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When compiling medieval history, the question inevitably arises on how to tackle names. Spellings were not standardised in this period, and in an international court setting there are also language considerations. On top of that it was very common for families to reuse names – children named after parents, grandparents, godparents, aunts and uncles – even sometimes giving multiple children the same name. Then, when discussing the nobility, you are adding a plethora of titles into the mix, which can change over time as titles were gained, changed or lost. So how can we try to keep the writing straightforward and avoid confusion between different people?

Generally in this book I have used the modern anglicised version of people’s names, even if this isn’t strictly how people may have been known at the time. For Richard’s close family, I have stuck with first names and identifiers rather than titles, for example ‘John of Gaunt’ or ‘Gaunt’ instead of ‘Lancaster’, ‘The Duke of Lancaster’, ‘King of Castile’ and so on. This reflects the close family relationships between them.

For those in the wider court, I use a mixture of first and family names and titles. Personal names can remind us of the close connections between the king and his subjects, as well as the familial ties between different key players. The titles can help distinguish between people in the same family with the same names, whilst also acting as a reminder of someone’s status: in many places in the book, it is their status that reflects their power and connections at court. However, where people gain new, higher titles later on in life, I have continued to identify them by their first title to avoid confusion. In this way, Robert de Vere, Earl of Oxford, remains ‘de Vere’ or ‘Oxford’ throughout, rather than later being referred to as ‘Duke of Ireland’ or ‘Ireland’, though I may remind you of their higher title when it is pertinent.

Finally, I may continue throughout to remind you of who a person is and how they are connected to other people. There was such an interconnected web between the nobility at this time that one person could be closely tied to so many others through family and marriage alliances; add on top of that repeating names and it can be difficult to sift through who is who even for me as a writer. The tides of power also changed so often at Richard’s court that keeping track of who has come and gone can complicate matters. I hope, therefore, that reminders that someone is someone else’s brother, cousin or stepmother, or is the chancellor or treasurer, remains helpful rather than tedious.
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INTRODUCTION
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Richard II is one of England’s most notorious kings. Immortalised by Shakespeare and legend, it is the dramatic start and end of his reign that has drawn the most attention from historians and the public alike. Acceding as a child in the late fourteenth century, he won glory and fame for handling the Peasants’ Revolt, but all that goodwill was long destroyed by the time he was forcefully removed from his throne by his far more popular cousin, the future Henry IV, less than two decades later. This king, who once carried the hopes of a nation on his shoulders, died starved in a dark, dank castle dungeon with almost no one left to mourn him.

So how did Richard end this way? The Peasants’ Revolt was unquestionably a profound, formative experience for him. Wrangling his angry and disobedient people whilst his life, and the lives of his immediate family, were in perilous danger fundamentally impacted his view of royal authority. Determined to bring the court and the country into line, Richard was keen to enhance royal power throughout his reign.

Though Richard was a king of his time, having to deal with the constant threat of war and rebellions, he had been born at the cultured court of the Black Prince in the depths of France. Richard was not a warrior king, but a man who cared for art, literature and frivolity. Having seen the strength of his mother, Joan, the ‘Fair Maid of Kent’, he had an appreciation for the fairer sex. This only expanded with his deep love and appreciation for his first wife, Queen Anne of Bohemia. Women were to be found everywhere at court, and Richard lavished them with the honour of being appointed Ladies of the Garter.

But whilst Richard and his courtiers enjoyed feasting and fun, trouble rumbled under the surface. Chroniclers criticised the men at Richard’s court as being more like ‘knights of Venus than of Bellona [the goddess of war]’, ‘more valorous in the bedchamber than on the field of battle’ and the prevalence of women at court did little to help this reputation.1 The knights of Richard’s household were scarred by what they had witnessed fighting in the Hundred Years War in France and began to favour pacifist ways and the teachings of religious radicals like John Wycliffe. Richard, who had set his sights on much loftier heights than the kingdom of England, was ready to listen to their thoughts of peace with France. He wanted to become the most Christian king, saintly like his Anglo-Saxon forebears, venerated for centuries to come.

There was only one problem with Richard’s plans: his powerful nobles. Men of his father’s and grandfather’s generations who had witnessed the height of English power, who had dedicated decades to the fight for the French Crown. Men who thought peace with their mortal enemy was dishonourable. Men whose lives were centred on martial ideals of manhood and power, and who did not place much stock in the international, refined court Richard and his wife were building. Men who thought they knew how to run a kingdom better than a misguided child king.

Tensions soon came to a head as these men and Richard fought for control. The scales of power tipped from one extreme to the other, leading to never-ending uncertainty in the kingdom. Was the king really king if he could not control his subjects? Should he be king if his subjects lived in daily fear of retribution for offering genuine pieces of advice? And what was the future of England if the king could not father a son? Who might take his place?

These questions and a culture of terror and subterfuge came to a head at the end of the century when the clashes led to one prince of England being murdered and another exiled. The country was on the brink of civil war, and the tide turned against Richard. He was deposed by his cousin and possibly murdered. Thus, he went down in history – but not for any of the reasons he had wanted.

Richard’s reign is fascinating on many levels. It was filled with tumult and rebellion, but conversely it was also a golden age for culture and the arts. Women found a greater importance at the heart of government than they had in previous reigns, and the fracturing of relationships between members of the Royal Family sowed the seeds for the Wars of the Roses of the next century. It is a reign worthy of exploration.

This book aims to investigate the depths of Richard’s court. Though we will follow the chronology of Richard’s life, it is not intended to be a straightforward biography of him. There are countless interesting and influential nobles who guided Richard’s reign, poets and writers who changed the face of literature, and religious dissidents who questioned what it meant to be Christian. English identity was under rejuvenation, with an increase in use of the language at court and in government, so that by the next century kings truly were ‘English’.

All of these themes are deserving of further study. It was no accident that these changes happened during Richard’s reign. He had a specific vision of what his court and legacy would be like, and these were all important aspects of his myth-making. Much of it was the basis for the constant disagreements between Richard and his people. It is also part of what sets his reign apart from those of his grandfather before him and his cousin after him. At times, then, we may depart from Richard for a while, but we only do so in order to better understand him and the world he both lived in and was trying to craft.

Richard II was a highly complicated figure. He had extreme anger issues, and expected unquestioning loyalty and great deference to his God-bestowed royal status. But he was also highly loving and loyal to those he cared for, deeply mourning his lost friends and chatting informally to his lower-status Cheshire knights. He was highly conscious of his lineage and the history of his country, as well as of his own perceived failings, and he worked hard to hold onto power by creating a new narrative for himself. Though so many of his decisions were unpopular, it is clear that he always believed he knew what was best for the country and that he was simply being held back by cantankerous old men. He saw no falsehood when, with his cousin’s army surrounding him, he exclaimed, ‘in troth I have never transgressed in anything against the kingdom of England.’2 Though his last few years were rightly described by his contemporaries as a tyranny, it was a long road to build that tyrant. And so, we start our story of Richard II: of king, of culture and of the court of Venus.




BEFORE THE BEGINNING
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No reign exists in isolation. Each is shaped by the events of the preceding one – by the finances left behind, the wars started and finished, the people sidelined. But for Richard II, who became king as a child, this was particularly so. As a minor, his government and court were to be led by his family and his powerful nobles until he was old enough to take control. And, despite the decades of glory and prosperity under his grandfather, Edward III, the last few years of disaster that tarnished this once-great king were to go on and have profound impacts for Richard. More than for many others, then, it is necessary to take stock of what happened before the start of our story – before our king was born; before even his parents were born – so that we can place this luxurious court and its disastrous government into context and understand how a king who began his reign so hailed, so adored, could turn into a tyrant.

The fourteenth century was one dominated by Edwards. The first post-Conquest king bearing this name was known both as Longshanks, for his extraordinary height, and later as Hammer of the Scots for his brutal conquest of that neighbouring kingdom.1 Dying in 1307, he had left quite a legacy. He had dedicated much time to reforming the court and government after bitter civil wars during his father’s reign (of which he had, at times, been instigator), and he increased the voice and mechanisms of Parliament. Often swamped by war, he had various inconclusive spars against the kingdom of France, but found much greater success on his own isle, crushing the Welsh and making significant headway in Scotland. He had also fulfilled the greatest call of any Christian ruler by fighting on Crusade.

Personally, he left a much more contradictory mark. He could be hot-headed and mean, throwing his daughter’s coronet in a fire during one argument, and removing his son and heir from his household for six months because he had spoken rude words to one of his ministers, forbidding him from entering within 30 miles of his father’s presence until Edward’s second wife interceded for her stepson.2 On the other hand, he could be tender and loving, spending much of his time with his first wife, Eleanor of Castile, and being so overcome with grief upon her death in 1290 that he erected twelve crosses in her memory, one at each site where her coffin rested on its final journey back to the capital.

But from the start of the reign of his son, Edward II, problems were evident.3 Edward was the youngest of at least fourteen children of his parents but the only son to survive, and more than half of his siblings had died by the time he was born. Though Edward I did marry a second time and father three more children, including two boys who survived, Edward II was a precious heir as a child – these subsequent brothers were not born until he was in his mid-teens. Instead of brothers, the teenaged Edward had developed a close friendship with a member of his household named Piers Gaveston.

Six months after his father’s death, Edward married the French princess Isabella, to whom he had been engaged for almost five years. He was nearly 24 years old, she just 12, and so when he was crowned a month later it was his close friend, Gaveston, and not his child bride who took centre stage, to the chagrin of the English and the fury of the French. Almost immediately, Edward’s new government called for Gaveston’s exile, which Edward agreed to half-heartedly and shortly reversed. For much of the next few years Edward and his nobles clashed, the nobles keen for governmental reform and the weakening of the power of the king’s favourite, eventually leading to Gaveston being captured and executed by some of Edward’s most senior subjects.4

Things were not going well on the frontiers either. In contrast to his father’s campaigns in Scotland, Edward suffered numerous humiliating defeats at the hands of smaller Scottish armies. Enlisting papal support, the two cardinals who arrived in England in the spring of 1317 to treat for peace between the two countries instead had to try to reconcile Edward II to one of his leading nobles and cousin, the Earl of Lancaster. Meanwhile, Edward had gathered a new crowd of favourites around him who were just as hated as Gaveston before them, in particular a father–son duo both named Hugh Despenser.

Finally, in 1321, the country descended into civil war. This time Edward was highly effective, capturing most of his enemies and executing them as traitors, including his troublesome cousin Lancaster. Others were imprisoned, had their lands confiscated, and many chose to flee to exile abroad. Lancaster’s death in particular caused great horror in the kingdom, for he was the grandson of a king, half-brother of the Queen Regnant of Navarre, and brother-in-law to a previous French king. No man so high in rank, or so close to the king, had been executed for treason before.

From this point on, Edward’s opponents were all ‘dead or fled’. He enriched himself and his allies with his captured spoils with no one to stand in his way. As one chronicler put it, ‘the king’s harshness has indeed increased so much today that no one, however great and wise, dares to cross the king’s will … for whatever pleases the king, though lacking in reason, has the force of law.’5

However, Edward had fatally alienated someone he could never imagine would be his undoing: his wife. Edward had abandoned her behind enemy lines during a Scottish campaign gone wrong in 1322, and then in 1324 he had confiscated her lands in response to French threats of attack.6 This left her without money, power or status. And whereas Edward had treated Isabella well in her early years in the country, now the two Despensers were sidelining her at Edward’s ear. As a French royal, and an English queen, Isabella was furious at her treatment.

The new hostilities with France gave Isabella renewed importance. Having too much to deal with at home, Edward did not want to restart a war with France, and so in March 1325 he sent his wife to the French court to treat for peace.7 Her brother was king there, and so her close relation to both rulers alongside the expectation that queens should be peacemakers made her the perfect candidate. Isabella found herself welcomed with great honour by her brother, and by the exiled Englishmen who had made their home at his court. After months of work, she secured a deal which required Edward II to pay homage to his French counterpart. Unwilling to travel over himself, he instead sent his son and heir in his stead. He had played right into Isabella’s hands.

Now in possession of her oldest son, Isabella refused to come home. The Despensers had come in the middle of her marriage, and she was as good as a widow as long as they wielded their influence, she said. Despite entreaties, then threats, from Edward II, neither Isabella nor Prince Edward would listen to him. Isabella called upon her vast familial connections and secured a marriage alliance with her cousin, the Countess of Hainault: Prince Edward would marry the young Philippa of Hainault, his second cousin, and in return her father the count would provide money and an army.

Marriage treaty agreed, and ships bobbing in the harbour, Edward bade farewell to his future wife to go to meet the wrath of his father. He, Isabella and the exiled nobles set sail for their homeland.8 The kingdom met them with open arms, tired of the rule of Edward II, who had caused them nothing but grief and pain. More members of Edward II’s family joined their cause – his two younger half-brothers and his cousin (Henry, third Earl of Lancaster, brother of the executed earl), all powerful earls in their own right – and seeing the tides turn against him, Edward was forced to flee with his favourites. Such attempts ended up being futile, with all three being captured. Both Despensers were put to a traitor’s end, and the king was locked away whilst the ruling classes decided how to proceed. Eventually, all agreed it was too late to turn back. Edward was an ineffectual king and had abandoned his country. The only way forward was to start afresh. In January 1327, Edward II was formally deposed by Parliament, and his son became the third king of that name. Before the end of the year the old king was dead, agreed by all most likely murdered.

Edward fulfilled his bargain and married Philippa of Hainault the following year, but the teenage couple were cast in shadows by Edward’s characterful mother and her new noble lover, a man named Roger Mortimer. The couple effectively reigned for the next few years, keeping Edward and Philippa on a shoestring, until Edward’s hand was forced. Just weeks away from turning 18, with his first child (a son and heir) a few months old, the time had come for the teenage boy to become a man. Little Prince Edward, whom his father hoped would one day become the fourth of that name, needed a kingdom to be left to him.9

Edward and his allies stormed Nottingham Castle, where Mortimer and Isabella had convened a council, and dragged Mortimer out by force. He was accused of all manner of sins: murdering Edward II, disinheriting Edward III from the Scottish throne (following a disastrous campaign early in the reign where the English had been forced to agree to punishing peace terms), and stealing money from the Crown. Mortimer was hanged, drawn and quartered, and Queen Isabella sent away to luxury confinement in various royal castles and manors.

Edward went on to rule for fifty years, making him the second-longest reigning medieval English monarch, behind his great-grandfather Henry III. Despite the tumultuous and violent start to his reign, his decades on the throne became a golden age. A great fighter who had excelled in tournaments in his youth, Edward was keen to reverse the trajectory of his first failed campaign in Scotland and establish himself as a formidable warrior king. In the 1330s he followed in his grandfather’s footsteps, bringing the Scots to heel across various campaigns and regaining some of the lost territories there. As the 1340s arrived, he decided to test his mettle with a much more ambitious goal: total control of France.10

After the death of Isabella’s brother, the direct heirs male of the French Crown had ended, leaving their cousin – the uncle of Philippa of Hainault – to ascend instead. But Edward was directly descended from the French royal blood through his mother, and had Isabella been a man that throne would have been theirs. England already had some territory on the mainland, traced back to the Norman Conquest and subsequent marriage alliances, but Edward wanted more lands. He wanted the title.

Edward’s desire kicked off 116 or so years of warfare, or, as it’s more poetically known, the Hundred Years War. As the years passed, first one side prevailed, then the other. The war was cripplingly expensive, but Edward was determined to triumph. He wanted to prove that he, and England, were a force to be reckoned with. Slowly but surely, the successes began to stack up in his favour. As his beloved oldest son became a teenager, he grew into a valuable ally and a formidable soldier in his own right. Aged just 16, this boy, later known as the Black Prince, fought alongside his father at the Battle of Crécy, facing off against kings from across Europe to contribute to a great English victory. Ten years later this boy, now a man, provided his father with the ultimate prize. Just outside of the city of Poitiers, the prince faced the French king in battle and won, despite overwhelming odds. The king and one of his sons were now both in English custody.

This victory had complemented perfectly earlier triumphs in Scotland, which had led to the capture and ransom of the Scottish king. With both men at Edward’s mercy, he was able to collect a king’s ransom quite literally. The 1360s thus became the pinnacle of Edward’s reign. Money poured into the treasury, with Edward racing to spend it all building up his castles and bedecking his family in expensive fabrics and jewels.

Edward III had not neglected his own mythmaking. He wished to be associated with the most chivalric knight of all, the legendary King Arthur, and in his image he had founded the highest order of chivalry in the land, the Order of the Garter. Only twenty-four knights could be members at any one time, and these men would be the greatest of Edward’s soldiers, his closest friends and allies, who would assist him in his victories. Founding members had included Henry, Earl of Lancaster, Edward’s second cousin, and the earls of Warwick, Stafford, Salisbury and March (the last being the grandson of Queen Isabella’s lover, Roger Mortimer, whom Edward bore no ill-will against).11 These men had all fought alongside or for him, present at the various victories against the French and Scottish that had led to Edward’s exalted position. These men were the flower of knighthood.

But as the 1360s neared their end, cracks began to show. Queen Philippa, who had been Edward’s stalwart companion throughout the past four decades, travelling to the furthest reaches of his kingdom and beyond with him, sitting out sieges in foreign lands with him, providing him with twelve children, grew sick. Philippa’s body had taken a heavy toll with all her pregnancies, and she had struggled with many of them. Then, in 1358, she suffered a severe riding accident whilst hunting with Edward. This impacted her mobility, and it seems she was never able to hunt again afterwards.12 The couple no longer travelled vast distances, staying within easy reach of the capital, and Philippa’s grants began to make provisions for what might happen when she died. She ordered the construction of a glorious tomb in which she would be laid to rest. And finally, in the summer of 1369, she died, her hand held by her loving husband.

Without Philippa by his side, many considered the Edward of the 1370s to be a shadow of his former self.13 A man who had been so careful throughout his reign to distribute wealth, titles, positions and favour evenly slowly gathered a narrowing clique around him. With his wife and eight of his children dead, his world was shrinking. So too had passed on most of his childhood friends, those loyal knights who had helped him wrestle the country from Mortimer and his mother, who had led the charge into battle in the ’30s and ’40s. The last remaining founding members of the Order of the Garter also died in this decade, with only one outliving Edward. The experienced military men who remained continued the fight in France alongside the new generation of young nobles, leaving a power vacuum behind that was filled with up-and-coming men from the newly emerging mercantile and bourgeois classes: men of London who could provide money to the Crown now that the riches of ransoms had been whittled away. And at their head, the king’s mistress.

This was the world that the young Prince Richard found himself growing up within. All he knew of the glories of his father and grandfather came from stories told to him by men of his household and court. All he saw in reality were feeble, ill, dying men who were but shells of these legends. And all he knew was that he had a very heavy crown waiting for him.
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A KING IS BORN
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Laboured moans filtered through the stone chambers of the abbey. It was midwinter, and a significant feast day: the Epiphany, marking the arrival of the kings visiting the newborn Christ Child. Women scurried around the chamber, soothing and encouraging the princess and preparing for the imminent arrival of another baby. Her life, and that of the child making its way into the world, were not guaranteed. The labour had been brought on prematurely, through the mother’s grief and terror at her husband leaving to fight yet another war. Elsewhere in the abbey the prince anxiously awaited news, deep in conference with another three kings about the upcoming expedition. Finally, a lady burst into the prince’s room. The princess had been delivered of a boy, who had been hurriedly baptised by the worried midwives and named John.1

Despite initial worries for the life of the boy, he lived a few hours, and then a day. By the second day, confidence had been sufficiently restored in his survival for him to have a proper baptism. At noon on Friday, 8 January 1367, the baby was brought into the abbey church of St Andrew in Bordeaux, in the same complex where he had been born. The boy was christened by the archbishop and renamed Richard, being raised from the baptismal font by his godfather the King of Mallorca. Another godfather of Richard – perhaps one of his namesakes, alongside his ancestor Richard the Lionheart – may have been the King of Armenia, Constantine (known as Richard to the English), or possibly King Charles of Navarre, who had certainly been at the court a few months prior and was the neighbouring ruler.2 The third king present was Pedro of Castile, on whose behalf the boy’s father would soon ride out with his soldiers.

All of these events were carefully recorded by a writer named Jean Froissart, who was at the court of the prince during this time.3 Froissart hailed from Hainault, an independent county in north-western Europe which bordered the kingdom of France and came under the influence of the Germanic Holy Roman Empire. He had made his living at the English court where he had sought the patronage of the English queen, fellow Hainaulter Philippa. Though Froissart spent much of his time composing poems and love stories to entertain the queen and her entourage, he was also a keen observer who recorded the events of the courts around him and spoke to any person of note he had contact with. He travelled far and wide in the service of various nobles, leaving behind a significant corpus of chronicles which have become one of our most important sources for late fourteenth-century England and France and the Hundred Years War.

Decades later, Froissart reflected that upon the day of Richard’s birth the Marshal of Aquitaine approached him exclaiming, ‘Froissart, write, that it may be remembered, my lady the princess is brought to bed of a fine son … the son of a king’s son, and shall be king himself.’4 If the knight, Sir Richard Pontchardon, did say such words, then he had certainly overstepped his bounds, for Richard was the second son of his parents, the Prince and Princess of Wales, and Pontchardon was thus predicting the death of the nearly 2-year-old Edward of Angoulême.

The birth of Edward of Angoulême had been greatly hailed by the English. The succession had been secured – something that had been a worry in recent years, given the advancing age of his father – and it seemed certain that the English would enjoy an unbroken line of King Edwards to carry them forward into further glory. When the news of his birth on 27 January 1365 reached England, the court celebrated with ten days of feasting and jousting.5 Though everyone was joyous at the birth of Richard, further securing the succession, such extravagant celebrations could not be afforded by his father: just days after his baptism, the prince left his wife and sons behind, riding out of Bordeaux with his army.

For despite how much acclaim was made about how Richard’s birth resembled that of the feast upon which he was born, two of these visiting kings were kings in name only. The King of Mallorca had never taken his throne, spending over a decade brutally imprisoned inside an iron cage by his uncle, who had stolen his kingdom. The King of Castile, meanwhile, had been dethroned the previous year by his illegitimate half-brother, Henry of Trastámara during a civil war. Having gained the nickname ‘The Cruel’ from his enemies, Pedro had alienated his nobles by overextending royal authority; the French through his repudiation, imprisonment and possible murder of his French wife in favour of his mistress; and the Pope for his persecution of the clergy.6 The previous summer he had fled to the court in Aquitaine in search of English support. Despite Pedro’s many shortcomings, the French – England’s natural enemy – had supported Henry of Trastámara, and so the English were duty bound to thwart them by supporting Pedro.

Richard’s mother, who was still lying in recovery from her labour, received some small comfort a few days later when her brother-in-law, the great English lord John of Gaunt, passed through Bordeaux with an army of his own on his way to meet with his brother. Gaunt was ‘joyously received’ by the princess and her ladies, but after checking on her health and meeting his new nephew, he could ‘tarry there no longer’ and continued on to find his brother. The two men had their own heartfelt reunion, ‘for they loved together entirely’.7 They had always been exceedingly close brothers. Gaunt had seen his first military engagement aged just 10 when his eldest brother had insisted he join him on his ship at the Battle of Winchelsea because he ‘was very fond of him’.8

Richard’s mother was thus left behind to make arrangements for her new son. As a prince, he was to have numerous attendants to care for him beyond his mother. As the family were currently living in Aquitaine – a duchy in the south-east of modern-day France that had been controlled by England since its duchess, Eleanor, married King Henry II in 1154 – it is no surprise that his first attendants were local women. In his first few years he had nurses named Mundina Danos, Eleanor Savage and Agnes Corby, and another Eleanor (known simply as ‘of France’) was assigned to rock his cradle.9

Richard would therefore grow up to be bilingual, hearing the French of his female attendants and the local Aquitanian nobles, but learning English from his parents and their English retainers. Whilst French had been the language of the English court ever since the Norman Conquest three centuries earlier, the tide was slowly turning. Parliament had been opened in English for the first time a few years prior, in 1362, and Richard was in a unique position for an English prince in that his mother, the future queen, was also English instead of a foreign princess.10

Richard’s mother was the famed beauty Joan of Kent. Joan had spent her life in the sphere of the royal household. The granddaughter of Edward I, her father was Edmund of Woodstock, Earl of Kent and younger half-brother of Edward II. Though Edmund had joined Queen Isabella’s rebellion in 1326, in 1330 he had become convinced that his brother had not in fact died in 1327 but was being kept secretly imprisoned by Isabella and her lover, Mortimer. The earl launched a rebellion against this now-hated regime in an attempt to free his brother, but his plot was uncovered by Mortimer, who ordered a hasty trial and pressured the young Edward III to assent to the execution of his uncle.11

Joan was scarcely a toddler at the time of her father’s death. She was born between her parent’s wedding in the autumn of 1325 and the summer of 1329, as her younger brother John was born just weeks after the earl’s execution. Joan had two other siblings, Edmund and Margaret, who are both considered to be older than Joan, meaning she was likely born in 1328.12 Joan’s family was granted a small reprieve because of the advanced pregnancy of her mother. The entirety of her family’s lands and wealth were forfeit because her father had been ruled a traitor, but the family had been allowed to stay in their castle at Arundel in Sussex whilst John was born and her mother recovered. Though there were orders to take the family into the custody of the sheriff of Wiltshire, there is no record this happened.13 Then, much more important events came to the family’s rescue: seven months to the day after the Earl of Kent’s execution, Edward III made his move against his mother and her lover, and stormed Nottingham Castle with his allies.

Edward had been traumatised by being forced to approve the execution of his uncle, and he was keen to atone. His young queen, Philippa, was also anxious to preserve the lives and fortunes of women and children affected by Edward’s coup, working to protect even those who had been connected to Edward’s enemies. Between the two of them, then, it was inevitable that amends needed to be made with Joan’s family. Joan, her three siblings and her mother Margaret were all invited to stay at court in the royal household.14 Philippa had only recently given birth to her first child, Prince Edward, four months prior, and so she could sympathise well with Margaret whose own youngest son was only a few months older.

Joan’s family stayed in Philippa’s household throughout her childhood. It was not uncommon for noble children to be sent to live with relatives or allies when they were a little older to receive an education and upbringing, and what better could their widowed mother do than in the household of the queen herself? Joan therefore received the upbringing of a princess – fitting when she was the cousin of the king himself – and learnt well the feminine virtues expected of her status. Growing up in the royal household meant she also formed close relationships with Edward and Philippa’s children, and considering she was already family this only cemented these deep connections.

Philippa would have been an excellent role model for Joan, particularly as her mother was often busy or away managing the family’s lands during the minority of her children. Though Philippa was just a teenager, she was swiftly seen as an archetypal medieval queen and was adored throughout the kingdom. Joan witnessed how Philippa did not meddle with political affairs, acted piously and generously, and worked to intercede for her subjects: lessons Joan would take with her throughout her life.

As Joan grew up, her mother’s attentions turned to securing her future. Her hand in marriage was highly valued, and Margaret knew that the rest of Joan’s life would be altered by whomever she would be joined to. Normally a marriage would be organised by a father, but as he was dead the children were wards of the Crown. King Edward therefore had control over Joan’s future. As such, as early as 1340 Edward was offering 12-year-old Joan’s hand in marriage to the son and heir of the Lord of Albret, a powerful Gascon nobleman, in order to further his ambitions in his recently launched campaign against the French.15 Edward and Philippa had brought Joan with them to the Low Countries in 1338 alongside their own daughters when they left to gather allies for this new war, and so Joan had become a useful bargaining chip.

This proposed marriage never materialised; instead, when Joan returned to England the following year she was married to William Montagu, the son and heir of the Earl of Salisbury. William was born in 1328, making him the same age as Joan, and the Earl of Salisbury was one of the king’s closest friends, having assisted him in his coup a decade before. This was therefore a very good match for Joan, both in terms of future power and comfort, and in terms of likely compatibility with her husband – many noble girls married men many years older than themselves. She also knew William personally, as he too had been raised in the sphere of the court.

But there was a problem. When plans of the marriage became known to Joan, she panicked. She confessed to her family and friends (presumably her mother, perhaps her uncle who had helped organise the marriage, and maybe even members of the Royal Family) that she could not marry Montagu because she was already married.16 But Joan was just 13 years old. How could this have happened?

Joan claimed that whilst abroad with the Royal Family, she had married one of Edward III’s knights, a man of about 25 named Thomas Holland. This had happened the previous spring, when the couple had secretly eloped and consummated their marriage. The fact that a precious royal girl had managed to evade her escorts not only long enough to undertake a secret marriage but multiple times before then to embark on the romance in the first place was astounding. Clearly, with Edward III busy playing politics (he had to return to England in February 1340 to raise funds), and Philippa preoccupied with childbirth (her fourth son, John of Gaunt, was born that March), Joan’s attendants had been lax with their attention.

Joan was very much still a child in medieval eyes. At the time of her secret marriage, she had only just reached canonical age, when the Church stated that children were old enough to make decisions on their marriages, but it was certainly an agreed guideline amongst the nobility that consummation of marriages should wait until the girl was at least 14, and more ideally 15 or 16, to protect her from the dangers of early pregnancies. Those girls who did marry young would usually remain with their parents until this later age. Thomas was a grown man more than twice her age, who had taken advantage of a vulnerable child far from home with insufficient supervision in order to steal her status and royal connections for himself. He had also acted against his king, who was in the midst of negotiations for Joan’s hand at that very moment. Much has been made by historians of Joan’s blossoming beauty and attractiveness, assigning her a lot more agency and responsibility in this than appropriate; even by medieval standards, every aspect of this secret marriage was shocking.

Joan’s mother and uncle were stunned. Thomas Holland was certainly not a suitable groom for Joan. His father was a baron – a middling sort of noble – who had found his wealth in service to Edward II’s cousin, the Earl of Lancaster, but in 1322 he had betrayed his lord to the king, which ultimately led to Lancaster’s execution. Far from being rewarded by Edward II for his turncoat ways, he had been imprisoned until Edward was overthrown, and was murdered less than a year after his release.17 This left his children to find their own way at court, and Thomas, being a younger son, had chosen to do so through military service, as his older brother had received the inheritance. Though he had started to find some success as a household knight of the king, fighting for Edward III for a couple of years, he still had poor blood and no real money or estates to speak of.18 Joan would have nothing to sustain her in this match – in contrast with the highly lucrative match with the Earl of Salisbury’s son and heir.

Regardless, Joan believed herself in love and firmly married in the eyes of God. She did not want to proceed with this marriage. It seems likely that her mother and uncle had to admit Joan’s story to the earl, but that all parties agreed that this was a minor inconvenience. Thomas Holland had not returned to England but had instead rejoined the war with France in summer 1340 and then proceeded that autumn to join the new Crusade in Prussia. Perhaps it was thought that Thomas might conveniently die abroad and solve this problem, or else Salisbury believed his privileged position at Edward’s ear would mean this secret marriage could easily be annulled. Also to consider is the fact that Salisbury was in need of funds, as he had only recently been ransomed from the French after his capture in the autumn of 1340. Thus, the two sides came to a compromise: they would proceed with the marriage, and Joan’s mother and uncle would pay an extortionate dowry for her in recognition that her secret marriage could prove difficult down the line.19

Despite the protests of the teenage girl, an official, public wedding was forced upon her with William Montagu. Joan vowed that she would not consummate the marriage, and this was probably accepted by all parties: both bride and groom were young, anyway, and they still needed to assess what might happen if Thomas Holland returned. Intriguingly, Holland did not immediately claim his new bride. He went from Crusade in Prussia back to fighting for the king in France and Spain. As the years passed, fates rose and fell. The Earl of Salisbury was killed after an accident in a jousting tournament in 1344, whilst Holland lost an eye but otherwise found great success in France, making a fortune capturing important French nobles. Finally, Holland returned to England to claim his long-lost wife.

With Salisbury’s impressive influence gone, and Holland a much more formidable man than he had been eight years prior, he was in a much stronger position. He had the financial resources to appeal to the Pope himself, and despite William Montagu (now Earl of Salisbury himself) attempting to thwart the investigation by holding Joan captive, eventually Joan was able to testify, and witnesses to the secret wedding were produced. The couple were successful. It was ruled that Joan and William’s marriage was to be annulled, and her marriage to Thomas publicly celebrated and instated.20 Of course, there is another explanation to this unusual story. Many believe the practicalities of the secret marriage to be too impossible, and Holland’s failure to claim Joan for so many years suspect. Perhaps instead the couple fell in love much later – a grown-up Joan unhappy in her marriage, wooed by the hero knight. Wherever the truth lies, Joan had finally got her way.

Joan and Thomas had eleven years of marriage and five children together, four of whom lived to adulthood: two boys and two girls. This meant that, as well as Richard’s older full brother Edward of Angoulême, he had numerous half-siblings too. His oldest sibling, Thomas Holland (named for his father), was born in 1350, shortly after the papal verdict had allowed his parents to resume their marriage, meaning he was already aged 16 at the time of Richard’s birth. In fact, Thomas had joined his stepfather on his latest campaign and so had little time to get to know his new brother.21

During the course of their marriage the last of Joan’s siblings died, meaning the highly valuable lands and titles of her parents became hers, making her Countess of Kent in her own right. In September 1360 her husband was promoted to Earl of Kent by Edward III, in recognition of his significant military service over the years, but he died just a few days after Christmas the same year. For all the pain Joan went through fighting to have her marriage with Holland recognised, she did not grieve long and swiftly went on to undertake the third scandalous marriage of her life. Just months after his death Joan secretly married Prince Edward, the heir to the English throne.

This time, there were even more problems with the marriage. Rank was certainly not a consideration in the same way as it had been with Thomas, but instead it worked against her for a different reason. Joan and Prince Edward were first cousins once removed, and they were also tied spiritually because Edward had stood as godfather to her two sons with Thomas Holland; in the eyes of the Church, godparents became as if blood relations. It was forbidden for relations within several degrees of separation to be married, and anyone wishing to break this had to have permission from the Pope himself. It was also unseemly for widowed spouses to remarry so soon after the death of their partner. And once again, the marriage had been conducted in secret, without permission from the king and without the increased legitimacy of a public ceremony.

Prince Edward was, however, an excellent match for Joan. Through the marriage, she would one day become Queen of England, but the prince was also a highly impressive man personally. He had first seen military service aged 16 in his father’s wars, and he had won great victories for his country ever since. Like his ancestors, he was tall, muscular and handsome, and was seen as a perfect chivalrous knight. After his first military victory at Crécy, the teenage prince had adopted the personal emblem of an ostrich feather in honour of 50-year-old King John of Bohemia, who had died during the battle. John had been blind for many years, but wished to die a hero’s death and so had charged into the fray with his horse tied to the horses of knights who rode on either side of him.22 In the years since, the prince had only continued to prove his worth; the only thing that had eluded him was a wife.

Prince Edward had first been betrothed when he was only a year old and had been betrothed many times since. But almost thirty years later, none of the previous political alliances his father had organised over the years had come to fruition due to the ever-changing tides of the Hundred Years War. Edward III was almost 50, and the succession was not entirely secure whilst Prince Edward remained unwed. By the prince’s age, King Edward had already fathered eight children. The prince had had dalliances, fathering an illegitimate son named Roger of Clarendon when he was about 20 years old in 1350, but illegitimate royals were never expected to amount to much, let alone inherit the kingdom.23

Tired of being dangled as a political prize for foreign rulers, Prince Edward had decided to take matters into his own hands and instead marry for love. His cousin Joan was by now universally hailed as ‘one of the most beautiful ladies in the world, and very noble’, and Edward knew her well from all their years growing up at court together.24 Joan was who he wanted. Though the king and queen may have been shocked by their son’s revelation, it seems they were swiftly brought round to help him. By this time, they had lost several children, including a daughter who had died of plague on her way to marry Pedro of Castile many years before, and they may have simply wished their children to be happy. They had organised marriages for most of their other children within the past few years, and one of their daughters was wed that summer in another political alliance. King Edward had captured the French and Scottish kings, had many foreign allies and was at the zenith of his power. He could live without another marriage alliance if it meant his oldest child and heir was happy.

Edward was an extremely powerful Christian king, and the barriers to the marriage were few with his support, and so the Pope was petitioned to issue a dispensation to the marriage, which was duly given.25 Joan’s previous marriage history still served as an obstacle, as Edward III had asked the Pope to declare that any offspring of Joan and Prince Edward would be legitimate in order to secure the succession. In response, the Pope ordered another investigation into Joan’s marriage with Thomas Holland, to ensure the decisions of the previous Pope had been correct.26 After the Church had confirmed that all was in order, everything was set for Joan and Edward to marry without impediment.

On Sunday, 10 October 1361 at Windsor Castle, this time in front of the Royal Family and the entirety of the court, Prince Edward of England and Countess Joan of Kent were married.27 Joan wore a beautiful dress of red cloth of gold powdered with birds, and the nuptials were one of the most lavish events of recent years. Prince Edward and Joan were showered in jewels worth at least £1,500 by the king – several years’ worth of income for most knights – to say nothing of other costs incurred for the celebrations.28

Joan was a highly unconventional bride for Prince Edward. She was older than him, had already been married twice (bigamously) and had numerous children. She was no foreign princess bringing lands or alliances, but instead an Englishwoman. Though it was not uncommon for princes and princesses to marry within the kingdom, solidifying relationships with nobles and obtaining lands and titles for those who had no throne to sit on, this certainly was never the case for the firstborn son; no Englishwoman had been queen consort in the three centuries since the Norman Conquest. Joan was making history.

What Joan did bring, beyond Prince Edward’s undeniable love for her, was money. Just as with Thomas Holland and William Montagu, Joan’s status as heiress was still highly valuable to the Crown, and to Prince Edward in particular. Though the prince likely had the largest income of anyone in England below the king himself, he had acted as his father’s right-hand man in France for many years and had financed huge numbers of soldiers and expeditions. After capturing the French king, he had hosted him lavishly, as suited his station, at his own expense, and he was also exceedingly generous, rewarding his knights with expensive jewels and silver. Despite his huge income, Edward had found himself in debt.29 Joan brought several thousand pounds a year to the marriage, a significant injection into the prince’s expensive lifestyle.

The couple did not have long to settle into married life. A peace treaty had finally been agreed with France at Brétigny a year prior, and now this warrior prince had nowhere to channel his energy. All he had known throughout his adult life was warfare. But Edward III had finally been victorious. There was no one else left to fight. King Edward knew well the dangers of having royal sons with no direction. Despite the Royal Family’s current exceptionally close relationships, history had taught him that heirs with no power led to rebellions. So, Edward had the perfect solution to give his son a taste of the rulership that was to come to him at some point in the future: Aquitaine.

Aquitaine was a vast territory, particularly now that English-controlled lands in the area had significantly increased through land ceded from the war and through the peace treaty, and it would have been difficult for Edward III to rule it from England. However, it was too significant an area to hand over to anyone; whoever was promoted to Duke of Aquitaine would become one of the most important political players in the English realm, for the only current dukes were Edward’s own sons. Prince Edward already had a wealth of experience in France, and so he was the perfect person to act in Edward’s stead.

Discussions were already under way when Prince Edward and Joan undertook their clandestine marriage, and a year later in 1362 the prince was formally granted Aquitaine, which had been transformed into a principality specifically for him.30 Though England had ruled parts of the region for many years, a much wider area now came under their control under the terms of the treaty, and the local French, who now found themselves part of a new kingdom, were not pleased about this. Many nobles contested the legality of this transfer, and some initially refused to do homage.31

It took much preparation for the couple to be ready to leave their lives in England behind and set sail for Aquitaine; it was expected that they would stay ruling there until Edward III died and the prince became Edward IV, as he was essentially being given his own small kingdom to rule. Finally, in early summer 1363, the couple set sail with Joan’s four Holland children, a significant entourage of servants, knights and ladies to establish their court, and a small military retinue to enforce their power.32

At the time of Richard’s birth, his parents had been ruling Aquitaine as prince and princess for three and a half years. Edward had taken the huge new income he had through his marriage to Joan and his new position to establish one of the most luxurious courts in Europe. If he could no longer gain renown through his military acumen, then he would find other ways for people to speak of his glory. When Froissart had arrived at court that winter, he was astounded by what he witnessed: ‘the estate of the prince and princess was so great and so substantial, that no other prince or lord in Christendom could compare to them,’ and they maintained ‘a great retinue of knights and squires, ladies and damsels, and held great feasts’.33

Joan’s scandalous reputation had followed her to the Continent, for just months after their arrival the Marshal of Brittany had complained that Joan and her ladies were wearing furred gowns with slit coats, the style of which matched those worn by the mistresses of English plunderers.34 The success of their rule in general was very much a matter of whose opinion you asked. The Chandos Herald, who worked in the services of the prince’s closest friend and wrote a history of the prince’s life in the years after his death, was nothing but complimentary, saying his reign was one of joy, peace and pleasantness; that he was a good lord, and his subjects loved him, and that ‘such a Prince would not be found, were the whole world to be searched throughout its whole extent’.35 On the other hand, the Anonimalle chronicler, and even Froissart, tell a different story – one of a harsh economic policy, exploitation of the land and excessive favouritism of the English over the locals.36

But though Edward’s behaviour may have been causing resentment amongst his subjects in Aquitaine, to the English he was still the darling prince, and his reputation still far preceded him abroad. That was partly why Pedro of Castile and the other kings present at Richard’s birth had chosen to come to his court. He was a man of action, and he could solve their problems.

Edward was now riding to Spain with Pedro and a huge army. Edward was risking a lot with this military engagement. Pedro had been forced to flee Castile with very little, and so Edward was shouldering the majority of the bill. Before leaving, they had agreed to a deal in which, once Pedro’s throne was reclaimed, he would hand over much of his kingdom in the north-east to be split between the English and the Navarrese. He would also pay back his debts (having hinted that he had a hidden hoard of treasure left behind in Castile), and until then his three daughters and the wives of some of his supporters would stay in Bayonne in English custody.37 Although this could significantly expand Edward’s territories and power, it was a huge gamble and not something guaranteed to be achieved in the long term; the war could be long, especially if the French came to the aid of Pedro’s half-brother, as seemed likely.

Luckily for Edward, he was to have a battle so stunning that even he could not have predicted it. In April 1367, just a few months after he had taken leave of his wife and children, his army met with the combined enemy forces of the French and Castilians at Nájera.38 One of the most significant and bloodiest battles of the century followed, which caused one contemporary to remark that there was ‘hardly a place in the countryside where an elbow, foot, or leg was lacking’.39

Prince Edward had not forgotten his beloved wife, writing letters to her whilst on campaign to keep her informed of how the war was progressing. After his great victory he wrote to her jubilantly with the news, addressing her as ‘my dearest and whole heart, beloved companion’.40 But within days, the euphoric atmosphere soured. Edward and Pedro had begun to fall out over Pedro’s execution of some high-profile Castilian prisoners who had surrendered, cutting into the profits to be made by Edward and his men through ransoms and also breaking chivalric code. Then, Pedro began to turn back on his word. Though he had already paid a small amount of his debt to Edward, he now claimed that Edward’s treasurers had calculated an unfair exchange rate between their currencies and had also undervalued the jewels he had already turned over.41 It was clear he was trying to wriggle out of a significant part of his debt.

When Edward asked Pedro to give him custody of twenty castles of his choosing as per their bargain, Pedro told him that he would never do so, as his people would rise up against him. Finally, a compromise was found.42 Pedro would pay half of the sum of money owed within four months, during which time Edward and his forces would stay in Castile to ensure receipt. After this point he would return home but continue to hold Pedro’s daughters until the other half was repaid, which had to be done within the year.

Edward and his men took up camp in the towns and villages surrounding Valladolid in the west. Waiting for months in the unbearable heat – a climate they were wholly unused to – they began to starve, and then succumb to disease. The deadline for Pedro’s first payment came and went, and in desperation Edward had to extort food from locals. This was not enough. His men started to die in huge numbers from dysentery and other horrible illnesses, weakened from starvation.

Edward, too, was not immune to the hardships. Everything was compounded when news reached him that the supporters of displaced King Henry, who had fled to France after Nájera, were now mounting retaliatory attacks on Aquitaine. His principality, and his wife and heirs, were now in danger. Pedro finally sent word that he could not collect money to pay his debts whilst a foreign army occupied his land, and he formally requested Edward leave. Despite his fury, Edward had to acquiesce. Soon, he would have no men left alive to resist.

In August, Edward began the long, weary march home. He was stuck on the border for a month whilst he negotiated safe passage home through the lands of Navarre, and finally he made it back to his lands, travelling the last few miles to be reunited with his family in Bordeaux. King James of Mallorca, Richard’s godfather, had not been so lucky – he had become so weak from illness that he had to be left behind, and he was later captured by King Henry’s forces.43 John of Gaunt had made it home with his brother unharmed, and had at some point received word from England that his wife had given birth to their sixth child, a son who was named Henry.

In the meantime, Edward tried to rally. He was greeted as a hero by his people as he passed through his lands, being met with processions and feasts. As he arrived in Bordeaux, he rode straight to the monastery and palace at St Andrews where Joan and their toddler son, Prince Edward, were waiting for him. Finally, some joy: he rushed forwards, kissing Joan and Edward before they headed home hand-in-hand. 44 He rewarded the men who had returned to Aquitaine with him handsomely, but soon the illusion cracked. Edward was not well.

Shortly after his return, Edward and his family had moved on to Angoulême, their other main base in Aquitaine, and it became clear that something was seriously wrong with the prince. This illness was to affect him for the rest of his life. Pinning down exactly what ailed the prince has been a difficulty for historians. For a long time it was assumed to be chronic dysentery, particularly as dysentery had killed so many of his men in Spain. But recent scholars have pointed to periods of Edward seemingly recovering, or at least becoming far more well and mobile, to dispute this. What may instead be more likely is some other type of lifelong infection or inflammatory condition – either organ damage from dysentery, or malaria, brucellosis, inflammatory bowel disease, a fistula, or a combination of the above.45 Without more detailed accounts, it is unlikely ever to be confirmed, but in the end, the cause is almost moot. The excellent Prince of England, who had led his people into victories and was expected to continue to do so after the death of his father, was gravely ill.

Sickness was not Edward’s only problem. Though he had been victorious in Spain, back in his principality trouble was brewing. Edward certainly had a hugely inflated ego – perhaps justified, considering he was indeed one of the greatest princes of his time. But his high-and-mighty behaviour was grating on his subjects after years of his rule. He had not won great victories for them as he had the English. Instead, he was extracting huge taxes to pay for his luxurious lifestyle, and he had introduced courtly etiquette that put him far and above his lowly subjects. When his French lords came to his court to see him to conduct business and have complaints heard, he forced them to wait four or five days before he would admit them to his presence, and even then they still had to kneel for a quarter of a day before he would allow them to rise.46

Everything that had happened in the region that year came to a head across the next two years when the Aquitaine lords, encouraged by the French and the displaced King Henry of Castile, revolted against Edward and Joan’s rule.47 Edward had imposed another unpopular tax after his return to recoup some of his lost money, and the French king, as his technical overlord, demanded he come to Paris to answer the charges laid against him by the nobles. When Edward refused, the French king declared his lands forfeit, and the fragile peace between England and France was broken. The Hundred Years War resumed.

In summer 1370, Edward attempted to lead his troops in battle as he once had, but his illness was such that it prevented him fully riding into battle. He instead was carried in a litter and was assisted by two of his brothers, John of Gaunt and Edmund of Langley, who had been sent over by his father. The group travelled to Limoges in the north-east of the territory, which had recently been surrendered to the French by the bishop, and undertook a short and sharp siege in September.48 Despite Edward’s poor health, the English had been successful, but Edward could only watch on in envy as his brothers got personally stuck into the fighting.

Edward had only been away on campaign for a short time, but he returned home to devastation. His oldest son and heir, Edward of Angoulême, had died. Finally, this great man crumbled. His health was destroyed, and despite his temporary victory it felt hollow to require the assistance of two brothers and to have been carried to the battlefield. Many of his nobles hated him and were in revolt, and now one of the people he was doing this for was dead. It felt like all was lost, and he simply gave up. Turning to his favourite brother, he asked Gaunt to take over Aquitaine and the war in his stead, and he started to make preparations for his family to return to England.49

In the meantime, Princess Joan’s marital history had once again come back to cause problems
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