
JOAN OF ARC
Until she was thirteen, Joan of Arc led a
normal life. Then she began hearing
voices. She believed these voices spoke
for God. At first, they told her to be a
good girl. A few years later, they told her
that her destiny was to save France from
its English invaders. Joan’s inspirational
leadership helped the French to defeat
the English at the city of Orléans. Soon
afterward, she persuaded the crown
prince Charles to become King of France.

A few months later, Joan was
captured by her enemies. Charles
refused to help her in spite of all she had
done. After a one-sided trial, she was
burned at the stake. She was not
forgotten. Today she is honored with a
national holiday in France.
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CHAPTER

ONE

A TANGLED WEB

On the morning of May 30, 1431, a nineteen-year-old girl was
taken from a dark prison cell in Rouen, France. She had been held
there for more than six months, often with heavy chains binding her.
She had been imprisoned primarily because she claimed that she
heard voices from God. Another reason was that she had worn men’s
clothing. She had been found guilty of those charges.

Now it was time for her punishment. Dozens of heavily armed
soldiers escorted her to the central marketplace. Hundreds of
townspeople watched the procession. Hundreds more packed the
square.

When she arrived, she had to endure a barrage of insults from
France’s most important clergyman. In front of all those people, he
called her a “snake,” a “liar,” “rotten,” an “instrument of the devil.”
When he finished demeaning her, he allowed her a few minutes to
pray. Then she was tied to a stake, which was surrounded by huge
piles of firewood.

An executioner bent over the wood with a torch and set it alight.
The flames quickly reached the girl. According to most witnesses, she
didn’t scream in pain. Instead, she continued to pray.

joanofarcReprint2 7/7/06, 1:51 PM7



8

Chapter ONE

Soon her agony was over. Joan of Arc was dead before the fire
consumed her body.

Joan of Arc is one of the most famous women in history. She is the
patron saint of France. The National Library in Paris holds more than
20,000 books about her. Millions of television viewers tuned into the
1999 miniseries that starred Leelee Sobieski in the title role. The TV
series Joan of Arcadia features a heroine who—like Joan—is a teenager
and hears divine voices. In short, as biographer Mary Gordon says,
“[Joan of Arc] may be the one person born before 1800, with the
exception of Jesus Christ, that the average Westerner can name.”1

Yet if only one of three short-lived French kings had had a son, it
is likely that no one would have ever heard of Joan of Arc.

Joan’s story begins nearly a thousand years before her birth. An
early French king named Clovis, who ruled from 481 through 511,
wrote sixty-five separate laws that collectively became known as the
Salic Laws. They encompass many topics, ranging from murder to the
theft of pigs, the stealing of fences, and the voicing of insults (calling
another man a “hare” or a “fox,” for example, would involve a
financial penalty). Yet another law dealt with the way that property
could be passed on. According to one of its provisions, “of Salic
[French] land no portion of the inheritance shall come to a woman:
but the whole inheritance of the land shall come to the male sex.”2

During the following centuries, the Salic Laws were nearly
forgotten. The stage for their revival came in 1314 with the death of
King Philip IV. Each of his three sons—Louis X, Philip V, and Charles
IV—ruled for brief periods before following their father in death.
None of those three sons left behind any male heirs. The death of
Charles IV in 1328 ended about 350 years of rule by the Capetian
dynasty. It also ended the clear line of succession.

With Charles’s death, two men claimed the French throne. One
was another Philip. Known as Philip of Valois (pronounced val-WAH),
he was the cousin of Charles IV and the nephew of Philip IV.
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A TANGLED WEB

This family tree shows the rival claims to the French throne after the three sons
of Philip IV died within a few years of each other. The English King Edward III
was closer to Philip. But his claim came through his mother. In a male-oriented
era, that was a serious handicap. The crown went to Philip of Valois, who was
descended from Philip’s younger brother Charles.
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Chapter ONE

The other was Edward III, the king of England. His father,
Edward II, married Isabella, the daughter of Philip IV. In dynastic
terms, that marriage made Edward III more closely related to Philip
IV than Philip of Valois was. Under most circumstances that would
have given Edward a clearer right to the throne.

However, his claim came through a woman, which seriously
weakened it. French noblemen cited the long-disused Salic Law,
even though it referred only to private property. Under their
interpretation, the crown of France—the “inheritance” to which the
Salic Law referred—had to go to a male. As a result, Philip of Valois
became the king and ruled as Philip VI. Edward was unhappy, but
there was little he could do about it.

His feelings changed in 1337 when Philip invaded the province of
Gascony, located in southwest France. Gascony had been under
English control for more than a century. At that point, Edward

The French King Philip IV, also
known as “Philip the Fair” because
he was a good-looking man, was
born in 1268. He was married in
1284 to a girl who was eleven at that
time. Philip became king the
following year. For much of his
reign, he was in conflict with the
Pope in Rome. He died in 1314 and
was succeeded by his eldest son,
who became Louis X.
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A  TANGLED WEB

asserted his claim to the French throne. This began what became
known as the Hundred Years’ War (which actually lasted 116 years,
finally ending in 1453). Very little happened for the first nine years.
Then an English army invaded France and won an important victory
at Crécy. Another important English victory took place a decade later
at Poitiers. The French King John—who had succeeded Philip a few
years earlier—was captured and taken to England, where he died in
1364. Now the English controlled vast tracts of French land.

But England couldn’t take advantage of the situation. Under the
leadership of Charles V—John’s son—the French soon regained
nearly all the territory they had lost. By 1375, the English controlled
only Gascony and the port of Calais on the English Channel. By the
time Charles VI succeeded his father in 1380, the French had begun a
period of relative peace. It was shattered shortly after the turn of the
century when a civil war broke out. Bands of armed men loyal to one
side or the other roamed the French countryside, terrorizing the
inhabitants.

The situation for the French got even worse when Henry V
became the English king in 1413. A strong and vigorous ruler, he took
advantage of the turmoil in France to lead a small army there two
years later. He justified his invasion by saying that he was claiming his
right to the French throne. He was the great-grandson of Edward III
and therefore related to the long-dead Philip IV. It soon appeared that
Henry had miscalculated. Two months after landing, with his men
suffering from malnutrition and disease, he faced a French army that
enjoyed a numerical superiority of about five to one. Against all odds,
the English won an overwhelming victory at the Battle of Agincourt.

Over the next few years, Henry followed up his victory at
Agincourt with a series of other triumphs that put most of northern
France under his control. It helped that some French nobles were on
his side. The most important was the Duke of Burgundy, whose father
had been murdered several years earlier by forces siding with the
French crown.
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Chapter ONE

In 1420, Henry forced Charles VI to sign the Treaty of Troyes.
Under its terms, Charles’s son Charles—who was the dauphin (doe-
FAN), or crown prince—was disinherited. Henry V became the heir to
the French throne. To make his position stronger, Henry married
King Charles’s daughter Catherine. The following year the couple had
a son. The war seemed on the verge of ending, but conditions
changed radically in the summer of 1422 when Henry V died. He was
only thirty-five. His infant son became Henry VI, the king of both
England and France.

For the next six years, the tiny king’s uncle, the Duke of Bedford,
continued the string of English military successes with the aid of the
Duke of Burgundy. Charles, the dauphin, continued to insist on his
claim to the throne, but as the years went by the territory under his
control steadily shrank. He became more and more discouraged. His
treasury had less and less money. It seemed only a matter of time until
he would be killed or captured. Then France would fall completely
under the control of England.

A teenage girl in a small farming village was about to see that that
didn’t happen.
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