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About empty thrones, a lot can be said. Throughout history, both ancient and near modern, a lack of an heir and the sudden death of a beloved monarch always meant trouble. When the position of a king is up for grabs, a lot of eager hands come forward. Pretenders and would-be heirs, cousins and nephews, bastard sons and daughters - they all come forward staking their claim to the throne. In the history of Medieval England, such episodes were many. Usurpers who oust kings and heirs, pretenders with long forgotten dynastic claims: many once fought for the lucrative throne of the English Kingdom. However, by far the most important of all these historic episodes lasted from 1455 to 1487 - 32 long years of struggle and bloodshed in England. And that episode was known as the Wars of the Roses. These wars ravaged England, pitting two competing cadet families of the royal House of Plantagenet - York and Lancaster. Their supporters, the Lancastrians and Yorkists, descended into bitter warfare over the throne. For their symbols they took red and white roses, respectively - thus giving the name to the conflict. 
The Wars of the Roses were a complex, long-lasting affair, pitting many rivaling nobles against one another and greatly ravaging England in the process. The nation was ravaged through and through, the nobility decimated in the process, and the fate of the English Kingdom was forged anew. It was a bloody gateway to a new age in England, a crossing point from the aging Medieval Period to the modern notions of the Renaissance. In many ways, it was a war that had to be fought, so the fate of England could be decided. The Wars of the Roses inspired many authors over the centuries, most notably the famed Shakespeare and his plays, and in the more modern times George R. R. Martin, who’s iconic “Game of Thrones” books are heavily akin to these historic English wars. Feuding noble houses, powerful lords and pretenders to the throne, bastard sons and bloody battles - the Wars of the Roses have it all!
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The history of England between 1370 and 1480 was marked by a string of bloody wars and much destruction. However, at the same time, it was a period of consolidation of England, as well as of its (at the time) traditional enemy across the channel - France. The two nations have been embroiled in a bloody conflict over the French throne, known popularly as the Hundred Years’ War. This clash lasted from May 1337, until October 1453. The war arose from the questions of inheritance of the French throne: the French King Phillip VI laid claim to it, as did the English King, Edward III. The conflict ended as a general defeat for England, which lost all its pretensions and continental possessions in France, except for Calais. During this era of warfare, England descended into a difficult era. It was a time of lawlessness, of bloodshed and wanton death. The countryside was rife with brigands and outlaws, deserters and cutthroats that gave no peace to the common folk. And the troubles that arose amongst the dynastic pretenders to the throne did not help the matter, not one bit.

As we said, the Wars of the Roses refer to the struggle of the two cadet branches of one royal house - the Plantagenets. Oddly enough, throughout the English history, the reigns of the Plantagenet Kings were always beset with trouble of some sort - both internal and external. And many of these troubles arose over the question of the contests for the throne. As a matter of fact, one should not be surprised to know that many pretenders to the royal throne did not hesitate to openly usurp that position if they considered the king weak in any way. Younger brothers and ambitious cousins often stirred trouble and pushed the nation towards a civil war, wanting to seize the power for themselves. The first of the Plantagenet Kings was Henry II Curtmantle, reigning from 1154 to 1189. He was a grandson of Henry I, and a great-grandson of the famed William the Conqueror. His is the earliest and most iconic example of the troubles that followed this royal dynasty, as Henry II had to fight his way to power. His successors, too, seldom ascended to the throne without considerable trouble following them. Richard I, known as the “Lionheart”, ascended to rule with revolt at his heels, and fought many battles throughout his reign. John Lackland, however, his successor, lost the Duchy of Normandy and most of his possessions in France, and had to face a substantial revolt of the barons. However, with each subsequent Plantagenet ruler, the situation continued along its moderately stable trajectory. But in many ways, it was this instability and the questionable success of the Plantagenet rulers that transformed England in a better way. This came from the inability of the Plantagenets to fully exert their control over the barons and the nobility. They were forced to make concessions and compromises, to negotiate and create new laws and agreements, the most famous of those being the “Magna Carta”. This document in many ways constrained their royal power but guaranteed financial and military support from the nobles. Thus, the Plantagenets were not seen as absolute monarchs of England but had many duties towards their kingdom and its denizens. By the time of Edward I, - known as the Hammer of the Scots - who reigned from 1272 to 1307, England’s conflict with France slowly came to the foreground. Edward II on the other hand, had a disastrous and unorthodox reign, which had to be painstakingly restored back to order by his successor, Edward III. However, during the latter’s reign, the Hundred Years’ War with France began, ushering England - and Europe - into a wholly new era. But the ultimate defeat in this multi-generation war would leave England troubled with many internal unrests - social, economic, and political. And this unrest was the perfect breeding ground for a period of chaos and civil war. And that period would become known as the Wars of the Roses. 

The main issue at hand, when it comes to the Wars of the Roses, is the complex family tree and genealogy of the Plantagenet royal dynasty and its cadet branches. Because, for the most part, it was a complex and widespread family tree, with many nobles who had claims to the English throne. And with these claims, unrest and usurpations were commonplace. Edward III of Windsor was a largely successful Plantagenet King. His reign of 50 years was uncommonly long for that time, and marked with numerous military successes, and the transformation of England into one of the most powerful nations in Europe. But most important is the fact that Edward III had five sons that reached adulthood: and that meant at least five possible heirs to the throne. His sons were Edward the Black Prince, John of Gaunt, Edmund of Langley, Lionel of Antwerp, and Thomas of Woodstock. For these sons, Edward created duchies: John of Gaunt became Duke of Lancaster, Lionel of Antwerp became Duke of Clarence, Thomas the Duke of Gloucester, and Edmund the Duke of York. The Black Prince was also raised to that rank, becoming the 1st Duke of Cornwall. Why is this important? A duchy was somewhat of a novelty in England at that time: Dukedoms were never before conferred to subjects until that point. The creation of several duchies within England meant that these families and their heirs became a wholly new class of nobility, with substantial claims to the English throne and plenty of power to enter into a struggle for it as well. Furthermore, from these sons of Edward III, the two main cadet rival branches of the Plantagenets emerged: the Lancastrians and Yorkists, or Lancaster and York. These rival houses were descendants of two of Edward III’s sons: John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster - whose son, grandson, and great grandson were Henry IV, Henry V, and Henry VI respectively; and Edmund, Duke of York, whose remote descendants would come to rule as Kings Edward IV and Richard III. 

This “new class of nobility” would, in time, begin to show some of the critical mistakes that were inherent to the so-called “bastard feudalism”. This term is a modern coinage and a source of much debate, but it nevertheless describes the defects of the ruling society of the time. According to the historians Charles Plummer and William Stubbs, who were amongst the first to define this term, bastard feudalism is the distinct form of feudal rule that developed in Late Medieval England. The defining feature of bastard feudalism is the fact that the mid-ranking nobles and knights would offer their military, political, and legal support and service to a lord in exchange for power, influence, positions, or money. This in turn, prompted such nobles to be more loyal to their lord, rather than to their king. And in the long run, this caused the power of the crown to weaken further. And in the troublesome times of the Plantagenet rulers after the Hundred Years’ War, such a thing was quite unwelcome. Also crucial for this idea of “bastard feudalism” is the unique form of conscription-based levies that appeared during the reign of King Edward I. Historian William Stubbs tells us that “the feudal levy was replaced with royal payment in return for military service by the great magnates who willingly served the king. Thus, instead of vassals rendering military service when required by the lord, they paid a portion of
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