
Strategic/Operational:
1) Poor French Strategy – Like Fabian, who had frustrated Hannibal in ancient Italy, Constable du Guesclin’s Fabian strategy had 
proven effective at reducing English possessions and garrisons in France. Repeating that strategy against Henry would have been wise, 
especially faced with the dire conditions of his army. But the lure of victory and spoils was too much for the French nobility. Instead 
of harassing his army and attacking weakness, the French chose to repeat the mistakes of Crécy and Poitiers by shifting to a direct 
approach. In so doing, they handed the skilled Henry a lopsided victory.

2) King Henry V’s Risky Campaign – While Henry’s attempt to gain a secure base from which to launch future attacks into France 
was reasonable, his subsequent march to Calais was not. After the long and costly siege at Harfleur, Henry had no choice but to alter 
his plans. But instead of consolidating his gains and setting up the city for future campaigns, he decided to save face by marching his 
weakened army on a chevauchée across the French countryside. Even though his forebears had done it with some success, Henry’s 
army was sick and without sufficient supplies. More critically, his chevauchée offered little strategic gain at far too great a risk. Military 
strategist B.H. Liddell Hart characterized it as another “purposeless parade[s] through France.”4 Fortunately for Henry, the French 
played into his weak hand and allowed him to pull off an impressive tactical victory. If he hadn’t won, history would have forever 
criticized him for this ill-advised campaign.
 
Tactical:
1) Henry V’s Effective Tactics – Although the French selected the terrain on which to fight, it negated 
their advantages in numbers and cavalry. The field was a choke point between two wooded areas, which 
limited the French army’s ability to present a longer front despite their larger numbers. Henry, on the other 
hand, used terrain, battlefield innovation, and combined arms to create victory. He maximized his front 
to offset French numbers. He used combined arms (archers and infantry) to further canalize the French 
into a narrower zone. And, although English legend celebrates the victory of the longbow over armored 
knights, in reality, the archers’ critical contributions were threefold. They provoked the French assault. 
Then, by applying the lesson of stakes from the recent march, the archers made the assault ineffective. And 
finally, with their newfound mobility, they became the decisive flanking/enveloping force. This masterful 
combination allowed Henry to carry the day against overwhelming odds. 

2) French Overconfidence – Outnumbering the sick and fatigued English army by 4 to 1, the French 
were clearly overconfident. This prevented them from adjusting their plans to gain any advantage their 
superior numbers and maneuverability might allow. It also prevented them from effectively deploying 
important combined arms (crossbowmen and cannons) into the fight. These mistakes turned French 
advantages into weaknesses as the frontal assault became compressed and enveloped on the muddy fields 
of Agincourt.

3) French Fail at Unity of Command – Much of the blame for French defeat lies in the fractured 
command structure of the French army. Because the friction between the Armagnac and Burgundy 
factions was real, trust was in short supply. This was compounded by the lack of a single leader with 
overall authority over all forces. This was manifest from the start when nobles forced the battle. Then 
again, when knights jostled crossbowmen and cannons off the field. And finally, when Constable D’Albret 
was killed in the first line, no one stepped up to commit the reserve at the crucial moment when Henry’s 
force, with archers out of arrows and out from behind their protective stakes, was most vulnerable. A 
single leader, with the trust of his subordinates, could have made all the difference.

4) Henry V’s Leadership – Agincourt represents King Henry V’s finest leadership moment. Prior to 
the battle, Henry’s personal example, inspirational words, and expert tactical assessment created the 
conditions for his army to succeed. And once the battle was joined, it was largely Henry’s personal 
courage amid the fighting that helped drive his men forward against overwhelming odds. Leading from 
the front, fighting alongside his men, the young King of England stood outnumbered in hand-to-hand 
combat with enemy infantry. Military historian John Keegan expresses the presence of the king as a 
“moral factor of great importance.”5 Henry’s personal example of leadership was inspirational 
to subordinates and soldiers alike. 
 

Ancient and Medieval:

 Agincourt

English: 6,000 men (5,000 archers, 1,000 infantry), led by King 
Henry V. Subordinate commanders were Edward Duke of York, 
Thomas Lord Camoys, and Sir Thomas Erpingham.

French: 25,000 men (1,000 mounted knights, 24,000 infantry), 
led by Comte de Dreux Charles D’Albret, the Constable of France. 
Subordinate commanders were Jean Boucicaut II, Marshal of 
France; Charles, Duke of Orléans; and John, the Duke of Bourbon. 
Also leading contingents were Dukes Alençon and Anthony of 
Brabant. 

Since the time of the Norman Conquest in 1066, when Duke 
William of Normandy, a vassal of the French King, invaded 
England and became King William I of England, a series of land 
disputes roiled England and France into the Hundred Years’ War 
(1337–1453). In this war, William’s heirs launched numerous 
invasions into France to reclaim what they considered their rightful 
possessions. Edward III gained one-third of France in 1360, but 

by his death, he had lost most of it. His great-
grandson, King Henry V, continued the struggle 
in 1415. And although Henry’s campaign did 
little to alter the war, his victory at Agincourt 
was a tactical masterpiece against great odds. 
On the muddy fields of Agincourt, an army 
of mostly commoners (English longbowmen) 
defeated the nobility of France (armored 
knights). The age of professional armies was 
coming.  

Actions by the English – Henry of Monmouth was crowned Henry 
V of England in 1413, at age 25. Believing he was the rightful King of 
France, he soon demanded marriage with King Charles VI’s daughter 
Catherine, 10 million crowns dowry, and finally, all of France. After 
negotiations stalled, Henry invaded. 

In the summer of 1415, he loaded his 10,000-strong army in 1,500 
ships and crossed the Channel. His plan was to besiege Harfleur 
and secure a base of operations closer to England, from which he 
could expand further into central France and reclaim Edward III’s 
lost possessions. But by the time the town fell on 22 September, the 

difficult, five-week contest had cost him dearly in manpower and 
time. With a third of his army lost to sickness, and autumn rains 
coming, further campaigning seemed out of the question. But rather 
than an ignominious retreat home, Henry chose a chevauchée (a 
ride) to pillage north from Harfleur to the English garrison at Calais. 
(Map 1) Edward III had done the same 69 years earlier, which led to 
the battle of Crécy. At a council of war on 5 October, Henry convinced 
his followers that the chevauchée would save face by appearing to 
seek battle with the French while still allowing the English to reach 
the safety of Calais.1 

The next day, Henry set out on his 160-mile march with 5,000 archers, 
900 infantry, and eight days of rations. He left his artillery and 1,500 
men to garrison Harfleur. The movement proved difficult from the 
start. Not only was his army accompanied by steady rains, but when 
they reached the Somme River on 13 October, it was at flood stage. 
Worse still, French troops blocked the fords. Henry turned his weary 
army southeast and moved up the Somme for another five days, 
searching for a crossing site. Low on rations and finding the fords 
destroyed, Henry’s men pillaged French towns before burning them. 

The French army, meanwhile, tracked Henry’s moves from the north 
bank. (Map 2) On the 19th, Henry finally caught a break when he 
was able to cross the river at two damaged fords. The next day, Henry 
rested his exhausted men. But without rations, and close to the safety 
of Calais, he knew he had to keep moving. The following day, Henry 
set off northwest toward the town.

Three days later, on the 24th, the Duke of York’s scouts reported the 
French army closing in like “an innumerable host of locusts.”2 Henry’s 
path to Calais was blocked. 

Actions by the French – In 1415, England and 
France were nominal kingdoms ‒ personal 
possessions of monarchs, whose crowns were 
contested by competing nobles. The French 
monarchy was precarious and rife with factions. 
Led by mentally unstable King Charles VI, the 
Armagnac faction held Paris. The king’s cousin, 
John of Burgundy, conspired with the king’s wife, 
Queen Isabeau of Bavaria, to replace Charles. 
The result was a low-grade civil war. 

With Henry’s invasion, however, the French formed a semblance 
of unity. After Henry laid siege to Harfleur, the French gathered 
an army at Rouen, where King Charles had fled from the 
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