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For my mother, Gwyneth
and in memory of my father, Grahame





The king must be thus made. For he must sit in a chair clothed in purple, crowned on his head, in his right hand a sceptre, and in the left hand an apple of gold, for he is the greatest and highest in dignity above all other and most worthy. And that is signified by the crown, for the glory of the people is the dignity of the king.

William Caxton, The Game and Play of the Chess, 1474, translation of Jacopo da Cessole, Liber de moribus hominum et officiis nobilium ac popularium super ludo scacchorum, c.1300

Be not thyself. For how art thou a king 
But by fair sequence and succession?

William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Richard the Second, Act II, Scene 1
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Author’s Note

All quotations from primary sources in the main body of the text are given in modernised form. I’ve occasionally made minor adjustments to published translations from non-English sources. In those cases, and often elsewhere, the original French or Latin is quoted in the endnotes.

Distances are given ‘as the crow flies’, in rounded numbers.

Sums of money are mainly given in English pounds (£), shillings (s) and pence (d). There were twelve pence to the shilling, and twenty shillings to the pound. Some round numbers are given in marks – a mark being another unit of account (rather than coinage) valued at two-thirds of a pound (13s 4d).

For the names of people and places, I’ve sought to prioritise clarity and consistency for ease of comprehension. So, for example, England’s territories in south-western France – the extent of which shifted dramatically during different phases of the Anglo-French war – are called Aquitaine throughout, rather than Gascony or Guyenne, names with slightly more restricted (though still flexible) geographical connotations which were also in contemporary usage. For individuals, I’ve settled on one identifying name, rather than changing designation over time as they acquired different noble titles. Sometimes, as in the case of Edward III’s sons, that means their place of birth (so, Lionel of Antwerp, John of Gaunt [Ghent], Edmund of Langley, Thomas of Woodstock); for others, I’ve used a family name (such as Mowbray or de Vere) or a nickname (Hotspur, Boucicaut); and when none of those options is straightforwardly available, I’ve stuck with the first title acquired (for example, Edward, earl of Rutland, who subsequently gained and lost the dukedom of Aumale before eventually inheriting the dukedom of York). I’ve also used different linguistic forms, where possible, to offer a flavour of the multilingual world of late medieval Europe or to distinguish between different characters who share the same name. However, I’ve retained anglicised names where they’re overwhelmingly familiar (for example, John, duke of Burgundy, rather than Jean, duke of Bourgogne).

Many of these characters will be familiar to anyone who knows Shakespeare’s history plays – but, because of their changes of title over time, they don’t all appear here under the names Shakespeare used. So, for example, my Thomas of Woodstock, Edmund of Langley and Edward of Rutland are Richard II’s Gloucester, York and Aumerle. Several characters also seem significantly older on stage than the true age of their historical selves, among them Shakespeare’s Gaunt, and Henry himself in the Henry IV plays. For anyone in search of further information or clarification, I hope the ‘Directory of the Main Players’ at the back of the book will help.




Introduction

Richard of Bordeaux and Henry of Bolingbroke were first cousins, born in 1367 just three months apart. They were ten years old when Richard became king of England. They were thirty-two when, in 1399, Henry overthrew him to become king in his place.

It was a shocking and intensely dangerous moment. The authority of the crown, contemporaries believed, was instituted by God to rule the kingdom and its people. England’s sovereign was required to be both a warrior and a judge, to protect the realm from external attack and internal anarchy. To depose the king, therefore, was to risk everything – worldly security and immortal soul – by challenging the order of God’s creation. Such devastatingly radical action could never be justified unless kingship became tyranny: rule by arbitrary will rather than law, threatening the interests of kingdom and people instead of defending them. Even then, could anyone but God rightfully remove a sovereign He had anointed?

Before Richard and Henry were born, that question had been answered in the affirmative only once in England in the 300 years since their ancestor William the Conqueror won his crown on the battlefield at Hastings. During the early decades of the fourteenth century, their great-grandfather Edward II had prioritised his favourites over the needs of his kingdom so consistently, to such appalling effect, that he undermined the rule of his own law. His wife led the resistance that, in 1327, put his son on the throne in his place.

But Richard’s deposition in 1399 was the first in which the crown did not pass to an unequivocally legitimate heir. Richard had birthright on his side, and a profound belief in his own God-given majesty; beyond that, he lacked all qualities of leadership. Henry had everything Richard lacked, all the qualities of a sovereign, bar one: birthright. A king who was a tyrant was replaced by a king who was a usurper. In his attempt to preserve the kingdom, Henry had to undo the sacred authority of the crown and then try, somehow, to reconstruct it in his own image.

Richard and Henry are best known now through Shakespeare’s history plays. Richard II and Henry IV Parts I and II (from which the chapter titles of this book are taken) span the years from 1398 to 1413. Shakespeare himself billed Richard II as a tragedy: containing some of his most hauntingly beautiful poetry, it forms a compelling psychological study of Richard as both sovereign and man. Most of the action, the course of historical events, happens off-stage. The central drama lies instead in the play of the king’s thoughts and emotions, the dismantling of his ‘self’ as he is stripped of his power, then his crown, and finally his life. Richard’s cousin is his nemesis, but Shakespeare offers no access into Henry’s mind. We see only the weight of the choices that confront him, and the tough pragmatism of a politician and soldier seeking to save himself and the kingdom from tyranny. It is Richard who thinks out loud, who speaks truth to this new power, and has to face what it might mean to be a king unmade. This disequilibrium – with Richard at the tragic heart of the narrative, Henry as the means of his fall – continues in different form in the plays that bear Henry’s name. There, a figure scarcely recognisable as the dynamic Bolingbroke of Richard II has taken the throne as a grey man, worn almost into anonymity by rebellion and illness, who cedes centre-stage to his son Prince Hal, the future King Henry V, and Hal’s (largely fictional) friend Falstaff.

When the plays were written in the second half of the 1590s, almost exactly 200 years after the moment at which Richard II opens, their contemporary relevance was immediate and controversial. The great historical cycle which they completed – alongside the three parts of Henry VI and Richard III, produced earlier in the decade – frames Richard’s deposition and Henry’s usurpation as the original sin for which England’s punishment would be the darkness of civil war, a bloody conflict between the houses of Lancaster and York that ended only with the coming of the Tudors. In that reading, the ageing Queen Elizabeth – by then in her sixties – embodied England’s resurrection, its triumphant return to peace and prosperity. But The Tragedy of King Richard the Second also sets out the justification for Richard’s fall; its necessity, given the damage he was inflicting on his kingdom, and in the end its inevitability. The play depicts a capricious, childless monarch – an isolated figure surrounded by a cabal of self-interested courtiers, the succession to the throne unclear – who fails to recognise or even acknowledge the crown’s duty to its subjects. And in the 1590s that description seemed, to the disaffected among Elizabeth’s people, to describe England’s present as well as its past.

Shakespeare’s nuanced, lyrical treatment of the crisis of 1399 won popular attention and critical acclaim, but when the play was first printed in 1597, and then again twice in 1598, the provocative scene of the deposition itself was omitted from the text. In the year after that, another version of Richard and Henry’s story became both a commercial sensation and a focus of intense political scrutiny. John Hayward’s The First Part of the Life and Reign of King Henry IV appeared in February 1599, and ‘no book ever sold better’, its publisher noted. Hayward dedicated his history in admiring terms to the earl of Essex, once Elizabeth’s indulged favourite but now a bitterly disruptive malcontent within the regime. The queen was ‘mightily incensed with that book which was dedicated to my lord of Essex,’ reported the lawyer Francis Bacon, ‘being a story of the first year of King Henry the Fourth, thinking it a seditious prelude to put into the people’s heads boldness and faction’. In June 1599 the second edition was banned and burned as it came off the press, and in July 1600 Hayward himself was imprisoned in the Tower. The night before Essex finally took up arms in rebellion against Elizabeth in February 1601, his friends and servants arranged for a play about Richard and Henry – perhaps Shakespeare’s Richard II, perhaps a dramatisation of Hayward’s book – to be performed at the Globe Theatre in London. They wanted to see it because they believed the earl would soon bring its drama ‘from the stage to the state’, but the revolt collapsed within hours. By the end of the month Essex had lost his head, and six months later the queen was explicit about her identification with the dead king. ‘I am Richard II, know you not that?’ she told the keeper of the archives stored in the Tower.1

Four hundred years on, after the reign of a second Queen Elizabeth, questions concerning specifically royal sovereignty – the rightful succession to the throne and the monarch’s part in defending the kingdom’s interests – lie in the realm of the politically symbolic and the passively structural. At first glance it might seem unlikely that the crisis of 1399, so incendiary a subject in 1599, should resonate still. But the exercise of sovereign authority does not depend on the role or existence of a hereditary monarchy. The relationship between our rulers and the law, the interaction between their personalities, their principles (or lack of them), and the precedents and norms that shape our governments, remains central to the course of politics and the functioning of constitutions.

* * *

When I first began thinking about this book, I knew it would be a study of the psychology of power. Richard and Henry make a fascinating pair – so closely related by blood, such utterly different men – whose intertwined lives formed an extraordinary and fateful moment in England’s history. But for a historian, thoughts and emotions aren’t easy to interpret without the benefit of private letters, diaries, memoirs or any other means of access behind the closed doors of a public life. At a distance of 600 years, drawing a psychological portrait is only made possible by joining scattered dots, rather than tracing a continuous line. I’ve set out to join dots from the surviving records of Richard and Henry’s lives into a coherent representation of two very human beings: to investigate not only what they did, but why they did it, and how they came to be the men they were. The endnotes to the book show the contemporary sources from which I’ve worked. There’s plenty of room within and between them for alternative perspectives, but in the pages that follow you’ll find the Richard and the Henry that I’ve come to see.

I also knew that, unlike some stories I’ve previously told, almost all of the book’s protagonists would be male – not only because the world of the fourteenth century took it for granted that leaders must be men, but because the moment in which Richard and Henry lived was a moment of political masculinity in crisis, a moment at which the war that had shaped the experiences of the two generations before them began to fail. Still, I hope that the women in this history won’t go unnoticed: many of them very young, some finding a kind of agency, personal or political, within a highly constrained existence, and almost all facing physical risk in childbirth just as much as their male contemporaries confronted danger on the battlefield.

What I didn’t foresee was that, during the years I’ve spent in Richard and Henry’s company, the conflict between them would come to feel so topical. To twenty-first-century eyes, the political world of the middle ages always combines the strange and the familiar. Fourteenth-century England was a remarkably centralised state with a complex bureaucracy, a sophisticated judicial system, and representative parliaments in which taxes were granted and statute law made – but it had no police force or standing army. The authority of the state relied instead on the private power of the aristocracy, the great landowners whose estates across the country gave them not only wealth but control over people. England was a nation with its own distinct language, culture and history – but its frontiers with its neighbours of France, Scotland and Ireland were sites of constant conflict, wars shaped by feudal hierarchies and dynastic claims. All of these circumstances gave profound significance to perceptions of legitimacy in government: the relationship between principles of law and their practical enforcement, and the balance between individual interests and the common good.

And that, for me, is what makes the tragic history of Richard II and Henry IV so chillingly resonant. Theirs is a story about what happens when a ruler demands loyalty to himself as an individual, rather than duty to the established constitution. When he seeks to create his own reality rather than concede the force of verifiable truths. When he demands that his own will should trump the rule of law. When he recognises no interests other than his own. It’s a story about the terrifying unpredictability of unfolding political crises; about the interplay of conflicts within states and between them; about the ways in which authority can be bent, shaped and broken. Its drama is rooted in family and dynasty, constitution and country, and its themes of power, legitimacy, and the limits of rule and resistance are as urgent now as they have ever been.

This is the story of how a nation was brought to the brink of catastrophe and disintegration – and, in the end, how it was brought back.




Part One



WAR




1.

1367–1377: by my sceptre’s awe

Richard always knew he was special. From the moment of his earliest memories, his life was set apart, his presence in the world shaped by his God-given destiny.

But the world had taken a while to recognise his glory. When he was born, on 6 January 1367, no one expected him to inherit the throne. He had an older brother, Edward, a cherished toddler whose arrival two years before had been celebrated with a glittering ten-day tournament where, one chronicler reported, more than 850 lords and knights had jousted by day and partied by night. The bill for candle-wax alone came to more than £400: translated into an annual income, it was a sum for which many of the lords present would have been grateful and of which their knightly companions could only dream. Two years on, the same chronicler did not even mention Richard’s birth.1

His brother was not the only one ahead of him in the line of succession. By the time Richard was born, their father Edward, prince of Wales and Aquitaine, had spent all thirty-six years of his life so far as a king-in-waiting. A legend across Europe, he personified the chivalric virtues of honour and sanctioned violence. At sixteen he had been in the heat of the fighting at Crécy when an English army inflicted a staggering defeat on the forces of France. In the aftermath of that great day, he adopted the badge of an ostrich feather in tribute to a brave opponent, the blind King John of Bohemia, who had chosen to die a hero’s death by charging sightless into the fray with his horse tied to those of the knights either side of him. From then on, the Bohemian king’s feathers appeared with the prince everywhere, picked out in white or silver on black pennons when he rode at the head of his retainers, and on rich black tapestries in the halls and chambers of his homes. At twenty-six, this ‘Black Prince’ took command on the battlefield at Poitiers, capturing the French king and leading the English to a victory more overwhelming even than Crécy. At thirty-two, he was appointed to govern the vast territories of Aquitaine in south-western France, a newly sovereign state under English rule according to the terms of the Anglo-French Treaty of Brétigny. Four years after that, when Richard was born in Aquitaine’s capital, Bordeaux, the prince was about to move south on campaign, crossing the Pyrenees in the cold of winter to fight for England’s ally, King Pedro of Castile, against the illegitimate half-brother who had usurped the Castilian throne. The result, at Nájera three months later, was another astounding triumph, hailed by one awestruck chronicler as ‘the greatest battle to be fought in our days’.2

Richard’s father was a hero. His grandfather was an icon. By January 1367 Edward III had worn the crown of England for forty years. He had become king at fourteen when his mother, the French-born Queen Isabella, and her lover Roger Mortimer, earl of March, had overthrown his father Edward II after years of first damagingly ineffectual, then dangerously tyrannical rule. The deposed king died, conveniently and without explanation, in the shadows of his prison, while Isabella and Mortimer took power in her son’s name. A month short of his eighteenth birthday, Edward led a coup to take control of his own government, sending Mortimer to the gallows and his mother into lavishly funded retirement. From that point on he gathered his family, his nobles and his realm around the lodestar of his sovereignty to become one of the most extraordinary monarchs England had ever seen. His pursuit of war with France both reached for glory – in asserting his claim, inherited through his mother, to be king of France as well as England – and defended England’s shores by pushing the fight deep into French territory. He won his battles and learned from his mistakes, and his people believed without question that their fearsome and magnificent king had ‘most tenderly at heart his land of England’, as his chancellor told a parliament held eight months before Richard’s birth.3

These three royal Edwards – brother, princely father and sovereign grandfather – stood between Richard and the throne. As the spare to the heir of the heir, the newborn’s political future was, at best, indistinct. Meanwhile, the emotional landscape of his infancy was formed by a royal family that was both close-knit and unusually indulgent. Edward III had proved to be a doting royal patriarch. His early marriage to Philippa, daughter of the count of Hainaut, Holland and Zeeland, had been a pragmatic alliance negotiated by his mother to secure military backing for her assault on his father’s regime. Still, from its miserable start amid the wreckage of the family within which Edward had grown up, the young couple’s relationship rapidly developed into one of deep affection and mutual support. Philippa travelled with her husband even on campaign, and by 1367 she had given birth twelve times. Three of these royal children died in infancy and three more in their teens, but one daughter and five sons survived, ranging in age from the thirty-six-year-old prince of Wales to the youngest, Thomas of Woodstock, who turned twelve the day after his nephew Richard’s birth. Not only did the king and queen enjoy one another’s company but they kept their growing children close, along with an extended family of other young aristocrats, in a household that combined splendour, demonstrative warmth and sparkling energy.

The marriages of a king’s offspring were valuable commodities within the complex marketplace of international diplomacy. Royal brides – a rarefied kind of human freight, each delicately wrapped in her jewelled trousseau – were transported hundreds of miles over land and sea in bodily service to their country, to marry men they barely knew or had never met. The transaction might cement an enduring political relationship, or it could prove to be a fleeting aberration, a deal done in a moment of cynical manipulation or unwarranted hope – but, whether they found themselves cherished or isolated, these young women were unlikely to see home and family again. Edward knew as well as anyone his children’s worth: initial negotiations to find a wife for his eldest son among the ruling families of Europe had begun just after the prince’s first birthday.4 But those discussions and many more came to nothing. In the end, the Black Prince did not marry until he was thirty-one. And his bride – to whom his vows were made privately, impulsively, without political consultation – was not a foreign princess but his cousin Joan, countess of Kent, a woman he had known since childhood, who had grown over the years into a luminous beauty with a scandalous reputation.

Their love-match was not an act of defiance. In many ways, the marriage of Richard’s parents was the culmination of Edward III’s plan for his family’s future, not a rebellion against it. The king’s pursuit of a conventional set of matrimonial alliances had been jettisoned years earlier, after the unhappy outcome of the matches he arranged for his first two daughters. In 1347 the eldest, fourteen-year-old Isabella, had been jilted by her intended husband, Louis de Mâle, the sixteen-year-old count of Flanders. Much against his will, the young man had been forced into agreeing to the marriage after his father was killed fighting for the French at Crécy. With preparations for the wedding almost complete, Louis left his Flemish home to go hunting one morning and did not come back. By the time he resurfaced in Paris under French protection, his deserted bride and her double-crossed father had been left publicly humiliated. The following summer, the betrothal of Isabella’s younger sister Joanna to Pedro of Castile promised better things. Her little fleet of ships packed with embroidered gowns, silver plate and armed guards made landfall near Bordeaux, a staging-post on her journey south, just as a terrifying epidemic was taking hold in the port. This apocalyptic disease, it turned out, had no respect for royal blood, nor for urgent prayers at the altar hung with heavy green silk that Joanna had brought from home. News of her death reached England at the same time as the plague itself.5

Over the next eighteen months, as the cataclysm that became known as the Black Death unfolded across Europe, almost half of England’s people died. The political and psychological effects of living through horror that should have been unimaginable were profound and unpredictable. The war with France was barely interrupted: given that both sides claimed divine sanction for their cause, the intervention of heaven-sent mortality did not obviate the need for ongoing human slaughter. Edward’s government also snapped into action to protect the economic structures on which the powerful depended, imposing a statutory maximum wage at the low rates to which landowners had been accustomed before death claimed half their workforce. But the king’s experience of the plague had been devastatingly personal. Seeing one beloved daughter abandoned on the eve of her wedding had been a blow, both publicly and privately; just a year later he had agreed to part with another, sent on her way to become the queen of a distant country, only to lose her completely. His response, in this brutal world where God’s purposes were harder than ever to construe, was to decide that his children would marry only in circumstances where the political benefits were under his own control, and where their consent was freely given.6

The results were varied but striking. In 1351 his eldest daughter flirted with the prospect of a new suitor in Aquitaine, to the point where five ships lay at anchor in Plymouth harbour, laden and ready to take her to her wedding. This time it was Isabella who changed her mind, returning to her adoring parents to spend the next decade living an elegant, extravagant and remarkably independent life as an unmarried royal daughter. When she finally took a husband, in 1365 at the advanced age of thirty-three, it was because she wanted to. Enguerrand de Coucy was a young French nobleman who had come to the English court as a hostage, one of the distinguished group of royally entertained prisoners who served as human security for the eventual payment of the French king’s ransom. He proved to be human security in particularly winning and graceful form, and his new father-in-law gave him his freedom and the earldom of Bedford along with Isabella’s hand.7

Her younger sisters Mary and Margaret married heirs to noble houses: Mary became the wife of John de Montfort, duke of Brittany, to whom she had been betrothed since birth, and Margaret the wife of John Hastings, earl of Pembroke. But both young men, who were almost exactly the same age as their teenage brides, had been brought up within the royal household as wards of the king and queen. For all the political gain they stood to confer, these were relationships founded in family, and familiarity, and it was to general grief that the marriages ended almost before they had begun when both girls died in a new outbreak of plague in 1361–2. Their brothers Lionel of Antwerp and John of Ghent – or, in the English spelling, Gaunt – also made matches that combined territorial advantage with personal compatibility. Lionel married Elizabeth de Burgh, heir to the earldom of Ulster, another of the noble children being raised within the royal family, while John’s bride was Blanche, heir to the duke of Lancaster, the king’s cousin and one of his greatest friends.8

Of all Edward’s children, the one who benefited most from the king’s permissive approach to their emotional lives was Richard’s father, the prince of Wales. Given the pressing need to secure the succession, it was a rare thing for an heir to the throne to reach his thirties without having a wife picked for him. But if anyone in the royal family had been indulged in their marital choices even more than the prince, it was the woman he eventually decided to marry.

* * *

Richard’s mother, Joan of Kent, was much loved by her royal relatives, to whom she was known as Jeannette; and her whole life had been marked by controversy.

Her father Edmund, earl of Kent, was the younger half-brother of Edward II. At first he supported Isabella and Mortimer in their deposition of the king; then, duped into believing that his brother was still alive, he plotted against them and lost his head as a traitor. Only two years old when her father was executed in 1330, Jeannette was taken in by the young Edward III and Queen Philippa to be brought up with their newborn eldest son and the royal siblings who arrived at regular intervals as the years went on. In 1341, at the age of twelve, she was married to William Montagu, the equally young son and heir of the earl of Salisbury, one of Edward’s trusted friends. Three years later Jeannette’s father-in-law died from wounds sustained in a tournament; and another three years after that, it became disconcertingly apparent that all was not well with the teenage couple who had become the new earl and countess.9

There had been warning signs: the suggestion of physical estrangement, for example, in the fact that the six years of their marriage had not produced any children. But in 1347, to the enthralled shock of aristocratic society, it was alleged that the marriage did not exist at all. The astonishing claim was made by Sir Thomas Holand, a knight of the king’s household whose exploits in Edward’s wars had so far cost him an eye and won him a fortune. Jeannette, Holand said, had married him before she had ever been married to Salisbury. Back in 1340 they had made vows to one another and consummated their union. He, not the earl, was her lawful husband, and now he launched an appeal to the pope in the attempt to enforce his marital rights.10

Perhaps it was true, although the chronology of the story had its difficulties, requiring as it did a clandestine wedding and secret physical relationship between a twelve-year-old girl of royal blood and a twenty-five-year-old soldier trying to make his way in royal service. More likely, Holand and the countess – now thirty-two and nineteen – had concocted a tale that might enable her to discard an unhappy marriage in favour of a more recent liaison with a man of lower birth and much greater personal appeal. Either way, it was clear what Jeannette wanted; and the deciding factor that allowed her to swap one husband for another was the support of her cousin the king. Despite Salisbury’s desperate efforts to contest the case with the backing of Jeannette’s appalled mother, by the end of 1348 – the year of the plague, in which King Edward lost his own daughter Joanna – the young countess was spending Christmas at court at the heart of the royal family. Attorneys rode back and forth to negotiate with the pope until, by the end of 1349, her old marriage to Salisbury was annulled and her new one to Thomas Holand publicly confirmed.

Over the next decade Jeannette gave birth to a brood of Holand babies, three boys and two girls, of whom four survived: Thomas, John, Joan and Maud. She also acquired a new title and estate, inheriting the earldom of Kent in her own right on the death of her brother in 1352. In December 1360 the security of her young family was shaken when her husband, now captain-general of the king’s forces in northern France, fell ill and died at Rouen. Jeannette, at home with the children in England, found herself a widow at the age of thirty-two. Then, less than six months later, her life was transformed beyond recognition: she married the heir to the throne, the Black Prince, hero of Crécy and Poitiers, the royal cousin she had known since they were infants.11

As the news began to spread, eyebrows were raised across Europe. ‘Many people were greatly surprised by this match’, one chronicler noted mildly, choosing his words with palpable care. It was not just that England’s heir had finally turned his back on the possibility of an international alliance, nor that according to the rules of the Church the couple were too closely related by both blood and spiritual ties: the prince was Jeannette’s first cousin once removed, and had stood godfather to her eldest son. It was also the very fact that she was already a mother and had twice been a bride. Custom dictated that the wife of a future king should be young and thoroughly sheltered in her upbringing, as a public warranty that her children, when she married, would be legitimate heirs of the royal bloodline. But Jeannette – two years older than her new husband, and a widowed mother of four – was no unworldly adolescent. The scandal of her rival husbands had not been forgotten, and so much scepticism remained about the grounds on which her annulment had been granted that the less reverent of her contemporaries archly dubbed her the ‘Virgin of Kent’.12

None of this concerned the happy couple, both of whom had become entirely used over the years to getting their own way. Nor did the king show any hint of disappointment or alarm. With Edward’s help, the technical difficulties of consanguinity were swept aside. Hastily dispatched royal letters produced a papal dispensation for the marriage, which was formally celebrated at Windsor Castle in October 1361. The new princess of Wales dazzled in a gorgeous dress of red cloth of gold embroidered with birds. The earl of Salisbury did not attend.13

The groom and his beautiful bride might not yet be king and queen but, as the heir to the throne and his wife, they alone in England held the exalted titles of prince and princess. Their unique status was matched by their magnificent style. In the year of their wedding, the prince bought jewels – rubies, diamonds and thousands of pearls – that cost him more than £3,000. The equivalent bill for the following year came to more than £2,000, along with over £700 spent on richly embroidered clothes for the prince and princess and her two young daughters. These were breathtaking sums, matter-of-factly noted in between administrative and business expenses in the prince’s accounts – but they were also business as usual, given that magnificence was the proper expression of God-given power. And the prince’s power was increasing. In 1362 he was ceremonially invested by his father as ruler of the newly sovereign territories of English Aquitaine. The summer after that, his entire household – including the princess’s children, the couple’s retainers and servants, and the goldsmith and two embroiderers they had engaged as part of their essential staff – set sail for Bordeaux. There and across Aquitaine, they worked to establish both the authority and the irresistible grandeur of their new court.14

The prince and princess lived in ‘such sumptuous state that no other prince or lord in Christendom could match them’, wrote Jean Froissart, a servant of Queen Philippa who visited Aquitaine three years later, at Christmas 1366. By then Jeannette – her husband’s ‘dearest and truest heart, beloved companion’ – had already given him a son and heir, his namesake Edward, the boy whose arrival was toasted with such extravagant celebrations at the start of 1365. Now she was about to give birth to their second child. The last weeks of her pregnancy, over Christmas and into the new year, were filled with anxiety. For the first time since their wedding, her husband was about to go to war. She ‘sorrowed so much’, said one sympathetic observer, that ‘through grief’ she went into labour. But if his mother’s fear hastened Richard’s arrival, it did so with auspicious results. The prince had time to meet his new son before he left for the fighting, and so did the baby’s uncle, John of Gaunt, who passed through Bordeaux a few days later on his way to join his brother on campaign.15

There were blessings from heaven too. 6 January, the date of the little boy’s birth, marked the celebration of Christ’s baptism by St John the Baptist, whose head was kept in Aquitaine as a holy relic at the abbey of Saint-Jean-d’Angély, seventy-five miles north of Bordeaux. It was also the feast of the Epiphany, when three kings had brought gifts in tribute to the infant Christ, and remarkably – at any rate, as the story was told later back in England – three kings also stood around the font at this royal christening. Afterwards it proved difficult to be sure which three sovereigns they had been: the kings of Spain, Portugal and Navarre, suggested an enthusiastic monk in Canterbury, although it was tricky to establish (not to say actively unlikely) that the rulers of Portugal and Navarre had in fact been there. By ‘Spain’ the chronicler meant Castile, and that at least was possible, given that the baby’s father was about to ride into battle to restore the deposed King Pedro to his throne. The one monarch who certainly stood godfather to the child was Jaume of Mallorca, a kingdom long since lost to the Aragonese – but the flimsiness of his title hardly mattered, not in the retrospective telling of the tale. The point was to note the presence of some latterday magi when the child was given the name of Richard, the great lionhearted king of England, another second son who had spent much of his remarkable life in Aquitaine.16

At the time it seemed reasonable to suppose that this new Richard’s future might also lie in his birthplace, perhaps as a royal lieutenant governing Aquitaine on behalf of his father or brother, the two Edwards who would rule England in turn after the glorious reign of Edward III. This direct line of succession was celebrated in a glamorous public reunion when the prince returned to Bordeaux after his victory at Nájera. Welcomed into the city with processions, prayers and hymns of praise, he dismounted his charger outside the towering cathedral to find his wife there to greet him with their firstborn son. He swept them into his arms, kissing them both, before walking hand in hand with his princess through cheering crowds to their magnificent home. The family appeared blessed; entitled in every sense of the word. But it was not long before signs began to emerge that, for the first time in the couple’s charmed lives, God did not intend the world to bend to their will.17

In the year after Richard’s first birthday, his father’s health started to deteriorate. As the months wore on, it became unnervingly clear that this was a chronic illness, debilitating in its effects and not easily treated. At the same time, the challenges facing the prince’s regime in Aquitaine were multiplying. His military triumph in Spain had left his treasury in major deficit, and Pedro of Castile, who had undertaken to cover the immense costs of the campaign, was unable to pay. By the end of 1368 Pedro’s half-brother and rival, Enrique, was back in Castile with French support. In March 1369, bereft now of help from the ailing and unpaid English prince, Pedro was defeated by an army under French command. Nine days later he fell into the hands of his half-brother, who stabbed him to death.18

Left with nothing to show from his Spanish campaign except mounting debt, the Black Prince turned to taxation in Aquitaine to fill the hole in his regime’s accounts. But his attempt to impose significant levies to be collected for an unprecedented five consecutive years provoked resistance from some of the principality’s most powerful lords. Soon, it became apparent that Castile was not the only place where the king of France was prepared to make trouble. Charles V – son of the captured king who had died in London in 1364 – had inherited the Anglo-French Treaty of Brétigny as part of his father’s legacy. But the settlement, while agreed in theory, had not proved straightforward in its implementation. Both sides were required by its terms to surrender a measure of sovereignty: the English king would give up his claim to the throne of France, and the French king would retire his claim to jurisdiction over Aquitaine. In practice, neither side had been willing to press ahead with these renunciations. Now King Charles made provocatively clear his readiness as ‘sovereign lord’ of the nobles of Aquitaine to hear their complaints against the prince’s financial demands. It was a pulled thread, which, little by little, unravelled the already fraying peace. The war, which had never quite ended, was formally resumed in 1369, and in the summer of 1370 the Black Prince again took the field at the head of his troops.19

This time, however, he was not mounted on a warhorse but carried on a litter. Illness compromised his command and dulled his charisma. He ground out a grim victory, retrieving the city of Limoges from the French in a short and brutal engagement in which hundreds lost their lives. But when he returned to his family at Angoulême there was no feasting or celebration, only news of terrible loss. A year earlier his beloved mother, Queen Philippa, had died in faraway England, and worse had now followed: his treasured heir, five-year-old Edward, was dead. The succession of Edward after Edward after Edward in a golden age for victorious England had been a phantasm, the illusory promise of a future that would never be – just like the sovereign principality of English Aquitaine, a state that was disintegrating day by day as its territories were engulfed by the resurgent French.

The Black Prince was a broken man. With his princess and their surviving son Richard – uniquely precious now, as he passed his fourth birthday in January – the prince sailed home to England at the start of 1371. The voyage exacted such a physical toll that it was three months before he was strong enough to move on from Plymouth to rejoin his father at Windsor.

* * *

There, after an absence of eight years, the prince found everything changed. The king was almost sixty. With Queen Philippa’s death, Edward III had lost the mainstay of his life, and the great lion of England was visibly diminished. His need for constant emotional support meant that his mistress Alice Perrers – a much younger woman of humble birth and relentlessly acquisitive ambition – exercised overwhelming influence at court. She was not alone. To the alarm of Edward’s subjects beyond the palace walls of Windsor and Westminster, it was apparent that members of the royal household, led by the chamberlain, Lord Latimer, were taking advantage of their proximity to the vulnerable king to dip their hands into royal coffers. Edward’s extraordinary political deftness was finally deserting him. It had been one thing to sustain popular support for war when there was a great deal to show for its appalling costs: victories in battle, and territorial and diplomatic gains, won by a warrior king who offered decisive, responsive leadership at home as well as in the field. It was quite another to persuade his people to underwrite campaigns that resulted only in an erosion of the territories they were designed to defend, while public funds disappeared into his courtiers’ pockets.20

These were problems that Edward and his eldest son were in no position to address. The prince appeared briefly in London when his infirmities allowed, but much of his time was spent outside the capital, in painful seclusion with his wife and son at his manors of Berkhamsted to the north and Kennington to the south. His father’s health, both physical and mental, was also beginning to decline. Several months after the prince’s return to England, the once indomitable king was taken suddenly ill. He recovered enough to insist in the summer of 1372 that he should in person ‘go upon the sea … to resist and oppose the malice of his enemies’ – in this case, a Castilian fleet blockading the harbour at English-held La Rochelle. But violent headwinds trapped Edward and his ships in the Channel. La Rochelle was forced to surrender on 7 September, and five weeks after that, still immobilised off the English coast, the king had to accept that his campaign was dead in the unforgiving water. The shock and frustration did nothing to improve his judgement or his grasp on government. Month by disturbing month, the vacuum of royal leadership threatened to become a black hole.21

Only one man could step in. The king had had five sons, but his heir languished on his sickbed, and the second was dead: Lionel of Antwerp had not long survived his glamorous second wedding in Milan in 1368 to Violante Visconti, daughter of the lord of Pavia – whether through misfortune or murder, nobody knew. The fourth royal son, Edmund of Langley, had already shown himself to be a military and political placeholder, not any kind of leader. The fifth and youngest by far, Thomas of Woodstock, was a frustrated teenager, yet to be blooded in battle, still without title or estates of his own. Born too late to have played a part in the Camelot his parents had created, he had come no nearer to practical experience of war than the deck of his father’s marooned flagship as it failed to sail for La Rochelle. That left Edward’s third-born son, John of Gaunt, now in his early thirties and already a devoted lieutenant to his father and eldest brother.22

Gaunt had spent the formative years of his education and military training in the household of the Black Prince, the brother he idolised. As an adolescent in the 1350s, the glory days of his father’s wars, he won his spurs by witnessing campaigns and battles at first hand, at sea and on land, in the Channel, in France and in Scotland. In 1359, at nineteen, he married Blanche, heir to the duchy of Lancaster, and captained soldiers for the first time in his father’s last great invasion of France. A decade of war and diplomacy later, he was already a widower, after Blanche died in childbirth in 1368. But she left Gaunt the duchy they shared, and their three surviving children: two daughters and one son, Henry, who had been born at the Lincolnshire castle of Bolingbroke in April 1367, three months after his cousin Richard across the sea in Aquitaine.23

Back then, Gaunt had visited Richard, his newborn nephew, in Bordeaux on his way to fight in Spain – but, detained by the campaign, he did not lay eyes on his own son and heir until the baby was six months old. From the very first, the duke would show Henry that duty was the defining principle of their privileged life. It was Gaunt who took over the defence of Aquitaine when the Black Prince and his little family sailed for England in January 1371; Gaunt who, eight months later, sought to keep alive the hope of retrieving Castile from France’s ally King Enrique by marrying the murdered Pedro’s daughter and heir Constanza. In 1373–4 – now, thanks to his new wife, styled king of Castile and León as well as duke of Lancaster – he commanded an English chevauchée, a brutal raiding march, across France from Calais to embattled Aquitaine; in 1375–6 he led the English delegation at an Anglo-French peace conference held at Bruges under the auspices of the pope. If his father and brother could no longer exercise these essential powers of the crown, it was his responsibility – as well as his honour, and his burning ambition – to step into the breach.24

But Gaunt’s example also demonstrated that neither duty nor privilege could guarantee success. The duke might see himself as England’s saviour, but that was not a judgement the kingdom itself was prepared to endorse. His splendid isolation as the representative of his father and brother’s dimmed authority meant that he was left exposed, a lightning rod for blame, when his labours failed to restore the grandeur of their conquests. By 1376, the might of English Aquitaine had been reduced to a precarious coastal strip from Bordeaux to Bayonne. Gaunt’s chevauchée had failed to bring the French to open battle, or to achieve anything else beyond a great deal of expenditure and human suffering. The Bruges conference, months of diplomatic sound and fury on the grandest scale, produced no more than a temporary truce which was already being violently disputed on the ground before it had even been formally agreed. And Castile – the kingdom Gaunt impotently claimed the right to rule – had not been a party to the negotiations, leaving English ships off the Atlantic seaboard as much at the mercy of Enrique’s marauding fleet as they had ever been.

It was not that Gaunt lacked ability as a politician or a soldier, but he was firefighting on so many fronts, with such limited resources, that even small victories were far beyond his reach. Meanwhile, those left behind in England, powerful and humble alike, had seen only the proud army that marched out of Calais with Gaunt in 1373, not the forces that reduced it to a straggling, starving rump by the time his men stumbled into Bordeaux in 1374; only the triumphal history that underpinned the English demands at Bruges, not the present realities that made inevitable their frustration. The explanation for these disasters, many of Gaunt’s countrymen came to believe, was that the duke’s efforts were spurred by personal ambition, not public duty. Through his second marriage he had already secured himself the paper crown of another country. Why would he not seek to be king in his own land?

The parliaments of 1371, 1372 and 1373, summoned to approve grants of taxation to fund the war and shore up the crown’s rapidly deteriorating finances, had been tense affairs. The Commons – representatives of the lesser landowners and town oligarchs on whom the brunt of the tax burden fell – had been restive and relentlessly critical of the regime’s financial management. But the parliament that met in April 1376 was angry. In this, the fiftieth year of Edward’s glorious reign, his kingdom stood impoverished and under threat. Despite the pause in the fighting agreed at Bruges, his government was asking yet again for taxes to pay for a failing war, while those who clustered around the ageing king in the royal household did nothing but line their own pockets. The Commons – meeting separately as they usually did, in the chapter house of Westminster Abbey – for the first time elected one of their number, a resourceful and articulate knight named Peter de la Mare, to be their spokesman or ‘speaker’ in discussions with the lords. On their behalf, de la Mare demanded action against the courtiers whose financial crimes, he said, threatened to destroy the realm.25

This was not intended as an attack on Edward himself – nor on Gaunt who, on behalf of his incapacitated father and brother, was presiding over the whole assembly – but on ‘certain intimates of the king and others of their faction’, as the rolls of parliament cautiously put it. Criticism of royal ministers and favourites had long been a necessary feint in order to avoid a direct assault on the anointed sovereign. The king ruled by the will of God, and resistance to his authority always risked a charge of treason – although less so than it once did. It had been part of Edward’s political genius that, back in 1352, he had seen the benefit for both crown and people of defining treason clearly by statute for the first time, thereby renouncing its possibilities as an unpredictable weapon in royal hands in favour of demonstrating his commitment to the security of his subjects under his law. In any event, in this case it was patently true that the king himself was not personally responsible for the current corruption of public finances other than by default. Through de la Mare, the Commons presented a lengthy list of those they deemed answerable, including both the royal mistress, Alice Perrers, and the chamberlain, Lord Latimer. The latter stood accused – probably correctly, and among other similarly creative offences – of having embezzled the king’s own money in order to lend it back to the government on extortionate terms.26

The Commons believed the remedy should involve the removal and punishment of these criminals and, in an appeal to the historical precedents of earlier political crises, the appointment of a standing council of three bishops, three earls and three lords to supervise the workings of government on the king’s behalf. Instinctively, Gaunt had no truck with such attempts – outrageous as they would be in any normal circumstances – to place formal constraints on the exercise of royal authority. But he was no fool, and in the end he recognised the urgent political need to defuse the current crisis by offering concessions in response to the scale and force of the Commons’ demands. In late May he persuaded his father to approve the establishment of a council exactly as the Commons had asked. More remarkably – given that two years earlier Edward had commissioned a brooch for his mistress bearing the motto Sans départir, ‘Never apart’ – the increasingly frail king also agreed to banish Alice Perrers from court. Latimer and his associates were then charged with abuses of office by an evolving legal process known as impeachment, which allowed groups of complainants to present charges in which the crown had an interest, and which was now used for the first time by the Commons in parliament against ministers of the king. But by the time the guilty men were condemned, imprisoned and fined, another blow had already fallen on the reeling kingdom.27

* * *

The prince of Wales, like the king himself, had been too unwell to do more than sit in state at the opening session of the parliament in late April. By the end of May, he was critically ill. After a visit from his heartbroken father at his manor of Kennington, the prince was brought back across the Thames to the palace of Westminster. There, on 7 June 1376, he made his will. His body, he said, should be buried in Canterbury Cathedral near the shrine of St Thomas Becket, and his coffin attended during the funeral ceremonies by knights wearing his coat of arms and his black badge with silver ostrich feathers. With his family at his bedside, he entrusted his wife and son to the care of his father and brother. At his urging, Edward and Gaunt solemnly swore that they would look after the boy and uphold his rights as heir to the throne. The next day, Trinity Sunday, the Black Prince died. He was not quite forty-six years old.28

‘Never, so God help me, was such sore grief beheld as there was at his departing,’ wrote a herald who had served under his command. For once, there were no dissenting voices. ‘He was the very flower of chivalry, without peer in this world,’ noted his military surgeon John Arderne; ‘another Hector,’ offered the monastic chronicler Thomas Walsingham. ‘When he died, all the hope of the English died with him.’ But abandoning hope was an indulgence the beleaguered kingdom could not afford. The Commons, whose proceedings against the corrupt courtiers were temporarily halted by this royal tragedy, stood in need of the same reassurance as the dying prince himself: that, even if God did not intend Edward IV to follow Edward III, the rightful line of succession would still prevail. They petitioned the king ‘in great comfort of all the realm, to cause the noble child Richard of Bordeaux … to come into parliament, so that the lords and Commons of the realm could see and honour the said Richard as the true heir apparent of the realm.’ Their request was granted. A little more than two weeks after the Black Prince’s death, the boy was led through the palace to the chamber where the lords and Commons were assembled. There the archbishop of Canterbury declared that, although his father was gone, ‘it was as if the same prince was still present and not absent, having left behind him such a noble and fine son who is his true image and very figure.’29

In that moment, Richard stood alone for the first time on the political stage. He was nine and a half years old, and in the cocoon of his upbringing so far, the fact that he was England’s ‘true heir’ was the one essential lesson he had learned. It was not clear to him what it might mean to be the image of his father, beyond their physical resemblance. For as long as Richard could remember, the prince had been an invalid, made short-tempered by pain and often too weak to function at all. Within the opulent isolation of a household arranged around his father’s medical needs, Richard’s education had been severely restricted. The Black Prince, as heir to the throne, had been brought up in close proximity to a father who had been only seventeen when he was born, a king in the prime of his life who threw his remarkable energies into the businesses of war, government and magnificently staged fun, and insisted that his son should take part in all three from the earliest possible moment. But if the prince had learned to swim in the challenging waters of his future role by being thrown into the deep, Richard was barely paddling in the shallows. To him, the exploits of his father and grandfather were a mythic past, a hallowed tale bearing no relation to the limitations of his world at Kennington or Berkhamsted. Magnificence he understood, but of war and government – or even fun – he knew very little.

He did have a ‘governor’ or tutor, Sir Simon Burley, a soldier and devoted retainer who had served the Black Prince in Aquitaine and Castile, and a proud and cultured man under whose guidance Richard was taught to ride well and to read in both of the languages he spoke, English and French, as well as a little Latin. But as his father’s health failed, the overriding concern within the household was to protect Richard, not to push him. The prince’s only son was precious because irreplaceable; all eyes were fixed on what he was, and would one day be, not on what he was doing or learning. And now that God had taken his father as well as his older brother, Richard stepped outside the bounds of his luxurious home to find that a parliament otherwise full of grievance and complaint fell silent in awe at his presence. The Commons made a formal request that he should become prince of Wales like his father before him, only to be told that parliament must not usurp the royal prerogative by directing matters that the king alone had the right to decide. All the same, their wish was soon granted. By the end of the year Richard had been invested as the new prince and given his own royal household, with his tutor Simon Burley as its chamberlain.30

In practice, this was his parents’ establishment rearranged with a new intensity of focus on their son. Burley – a man steeped in the pomp and protocol on which the Black Prince had insisted – still directed Richard’s education and regulated access to him, all under the continuing supervision of the boy’s mother, whose previous devotion to pleasure had given way to an anxious vigilance. Jeannette’s gilded life, once a chivalric adventure in sunlit Aquitaine, had run out of her control. Since her return to England, grief at her husband’s illness and the loss of their firstborn son had been compounded by fear of the danger that confronted the children of her previous marriage as a result of the renewal of war. Her sons Thomas and John Holand were serving as soldiers, and her daughter Joan Holand had married the duke of Brittany, widower of King Edward’s daughter Mary, whose struggle to defend his duchy against French incursions more than once left his new duchess terrifyingly close to enemy lines. Now, Jeannette mourned not only her husband but the future that had been hers for fifteen years. No longer a queen-in-waiting, she would be forever the dowager princess of Wales. Her one remaining task was to shield and nurture her youngest child, the boy chosen by God to wear the crown.31

In that mission she had the support of her cousin and brother-in-law Gaunt. She had known him all his life, and had seen at first hand his uncompromising dedication to his royal duty and his veneration for his father and brother. When she and the Black Prince had sailed from Aquitaine for the last time, deep in mourning for their little son Edward, they had left arrangements for his funeral, along with the rule of the principality, in Gaunt’s hands. Back in England, Gaunt and Jeannette had exchanged costly gifts at the start of every new year that followed. In 1372, the duke gave his ‘most honoured and beloved sister the princess of Aquitaine and Wales’ a jewelled greyhound – one of his badges – fashioned in gold and studded with eight sapphires; she gave him an elaborate golden cup with a cover on which appeared one of hers, a white hind – a female deer – lying encircled by a crown. Now he became chief executor of her husband’s will, and rededicated himself to the defence of his father’s crown and his nephew’s inheritance.32

In the weeks and months after the Black Prince’s death, the sheer weight of responsibility on Gaunt’s shoulders and his self-conscious pride in the standing of his dynasty combined to produce an increasingly strident defence of the rights of the crown, rather than the capacity to learn from encountering resistance that King Edward had shown in his prime. During the parliament of 1376 – an assembly soon popularly known as the ‘Good Parliament’ for its impeachment of the courtiers – Gaunt had recognised that compromise was necessary in the moment to neutralise the Commons’ demands. Once the meeting ended in July, however, and the representatives of the realm returned to their homes, it became abundantly clear that the duke intended the concessions he had made to be temporary, not permanent, and reversed without delay. The council appointed to supervise the workings of government lapsed almost immediately. In October, Lord Latimer was formally pardoned for his crimes, and – this the initiative of the infatuated king himself – Alice Perrers was forgiven all debts she owed the crown and all indictments laid against her. Within weeks she was back at Edward’s side.33

Gaunt also moved against those he deemed responsible for heaping humiliation on his father’s throne. The Commons’ Speaker, Peter de la Mare, was arrested and held without charge in Nottingham Castle. The duke brought pressure to bear on the London oligarchs and the bishops who, among the Commons and lords respectively, had backed the criticism of Edward’s court. He launched a provocative attack on London’s judicial privileges, and signalled his support for the controversial theologian John Wycliffe, who was making a case for confiscation by the government of the huge wealth of the Church. As a result, when another parliament was called to meet at Westminster in January 1377, it was a cowed and more compliant assembly. Under the leadership of Gaunt’s own steward as Speaker, the Commons were finally persuaded to make a grant of taxation, not least because of ominous rumours that the French king was planning a naval assault on the south coast of England as soon as the ragged remains of the truce expired in April. Even so, they would agree only to a radical innovation: not the traditional levy on movable property, but a poll tax of four pence on every one of the king’s subjects over the age of fourteen, a measure which served to shift the burden of payment away from the Commons’ own purses and further down the social scale.34

This was crisis management, which left little time for Gaunt to educate the young heir to the throne in the colossal responsibilities that would soon be his. But Richard was coming to his own precocious conclusions about the nature of his royal being. On 27 January, three weeks after his tenth birthday, he was brought into the Painted Chamber in the palace of Westminster to preside in his grandfather’s place at the opening of the new parliament. In a block adjoining the palace’s great hall to the south, the room was the king’s state bedchamber, more than eighty feet long and twenty-five feet wide, its lofted ceiling over thirty feet high. Around its walls ran brightly painted murals layered in narrative ribbons: at the top, Old Testament stories of the triumphs of virtuous kings, descending stage by stage into the dreadful crimes and bloody punishment of biblical tyrants. Richard’s grandfather, had he been there, might have tried to explain to his grandson the meaning of these complex tales picked out in brilliant pigment. Instead, the boy’s gaze was drawn to the largest image, the one directly behind the empty bed of state: a monumental, shimmering image of the coronation of Edward the Confessor, the king of England who, almost a century after his death in 1066, had been recognised as a saint.35

Holding himself with the royal dignity his mother and tutor required, Richard turned his attention from the holy king to the chancellor of England, the bishop of St David’s, who rose to address the representatives of the realm. King Edward had sent Richard ‘to comfort and welcome you on his behalf’, the bishop declared, ‘in the same manner as the scripture says, “Here is my beloved Son, here is He who is wished for by all men.”’ They were bound to do honour and reverence to the young prince ‘in the manner the pagans, that is to say the three kings … did to the Son of God when they offered him gold, myrrh and frankincense.’ It was insistent and unsubtle, this rhetorical identification of England with the Holy Land, England’s king with God, and England’s heir with Christ: an attempt, made with a desperation evident to any seasoned politician, at uniting a fractious and divided kingdom by appealing beyond current conflicts to an ideal of divinely sanctioned sovereignty. But the bishop’s audience was not composed wholly of seasoned politicians. Seven months earlier Richard had been hailed, in another parliament, as England’s true heir. Now, he heard himself described as England’s messiah. To the ears of a boy who knew that three kings had attended his baptism, the chancellor’s words did not sound like metaphor.36

The reminders of his extraordinary status kept coming, in private as well as in public. A few days later, Richard and his mother were at Kennington, the luxurious home his father had built less than a mile across the river from Westminster, just past the archbishop of Canterbury’s palace at Lambeth on the south bank of the Thames. There they were joined for Candlemas, the feast that marked the end of the Christmas season, by great lords of the realm including his uncles Gaunt and Langley and the earls of Warwick and Suffolk. While King Edward rested in the comfort of his manor of Havering, north-east of the capital, it was clear that Richard’s home had become, in effect, the royal court. That impression was reinforced on the evening of Sunday 1 February, when a party of more than a hundred London citizens arrived at the gates on horseback in a blaze of torchlight, trumpets blaring. They were mummers in masks and disguises, come to entertain the young prince: one dressed as an emperor, another as a pope attended by twenty-four cardinals, the rest as knights and esquires in matching outfits of crimson silk. Welcomed into the decorated hall, the players produced a bowl, a cup and a ring, all three
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FAMILY TREE 1 — DESCENDANTS OF EDWARD III

Edward III = Philippa of Hainaut

l

Edward, Isabella Lionel of Antwerp, John of Gaunt, Edmund of Langley, = 2. Joan Holand,
prince of Wales = duke of Clarence duke of duke of York dau. of Thomas
Enguerrand = 1. Elizabeth de Lancaster Holand, earl of Kent
de Coucy Burgh = [see family tree 2]
= 2. Violante
RICHARD 2. vioan HENRY
[see family tree 2] Visconti [see family tree 3] L. Isabgl of === John Holand,
Castile earl of
Huntingdon
Philippa [see family tree 2]
Robert de Vere,
earl of Oxford
Philippa Edward, Constance ---- Edmund
= earl of Rutland, = Holand,
Edmund Mortimer, duke of York Thomas earl of Kent
earl of March = Despenser | [see family
Philippa Mohun tree 2]
Eleanor
Elizabeth Philippa Roger Mortimer, Edmund Richard  Elizabeth  Isabella
Mortimer Mortimer earl of March Mortimer
Harry Percy 1. John Hastings, Eleanor Holand, Catherine,
(Hotspur) earl of Pembroke dau. of Thomas dau. of
2. Richard Fitzalan, Holand, earl of Kent Owain Glyn Dwr
earl of Arundel [see family tree 2]
Edmund Roger Anne = Richard,
Mortimer, Mortimer Mortimer earl of
earl of March Cambridge
= married Richard,
---- extramarital relationship duke of York

Thomas of Woodstock,
duke of Gloucester
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Edmund
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FAMILY TREE 2 — RICHARD AND THE HOLANDS

Margaret of France 2. = Edward I = 1. Eleanor of Castile

Edmund, Edward II = Isabella of France
earl of Kent |

Edward III = Philippa of Hainaut

William Montagu, 1. = Joan (Jeannette) of Kent = 3. Edward, prince of Wales
earl of Salisbury

Thomas Holand, 2. =
earl of Kent ‘

Thomas Holand,

Maud Holand Joan Holand Edward RICHARD II
earl of Kent = = = 1. Anne of Bohemia
= ‘Waleran, John de Montfort, = 2. Isabella of France
Alice Fitzalan, count of St Pol duke of Brittany
sister of Richard,
earl of Arundel
Isabel ---- John Holand, = Elizabeth, dau.
of Castile earcl1 olf Hl;cmtmgdon, of John v.:)f Gaunt Thomas Mowbray,
uke of Exeter [see family tree 3] X
carl of Nottingham,
duke of Norfolk
Richard,
earl of Cfxmbridge John Holand, Constance = Thomas Mowbray,
[see family tree 1] duke of Exeter Holand  earl of Nottingham

Thomas Holand, Lucia Visconti = Edmund ---- Constance

Eleanor Holand Joan Holand Margaret Holand
earl of Kent, Holand, Despenser = = 1. Edmund of Langley = 1. John Beaufort,

duke of Surrey carl of Kent | [see family Roger Mortimer, [see family tree 1] earl of Somerset

= tree 1] earl of March = 2. William, Lord [see family tree 3]
Joan Stafford, [see family tree 1] Willoughby = 2. Thomas of Lancaster,
dau. of Hugh, Eleanor = 3.Henry, Lord Scrope duke of Clarence
earl of Stafford [see family tree 3]
= married

---- extramarital relationship
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