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The Unexpected Heroine



		The village in Domrémy, in France, should have been a wonderful place for a girl to grow up. It had fertile fields where the villagers grew food, and beautiful green woods to play in.



		Joan was the daughter of a local farmer, and she helped him care for his cattle. Their family was not rich, but they usually had enough to eat!
When Joan was born in 1412, France had been at war for many years. In fact, the conflict would go on for so long that it would become known as ‘The Hundred Years’ War’...
It was caused by a squabble about who should rule the country. The king of England thought that he had the right to the French throne. The French disagreed – they wanted to have a French king instead!
Wars between lords and kings were bad news for the ordinary people of France. During wartime, the nobles helped themselves to anything they liked – including food from local farmers. Joan’s dad sometimes had his crops taken away, leaving nothing for his own family.
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One afternoon, when Joan was twelve years old, she heard the rumble of horses’ hooves on the road to the village. Peeking from behind a stone wall, she saw that the riders looked like soldiers – but their armour was dirty and rusty, and they didn’t carry a flag.
Joan’s father stepped forward to greet the visitors.
“Good day, sirs! Might I ask which lord you serve?”
The leader of the riders was a big-nosed man with an unshaven chin. He sniggered at Joan’s father and spat on the ground.
“We serve nobody, peasant! But we will be taking your cattle today!”
“Please don’t, sir!” begged her father. “Without our cows, there will be no milk, cheese or butter for my family! We will go hungry!”
The bandit laughed and lifted his sword. “Your children will have to learn to go without – and you will be in trouble if you try to stop us!”
While the villagers watched helplessly, the men broke a gate and rounded up all the cows before driving them off down the road.
When they had disappeared, Joan ran up to her father and hugged him.
“Papa! Are you all right?”
She could feel tears welling up in the corners of her eyes.
“How can people like that just come in and take what we have worked for?” Joan asked. “It’s not right!”
Her father shrugged. He had a sad look on his face.
“Sometimes these things happen!” he replied. All we can do is pray that things will work out in the end!”
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But despite the prayers of Joan and the other people of Domrémy, the war dragged on and on...
Some five years after the bandits had taken their cattle, Joan was surprised when another group of soldiers rode into the village. They looked much tidier than the men who had come before, but she still felt scared. Their commander was a hawk-faced man who wore shiny armour and carried an impressive red, blue and yellow banner.
Joan’s dad approached the knight while Joan looked on.
“Welcome to our humble village, my lord!” her father said.
“We are the soldiers of the Duke of Burgundy!” declared the commander. “We have heard that this village supports our enemies!”
Her father’s face went white.
“My lord, that is not true in the slightest. We want only to be left alone! Take our food if you want!”
The noble ignored his pleas.
“We do not want your food! We will punish your village for supporting the wrong ruler!”
The commander nodded, and soldiers with torches ran into the fields outside the village. It was autumn, and they were full of yellow wheat. The grain would feed the villagers over the winter.
Joan’s father and siblings wept as the soldiers set fire to their precious crops.
Joan did not cry, however. Instead, she walked to the little walled vegetable garden behind her father’s house.
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It was a quiet place where she sometimes went to be by herself. Joan got down on her knees and began to pray with all her heart. She wanted to know how she could help her family.
After the soldiers had left, the villagers got together and dug through the ashes in the fields, looking for unburned wheat. Joan’s father was hard at work when she came up to him. She had a determined look on her face.
“Papa, I have been praying, and I think the angels spoke to me!” she said. “They told me that we can’t just pray to make things better – we must also stand up for ourselves!”
Joan’s eyes flashed as she spoke. “The Dauphin, the heir to the throne of France, is in trouble. The English are attacking Orleans – and if they take it, they might conquer the whole country.
I must go to the Dauphin and inspire him to fight back!”
Her father saw that his brave daughter was determined to do what she believed was right! He said that she should try to get in touch with the Dauphin.
The next day, Joan packed a small bag and travelled with her uncle to the town of Vaucouleurs. She knew that some of the Dauphin’s soldiers were staying there.
Their commander was most surprised when a young girl demanded to see him.
“She says that she has an important message for the Dauphin, and that you must arrange for her to go and meet him!” his men said.
“I have no time for her nonsense!” he grumbled. “Send her away!”
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But Joan did not give up! She went to see him day after day. Finally, the commander agreed to send her to the Dauphin’s court with six of his soldiers.
By then, the whole town was inspired by her determination. They gave her new clothes to wear on her journey – a man’s plain shirt and leggings, made of black and grey wool. She didn’t want to be treated like a defenceless girl, so she cut off her long hair.
As Joan travelled through the countryside, she saw that it was ravaged by war. Ruined villages, scorched fields and marching soldiers were everywhere!
At long last, she arrived at the Dauphin’s court. The lords and ladies were shocked to see a simple peasant girl presented to the ruler. But the young prince was impressed by Joan’s courage and the way in which she spoke.
“Angels have visited me!” she said. “They told me to help you win this war so that you can bring peace to France. Give me an army, and I will lead them to victory!”
The courtiers were not sure whether to believe her – but one person in the court thought differently. The Dauphin’s mother-in-law, Yolande, saw that there was something special about Joan and told the prince to trust her.
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		“She has much courage,” Yolande said, “and her bravery will inspire the people of France!”
The Dauphin agreed to give Joan an army with which to save the city of Orleans.
He also told his smith to make a fine suit of armour for her to wear.
“If you are going into battle, you will need protection!” the prince said firmly.
When she was ready, Joan stood in front of her soldiers, armed and armoured.
“Those who want to bring peace to France, follow me!” she declared in a loud voice. The small girl with cropped hair and shiny armour looked invincible. The soldiers cheered and followed behind her as she rode out to battle!



		What happened next....



		Joan of Arc inspired the French army to defeat the English at Orleans. She was wounded in battle – but this did not stop her from leading her soldiers! She and the Dauphin then went tothe city of Reims. There, she had a place of honour at the ceremony in which the Dauphin was crowned as King Charles VII of France.
Joan continued to fight against the English and Burgundian armies, but in the end her luck ran out. She was captured by the Burgundians, and then the English paid the Burgundians to hand her over to them.
Although she had been captured, Joan’s storyinspired the French to fight for their country! Finally, in 1453, the French forced the English out of France (except for a small area called Calais).
Joan has become a powerful symbol for France, and an inspiration for anyone who fights for peace and freedom!
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