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The Origins of the Hundred Years’ War

The conflict that later became known as the Hundred Years’ War did not begin with a single insult, a sudden invasion, or one dramatic declaration of hostility. It emerged slowly from a dense web of dynastic claims, feudal obligations, economic rivalries, territorial ambitions, and personal resentments that had accumulated over generations. When war finally erupted between England and France in 1337, neither side could have imagined that the struggle would continue, with interruptions and uneasy truces, for more than a century. The rulers who initiated the conflict expected a contest that might be resolved through a few campaigns, a negotiated settlement, or the defeat of a rival king. Instead, their decisions opened a prolonged period of warfare that transformed the political identities of both kingdoms and reshaped the medieval world.

To understand why the war began, it is necessary to look beyond the battlefield and examine the unusual relationship that had developed between the English and French monarchies. The kings of England were not simply foreign rulers watching events across the English Channel. For centuries, they had also been major landholders in France. This created an unstable situation in which the king of England could be a sovereign ruler in his own kingdom while simultaneously acting as a vassal of the French king for territories held on the European mainland. Medieval political relationships were often built on personal loyalties, inherited lands, and feudal promises rather than on the clearly defined borders of a modern nation-state. As a result, the English king could be politically independent in one context and legally subordinate in another.

The roots of this tension can be traced back to 1066, when William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, defeated Harold Godwinson at the Battle of Hastings and became king of England. William did not abandon his duchy when he gained the English crown. Instead, he ruled a cross-Channel political world that connected English wealth and resources with Norman lands in France. The kings who followed him inherited this complicated arrangement. Their French possessions were sometimes expanded, divided, lost, recovered, or contested, depending on marriage alliances, inheritance disputes, rebellions, and war.

The situation became even more significant during the reign of Henry II of England, who came to the throne in 1154. Through inheritance and marriage, Henry controlled a vast collection of territories stretching from the Scottish border to the Pyrenees. His marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine, one of the wealthiest and most politically important women of the Middle Ages, brought him the duchy of Aquitaine, a large and prosperous region in southwestern France. Henry’s domains included England, Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, and Aquitaine. Historians often refer to this collection of lands as the Angevin Empire, although it was not an empire in the modern sense. It was a patchwork of territories held together by inheritance, family ties, military power, and feudal relationships.

The French kings of the Capetian dynasty viewed this situation with understandable concern. In theory, the king of France stood above the great lords of the kingdom. In practice, some of those lords controlled far more territory and resources than the king himself. The English monarch was particularly dangerous because he possessed the wealth of England in addition to his French lands. A king of England who also controlled large parts of France could become a powerful rival to the French crown. The Capetian monarchs therefore spent generations attempting to weaken the position of the English kings on the continent.

A decisive turning point came during the reign of King John of England, the youngest son of Henry II. John inherited the throne in 1199, but his rule was marked by political mistakes, military failures, and bitter disputes with his nobles. His French rival, Philip II of France, known as Philip Augustus, took advantage of John’s weakness. By 1204, Philip had conquered Normandy and several other English-controlled territories in France. This was a major humiliation for the English monarchy. Normandy had been the homeland of William the Conqueror, and its loss changed the balance of power between England and France.

Although the English kings lost Normandy, they retained important territories in southwestern France, especially Gascony, which formed part of the broader inheritance associated with Aquitaine. Gascony was economically valuable. It produced wine that was exported in large quantities to England and other markets. Merchants, shipowners, landholders, and urban communities benefited from the trade. For the English monarchy, Gascony was not only a source of revenue but also a symbol of its continuing presence in France.

The problem was that the English kings held Gascony as vassals of the French crown. This meant that they were expected to perform acts of homage to the king of France. Homage was not an empty ceremony. It represented a legal and personal relationship. The vassal acknowledged the authority of his lord and promised loyalty in exchange for the right to hold land. Yet when the vassal was himself a king, the relationship became awkward and potentially humiliating. No English monarch wished to appear subordinate to the French king. At the same time, the French monarchy could use feudal law as a weapon. If the English king was accused of failing in his duties as Duke of Aquitaine, the French crown could threaten to confiscate his lands.

These disputes repeatedly produced moments of crisis. Local conflicts in Gascony could quickly become international confrontations. Appeals from nobles, merchants, or communities could be taken to the French royal court, where judgments were often unfavorable to English interests. The English kings regarded such interventions as attempts to undermine their authority. The French kings viewed them as legitimate exercises of feudal jurisdiction. Both sides could defend their position using medieval legal principles, but those principles rarely produced lasting peace.

During the thirteenth century, the relationship between England and France remained tense but did not yet develop into the massive conflict that began in the following century. In 1259, the Treaty of Paris attempted to clarify the situation. Henry III of England formally renounced his claims to Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, and Poitou, while Louis IX of France recognized Henry’s possession of Gascony and certain other lands. The treaty created a measure of stability, but it also confirmed the English king’s status as a vassal of the French monarch for his continental territories. The arrangement reduced immediate tension while preserving the deeper problem.

The issue became more dangerous under Edward I of England, a strong and ambitious ruler who came to the throne in 1272. Edward is often remembered for his campaigns in Wales and Scotland, but he also had to defend English interests in Gascony. In 1294, a dispute involving sailors and merchants escalated into open conflict with France. The French crown declared Gascony confiscated, and war followed. Although the conflict ended without a decisive resolution, it revealed how easily local incidents could become royal disputes. It also demonstrated the importance of maritime power, trade, and diplomacy in the relationship between the two kingdoms.

By the early fourteenth century, England and France were becoming increasingly centralized monarchies. Their kings had greater administrative resources, stronger legal institutions, and more effective methods of raising taxes than many of their predecessors. These developments made larger wars possible. Medieval warfare had always depended on money, men, horses, weapons, ships, and supplies. A ruler who could collect taxes more efficiently and mobilize resources over a wider territory could sustain campaigns for longer periods. The growing capacity of both monarchies did not guarantee war, but it made prolonged warfare more feasible.

The rivalry also involved Scotland, which played a crucial role in shaping Anglo-French relations. The English crown had long sought to dominate Scotland, especially during the reign of Edward I. The Scots resisted English intervention, and their struggle for independence became one of the defining conflicts of late medieval Britain. France saw an opportunity to weaken England by supporting Scotland. This relationship became known as the Auld Alliance, formally established in 1295. According to its basic logic, if England attacked one kingdom, the other would create pressure by threatening or attacking England elsewhere. France could distract English rulers from continental affairs by encouraging Scottish resistance, while Scotland could gain diplomatic and military support against its powerful southern neighbor.

The English monarchy, in turn, looked toward the Low Countries, particularly Flanders, as a region of strategic and economic importance. Flanders was one of the most commercially advanced areas of medieval Europe. Its cities, including Ghent, Bruges, and Ypres, were major centers of textile production. Flemish cloth-makers depended heavily on imported English wool. English landowners, especially those involved in sheep farming, profited from this trade. The relationship between England and Flanders was therefore economically significant. Yet Flanders was also linked to the French crown through feudal obligations and political pressures. English and French rulers both sought influence there, and Flemish towns often had their own interests, which did not always align neatly with those of their count or the French king.

Trade added another layer of complexity to the growing rivalry. English wool exports supported important sectors of the Flemish economy, while Gascon wine flowed into English ports. The English crown could use wool as a diplomatic weapon, restricting exports to pressure Flemish communities or encourage support for English policies. French rulers understood that control over Flanders could weaken England’s economic position. War between kings was never only a matter of royal pride. It affected merchants, craftsmen, sailors, farmers, and urban workers whose livelihoods depended on cross-Channel commerce.

The dynastic crisis that transformed these long-standing tensions into a major war began with the death of Charles IV of France in 1328. Charles was the last surviving son of Philip IV, one of the most formidable French kings of the late Middle Ages. Philip IV had three sons who became kings in succession: Louis X, Philip V, and Charles IV. None produced a surviving male heir capable of continuing the direct Capetian line. This created an extraordinary succession problem.

The French monarchy had passed from father to son for centuries. The continuity of the Capetian dynasty had contributed greatly to the strength and prestige of the crown. The death of Charles IV without a male heir forced French nobles and legal thinkers to decide who should inherit the throne. Two major candidates emerged. One was Philip of Valois, the son of Charles of Valois and a male-line cousin of the late king. The other was Edward III of England, whose mother, Isabella of France, was the daughter of Philip IV and therefore the sister of the three kings who had died without sons.

Edward III’s claim was based on his descent through his mother. He was the grandson of Philip IV. In terms of blood relationship, he had a strong connection to the French royal family. However, his claim faced serious objections. The French political elite was unwilling to accept the idea that the crown could pass through a woman to her son. Women had already been excluded from direct succession during earlier disputes following the deaths of Louis X and Philip V. The French crown was not given to the daughters of those kings. Instead, it passed to their brothers. This practice was later connected to the principle known as Salic Law, although the legal doctrine was developed and emphasized more fully as the conflict with England continued.

The French nobles selected Philip of Valois, who became Philip VI of France. His accession marked the beginning of the Valois dynasty. Edward III did not immediately launch a war to claim the French throne. At the time, he was still young, and England faced internal political problems. His mother, Isabella, and her ally, Roger Mortimer, had overthrown Edward’s father, Edward II, in 1327. Edward III became king while still a teenager, but real power initially remained in the hands of Isabella and Mortimer. In 1330, Edward seized control of the government, arrested Mortimer, and began ruling independently.

The early years of Edward III’s reign were heavily shaped by conflict with Scotland. His ambitions in the north consumed money and military attention. In this context, the new king did not immediately challenge Philip VI’s accession. In 1329, Edward traveled to France and performed homage for his lands in Gascony. The ceremony was uncomfortable and carefully negotiated. Edward did not wish to suggest that he owed unconditional loyalty to Philip. Nevertheless, his act of homage appeared to recognize Philip as the legitimate king of France.

The relationship deteriorated rapidly during the following years. One source of tension was the continuing Scottish conflict. After the death of Robert the Bruce in 1329, Scotland entered a period of uncertainty. Edward III supported Edward Balliol, who claimed the Scottish throne against the young David II, the son of Robert the Bruce. David was forced into exile in France, where Philip VI gave him protection. French support for the Scottish king angered Edward III and reinforced English fears that France intended to interfere in British affairs.

At the same time, disputes over Gascony remained unresolved. The French crown continued to assert its feudal rights, while Edward resisted any attempt to weaken English authority in the duchy. Philip VI could use legal complaints from Gascon nobles as a way to pressure the English king. Edward, however, increasingly viewed French actions as part of a broader pattern of hostility. Each side believed that the other was acting aggressively.

The crisis intensified in 1337, when Philip VI declared Edward’s lands in Aquitaine confiscated. This was not an unprecedented move. French kings had used confiscation before as a political and legal weapon against English monarchs. Yet the circumstances were now more dangerous. Edward III had become a confident ruler with military ambitions and a growing sense of grievance. He was no longer willing to accept repeated threats to his continental possessions. In response, he challenged Philip’s authority and revived his own claim to the French throne.

Edward’s claim served several purposes. It gave him a powerful legal justification for war. Rather than presenting himself simply as a rebellious vassal defending his duchy, he could portray Philip as a usurper who had wrongfully taken the crown. The claim also strengthened Edward’s diplomatic position in the Low Countries. Flemish leaders who resisted French influence could justify an alliance with England more easily if Edward was recognized as the rightful king of France. The dynastic claim was therefore both sincere and strategic. Medieval rulers often believed deeply in inherited rights while also using those rights as practical tools of diplomacy and war.

The conflict was not merely a private quarrel between two monarchs. It reflected competing visions of authority. Philip VI believed that the French crown had the right to discipline a vassal who failed in his obligations. Edward III believed that his royal dignity could not be subjected to the judgment of another king. For Edward, the relationship had become intolerable. As long as the king of England held lands in France under feudal conditions, the French monarchy possessed a mechanism for interference. Yet giving up Gascony would mean abandoning valuable territory, revenue, prestige, and generations of inherited claims.

The personalities of the two rulers also mattered. Philip VI was determined to assert the authority of the Valois monarchy. He could not afford to appear weak at the beginning of a new dynasty. His legitimacy depended on the support of French nobles who expected him to defend the kingdom and uphold royal rights. If he allowed Edward to ignore feudal obligations, Philip risked encouraging other great lords to challenge his authority.

Edward III, meanwhile, was eager to overcome the humiliations associated with his father’s reign. Edward II had suffered military defeat, political rebellion, and eventual deposition. His disastrous loss to the Scots at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314 had damaged the prestige of the English monarchy. Edward III wanted to restore royal honor and demonstrate his effectiveness as a warrior king. Medieval kings were expected to lead in war, reward loyal followers, defend inherited rights, and pursue glory. A successful campaign in France could strengthen Edward’s authority at home while enhancing his reputation abroad.

The political culture of the aristocracy encouraged warfare. Nobles were not passive observers of royal policy. Many saw military campaigns as opportunities for advancement, ransom, plunder, and honor. Warfare could be destructive, but it could also be profitable for those positioned to benefit from it. Capturing a wealthy enemy knight or noble could bring an enormous ransom. Victorious commanders might gain land, titles, or royal favor. Younger sons of aristocratic families, who did not inherit the main family estates, often sought careers through military service. The ideals of chivalry celebrated courage, loyalty, reputation, and martial skill. These ideals did not cause the war by themselves, but they helped create a society in which war remained a respected instrument of politics.

The opening phase of the conflict required complex diplomatic maneuvering. Edward III sought allies in the Low Countries and the Holy Roman Empire. He spent heavily to build coalitions against France. These alliances were expensive and sometimes unreliable. Medieval diplomacy depended on promises, marriages, payments, personal relationships, and calculations of advantage. Allies might support a king when it suited their interests and withdraw when the costs became too high.

One important figure was Jacob van Artevelde, a powerful political leader in Ghent. Artevelde recognized the importance of English wool to the Flemish economy and supported closer ties with Edward III. Flemish towns faced internal tensions between urban workers, merchants, nobles, and the Count of Flanders, who was aligned with France. Edward’s claim to the French throne helped create a legal foundation for cooperation. In 1340, Edward formally assumed the title of king of France, reinforcing his political message.

Before large armies could dominate the land war, control of the sea became essential. England needed safe passage across the Channel to move soldiers, horses, weapons, and supplies. France could threaten English coastal communities and disrupt trade. Maritime warfare in the Middle Ages was often brutal and chaotic. Ships were not specialized warships in the modern sense. Merchant vessels could be adapted for military purposes, carrying archers and men-at-arms who attempted to board enemy ships and fight at close quarters.

The Battle of Sluys in 1340 became one of the first major English victories of the war. Edward III’s fleet defeated a large French naval force near the Flemish coast. The victory did not end French maritime activity, but it gave England an important advantage and made future campaigns on the continent easier. It also demonstrated that the conflict had moved beyond legal disputes and diplomatic pressure. The rivalry had become a full-scale war.

Even so, the war was not continuous. Campaigns alternated with truces, negotiations, financial difficulties, and changes in strategy. Medieval governments often struggled to sustain military operations year after year. Armies required enormous resources. Soldiers had to be paid. Horses needed food. Castles required garrisons. Ships had to be assembled. Merchants and landowners resisted excessive taxation. Political support could weaken if a war appeared unsuccessful or too costly.

The burden of war spread far beyond the royal courts. English communities were required to provide taxes, soldiers, ships, and supplies. French villages and towns faced raids, sieges, requisitions, and destruction. The early stages of the conflict already revealed the suffering that would define later decades. Armies did not only seek enemy soldiers. They attacked economic resources. Fields could be burned, livestock taken, homes looted, and towns threatened. These raids were intended to weaken the enemy, undermine confidence in the ruler, and demonstrate the inability of the opposing crown to protect its people.

One of the most destructive methods of warfare was the chevauchée, a fast-moving mounted raid designed to devastate the countryside. English armies used this strategy repeatedly in France. The goal was not always to capture territory permanently. Instead, a chevauchée could destroy crops, burn villages, seize supplies, provoke the enemy into battle, and embarrass the French king. If Philip VI could not defend his subjects, his authority would suffer. If he marched out to confront the English, Edward might gain the decisive battle he wanted.

The war also raised fundamental questions about identity. At the beginning of the conflict, the aristocratic worlds of England and France remained deeply interconnected. Many English nobles had French ancestry. French remained influential among the English elite. Noble families could hold interests on both sides of the Channel. Yet prolonged warfare gradually hardened distinctions. English kings appealed to the loyalty of their subjects against a foreign enemy. French kings presented themselves as defenders of the realm against invasion. Political conflict encouraged the development of stronger national consciousness, even though medieval identity remained more complex and local than modern nationalism.

Language reflected this transition. The English court had long used French as a language of prestige, but English was becoming increasingly important. War against France encouraged the growth of a more distinct English political culture. In France, the defense of the kingdom strengthened the symbolic role of the monarchy. The war would eventually contribute to a deeper sense that England and France were separate political communities with competing interests.

Religion also shaped the way people understood the conflict. Both kingdoms were Christian. Their rulers worshiped within the same broad religious tradition and claimed to defend justice. Neither side could easily portray the war as a simple struggle between believers and unbelievers. Instead, each side sought divine approval for its cause. Kings ordered prayers, invoked saints, and presented victories as signs of God’s favor. Defeats could be interpreted as punishment for sin or failure. Medieval warfare was deeply connected to ideas of providence, moral order, and legitimate kingship.

The role of the papacy was complicated. The popes often attempted to mediate between England and France, especially because prolonged warfare among Christian monarchs weakened the unity of Europe and threatened broader political stability. During much of the fourteenth century, the papacy was based at Avignon, a city surrounded by French territory. English observers sometimes suspected that the popes favored France, although papal diplomacy was not always straightforward. The popes had their own priorities and sought to preserve their influence by negotiating truces and settlements.

The conflict also unfolded against a wider European background. The fourteenth century was a period of instability. Population growth had placed pressure on agricultural resources during the previous century. Bad harvests and famine struck parts of Europe in the early decades of the century. Political rivalries, local wars, and social tensions were common. The Hundred Years’ War did not emerge in isolation. It was part of a broader world in which rulers competed for land, legitimacy, and prestige while ordinary communities faced economic vulnerability.

The early war was shaped by Edward III’s determination to prove that his dynastic claim had military weight. His victory at Sluys provided an important beginning, but success on land remained uncertain. Alliances cost money, and campaigns in the Low Countries did not produce an immediate breakthrough. Edward had to balance ambition with the practical limitations of medieval finance. The English crown depended on parliamentary grants and taxation. Wool exports became a major source of revenue. Merchants and landowners could support the king, but they also expected results.

In France, Philip VI faced the challenge of defending a larger and more populous kingdom. France possessed greater resources than England, but those resources were not always easy to coordinate. The French monarchy had to manage powerful nobles, regional interests, and the difficulties of mobilizing armies across a broad territory. Numerical strength did not automatically guarantee victory. Command, discipline, terrain, weaponry, and tactical decisions could determine the outcome of a battle.

The military systems of the two kingdoms developed in different ways. English armies increasingly relied on a combination of men-at-arms and skilled archers, many of whom used the longbow. The longbow required strength, practice, and discipline. It could deliver arrows rapidly and disrupt advancing forces under the right conditions. French armies continued to place strong emphasis on mounted
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