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Extract from 

‘The Daily Telegraph – British Battlefields’ 

by Philip Warner 

pages 356 to 363 

 

In 1465 Henry, by merely exercising his constitutional rights as the monarch, was able 

to dismiss York’s supporters from office. Nobody, not even York himself, was unduly 

disturbed. The hated Somerset was dead, and nobody wished to see I fratricidal war. 

But, with turbulent and over-powerful families, some of whom were richer than the 

king himself, with suspicion and bitterness on all sides, and large numbers of trained 

but not well-disciplined soldiers everywhere, there was clearly more trouble looming 

Where would the next clash come?  

 

Margaret, believing that York and his supporter the young Earl of Warwick, would 

effectively prevent her son's ever attaining the throne, spent the next two years 

swearing in adherents to her son's cause: she distributed silver swan badges as 

symbols of allegiance to him. Some of her supporters were even more active than she 

was. They provoked a riot in London when the Earl of Warwick, captain of the Calais 

garrison, was on a visit to Westminster. Warwick was lucky to escape with his life; it 

was now clear that if he set foot again in England he might be assassinated or put to 

death on a trumped-up charge. His father, the Earl ff Salisbury, who had vast estates 

in Yorkshire decided that matters had now gone far enough and that the Yorkists 

should reassume power. He began assembling his retainers in Middleham castle ten 

miles south-west of York, possibly with the intention of marching on London. The 

Duke of York was at Ludlow Castle (or perhaps close by at Wigmore) from which 

area he was able to rally supporters from Wales. Margaret, not unmindful of the 

dangerous concentration of force which would occur if Salisbury joined York, now 

intensified her recruiting in Lancashire and Cheshire. The outcome of this was that the 

Lancastrians soon mustered a very considerable force which was put under the 

command of Lord Audley; it was said to number nearly 15,000. 

 

At the beginning of September 1459 Salisbury made his move. His force numbered 

about 4,000. This was clearly not enough to capture London even if Warwick came 

over from Calais with a substantial force to attack from the other side. Henry VI had 

moved to Worcester where he had a useful force though not an army and Queen 

Margaret was at Eccleshall where she was able to continue recruiting yet keep a wary 

eye open for any Yorkist moves. The whole atmosphere was very brittle. War was 

inevitable but neither faction knew when or where to strike the first blow. A wrong 

move could easily lead to bloody and humiliating defeat. 

 

Salisbury's move towards Ludlow caught the Lancastrians by surprise, but Margaret, 

who was a strategist of no mean order, rapidly grasped the fact that she could catch 

him in a trap. Margaret had reasoned that Salisbury's army was bound to march 

somewhere through the Stafford - Stoke line and assumed that Eccleshall lying 

fourteen miles south of Stoke, would be as good a place as any to intercept it- 
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However, Salisbury's intelligence service was clearly as good as Margaret’s, so he 

took the road through Newcastle-under Lyme and marched swiftly towards Market 

Drayton. This out flanked Margaret but would not put Salisbury out of reach of Henry 

VI's troops later if the latter moved quickly enough, which was unlikely. Salisbury 

went through Market Drayton and camped just south of the town on the hill which to 

this day is known as Salisbury Hill.- So far so good, and everything going to a neat 

though delicate plan. 

 

But now Salisbury was due for a shock. His scouts came up with the highly 

unwelcome news that a large force of Lancastrians estimated at about 15,000 but 

probably exaggerated, was a few miles to the north-west under the command of Lord 

Audley. Their camp may be seen today on the map, marked as Audley Brow. 

Salisbury, although he had a good position and was protected by the River Tern, 

decided that it was not in his best interests to give  

 

 
Take the A53out of Market Drayton; the battlefield will be found on the right of this 

road after three miles. {Shropshire) 
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battle then and there. In consequence, he struck camp while it was still dark and 

moved north-east with the intention of slipping up to Nantwich; from there he might 

still outflank the Lancastrians. However on this occasion Audley was not caught 

unawares and was soon on Salisbury's heels. Salisbury gave up the attempt to reach 

Nantwich and instead withdrew in an easterly direction. Audley, knowing that he had 

superior numbers did not hurry over much, and keeping Salisbrury’s rearguard in 

sight made a leisurely pace which enabled the rest of his army to catch up with the 

vanguard.  

 

There was, however,, nothing leisurely about Salisbury's activities in the remainder of 

his army. Having reached what seemed to him an almost ideal ambush position he 

proceeded to exploit its possibilities to the full. Just south of the present A53 the land 

falls away sharply into the bed of the Hemphill Brook, a fast-flowing stream which 

doubtless carried more water in l459 than today. The bed of the brook is about twenty 

feet wide; the sides rise steeply and then slope more gradually.- On the north side 

there was plenty of cover and Salisbury deployed his troops in concealed positions 

with a centre line confronting the Lancastrian advance, and the remainder equally 

divided between two diagonally-stationed wing formations. Immediately ahead of the 

front line he ordered a trench to be dug which was filled with sharpened stakes. His 

archers were mainly on the wings but there was a reserve force immediately behind 

the centre line. In case Audley should try to outflank this position which was 

presumably at that time the most fordable part of the stream he had stacked up his 

baggage-carts on the exterior lines. These, if nothing else, would give protection from 

the crossfire of those rightly famed Cheshire bowmen. 

 

Salisbury’s tactics were ingenious and daring but, of course, he had no option but to 

make a bold move if he were to survive at all. His aim was to drew the maximum 

number of Lancastrians into a position from which they could neither extricate 

themselves nor use their weapons to good advantage, and at the same time to 

encourage them to pursue their disastrous tactics until they were hopelessly defeated. 

 

The first Lancastrian wave rushed down the slope, crossed the brook and mounted the 

other bank. By now all formation had been lost but, no matter the Yorkists were 

retreating. Excitedly the Lancastrians waved on their followers who, seeing that 

success was imminent also poured down the southern slopes into the river bed. As 

they did so the first line came up the bank and obligingly fell into the trench full of 

sharpened stakes. The knights were in the most trouble but the general confusion here 

looked no different from any other battle of the time and the rest of the Lancastrians 

were only too glad to push on to join in and share the victory. Soon the whole river 

bed was full of Lancastians trying to cross. At that point Salisbury threw in his reserve 

line and opened up with his wing archers. 

 

The scene in that hollow must have been appalling, As the first wave of Lancastrians 

and some wounded decided they had had enough and began to retreat, they were 

carried forward by the centre of the Lancastrian army struggling up from the hollow 
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By now the Yorkist bowmen were pouring arrows on to the closely packed men and 

horses, as they floundered on the river bed. This, as it became churned up and blocked 

with the bodies of fallen men and horses, became a trap from which there was little 

hope of escape, Some in desperation tried to move downstream but the Yorkist were 

mindful of that and had blocked the way. Others realizing there was no retreat, but no 

way forward either, tried to creep along the north side of the brook and reach safety 

that way. The Cheshire archers, from which so much had been expected were forced 

down the slope into the confused and closely-packed ranks below. Their little silver 

swans made them perfect targets. Horses were useless, for the far bank was too steep 

for them to mount. Only when a macabre stepping-stone of fallen bodies had piled up 

was it possible to get few horses over. By that time some of the bowmen were said to 

have changed sides and were fighting their way out through Audley's rearguard rather 

then face the death-pit in the valley below. Others had no choice. The slope toward 

the brook is steep and once the army was set in motion there was no way of stopping 

the onrush except by falling. And falling meant being trampled to death, The first 

clash had occurred at 1 p.m. and all through that bright September afternoon desperate 

men were trying to fight their way out of the death-trap; others no less determined 

were resolved they should not. The hours went by, the brook filled up with corpses it 

was said to have run red with blood for three days afterwards and still the 

Lancastrians could neither mount the slope nor re-deploy on the far side where they 

were also exposed to Yorkist arrows. Knight after knight tried to lead a break through 

but was brought down well short of success. Among them were Venables, Dutton, 

Troutbeck Leigh, Done, Egerton and Molyneux. Some rallied around Audley when in 

a last final effort he forced his way over the stream, up the bank, and on to the 

northern slope. Here, half-way up the ridge, where his monument stands today, he too 

fell. It was the end of the Lancastrian effort and pretty nearly the end of the Yorkist 

effort too, for by now their arrows had gone and their losses had been by no means 

light some Lancastrians were now able to move down the river bank towards Market 

Drayton but it only delayed the inevitable, for they were caught in the meadow where 

the Hemphill joins the Tern and were slaughtered where they stood. But of course 

there were also a few Yorkists too who became over confident in the wake of the 

battle. They were killed or captured when they pursued too recklessly and ran into 

larger forces of Lancastrians. 

 

It was without a shadow of doubt a brilliant and unexpected Yorkist victory. The 

Lancastrian losses were given as 2,400, and their humiliation was greater. But it was 

not decisive as Salisbury knew. If Margaret, five miles away, and Henry ten miles 

away, brought up their combined army, his own mauled forces would be quickly 

battered into defeat. Clearly he could not stay at Blore Heath; he must press on with 

all speed and join the Duke of York at Ludlow. But once he set out for Ludlow his 

army on the march would be an easier prey than if it stayed. 

 

Once more he used deception. Realizing that Margaret would think he would rest and 

celebrate his victory he set off again as soon as darkness fell. His men did not 

grumble; they knew their lives depended on this stratagem, But he left his guns behind 
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with an Austin friar to fire them during the night. Queen Margaret's army, 

approaching the wood and hearing the guns going all night long considered that 

Salisbury was celebrating his victory with drunken revelry. But the next morning 

when they advanced for the kill they found the woods empty except for the friar. 

Asked with some irritation what he thought he was doing he replied that the army had 

gone and left him behind and that he had stayed where he was firing the guns because 

he had been afraid to leave in the dark. Salisbury reached Ludlow, but his brilliant 

victory was wasted in the fiasco of Ludford which took place less than a mouth later, 

on 12 October just outside Ludlow. There, realizing they were once more heavily 

outnumbered - perhaps 6-l - the Yorkist army left the field during the night, and the 

Lancastrians were the victors in a bloodless battle. 


