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[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]

A ‘CRASH COURSE’ ON EARLY FRENCH HISTORY
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It was the modest Parisii tribe made the city of Paris their home almost two thousand years ago. They had originally called the town Lutetia. But it was also known, more grandly, as the city of the Parisii. On the coat of arms of the city, Paris is pictured as a ship. The city’s Latin mottois ‘Surgit nec mergitur’: Whatever the storm, the ship sails on. It never sinks. That’s exactly the story of Paris.
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Fast-forward to the latter part of the first millennium. In the Dark Ages after the Roman Empire fell, the German tribe known as the Franks had conquered the territory, giving the nation of France its name. After the successful rule of France’s first king, Charlemagne, in the 800s, the terrible Viking Norsemen began their raids. On one shameful occasion, the ruling families of Paris had bought them off and sent them to ravage Burgundy, a dynastic region to the south and east run by the Burgundians. Even when, finally, the Norsemen had settled down in Normandy in the north, their rulers were still restless. And when William of Normandy, later known as William the Conquerer, had conquered England in 1066, his family’s wealth and power had become greater than that of the French king in Paris.

For centuries, France was a fractured nation of dynastic families. One family would emerge as dominant: the Anjou, rulers of a smaller territory below Brittany, on the mouth of the River Loire. Better known as the Plantagenets, they expanded their power via arranged marriages with the ruling families of Normandy and Aquitaine. They would eventually get their hands on the throne of England, too. 
And out of these ruling families, God would give France her royal families – the Capetians, Valois and Bourbons – whose branches would rule for thirty generations and reunite the sacred land.

THE RISE OF THE MONARCHY and the RISE OF FOUNDATIONAL PROBLEMS

 It was King Louis IX (ruling 1226 – 1270) who would emerge as France’s first true monarchic leader. The saintly monarch who brought the supposed Crown of Thorns of Jesus Christ to Paris, built the Sainte-Chapelle Cathedral and encouraged the dreaded Inquisition of the non-Christians. He burned every copy of the Talmud he could find, and made French Jews wear a red badge of shame.

Where would the Jews go? The King of France controlled far larger territories than when Philip Augustus had briefly expelled the Jews a century ago. The nearest possible refuge might be Burgundy, if the Duke of Burgundy would have them. In 1299, new king Philip the Fair announced that he would no longer protect the Jews from the Inquisition. But by targeting the Jews, forcing many of them to flee, he was jeopardizing a strong source of tax revenue.  So he’d tried another ruse, sudden and unexpected. “We’ll tax the clergy,” he declared.

The Church claimed that it was of a heavenly kingdom, not subject to earthly kings. The dispute between King  Philip and the pope remained at a furious stalemate until, quite suddenly, the pope had obligingly died. Within months his elderly successor had followed him to the grave—poisoned, probably. A new election was to take place in Rome, and Parisians waited to see whether the next pope would be any more friendly toward their king. The election was delayed. Word came that there was confusion in the Holy City.

Whether the decision was sacred or not, or whether the choice of the new pope had even reached a vote of unanimity, the leader of Christendom was to be a Frenchman, the bishop of Bordeaux. Not even achieving the rank of cardinal, many mused that the new pope was nothing more than a puppet to the ruling families of France. But the earth-shattering news was yet to come.

Fearful of the corruption and political inbreeding between the Church and Rome, it was decreed that the new pope would not live in the Vatican but in a southern French city, owned by the Church, known as Avignon. He wouldn’t even be crowned in Rome, but in Burgundy. Regardless of the reasoning, it was clear:  King Philip of France owned the papacy.
THE HUNDRED YEARS WAR

For three centuries, before and after the Black Death of the mid 1300s, France was subject to internal attack:

1. The Plantagenets of the Anjou family had taken Aquitaine and half of Brittany. 
2. The ruling families of Orléans and Burgundy fought for economic supremacy with the Burgundian faction favoring the great cloth trade with England while members of the Orléans faction favored rural France.

But the attacks would pivot externally with the British in the Hundred Years War (1337-1453)

Exploiting a “chink-in-the-political-armor”-of sorts in the Aquitaine region in southern France (see map on first page), the English invaded France in 1337. England’s longbowmen had smashed the chivalry of France at the battles of Crécy and Poitiers along France’s western flank. France would need a savior as the English forces quickly moved up and inside of the nation. Legend held that Saint Geneviève saved Paris from Attila the Hun centuries ago, but this time, the Lord would not send a saint but rather a peasant girl, Joan of Arc, to inspire the men of France. In 1429, Joan was presented to the soldiers of Orléans with her sensational message—“The saints have told me that the dauphin [King Louix XI of the Valois Family and ally of the Orléans faction] is the true king of France”—certainly not any of the ruling families from England. The English were alarmed. When Joan and the Orléans forces drove the English back and crowned the King Louis XI in holy Reims, they were horrified. The Burgundians captured Joan of Arc, and sold her to the English—who had her judged a heretic and burned her at the stake. Her career had been brief. But her legacy had lived on. Gradually the English had been pushed back. By now they were almost out.
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