a famous passage describing the fate of Richard of York's second son 
Edmund Earl of Rutland at the hands of 'Butcher' Clifford, he represents him as a 
boy of twelve (when, in reality, he was seventeen); also he tells us that among the 
slain at Wakefield were Sir Hugh and Sir John Mortimer - but, in fact, Sir Hugh 
died in May 1460 (over seven months before the battle was fought) and the only 
possible John Mortimer was just three years old in December 1460 (a bit young for 
combat even in the fifteenth century!).16 On the positive side, Hall may have had 
access to more nearly contemporary sources of a private kind. By his own account, 



his ancestor Sir David Hall lost his life at Wakefield and he may have been able to 
draw on family material relating to the matter (as well as oral tradition).17 Even so, 
there is no way Edward Hall himself can be regarded as either a primary or a reli-
able source: the main interest of his chronicle, in fact, lies in its presentation of 
stories that (either directly or via Raphael Holinshed) found their way into William 
Shakespeare's Henry VI. 
 Apart from these sources, there really is not a great deal. There are one or 
two other London chronicles but they add little to our store of knowledge.18 A rele-
vant letter survives in the Paston collection and we have a couple of reports put 
together by Milanese envoys.19 Edward IV's first Parliament in November 1461 
passed an act of attainder condemning thirty-six named Lancastrians for their cul-
pability in Richard of York's 'murder' at Wakefield.20 And, finally, there is a highly 
dubious account of what is supposed to have happened at Wakefield in the pages of 
the Burgundian chronicler Jean de Waurin.21 
 
Clearly, by the end of November 1460, the North of England in general, and the 
county of Yorkshire in particular, was in a condition of political and social chaos, 
and this is crucial to understanding not only events at Wakefield on 30 December 
but also the biggest military confrontation of the entire Wars of the Roses: the bat-
tle of Towton, fought, a few miles from the city of York, on 29 March 1461. For 
much of the 1450s, in fact, Yorkshire had been thrown into turmoil by a great feud 
between the two most powerful aristocratic families in northern England: the 
Nevilles of Middleham and the Percy Earls of Northumberland.22 The Nevilles, 
headed by Richard Earl of Salisbury, had embarked in 1453 (if not before) on a 
deliberate policy of extending their already enormous power in the county. The 
Percys, in consequence, found their zones of influence (particularly in the East 
Riding) under ever-mounting pressure and were determined to resist. It is certainly 
no coincidence that, at the first battle of St. Albans in May 1455, Henry Percy sec-
ond Earl of Northumberland fought for the house of Lancaster, while Richard 
Neville Earl of Salisbury and his son Richard Neville Earl of Warwick were promi-
nent in support of Richard of York. The battle settled nothing. Indeed, Northum-
berland's death there only served to enhance Percy determination to resist Neville 
aggrandisement and, following the Yorkist humiliation at Ludford in October 
1459, the Percys certainly did their best to seize the initiative in the North of Eng-
land. Once the Yorkists had won the battle of Northampton in July 1460, captured 
Henry VI and established an administration in his name, the Nevilles proved no 
less determined to restore their old dominance in the North. The result was anar-
chy! When, furious at the Act of Accord cutting out her son from the succession, 
Queen Margaret of Anjou began a vigorous recruitment campaign, the situation 
became even more desperate and dangerous. The Queen, in fact, had every inten-
tion of fighting back with every weapon in her considerable armoury .She certainly 



enjoyed a great deal of northern support, and, it is clear, substantial areas of the 
realm simply ignored Richard of York's government in London. In Yorkshire, 
moreover, York's estates, and those of the Nevilles, became a prime target for dev-
astation, as the Annales Rerum Anglicarum record: 
  

The Earl of Northumberland, the Lords Clifford, Dacre and Neville, held a 
council at York [in November 1460], and destroyed the tenants of the Duke of 
York and the Earl of Salisbury .23 

 
The Lancastrian leadership, meanwhile, demonstrated real military panache in es-
tablishing a powerful force in the vicinity of Hull. As the anonymous continuator 
of Gregory's Chronicle reported:  
 

[The Queen] sent unto the Duke of Somerset, at that time being in Dorsetshire 
at the castle of Corfe, and for the Earl of Devonshire, and for Alexander 
Hody, and prayed them to come to her as hastily as they might, with their 
tenants as strong in their harness as men of war, for the Lord Roos, the Lord 
Clifford, the Baron of Greystoke, the Lord Neville and the Lord Latimer [all 
northern lords] were waiting upon the Duke of Exeter to meet with her at 
Hull. And this matter was not tarried but full privily wrought; and she sent 
letters unto all her chief officers that they would do the same, and that they 
should warn all the servants that loved her, or purposed to keep their office, to 
wait upon her at Hull … 

 
According to the same source, in fact, an army of some 15,000 men was soon in 
place in Yorkshire and ready for action.24 Northern lords and their retinues were 
certainly prominent, and not just those listed by Gregory's Chronicle, for Henry 
Percy third Earl of Northumberland, in particular, was fully determined to resist 
Richard of York, his Neville allies and the Act of Accord. And even if, as was re-
ported, strong arm tactics had been employed to boost recruitment, it was a formi-
dable force indeed.25   
 News of this great Lancastrian gathering in the North eventually reached 
London and, not surprisingly given the speed with which it had been assembled, 
occasioned a good deal of astonishment (if not disbelief) there. In fact, Richard of 
York may never have fully realised just what awaited him in Yorkshire, and this 
may go some way towards explaining (it not excusing) his rash behaviour at Wake-
field.26 Clearly, however, this was not a situation that could be ignored and it be-
came even more threatening when, in December 1460, Margaret of Anjou jour-
neyed to Scotland in search of yet more support.27 Richard of York, at the very 
least, needed to recover control of his lands in the West Riding (centred on Wake-
field), garrison castles such as Pontefract with reliable men and, if at all possible, 
establish a loyal regime in the city of York.28 Consequently, on 9 December 1460, 
backed by a commission of array (essential for recruiting purposes) but probably 
no more than a few hundred men, York, his second son Edmund Earl of Rutland 



and Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury left London for the North; his eldest son 
Edward Earl of March was despatched to Wales, to tackle Lancastrian support 
there, at about the same time; while Richard Neville Earl of Warwick remained in 
London to maintain Yorkist rule in the capital and south east (and, of course, hang 
on to Henry VI). As Whethamstede's Register puts it, Richard of York: 
 

... set out towards the North, and there set out with him the illustrious and 
notable Lord Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury. Journeying together they 
gathered a great force of people as they went, by authority of a royal commis-
sion, as a protection for their own persons and to put down and repress the 
multitude of their adversaries. They journeyed with their forces separately, in 
order to find places to stay more easily on their journey, [until] they came at 
last to the town of the said Lord Duke of York [at] Wakefield.29 

 
Clearly, York did not have an easy journey northwards: for one thing, appalling 
weather meant he had to contend with widespread flooding, waterlogged roads and 
broken bridges; for another, at Worksop in Nottinghamshire, a contingent of the 
Duke of Somerset's men surprised and inflicted casualties on one of his forward 
patrols. Nor, seemingly, did he recruit as well as he might have hoped. Neverthe-
less, on 21 December 1460 he reached Wakefield and the relative security of his 
own castle of Sandal30 (see Figure 1). By then York, his second son Edmund Earl 
of Rutland (described by Gregory's Chronicle as 'one of the best disposed lords in 
this land'), Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury and his son Thomas Neville had cer-
tainly been joined by, among others, a number of loyal northern knights such as Sir 
Thomas Harrington, Sir James Pickering and Sir Thomas Parre.31 Also, he had the 
comfort of knowing that his long-time retainer Edmund Fitzwilliam was holding 
Conisbrough castle.32 Even so, his forces remained insubstantial to say the least.30 
 The Lancastrians, meanwhile, had not only garrisoned nearby Pontefract 
castle but also settled their very considerable army in its vicinity. Moreover, since 
they controlled most of the countryside round about, York found himself both 
boxed in and seriously lacking supplies (since his officials at Wakefield had not 
been able to stockpile the necessities of life in advance of his arrival).34 Even so, as 
long as he remained within the confines of Sandal, he was probably safe enough: 
indeed, with Christmas fast approaching, there is some indication that the rival 
commanders negotiated an armistice for the duration of the festive season.35 No 
doubt Christmas celebrations within the castle walls, however muted they may 
have been, further depleted Yorkist supplies. Certainly, by the time Christmas was 
over, Richard of York and his friends felt they had little alternative but to sanction 
foraging operations in order to replenish them.36 These, in turn, are generally re-
garded as crucial in explaining not only the commencement of the battle of Wake-
field on 30 December 1460 but also its nature and outcome. 
 Now, however, we enter notably controversial territory. According to the 
Burgundian chronicler Jean de Waurin, the Yorkists were, in fact, tricked into leav-



ing the security of Sandal castle and the villain of the piece was the veteran cam-
paigner Andrew Trollope (who had already played a crucial role in the Yorkist rout 
at Ludford in October 1459, when he and his Calais contingent defected to the 
Lancastrians during the course of the action). Trollope, Waurin tells us, devised a 
ruse whereby, on 29 December 1460, 400 of the Duke of Somerset's men, dis-
guised in Warwick the Kingmaker's livery of the ragged staff, insinuated them-
selves into the Duke of York's garrison (on the pretext of being reinforcements 
from Lancashire). Next morning, Trollope himself materialised, leading yet more 
camouflaged troops, and lured the Duke out into the open. Then, as soon as York's 
force emerged, depleted as it was by the absence of foraging parties, Somerset's 
men (who were in readiness near at hand) launched a surprise attack and the York-
ists were doomed.37 It is certainly a nice story but not, in the final analysis, a con-
vincing one: no other source has it and Waurin, notoriously unreliable at the best of 
times, had probably picked up Yorkist propaganda (circulating on the Continent) 
designed to explain away a disastrous defeat; also, it seems rather unlikely that 
Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury, at least, could have been so deceived by men 
sporting his son's livery. More plausible, perhaps, is an alternative story of treach-
ery related by the English Chronicle:  
 

... the Lord Neville, brother to the Earl of Westmorland, under a false colour 
went to the Duke of York, desiring a commission of him for to raise a people 
for to chastise the rebels of the country. 
 

Once he had obtained his commission (York 'deeming that he had been true and on 
his part'), the chronicler continues, 'he raised to the number of 8000 men', and then 
defected with them to the Earl of Northumberland, Lord Clifford and the Duke of 
Somerset, who were 'the adversaries and enemies of Duke Richard'. Certainly, such 
a tale of deception fits in well with this pro-Yorkist writer's persistent emphasis on 
'the malice of the northern men' who 'loved not' the Duke of York and the Earl of 
Salisbury, only awaiting a 'convenient time' to fulfil their 'cruel intent'.38 Perhaps, 
at the very least, the Lancastrians deliberately broke the terms of the Christmas 
truce, and were given the opportunity to do so by the unwise behaviour of the 
Yorkist lords themselves. The Register of Abbot Whethamstede of St. AIbans, at 
any rate, conveys just such an impression: its author believed the northerners at-
tacked in bad faith, before the day agreed for battle, when they realised the south-
erners were out foraging without having taken proper precautions in the event of an 
attack.39 A Milanese agent, probably reporting rumours circulating in London, re-
corded on 9 January 1461 that Yorkist lack of discipline (in allowing a large part of 
their force to go pillaging and searching for food) provided the Lancastrians with 
just the opportunity they were looking for.40 And such an interpretation is implicit 
in the remark of the Annales Rerum Anglicarum that: 
 

... while the Duke of York's people were wandering about the district in search of 



victuals, a horrible battle  was fought …41 

 
It is certainly difficult to understand why Richard of York allowed himself to be manoeu-
vred into fighting a battle at all: he would surely have been better advised, even if 
food was at a premium, to stick tight within the walls of Sandal castle and await 
the arrival of reinforcements. It is odd, too, that, with such veteran campaigners as 
Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury, Sir Thomas Harrington and Sir Thomas Parre in 
his team, he was not prevailed upon to hold back from what really does seem to 
have been an extraordinarily rash decision to engage a much larger army on 
grounds of its own choosing. Indeed, if we are to believe Edward Hall, his own 
ancestor Sir Davy Hall, York's 'old servant and chief counsellor', advised the Duke 
to: 

... keep his castle, and to defend the same with his small number till his son 
the Earl of March was come with his power of march men and Welsh sol-
diers; yet he would not be counselled, but, in a great fury, said, ‘A Davy, 
Davy, hast thou loved me so long, and now would have me dishonoured 
...Their great number shall not appal my spirits but encourage them, for surely 
I think that I have there as many friends as enemies, which at joining will 
either flee or take my part. Therefore advance my banner in the name of God 
and St. George, for surely I will fight with them, though I should fight alone'. 
The Earl of Salisbury and other of his friends, seeing his courage, resolved 
themselves to his opinion, and ordered their men, and set them forth in war-
like fashion, for their most advantage.42 

 
What seems to have happened, in fact, was that York, throwing caution to the 
winds (or, at the very least, on the basis of inaccurate intelligence reports of enemy 
strength and disposition), chose to lead his men in a wild rush down the castle hill; 
the Lancastrian leaders, who had marshalled their forces nearby, allowed him to 
reach level ground between Sandal and Wakefield; and, as soon as he was thor-
oughly exposed, they closed in on him and battle commenced.43 
 No one can know for certain just what the size of the two armies was at 
Wakefield: chroniclers are notoriously unreliable on such matters and their esti-
mates vary considerably. What does seem clear, despite a Milanese envoy's report 
that York and Salisbury would have been three times stronger had all their men 
been present, is that the Lancastrians had much the bigger army on the day .44 Ac-
cording to John Benet's Chronicle there were about 20,000 Lancastrians and York's 
army numbered 12,000; Gregory's Chronicle put the Lancastrians (at Hull) at 
15,000, while York had 'great people'; the Annales Rerum Anglicarum record a 
'great army' of Lancastrians and 6000 Yorkists; and Edward Hall's Chronicle, for 
what it is worth, estimates the Lancastrian army at '18,000 men or, as some write, 
22,000', while York had with him 'not fully 5000 persons'.45 What is clear is that, 
while the Lancastrians fielded a respectable number of peers and their retinues, 
Richard of York had hardly any aristocratic support beyond Richard Neville Earl 
of Salisbury and his own seventeen year old son Edmund Earl of Rutland.46 



 
 
Contemporary and near-contemporary sources tell us virtually nothing about the 
battle itself: 'a horrible battle', according to the Annales; 'a great journey', declares 
Gregory's Chronicle; 'a sharp fight', says Robert Fabian.47 Polydore Vergil, no 
doubt reporting erroneous stories he picked up half a century later, places Margaret 
of Anjou (who was, in fact, in Scotland) at the centre of the action: 
 

... when she understood that the enemy approached, forthwith she made head 
against them and gave them the charge. At the beginning the fight was might-
ily maintained mutually, while that a great part of them who were in the front 
of the battle being killed, the Duke of York's small number was environed by 
the multitude. Then the Queen, encouraging her men, vanquished the residue 
of her enemies in the moment of an hour .48 

 
Even Edward Hall does not have a great deal to say about the fighting itself: 
 

The Duke of Somerset, and other of the Queen's party, knowing perfectly that 
if the Duke got the victory, their days were numbered and their livings left 
bare, like men quickened and desperate, for the safeguard of their lives and 
defence of their goods, determined to abide the chance, and to espy their most 
advantage, and so appointed the Lord Clifford to lie in the one stall and the 
Earl of Wiltshire in the other, and they themselves kept the main battle. The 
Duke of York with his people descended down the hill in good order and 
array and was suffered to pass forward, toward the main battle; but when he 
was in the plain ground between his castle and the town of Wakefield, he was 
environed on every side, like a fish in a net, or a deer in a buckstall; so that he 
manfully fighting was within half an hour slain and dead, and his whole army 
discomfited.49 

All we can say with a reasonable degree of certainty, however, is that the battle 
was fought later in the day than normal; it did not last very long; and it was a 
crushing Yorkist defeat.50 
 Just how many died in the action is impossible to establish, although, 
clearly, far more Yorkists perished than Lancastrians. According to Gregory's 
Chronicle, the Yorkists 'lost in that journey the number of 2500 men' while, 'in the 
Queen's party, were slain but 200 men'; John Benet's Chronicle put the death toll at 
'about a thousand men'; the Annales suggest just over 2000, the English Chronicle 
about 2200, and Whethamstede's Register, much more conservatively, put Yorkist 
losses at 700.51 Among Yorkists left dead on the field were William Lord Harring-
ton (Salisbury's son-in-law), Thomas Neville (Salisbury's son), Edward Bourchier, 
Sir Henry Radford, Sir James Pickering, Sir Thomas Harrington (who was either 
killed during the battle or died of his wounds the following day) and, perhaps, Sir 
Thomas Parre.52 If we are to believe Whethamstede's Register , Richard of York 
and Richard Neville Earl of Salisbury were taken alive during the battle and, there-



after, treated 'with great mockery', especially the Duke of York:  
 

They stood him [York ] on a little anthill and placed on his head, as if a 
crown, a vile garland made of reeds, just as the Jews did to the Lord, and bent 
the knee to him, saying in jest, 'Hail King, without rule. Hail King, without 
ancestry, Hail leader and prince, with almost no subjects or possessions'. And 
having said this and various other shameful and dishonourable things to him, 
at last they cut off his head.53 

 
In fact, Richard of York almost certainly met his death during the fighting.54 
 No doubt York's fate was particularly welcomed by Henry Beaufort Duke 
of Somerset, since his own father's death at the first battle of St. Albans had at last 
been avenged. The death of Edmund Earl of Rutland was an additional bonus. Al-
though most chroniclers simply record his demise at Wakefield, the Annales tell us 
that:  

...in the flight after the battle Lord Clifford killed the Lord Edmund, Earl of 
Rutland, son of the Duke of York, upon the bridge at Wakefield.55 

 
Again, there may well have been a blood feud element in Rutland's killing. Cer-
tainly, this is how it came to be presented in the sixteenth century. Edward Hall, in 
particular, could hardly contain his emotions when relating how John 'Butcher' 
Clifford took a bloody revenge for his father's death at the first battle of St. Albans: 
 

While this battle was in fighting, a priest called Sir Robert Aspall, chaplain 
and schoolmaster to the young Earl of Rutland, second son to the Duke of 
York, scarce of the age of twelve years, a fair gentleman and maiden-Iike 
person, perceiving that flight was more safeguard than tarrying, both for him 
and his master, secretly conveyed the Earl out of the field, by the Lord Clif-
ford's band, towards the town; but ere he could enter into a house, he was by 
the said Lord Clifford espied, followed and taken, and by reason of his ap-
parel, [he] demanded what he was. The young gentleman, dismayed, had not a 
word to speak, but kneeled on his knees imploring mercy, and befitting grace, 
both with holding up his hands and making dolorous countenance, for his 
speech was gone for fear. 'Save him', said the chaplain, 'for he is a prince's son 
and, peradventure, may do you good hereafter'. With that word the Lord Clif-
ford marked him and said: 'By God's blood, thy father slew mine, and so will I 
do thee and all thy kin', and with that word struck the Earl to the heart with his 
dagger, and bade his chaplain bear [to] the Earl's mother and brother word 
what he had done and said. In this act the Lord Clifford was accounted a ty-
rant and no gentleman …56 

 
And William Shakespeare seized on such a splendid story with appropriate gusto in 
Henry VI Part 3.57 
 Perhaps there are shades of the blood feud, as well, in the fate of Richard 
Neville Earl of Salisbury: at any rate Henry Percy third Earl of Northumberland 
had the satisfaction of seeing his father's death at St. Albans and his brother Tho-



mas Lord Egremont's at Northampton revenged (when both Salisbury and his 
younger son Thomas Neville bit the dust). Salisbury, in fact, escaped from the bat-
tlefield. During the following night, however, he was captured and taken to the 
Duke of Somerset at Pontefract. Somerset might well have been prepared to allow 
his prisoner to ransom himself, it seems, but the local population in Pontefract 
(where the Earl had been a highly unpopular royal steward) had other ideas. As the 
English Chronicle puts it:  
 

The Earl of Salisbury was taken alive, and led by the said Duke of Somerset to 
the castle of Pomfret, and for a great sum of money that he should have paid 
had grant of his life. But the common people of the country, which loved him 
not, took him out of the castle by violence and smote off his head.58 

 
Perhaps the Bastard of Exeter, an illegitimate brother of Henry Holland Duke of 
Exeter, had a hand in Salisbury's death as well; moreover, if we can rely on the 
Annales, an even more gruesome ritual followed: 
 

...the same night [as the battle of Wakefield was fought] the Earl of Salisbury 
was taken by a servant of Andrew Trollope. And next day the Bastard of Exe-
ter slew the said Earl of Salisbury at Pontefract where, by the counsel of the 
lords, they beheaded the dead bodies of the Duke of York, the Earls of Salis-
bury and Rutland, Thomas Neville, Edward Bourchier, Thomas Harrington, 
Thomas Parre, James Pickering and John Harrow, mercer, and set their heads 
upon divers parts of York. 

 
And, the chronicler adds, 'in contempt they crowned the head of the Duke of York 
with paper'.59 This was certainly not a story Edward Hall could resist and, as usual, 
he tells it with questionable flourishes of his own: 
 

... this cruel Clifford, not content with this homicide [the Earl of Rutland], 
came to the place where the dead corpse of the Duke of York lay, and caused 
his head to be stricken off, and set on it a crown of paper, and so fixed it on a 
pole, and presented it to the Queen, not being far from the field, saying 
'Madame, your war is done, here is your Queen's ransom', at which present 
was much joy and great rejoicing …[The Queen] caused the Earl of Salisbury 
, with all the other prisoners, to be sent to Pomfret, and there to be beheaded, 
and sent all their heads, and the Duke of York's head, to be set upon poles 
over the gates of the city of York.60 

 
Historians have generally been critical of Richard of York's decision to fight the 
battle of Wakefield at all, for reasons that were already being put forward by the 
first continuator of the Crowland Chronicle in the 1470s: 
 

... Richard Duke of York incautiously engaged the northern army at Wake-
field, which was fighting for the King, without waiting to bring up the whole 
of his own forces; upon which, a charge was made by the enemy on his men, 
and he was without mercy or respect relentlessly slain. There fell with him at 



the same place many nobles and illustrious men, and countless numbers of 
the common people, who had followed him, met their deaths there, and all to 
no purpose.61 

 
Perhaps York should never have risked journeying to Wakefield in the first place: 
had he halted his northward progress in the Midlands, concentrated on recruiting 
more men, and allowed the northern Lancastrian army to march south to him, the 
outcome might have been very different. Once he did arrive at Wakefield, he cer-
tainly seems to have shown extraordinary complacency. Even if there was decep-
tion afoot in his camp (and there might have been), he should have been more alert 
than he was to the possibility; his lack of awareness of the scale of Lancastrian 
preparations suggests, at the very least, defective provision for information-
gathering; he placed altogether too much confidence in his opponents' intentions 
regarding the Christmas truce; and, most fatal of all, his lax discipline, his sanc-
tioning of large-scale foraging raids into potentially hostile territory, and his fool-
hardy decision, on 30 December 1460, to abandon the security of Sandal's formida-
ble walls, point to a lack of not only military sense but commonsense as well62 (see 
Figure 2). 
 Fortunately for the Yorkists, Margaret of Anjou (who journeyed from Scot-
land to York early in January 1461) and her military advisers entirely failed to reap 
the benefit of the great Lancastrian success at Wakefield. Nor did a further con-
vincing victory at the second battle of St. Albans on 17 February 1461 bring the 
rewards it might have done. Part of the problem, clearly, lay in the appalling be-
haviour of the Lancastrian army during its march south in the early weeks of 
1461.63 London, sympathetic to the Yorkists anyway, found the prospect of such a 
force within its walls terrifyingly unpalatable. The Queen, perhaps foolishly, re-
jected the option of storming the city and, instead, retreated back to the North. 
Meanwhile, Richard of York's eldest son and heir Edward Earl of March (who, 
even at the age of nineteen, was already showing signs of outshining his father 
both politically and militarily), defeated the Welsh Lancastrians at Mortimer's 
Cross, rendezvoused with Warwick the Kingmaker, entered the capital (amidst 
considerable rejoicing, it seems) and seized the throne for himself as Edward IV. 
Not that he tarried long in the south of England, for Margaret of Anjou's northern 
army remained undefeated. And this time, at the biggest and bloodiest battle of the 
Wars of the Roses, it was the Yorkists who won overwhelmingly: by the evening 
of 29 March 1461 the snow-laden battlefield at Towton had turned red with Lan-
castrian blood and the humiliation of Wakefield had been entirely avenged. 
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The Battle of Wakefield:  
the Topography  
 
RICHARD KNOWLES 

 
CONTEMPORARY EVIDENCE FOR THE BATTLE OF WAKEFIELD in 1460 
is, as Keith Dockray emphasises, slight and vague as to the sequence of events. 
Later antiquarian writers have embroidered these slim facts to create more vivid, 
and in some cases highly coloured, accounts,1 none of which is wholly convincing. 
These writers often make unsupported assumptions and incorporate errors relating 
to the topography of the area of the battle. These errors inevitably lead us to make 
flawed interpretations of that December day in 1460. 
 The major misconception in this regard is the frequently quoted one that the 
ground between Sandal and Wakefield was open, unenclosed land, and that there 
were conveniently sited heavily wooded areas close by in which a body of armed 
men could be concealed.2 In point of fact what little evidence exists rather points to 
the opposite of these two factors. The Enclosure map for the Township of Sandal 
dated 1800 shows a well established field system, much of which must have been 
laid out by the late fifteenth century3 (see Figure 5). The narrow fields can clearly 
be seen between the castle and the river, covering what is thought to be the area of 
the fighting. Confirmation of the existence of these fields in the fifteenth century, 
probably hedged, possibly ditched, is confirmed by an unpublished deed of c.1415 
which refers to one by the name of 'Castlefield'.4 This named field is shown on the 
1800 Enclosure map. Further evidence comes from a mid-eighteenth century 
manuscript plan of a small part of this same area which certainly indicates substan-
tial hedges.5 All of this suggests that the majority of the area in question was under 
cultivation and the only nearby wooded area would have been Sandal Park, some 
forty acres surrounding the castle and this substantially paled. An army would not 
have been able to march with any ease through a paled wood. 
 Sandal Castle is now fully documented following the excavation pro-
gramme of 1964-19736 (see Figure 6). It is located on the crest of a ridge on the 
south bank of the River Calder. It overlooks the town of Wakefield, which devel-
oped on the high ground of the north bank about two miles distant. It has a com-
manding view for a number of miles in each direction, which makes the apparent 
surprise element of the battle more difficult to explain satisfactorily. The excava-
tions confirmed the site of the main gate of the castle as facing north towards the 
town (see Figure 3). Clements Markham,7 writing in 1886, wrongly suggests that 
the main gate faced south and, as a result, concluded that the Yorkist force must 
have marched around the castle to meet the Lancastrians (see Figure 4). He should 
have known better, as a drawing of the castle prepared in 1562 for a Duchy of Lan-



caster survey had been published first in 1753 and many times after this8 (see Fig-
ure I ). The site can be orientated from this drawing. As already mentioned, close 
by the castle was the Park, and as a rent roll of 1545-6 relates: 
 

the parke adionyng conteyneth by estimation xI acres well paled wherein are 
xxx fallowe deere or therabouts.9 

 
This would have presented a formidable obstacle around the castle, although it was 
obviously not large enough to have supplied sufficient meat for the garrison during 
the busy Christmas of 1460. The foraging parties referred to in the near contempo-
rary accounts may have been into the town of Wakefield, or more likely to one of 
the parks on the north bank of the Calder, either the 'olde parke' or the 'newe parke', 
both of which are recorded in a survey of 1564.10 The new park in particular is said 
to have been 'well replenished with deare to the numbers of three hundreth'. These 
parks complete with pales are clearly shown on the John Speed map of the West 
Riding dated 1610.11 
 It is not surprising that Richard Duke of York chose Sandal in which to 
spend Christmas of 1460. He was, after all, lord of the manor of Wakefield, an 
extensive and well documented landholding, stretching west up the Calder valley 
with Sandal Castle as its administrative headquarters at its eastern end, and Sandal 
Township being itself part of the manor.12 L. A. S. Butler makes a convincing case 
for the significance of Sandal as an excellent, rather special stronghold, and the 
excavations provide good evidence indicating a cosmopolitan lifestyle within its 
walls.13 
 The Lancastrian force was, as we know, based in Pontefract, about nine 
miles to the east of Sandal. They would have approached from the east on the 
higher ground through the village of Crofton and drawn near to the village of 
Walton, thus being reasonably hidden from view from the castle by the continua-
tion of the ridge on which it stands. The medieval road system was of course very 
different from that we know today. The main route south from Wakefield passed 
over the medieval bridge with its chapel. It was virtually a third its present width, 
the sequences of its widenings being visible in the style of its arches. The bridge is 
aligned to the present A61, Barnsley Road, the current A638 Doncaster Road being 
an eighteenth century turnpike road as indicated on the 1800 Enclosure map, where 
it can be seen to cut across the earlier field system. The medieval route to Sandal 
rose up a slight incline before falling and following what is now Manygates Lane, 
then following the low lying land between the castle and the river, and continuing 
south. The route can be followed today by a footpath and hedgerow. The present 
A61 past the church is again an eighteenth century turnpike road. 
 What the weather was like on 30 December 1460 the contemporary ac-
counts fail to tell us. Perhaps the very lack of information indicates that it was not 
particularly inclement. At this distance we cannot tell. We do, however, have evi-



dence that the Duke of York's journey to Sandal was difficult, with waterlogged 
roads and broken bridges, and it might be that the low ground was heavy and wet 
and the river high. All the more reason for the Lancastrian force keeping to a route 
on the higher ground. 
 Many writers have speculated on the sequence of events leading up to the 
actual fight and death of the Duke of York. The simple truth is that we just do not 
know what happened, and there is insufficient evidence to form any firm conclu-
sion. The weather may have been fine, wet, bright, or it might have been misty. 
The latter eventuality would help explain the stories of an element of surprise, but 
on the other hand it would have made the essential timing of the Lancastrian attack 
more difficult. All of these elements we just have no firm evidence for and can be 
no more than speculative. 
 Most recent accounts of the battle have part of the Lancastrian force, some 
say that led by the Earl of Wiltshire, descending from the high ground to the south 
of the castle and charging right around it, in full view of the remaining garrison, 
between it and the river, across the low lying, possibly heavy, ground and taking 
the Yorkist force in the rear.14 This appears to ignore the difficulties of the terrain 
and at the very least it would have involved a long exposed approach. It is not sup-
ported by any contemporary evidence and seems hardly tenable. A study of the 
topography makes possible a further tentative hypothesis. It would seem that the 
Lancastrians, having from the start of the campaign a plan to avenge the first battle 
of St. Albans, took advantage of local knowledge within their force regarding the 
terrain. Having followed the higher ground route towards Walton they then turned 
north and followed the contours of the land, hugging the eastern edge of the ridge, 
behind Sandal Church, partially at least, their numbers being hidden from view 
from the castle by the fall of the land. What happened next is not at all clear from 
contemporary and near-contemporary accounts. Perhaps a smaller element of the 
Lancastrians did move out across the flat land of Sandal Common, with its more 
open field system, and harass one of the foraging parties returning from the north 
bank of the river, a story much favoured by later writers. Certainly something en-
ticed the Duke of York to leave the safety of the castle. The accounts do indicate 
he was then attacked by a larger body of men. They could have followed the same 
route across the flat land striking the right flank of the Duke's forces, turning it in a 
clockwise direction and forcing them back onto the narrower fields leading down 
to the river, with no possibility of return to the relative safety of the castle. This 
would be the killing field of the short lived battle, perhaps for once aptly described 
in Hall's Chronicle as 'environed on every side, like a fish in a net, or a deer in a 
buckstall'. This hypothesis at least has the Lancastrians on reasonably open, flat 
ground to marshal their forces and places the brunt of the attack clearly on the tra-
ditional site of the death of the Duke, marked now by a nineteenth-century monu-
ment which was placed on the site of a stone cross erected some time after the bat-



tle and destroyed in the Civil War in 1645. The site was remembered in folk mem-
ory as marked by three willow trees.15 
 It seems that the nature of the fighting and the topography would support 
the more conservative chroniclers when it comes to numbers present. In all prob-
ability it was more of a brutal skirmish than a set piece battle. As Dockray indi-
cates it seems the event may have been marked by careful planning and timing on 
the part of the Lancastrians and poor intelligence and a lack of commonsense in the 
Yorkist camp. The physical remains of the battle add little to the story .The actual 
site of the fighting is now covered by a housing estate, and a railway cuts across 
the ground as well. The site of the castle of course survives, and a good idea of the 
general layout of the terrain and fall of the land can be gained from its heights. 
Perhaps one of the most striking observations from that vantage point is: how 
could a large body of armed men be concealed from the garrison unless visibility 
was poor? 
 The now mutilated nineteenth-century memorial to Richard, Duke of York 
still stands in Manygates Lane on the traditional site of his death (see Figure 2). J 
W. Walker, the Wakefield historian, records earlier reports that when the founda-
tions of a now demolished house on the site, Portobello House, were being dug in 
1825 human bones, broken swords, spurs and fragments of armour were found.16 
The find site and house are marked on the 1890 Ordnance Survey map, it is next to 
the river in a direct line west from the Duke of York monument, just where the 
Yorkists would be pushed by an attack coming from the east. Nothing further is 
known about these remains, and unfortunately none of them now survive. Walker 
also records and provides illustrations of a number of finger rings reputedly found 
in the area, but again details of the find location are lacking and their present 
whereabouts are unknown.17 
 One item that does survive is a sword, supposedly found on the site of the 
battle.18 However, upon examination, little is actually known about the finding of 
this sword. It was formerly in the collection of H. C Haldane of Clarke Hall who 
records the find thus; 'dug up a few years ago during the operation of cutting a 
main drain near the site of the Battle of Wakefield'.19 The sword is of an unusual 
sort, not a knightly weapon, but single edged, possibly cut down from a larger 
blade. It has a curious guard with an extension of the cross guard protecting the 
back of the hand. Whilst this is a late medieval form, some concern may be felt that 
this particular type of sword has tended to be dated by the Wakefield example de-
spite its rather doubtful provenance. The weapon is now in an anonymous private 
collection.20 
 It can now be seen that both the documentary and physical evidence for the 
battle is slight and illusory. Perhaps in the final analysis it is the political implica-
tions of the battle rather than the tactical disposition that really matter. However 



this may be the students of battles can ponder over the evidence and arrive at their 
own conclusions. 
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Figure 1. 
Drawing of Sandal Castle made for a Duchy of Lancaster Survey in 1562. Original 
at the Public Record Office (now TNA), London, MPC97 (ex DL 31/116) 



Figure 2. Duke of York Monument, c. 1900. 



Figure 3 
Sandal Castle from the air, looking north towards Wakefield. 



Figure 4 
Excavated remains of main gate, on the north side of Sandal Castle. 



Fig 5 
Enclosure Map of Sandal Township, 1800: detail of area around Castle. 



Fig 6 
Plan of the area of the Battle of Wakefield with contours.. 


