


[image: Cover: Black Prince by Michael Jones.]




THE BLACK PRINCE

Michael Jones



Start Reading



About this Book



About the Author



Table of Contents






 
www.headofzeus.com






About The Black Prince
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‘Let us do our utmost this day, in the name of God and St George, and acquit ourselves as all good knights should’ *

At the age of just sixteen, in 1346, he won his spurs at Crécy, where the French nobility were annihilated by English longbowmen. Nine years later he conducted a raid that scorched the earth of Languedoc. At Poitiers, in 1356, his victory over a numerically superior opponent forced the captured French king John II to bow to the terms of a treaty that marked the zenith of England’s dominance in the Hundred Years War. As lord of Aquitaine he ruled a vast swathe of territory across the west and southwest of France, holding a magnificent court at Bordeaux that mesmerized the brave but unruly Gascon nobility and drew them like moths to the flame of his cause.

He was Edward of Woodstock, eldest son of Edward III, and better known to posterity as ‘the Black Prince’. His military achievements captured the imagination of Europe: the chronicler Jean Froissart called him ‘the flower of all chivalry’; and for the man known as the Chandos Herald, who fought with him, he was ‘the embodiment of all valour’.

But what was the true nature of the man behind the chivalric myth, and of the violent but pious world in which he lived? Drawing on contemporary chronicles and a wide range of documentary material, Michael Jones tells the remarkable and inspiring story of one of the great warrior-princes of the Middle Ages – and paints an unforgettably vivid portrait of warfare and chivalry in the fourteenth century.

* Words of the Black Prince to his soldiers before the Battle of Poitiers, 1356.
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A Note on Nomenclature, Currency and Sources

Nomenclature

Following usual convention, I have anglicized the names of the kings of France and members of the House of Valois, and also the dukes of Brittany and Burgundy. Medieval noblemen are usually referred to by their aristocratic title. However, when that title frequently changes, I have followed the convention of using their place of birth, for example in the case of Henry of Grosmont, who was successively earl of Derby, then earl and duke of Lancaster; and for John of Gaunt, who succeeded to the duchy of Lancaster after Grosmont’s death. For clarity I have anglicized the Christian name of Peter IV of Aragon, but not his contemporary Pedro of Castile. To avoid confusion between the subject of this book, Edward of Woodstock, and his father, Edward III, I have for the former frequently used the appellation ‘the Black Prince’ or ‘the Prince’ (capitalizing to distinguish him from his younger brothers), even though it is a later term.

Measurements

Heights and dimensions are given using the metric system, with the imperial equivalent in brackets, and distances using the imperial system, with the metric equivalent in brackets.

Currency

In the fourteenth century England used a silver standard of currency. The unit of account was the pound sterling (£) which was equal to one and a half marks of silver. The pound was divided into twenty shillings (s), each of twelve pence (d). There was also, from 1344, a gold coinage based on the noble, which was conventionally worth 6s 8d, but was rarely used. It would, however, be significant in the calculation of the ransom of King John II and also in the introduction of gold coinage into Gascony and then the principality of Aquitaine by the Black Prince.

France also used a silver standard. The units of account were the livre tournois, the pound of Tours, and the livre bordelaise, the pound of Bordeaux, which was used in the duchy of Gascony, and would also be the currency for the principality of Aquitaine. These were also divided into twenty shillings (sous) and twelve pence (deniers). The pound sterling was worth five livres tournois and five livres bordelaises. The French gold coin, the écu d’or (so named because the king was shown on the obverse side holding a heraldic shield (écu) but also referred to as a crown, was minted between 1337 and 1355. It was initially worth about 4s sterling, but by the time of the Black Prince’s raid in 1355 the quality had been reduced and its value had fallen to slightly less than 3s. In the ransom negotiations with John II the rate of the écu was fixed at half a noble, that is 3s 4d. One of the many achievements of Charles V would be to mint a coinage that kept a stable value.

The gold florin of Florence circulated in both countries and was the nearest thing to an international standard of value in fourteenth-century Europe. It was worth slightly less than 3s. The Black Prince’s campaign in Spain in 1367 also gave rise to a number of transactions in the Castilian gold coin the dobla, which was struck in quantity from the reign of Alfonso XI and was worth a little less than 4s.

On his arrival in Bordeaux in September 1355 the Black Prince introduced a gold coin, the léopard, into Gascon currency (on 29 September), as an equivalent to the English noble (6s 8d), although its real value in the late 1350s was actually a little over six shillings sterling. On the creation of the principality of Aquitaine in July 1362 he was granted the right to strike gold and silver coin in his own name and image. The two most interesting gold coins are the pavillon d’or (struck in 1364, and described in the text, in Chapter Seven), and the hardi d’or, struck in the summer of 1368. Again, both were equivalents of the English noble.

The hardi d’or was the result of negotiations with the estates of Aquitaine at Angoulême in January 1368 where, in return for the right to levy the fouage, the Prince promised to keep currency values stable (the gold content of the pavillon had dropped, reducing its value to around 5s 6d sterling). Its design suggests an intimation of the troubles ahead. It features a prominent display of the Prince’s sword, held aloft with the militant reverse legend ‘My strength comes from the Lord’, as if already anticipating a French attack. But within months of it being minted, the Black Prince was confined to his bed with illness.

Sources

The unfolding narrative of the Black Prince’s life draws on a wide variety of sources, primary and secondary, which are listed in the Bibliography and referred to in the Notes. Some brief comments should be made about one particular source, the life of the Prince composed (around 1385) by the Chandos Herald. We do not know this Herald’s name, but he probably came from Hainault and he and the chronicler Jean Froissart seem to have known each other (Froissart uses his work, particularly for the Prince’s expedition to Spain in 1367). The Herald was in the Black Prince’s service in Aquitaine in the 1360s and it is his account of the Nájera campaign, of which he was an eye-witness, that is of particular interest.

Extracts from the Chandos Herald are rendered in prose, although in its original form it was a French poem of some 4,000 words. Its modern title of convenience, ‘The Life of the Black Prince’, would have probably bewildered its medieval author, whose intention was to describe the ‘feats of arms’, the chivalric credentials, of his hero ‘the most noble Prince of Wales and Aquitaine’. The poem exists in two manuscripts: one held at Worcester College, Oxford, the other at Senate House Library, University of London (Mildred Pope and Eleanor Lodge made a reliable prose translation from the former in 1910; Diana Tyson compared both texts in 1975). It is laudatory and uncritical and – like all primary source material – needs to be used with care. And yet the sense of drama that unfolds within its pages, as the Prince’s army crosses the Pyrenees by the pass of Roncesvalles in atrocious winter weather, and camps out before the battle of Nájera (fought on ‘a fair and beautiful plain, where there was neither bush nor tree’) in an orchard, under the olive trees, reminds us that at heart the Black Prince’s life is a powerful human story – and one of both triumph and tragedy.
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Timeline







	15 JUNE 1330

	Birth of Edward, eldest son of King Edward III and Queen Philippa of Hainault at Woodstock Palace, Oxfordshire; he is known to posterity as the Black Prince.




	19 OCTOBER 1330

	In a coup organized by Edward III and some of his closest supporters, Roger Mortimer, earl of March, the favourite of Queen Mother Isabella, is seized at Nottingham castle; the seventeen-year-old monarch now takes effective control over his kingdom.




	29 NOVEMBER 1330

	After a three-day trial Mortimer is executed for treason – one of the charges being the murder of the king’s father, Edward II – and Isabella is effectively exiled from government and the court; she is placed in seclusion at Castle Rising in Norfolk.




	16 JUNE 1332

	Birth of the Prince’s sister Isabella.




	18 MARCH 1333

	The Black Prince is created earl of Chester.




	19 JULY 1333

	Defeat of the Scots at Halidon Hill; Edward III avenges his father’s defeat at Bannockburn.




	c. FEBRUARY 1334

	Birth of the Prince’s sister Joan.




	9 FEBRUARY 1337

	The Black Prince is created duke of Cornwall.




	16 JULY 1338–

	The Prince is appointed ‘guardian of England’ by his




	21 FEBRUARY 1340

	father, Edward, during the latter’s absence on campaign. The Prince will also fill this role between 22 June and 30 November 1340, and between 5 October 1342 and 2 March 1343.




	27 NOVEMBER 1338

	Birth of the Prince’s brother Lionel of Antwerp.




	6 MARCH 1340

	Birth of the Prince’s brother John of Gaunt.




	24 JUNE 1340

	Edward III defeats French fleet in Battle of Sluys.




	5 JUNE 1341

	Birth of the Prince’s brother Edmund of Langley.




	28 APRIL 1343

	The Black Prince is created Prince of Wales.




	19–22 JANUARY 1344

	A great tournament is held at Windsor, which culminates in Edward III’s creation of the Order of the Round Table.




	10 OCTOBER 1344

	Birth of the Prince’s sister Mary.




	3 JULY 1345

	The Black Prince and his father sail to Sluys for three weeks of negotiations concerning the future of the county of Flanders.




	12 JULY 1346

	Edward III and the Prince land at Saint-Vaast-la-Hogue in the Cotentin with an invading army.




	20 JULY 1346

	Birth of the Black Prince’s sister Margaret.




	26 AUGUST 1346

	The Battle of Crécy: a decisive victory over the French army of King Philip VI, where the Prince, fighting with considerable valour in the English vanguard, ‘wins his spurs’.




	2 SEPTEMBER 1348

	Death from plague of the Prince’s sister, Joan (on her way to marry Pedro, the son and heir of Alfonso XI of Castile), near Bordeaux.




	23 APRIL 1349

	First meeting of the newly formed Order of the Garter at Windsor, on St George’s Day.




	1 JANUARY 1350

	Edward III and the Black Prince repulse a French attempt to capture Calais.




	29 AUGUST 1350

	Sea battle off Winchelsea; defeat of a combined Castilian and Genoese fleet.




	7 JANUARY 1355

	Birth of the Prince’s brother Thomas of Woodstock.




	10 JULY 1355

	The Black Prince is appointed king’s lieutenant in Gascony.




	16 SEPTEMBER 1355

	The Prince arrives in Bordeaux with his army.




	5 OCTOBER 1355

	The beginning of the Black Prince’s ‘great raid’ across southern France




	28 OCTOBER 1355

	The Prince and his army make a surprise crossing of the Garonne south of Toulouse, outwitting the count of Armagnac’s forces.




	8 NOVEMBER 1355

	The Black Prince’s army reaches its most easterly point of march, at Narbonne.




	28 NOVEMBER 1355

	The Prince’s force returns to Gascony.




	2 DECEMBER 1355

	His Anglo-Gascon army formally disbands at La Réole.




	25 JUNE 1356

	The Prince leaves Bordeaux for the mustering-point of La Réole, where he will gather a fresh Anglo-Gascon force




	6 JULY 1356

	The Black Prince leaves La Réole for his second great raid into French territory.




	4 AUGUST 1356

	After a delay of several weeks at Bergerac, caused by Jean, count of Armagnac’s decision to invade Gascony, the Prince decides to split his forces and marches north with a reduced army.




	30 AUGUST

	The Black Prince besieges Romorantin.




	4 SEPTEMBER 1356–

	The main French force leaves Chartres, now intent




	8 SEPTEMBER 1356

	on confronting and destroying the Prince’s army.




	19 SEPTEMBER 1356

	The Black Prince and his Anglo-Gascon army defeat the French at the Battle of Poitiers and capture King John II.




	5 OCTOBER 1356

	The Prince returns in triumph to Bordeaux.




	3 MAY 1357

	The Black Prince and King John arrive at Plymouth.




	24 MAY 1357

	A glorious reception is held for the Prince and John II of France in London.




	28 OCTOBER 1359

	Edward III, the Black Prince and an English army disembark at Calais to undertake the Rheims campaign.




	10 MARCH 1360

	The high point of the campaign is an agreement between Edward III and the advisers of the thirteen-year-old Philip de Rouvres, duke of Burgundy, indicating that Edward’s coronation at Rheims – as king of England and France – is now a real possibility. But the English army is growing increasingly exhausted and is unable to draw the French into battle.




	13 APRIL 1360

	‘Black Monday’: the English army, marching close to Paris, is hit by a freak storm in the Beauce, losing men, horses and provisions. This startling misfortune is seen as a divine warning, and both sides return to peace negotiations.




	8 MAY 1360

	The peace treaty of Brétigny is sealed.




	8 JULY 1360

	With negotiations between England and France complete, and a ransom agreement for the French king in place, the Black Prince escorts John II from London (pausing to make an offering at Canterbury Cathedral) and bids him farewell at Dover.




	24 OCTOBER 1360

	The treaty of Brétigny is ratified at Calais.




	10 OCTOBER 1361

	The marriage of the Black Prince and Joan of Kent is celebrated at Windsor, with the king, queen and archbishop of Canterbury in attendance.




	19 JULY 1362

	The Black Prince is created prince of Aquitaine.




	29 JUNE 1363

	The Prince, Joan of Kent, their household and a substantial retinue headed by the earl of Warwick arrive in Bordeaux.




	9 JULY 1363

	The Prince begins taking homage from the Gascon nobility at the cathedral of St André.




	4 AUGUST 1363

	The Prince arrives at Bergerac to take further homage and commences a tour of Aquitaine.




	18 AUGUST 1363

	After a five-day stay at Périgueux, the Prince moves to the castle of Angoulême, which will become one of his favourite residences.




	23 AUGUST 1363

	The Black Prince arrives at Cognac.




	12 JANUARY 1364

	After staying at La Rochelle and Poitiers through the autumn of 1363, the Prince moves south to Agen and spends Christmas there. He receives homage from Gaston Fébus, count of Foix, for all his lands except the vicomté of Béarn.




	8 APRIL 1364

	After returning to England as surety for the remainder of his ransom, King John II of France falls ill and dies at the Savoy Palace in London.




	29 SEPTEMBER 1364

	The Battle of Auray, a decisive clash in the War of the Breton Succession. The Black Prince’s friend, John de Montfort, supported by a contingent of English troops under Sir John Chandos, defeats and kills his rival Charles of Blois. John becomes duke of Brittany the following year.




	27 JANUARY 1365

	Birth of the Prince’s first son, Edward of Angoulême.




	2 APRIL 1365

	Jean, count of Armagnac, comes to render homage to the Black Prince at Angoulême, but insists that the Prince’s coat of arms, put up by his seneschal Sir Thomas Wettenhall, is removed from Rodez. The act of homage is postponed.




	27 APRIL 1365

	A magnificent tournament is held to celebrate the christening of the Prince’s son.




	12 JULY 1365

	The count of Armagnac meets with the Prince at Bordeaux; after an awkward stand-off, his homage is finally given and accepted.




	7 SEPTEMBER 1365

	A treaty of mutual assistance is signed between John de Montfort, duke of Brittany, and the Black Prince.




	c. 22 MARCH 1366

	The marriage of John duke of Brittany and the Prince’s stepdaughter Joan Holland is held at Nantes.




	1 AUGUST 1366

	The Black Prince meets the exiled Pedro, king of Castile, at Bayonne.




	23 SEPTEMBER 1366

	After a tense period of negotiation, a treaty between the Prince and Pedro of Castile is signed at Libourne.




	6 JANUARY 1367

	The birth of the Black Prince’s second son, Richard of Bordeaux (the future Richard II).




	13 JANUARY 1367

	The Anglo-Gascon army at Dax is joined by reinforcements under John of Gaunt.




	20 FEBRUARY 1367

	The main body of the Black Prince’s army crosses the Pyrenees at Roncesvalles in terrible winter weather.




	28 FEBRUARY 1367

	A letter of challenge is dispatched to the Prince by Enrique of Trastamara, Pedro’s illegitimate brother, who has seized the throne of Castile.




	11 MARCH 1367

	Charles of Navarre arranges to be ‘captured’ by Olivier de Mauny, a partisan of du Guesclin. The Black Prince, fearing treachery, leaves the kingdom of Navarre and takes the westward route to Burgos.




	19 MARCH 1367

	The Black Prince finds his passage blocked by a Castilian and French army under Enrique and du Guesclin near Vitoria.




	25 MARCH 1367

	Enrique’s brother Tello and the Marshal d’Audrehem make a surprise night attack on the English camp and wipe out a reconnaissance force under Sir William Felton.




	1 APRIL 1367

	The Black Prince changes his line of approach to Burgos, retraces his steps and crosses the River Ebro at Logrono, then advances to Navarrete. Enrique of Trastamara marches south to block his route, taking up a strong defensive position on the River Najarilla at Nájera.




	3 APRIL 1367

	The Black Prince wins a victory at Nájera that restores Pedro of Castile to the throne. However, Enrique escapes from the battlefield.




	2 AND 6 MAY 1367

	The treaty of Libourne is renegotiated at Burgos; Pedro is forced to pay a much larger sum of money.




	13 AUGUST 1367

	Treaty of Aigues-Mortes between Enrique of Trastamara and Louis duke of Anjou.




	27 DECEMBER 1367

	A ransom agreement between the Black Prince and his captive from Nájera, Bertrand du Guesclin, is finalized.




	17 JANUARY 1368

	The Black Prince releases du Guesclin from captivity.




	18 JANUARY 1368

	The general assembly of Aquitaine – the Estates – meets at Angoulême to discuss the levying of a fouage (a property tax).




	26 JANUARY 1368

	After a week of negotiation, and a series of concessions by the Prince, the fouage is approved by the assembly, at a rate of 10 sous (Gascon shillings) for each household in the principality, to run for five years. A small group of noblemen refuses to accept it.




	30 JUNE 1368

	An agreement of mutual assistance is made between Charles V of France and the chief appellants, the count of Armagnac and the lord of Albret.




	7 OCTOBER 1368

	Death of the Black Prince’s brother (Edward III’s second surviving son) Lionel, duke of Clarence.




	18 NOVEMBER 1368

	First signs of a serious deterioration in the Prince’s health. He is confined to his bed, and cared for by one of the leading physicians of Bordeaux, Pierre de Manhi.




	23 NOVEMBER 1368

	Charles V summons the Black Prince to the Paris Parlement.




	27 JANUARY 1369

	The Prince writes to all the lords, bishops and towns of Aquitaine concerning the rebellion of the count of Armagnac.




	10 FEBRUARY 1369

	Guillaume Hamon, an experienced surgeon with twenty years of service to Edward III’s family, is sent to the Prince.




	28 FEBRUARY 1369

	Charles V writes to Armagnac warning him not to take up arms against the Black Prince until the legal appeals process is completed.




	23 MARCH 1369

	Pedro I is murdered at Montiel by Enrique of Trastamara, who once more becomes king of Castile.




	3 JUNE 1369

	Resumption of war between England and France.




	15 AUGUST 1369

	Death of Queen Philippa, the Prince’s mother.




	23 AUGUST 1369

	Death of Sir James Audley of sickness – possibly plague – at Fontenay-le-Comte (Vendée), shortly after the successful recapture of La Roche-sur-Yon.




	1 JANUARY 1370

	Death of Sir John Chandos at Lussac.




	19 SEPTEMBER 1370

	The Black Prince recaptures Limoges.




	c. 29 SEPTEMBER 1370

	Death of the Prince’s elder son, Edward of Angoulême.




	2 OCTOBER 1370

	Charles V appoints Bertrand du Guesclin constable of France.




	11 OCTOBER 1370

	The Black Prince appoints his brother John of Gaunt as his lieutenant in Aquitaine.




	5 NOVEMBER 1370

	Edward III revokes the fouage.




	2 DECEMBER 1370

	A draft treaty is drawn up between King Edward and Charles of Navarre, but the Prince refuses to give his assent to it.




	4 DECEMBER 1370

	Bertrand du Guesclin defeats part of Sir Robert Knolles’s army – commanded by Walter Lord FitzWalter – at Pontvallain (in Maine), shattering the legend of English invincibility in battle.




	EARLY JANUARY 1371

	The Black Prince, his wife and surviving son leave Bordeaux for England.




	23 JUNE 1372

	An expedition to Gascony under the earl of Pembroke is annihilated by the Castilian fleet in a sea battle off La Rochelle.




	23 AUGUST 1372

	Jean de Grailly, Captal de Buch, is captured by the French at Soubise.




	8 SEPTEMBER 1372

	La Rochelle surrenders to a French army commanded by the constable du Guesclin.




	5 NOVEMBER 1372

	The Prince formally surrenders all his rights in Aquitaine to Edward III.




	21 MARCH 1373

	Du Guesclin’s victory at Chizé leads to a rapid reconquest of Poitou by the forces of Charles V.




	1 JULY 1373

	John of Gaunt’s army lands at Calais. This great raid crosses much of France – arriving at Bordeaux on 24 December, some six months later – but achieves little.




	25 SEPTEMBER 1374

	An inquisition is held in Flint to identify likely supporters of Owain Lawgoch, a Welsh soldier and descendant of the House of Llywelyn, who Charles V is encouraging to claim the principality of Wales.




	28 APRIL 1376

	Opening of the ‘Good Parliament’. Neither Edward III nor the Black Prince is well enough to attend.




	1 JUNE 1376

	The Prince’s condition worsens and his father has him moved to the palace of Westminster.




	8 JUNE 1376

	Death of the Black Prince.




	29 SEPTEMBER 1376

	Burial of the Prince in Canterbury Cathedral.




	21 JUNE 1377

	Death of Edward III.




	5 JULY 1377

	Burial of Edward III in Westminster Abbey.




	16 JULY 1377

	The coronation of the Black Prince’s son, Richard II.








Prologue

I walk into Canterbury Cathedral, a place of pilgrimage, whose soaring Gothic architecture surrounds the remains of its martyred twelfth-century archbishop. I am searching for a magnificent tomb, close to the shrine of Thomas à Becket. However, it is not a medieval prelate I am seeking but a warrior prince, one of the greatest war leaders England was ever to know. Born at Woodstock in 1330 and christened Edward after his father, his life was spent in the pursuit of a chivalric ideal, whether fighting in battles or jousting at tournaments, or courting the affections of the beautiful Joan of Kent, who would become his wife.

The tomb itself is of latten, a copper alloy that radiates a glowing, golden hue. Edward of Woodstock lies to the side of the cathedral choir in full plate and mail armour, displaying the leopards and the lilies, the coats of arms of England and France. His father, King Edward III, had claimed the throne of France in right of his mother, Isabella (the Prince’s grandmother), and his son would uphold that right on the battlefield. His face displays remarkable strength and assurance. By his side is a burnished sword. He is of medium build, and every inch a warrior.

For many years his gauntlets, shield, helmet and crest, scabbard and jupon (a padded tunic worn over armour) hung above his tomb. They were the ‘achievements’ of a knight of renown, brought into the cathedral during his funeral service and then displayed for the admiration of posterity. More recently, they were moved under glass casing for better protection, and are shortly to undergo a period of conservation assessment before being restored to public view. In the interim, I have been offered a unique chance to inspect them.

After donning gloves, I lift one of the gauntlets and admire its workmanship. It is made of copper-gilt, and closely resembles the one on the Prince’s effigy. It is narrow at the wrist and widens at the cuff, in an hourglass shape, allowing freedom of movement. Some of its finger plates still survive, as does one of the knuckle spikes, known as ‘gadlings’, in the shape of a tiny leopard. It is a high-quality artefact of war, forged with terrible yet beautiful artistry.

The great iron helm, with its riveted plates, is still imposing. It combines protection and decoration, its pierced breathing holes formed into the shape of a crown. Above it is a ‘cap of maintenance’ – a high-fitting velvet cap worn as a sign of nobility or special honour – and a magnificent heraldic crest. It is in the shape of a leopard with a long, swinging tail, made from moulded leather and covered with gilt. Its mouth is wide open, as if it is about to roar.

The shield is surprisingly light, made of poplar and covered with layers of leather and canvas, and is a decorative piece, showing the leopards and lilies (fleurs de lys). Its lack of strapping suggests it was made for the funeral. And then there is the jupon, in red and blue silk velvet, again displaying the arms of England and France, the lilies and leopards, and embroidered in gilt thread. It is padded, stuffed with wool and lined with satin, and to be worn over armour for additional protection. It laces up at the front. I am struck by its length – 1 metre (3 ft 4 in) from shoulder to lower hem. It suggests the Prince was at most around 1.67 metres (5 ft 6 in) tall. His power as a fighter came from more than his build.

The documents kept in the cathedral archive reveal a warrior of keen intellect and unusual piety. The Prince’s ordinances for the foundation of his chantry, in 1363, in honour of the Holy Trinity, gave specific instructions for the types of service to be conducted and the prayers to be recited. His grasp of detail extended to the chaplains’ clothing and personal allowances, and the location of their living quarters; his tone is brisk and businesslike.

The archives show us a man who could cut to the heart of an issue. A letter to his steward of Wallingford of 17 February 1359 pointed out that insufficient information had been provided, and gave instruction on what was to be remedied and finished: ‘All this is to be given to the king’s council in London by 8 May, so that the matter can quickly be concluded.’ Here was a prince who surrounded himself with talented subordinates and had a firm grasp of his rights and sources of revenue. And yet, he was always struggling to meet the costs of his chivalric lifestyle.

The Prince’s martial exploits were the stuff of legend even in his own lifetime. On 26 August 1346, at the age of sixteen, he fought heroically with his father in an army that crushed the French at Crécy. Ten years later, on 19 September 1356, by now a commander in his own right, he turned the tables on his numerically superior opponent, capturing King John II of France in battle at Poitiers, one of the great English victories of the Hundred Years War. In 1362, he became prince of Aquitaine, holding a magnificent court at Bordeaux that mesmerized the brave but unruly Gascon nobility and drew them like moths to the flame of his cause.

Five years later, he led a great Anglo-Gascon army across the Pyrenees into Spain (crossing by the mountain pass at Roncesvalles, where Count Roland had fought a valiant rearguard action to save Charlemagne’s army seven centuries earlier), winning a stunning victory against the odds at Nájera that restored to the throne King Pedro of Castile, who had been ousted by his bastard half-brother. Edward’s meteoric military rise captured the imagination of Europe. The chronicler Jean Froissart saw him – at the outset of his career at least – as a model of chivalric virtue.

Edward became known to posterity as the ‘Black Prince’, a soubriquet that was not in existence when the Chandos Herald wrote a long poem (circa 1385) on La Vie et Faites d’Armes d’une tres noble Prince de Wales et Aquitaine (The Life and Feats of Arms of the most noble Prince of Wales and Aquitaine), a tribute to a man seen as a paragon of chivalry, and in fact was used only from the sixteenth century. It is found in notes of the antiquary John Leland in the early 1540s and first appeared in print in Richard Grafton’s Chronicle in 1569. More than twenty years later, in William Shakespeare’s Henry V (Act 2, Scene 4) the French ruler Charles VI says that his countrymen fear King Henry because of his ancestry, his ‘heroical seed’:


He is bred out of that bloody strain

That haunted us in our familiar paths.

Witness our too much memorable shame,

When Cressy battle fatally was struck,

And all our princes captured by the hand

Of that black name, Edward, Black Prince of Wales.



That ‘black name’ is now the standard way of describing the man. Some have suggested that the ‘Black’ is an allusion to the black armour that he wore at his first battle (although the evidence for this is scanty); others, that it is derived from the cruel way he waged war in France. When I inspect the tomb itself, I notice that the heraldic backdrop to his tournament badges is black – the colour forms part of a show of jousting prowess. Whatever the explanation for this knightly soubriquet, it was synonymous with a single-minded dedication to the warrior ethos, and the fighting fraternity of Europe’s elite.

In 1688 the antiquary Joshua Barnes wrote a historical biography of Edward III and his son, the Black Prince, praising the prince’s feats-of-arms; some seventy years later David Hume, in his History of England, also extolled his martial virtues. Indeed, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries this ‘Black Prince’ was seen in straightforward, heroic terms. On 16 September 1903 a mounted statue of the Prince was unveiled in City Square, Leeds, proclaiming him as ‘the flower of England’s chivalry’. However, modern scholarship has been more critical of him, criticizing his lack of administrative ability and also his failures of political judgement. He is seen as fixated on his military career, inflexible in his approach to government and limited in his broader abilities. As I gaze on the tomb, I wonder if French manuscript collections, many of them underexploited, can cast fresh light on this fascinating figure.

The chronicler of the abbey of Moissac, Aymeric de Peyrac, for example, showed that the Prince could be engaging, humorous and pleasingly direct. He recalled the Prince asking one of the monks, who was famed for his melodious singing voice, to take Mass. At its end, the Prince greeted the man, thanked him and said: ‘I am sorry so much misfortune has befallen you – and that your good friends are no longer with you.’ The monk looked a little surprised and asked him why he had said that. ‘Well,’ the Prince replied, ‘I noticed that in the service you rushed through the Office for the Living but seemed to spend an eternity on the Office for the Dead.’ The monk looked at the Prince for a while, smiled, and then said: ‘I feel that the living can more easily look after themselves; it is those souls trapped in purgatory who really need my assistance.’ This was an age of violence and frequent visitations of the plague, a horror that struck communities rapidly and without warning; an age that demanded the warrior should prepare to face death, at any time or place. For a moment the Black Prince seemed lost in his own thoughts. Then he smiled back, and thanked the monk for his answer. The two men became friends.

The last years of the Prince’s life were blighted by sickness and he was only able to attend his final military engagement, the siege of Limoges, in 1370, carried on a stretcher. According to the chronicler Jean Froissart, the Black Prince – increasingly frustrated by his own debilitating sickness and the deteriorating war situation – sacked the town and put its civilian population to the sword. This striking image of a chivalric hero falling below the standards that had made him admired throughout Europe has lodged itself in the popular imagination, but I find myself wondering whether it really happened in the way that Froissart described it.

Whatever the truth of Limoges, there was now a cloud hanging over English fortunes. The Prince relinquished his duchy of Aquitaine due to ill health and spent his last years confined to his sickbed. He died on 8 June 1376, aged only forty-five. Nine years later the Black Prince’s magnificent tomb was completed by his son, now ruling the kingdom as Richard II. There was no more appetite for foreign war; the realm was divided by internal dissension and unrest. The Prince’s memorial at Canterbury became a memorial to a bygone era.

And yet, what an era it was. As I look at the magnificent tomb, I am conscious that the burial arrangements set out in the Prince’s will, and scrupulously adhered to by his son, Richard, were in one instance disregarded. The Black Prince had asked that he be buried in the cathedral’s crypt. Instead, Richard II built his tomb and memorial at the edge of the choir, as close as possible to the shrine of Thomas à Becket. The new king inherited little of his father’s martial ability, but nevertheless wanted the Prince’s tomb to become a place of pilgrimage in its own right. And as I stand by it, I am conscious of the power of this intention. The Black Prince was a shooting star in the medieval firmament. His martial endeavour, his courage, and the full living of a chivalric life entranced his age – and, if we properly restore his military reputation, it can also fascinate our own.




[image: A black-and-white illustration showing a crowned figure in elaborate robes holding a scroll with the words "Roy Edward" and a shield displaying multiple coats of arms.]
1 A Realm Divided




On 15 June 1330 a son was born to King Edward III and his queen, Philippa of Hainault, at the royal palace of Woodstock. The king was a little distance away at the time of the birth, and he granted a servant, Thomas Prior, a life annuity of 40 marks (£26 13s 4d) – a considerable sum in fourteenth-century England – for bringing him the happy news as he hastened to his wife’s bedside. The boy was their first child, and was named Edward, after his father.

The new parents were a young and attractive couple. The seventeen-year-old king was physically striking, already almost 1.85 metres (6 ft) tall, well built, with strong regular features and long, flowing hair. A handsome young man, Edward was well suited to the clothes of the period, with their bright colours, sumptuous materials and liberal use of fur and jewels. He was a natural extrovert, a lover of display, tournaments and pageantry. But he was also intelligent and charming, possessing the ability to talk easily to people from all walks of life; a man who made an immediate impression. Beneath what seemed an easy-going nature, he was brave, ambitious and proud, with a driving, restless energy – although these qualities had not yet fully shown themselves.

His sixteen-year-old wife was even-tempered and kind. She genuinely loved her husband, and over time would accompany him on military campaigns and prove to be an exemplary mother to her children, the first-born Edward of Woodstock, the Black Prince, and then eight others who would survive infancy. She took considerably more interest in them than was usual for a queen in this period. The chronicler Jean Froissart praised her as ‘wise, gladsome, humble and devout’. She was hardworking and intelligent, and would become a notable patron of scholars and artists.

The days after the birth of their son were a happy time for Edward and Philippa. The king went hunting in the neighbouring forests, and, during the following month, held a tournament in honour of his wife and baby son. The queen was provided with magnificent velvet robes embroidered with golden squirrels, a reference to her favourite pet. A nurse was found from nearby Oxford, and a nursemaid appointed to rock the baby’s cradle; both were later rewarded with generous pensions.

Yet in that summer of 1330 a cloud hung over this couple. To grasp the reasons for this, we have to go back in time about five years and witness the extraordinary circumstances that led to their betrothal and marriage. For the tale of the Black Prince is very much that of a close but troubled father–son relationship, one that would exist throughout the Prince’s entire adult career. To understand it better, we need first to look at the formative experiences in the life of his father, King Edward III, and in particular at what happened to him when he was coming of age.



In 1325 the future Edward III was only a young prince himself. He was about to see his world turned upside down in a traumatic and bewildering sequence of events that, in emotional terms, would leave him permanently scarred. For better and for worse, they would shape the man and monarch he would come to be.

In September of that year, the twelve-year-old Prince Edward crossed to France according to the wishes of his father, Edward II, to do homage to the French king, Charles IV, for the English-held duchy of Aquitaine. It was an occasion that allowed the young prince to make an entrée to the international stage and the king had prepared him thoroughly for it. The prince was expected to do his duty by his father in keeping with the principles of loyalty and obedience that had guided and informed his whole upbringing.

The act of homage – the formal, public acknowledgement by which a feudal tenant declared himself to be the vassal of his lord, owing him fealty and service – was a powerful ritual. The prince would offer his allegiance to King Charles in return for his father being granted the right to administer the duchy. The ceremony would take place in the French capital. It was intended to bring a short and inconclusive war between the two countries to an end, and the ground had been laid for it by several months of tough diplomacy. Six months earlier, King Edward’s French queen, Isabella, the youngest surviving child of Philip IV ‘the Fair’, had gone to Paris to negotiate with Charles, her older brother, in order to bring hostilities to an end

On 31 March 1325 Isabella had sent a first report back to her husband, admitting that she was finding her brother difficult to deal with, and anticipating that the talks would take time. But now they had been brought to fruition and young Prince Edward’s act of homage would formalize what had been agreed between his mother and uncle. The dispatch of the prince to Paris seemed to show the king and queen acting in common cause, with united purpose – and that is no doubt how their son saw it, as he embarked upon his journey. There was no sign in the letter, which was long and affectionate, of any disharmony between husband and wife. On five different occasions Isabella addressed her husband affectionately as ‘my truest sweetheart’.

Such terms of endearment would not have surprised Prince Edward. In September 1325 he had every reason to believe that his family was a happy one. He probably knew one story about his parents’ relationship particularly well. In June 1313, some eight months after his birth, his parents had visited France and were staying near Pontoise, sleeping (because of the summer heat) in a large silken pavilion. One night it caught fire and Isabella was only saved by the quick thinking of her husband, who scooped her up in his arms and rushed outside with her. The chronicler Geoffrey of Paris recounted the episode approvingly: it not only showed Edward’s bravery – Geoffrey adding that even though the
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