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Origins of the Conflict

The conflict that would later become known as the Hundred Years’ War did not begin with a single insult, a dramatic declaration, or one unavoidable battle. It emerged gradually from a dense web of rival ambitions, family connections, disputed territories, economic pressures, and political expectations that had accumulated over generations. When open war broke out between the kingdoms of England and France in 1337, neither side could have predicted that the struggle would continue, with interruptions and shifting fortunes, for more than a century. The rulers who first entered the conflict believed they were defending traditional rights, protecting inherited lands, and asserting legitimate authority. Yet the war they unleashed would transform medieval Europe, redefine monarchy, reshape military culture, and leave deep scars across both kingdoms.

To understand why the conflict began, it is necessary to look beyond the immediate quarrel between Edward III of England and Philip VI of France. The roots of the struggle reached back to the eleventh century, when the political map of western Europe became increasingly complicated after the Norman Conquest of England in 1066. When William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, defeated Harold Godwinson at the Battle of Hastings, he became king of England while remaining a major French nobleman. This created an unusual situation. The ruler of England was not merely a neighboring monarch. He was also a landholder within the kingdom of France, owing obligations to the French crown for his continental possessions.

This arrangement was not immediately impossible, but it contained the seeds of future tension. Medieval kingship depended on a hierarchy of personal relationships. A nobleman who held land from a king was expected to perform homage, provide military assistance, and acknowledge the superior authority of his lord. Yet when the king of England crossed the Channel to perform homage to the king of France, the ritual created an obvious contradiction. As king of England, he was a sovereign ruler. As duke of territories in France, he was technically a vassal. The question was not merely ceremonial. It affected taxation, justice, military obligations, diplomacy, and the control of strategically important lands.

The problem became even more serious during the twelfth century, especially after the rise of the Angevin Empire. In 1154, Henry II of England inherited a vast collection of territories. Through his family and his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine, he controlled England, Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine, and the enormous duchy of Aquitaine. These possessions did not form a centralized empire in the modern sense. They were a patchwork of lands held under different laws, traditions, and feudal relationships. Nevertheless, their combined size made Henry II one of the most powerful rulers in western Europe. In practical terms, he governed more French territory than the French king himself.

The kings of France viewed this situation with understandable concern. The early Capetian monarchy was far weaker than later French kingship would become. Its direct authority was concentrated around the region of Paris and a limited royal domain. Much of France remained controlled by powerful dukes and counts. The king of England, because of his continental lands, was one of the most formidable of these nobles. He was also an independent monarch with resources from across the Channel. The political relationship between the two crowns was therefore unbalanced and inherently unstable.

The French monarchy gradually worked to reduce English power on the continent. One of the most important moments came during the reign of King John of England, the youngest son of Henry II. John faced serious political problems, both at home and abroad. His disputes with French nobles, his reputation for unpredictable behavior, and his conflict with Philip II Augustus of France weakened his position. In 1204, Philip II seized Normandy from John. This loss was a turning point. The English crown no longer possessed the heartland from which William the Conqueror had launched the Norman invasion of England. Normandy became firmly attached to the French monarchy, while English power in France was pushed farther south.

The loss of Normandy did not end the rivalry. England still controlled important lands in southwestern France, especially Gascony, which formed part of the broader region traditionally associated with Aquitaine. This territory would become one of the central issues leading to the Hundred Years’ War. Gascony mattered for several reasons. It was economically valuable, strategically significant, and politically difficult to govern. Its towns, vineyards, merchants, and ports were linked to England through a lively trade in wine and other goods. Bordeaux, the most important city in the region, exported enormous quantities of wine to the English market. English merchants benefited from the trade, while Gascon elites often preferred the relatively distant authority of the English king to the closer and potentially more intrusive control of the French crown.

The relationship between Gascony and England was therefore more than a matter of dynastic prestige. It involved local interests and commercial networks. Gascon nobles and townspeople were not simply passive subjects waiting to be transferred from one king to another. They had their own privileges, rivalries, and expectations. Some looked to England for protection against neighboring powers. Others appealed to the French crown when disputes arose. The region became a complicated political frontier where royal authority was constantly negotiated.

The legal position of the English king in Gascony remained problematic. The king of England held the duchy as a vassal of the king of France. This meant that French kings could summon English rulers to perform homage or answer complaints in French courts. English kings often resisted these demands, regarding them as humiliating or politically dangerous. French kings, meanwhile, used legal procedures as tools of expansion. If an English ruler failed to meet his feudal obligations, the French crown could declare his lands confiscated. What appeared to be a technical matter of feudal law could quickly become a cause for war.

During the thirteenth century, the French monarchy grew stronger. Kings such as Philip II Augustus, Louis IX, and Philip IV expanded royal power, increased administrative control, and cultivated the idea that the king of France possessed a superior authority within the kingdom. France was not yet a unified nation-state in the modern sense, but the monarchy had become more capable of enforcing its decisions. England, meanwhile, developed its own political institutions and faced its own internal tensions, including the conflict that led to Magna Carta in 1215 and later struggles between kings and nobles.

The two kingdoms were not always at war. There were negotiations, marriages, treaties, and periods of relative peace. Yet the underlying contradiction remained unresolved. The English crown continued to hold French lands while resisting full submission to French authority. The French crown continued to view English possessions as territories that should eventually be absorbed into the royal domain. Both sides could temporarily accept compromise, but neither side was willing to abandon its larger ambitions.

The reign of Edward I of England demonstrated how easily the Gascon question could ignite conflict. In the 1290s, tensions over maritime disputes and feudal obligations led Philip IV of France to confiscate Gascony. War followed. Although the territory was eventually restored to English control, the episode revealed the fragility of the relationship. The French crown had shown that it was willing to use feudal law to challenge English possession of the duchy. The English crown had shown that it considered Gascony important enough to defend with military force.

At the same time, another arena of rivalry was becoming increasingly important: Flanders. The towns of Flanders were among the most prosperous urban centers in medieval Europe. Places such as Ghent, Bruges, and Ypres were famous for textile production. Their workshops depended heavily on imported English wool. This created a powerful economic connection between England and the Flemish towns. English wool producers needed access to continental markets, while Flemish cloth manufacturers relied on English raw materials.

Politically, however, Flanders was part of the French sphere of influence. The count of Flanders was a vassal of the French king, but the towns often resisted aristocratic control and defended their own commercial privileges. This produced a complex triangle of interests. The French monarchy wanted to dominate Flanders. The English monarchy wanted to protect the wool trade and limit French influence near the Channel. Flemish merchants and artisans wanted to preserve their economic autonomy. During the early fourteenth century, Flanders became a pressure point where trade and politics were impossible to separate.

The struggle between England and France was therefore shaped by more than aristocratic pride. Medieval economies were increasingly interconnected. Wool, wine, shipping, taxation, and urban production all influenced diplomatic decisions. Kings needed money to wage war, and they depended on merchants, customs duties, loans, and parliamentary taxation. A disruption in trade could harm royal finances as well as ordinary livelihoods. When tensions escalated, economic pressure became a weapon. Embargoes, blockades, and commercial alliances played a significant role in the early stages of the conflict.

Another major source of tension involved Scotland. England’s northern neighbor had long struggled to defend its independence against English claims. During the reign of Edward I, English armies intervened aggressively in Scottish affairs. The wars associated with William Wallace and Robert the Bruce became central to Scottish resistance. The French monarchy saw an opportunity. By supporting Scotland, France could force England to divide its attention and resources. The alliance between France and Scotland, traditionally known as the Auld Alliance, created a strategic problem for English rulers. If England went to war with France, it risked attack from the north. If England focused on Scotland, France could exploit the distraction.

This pattern was already visible before the Hundred Years’ War began. France and England were not merely two isolated kingdoms confronting each other across the Channel. Their rivalry drew in neighboring regions and competing powers. Scotland, Flanders, Gascony, Brittany, and the Low Countries all became part of the wider strategic landscape. Local disputes could be transformed into international crises because each kingdom searched for allies and pressure points.

The dynastic crisis that gave the conflict its most dramatic justification emerged after the death of Charles IV of France in 1328. Charles belonged to the direct Capetian line, a dynasty that had ruled France since 987. His death without a surviving male heir created an unprecedented situation. For more than three centuries, the Capetian succession had passed from father to son with remarkable consistency. This continuity had strengthened the monarchy and encouraged the belief that the crown followed a stable hereditary pattern. In 1328, that pattern broke.

Several possible claimants emerged. One of them was Edward III of England, whose mother, Isabella of France, was the daughter of Philip IV of France and the sister of the last three Capetian kings: Louis X, Philip V, and Charles IV. Through his mother, Edward was the grandson of a French king. He possessed a close blood connection to the royal house and could argue that his claim was stronger than that of more distant male relatives.

Yet the French political elite rejected Edward’s claim. They chose Philip of Valois, who became Philip VI of France. Philip was the son of Charles of Valois, a younger brother of Philip IV. His connection to the royal line came through the male line, although he was more distantly related to the previous king than Edward was. The choice reflected both legal interpretation and political necessity. French nobles were unlikely to accept a king of England as their ruler, especially one who already possessed significant continental interests and represented a rival monarchy.

The succession dispute is often associated with the principle later described as Salic Law, the idea that the French crown could not pass through a woman or be inherited through the female line. The historical development of this principle was more complicated than later political propaganda suggested. The Frankish legal tradition known as the Salic Law had not originally been written as a clear constitutional rule governing royal succession. However, during the dynastic disputes of the early fourteenth century, French lawyers and political leaders increasingly emphasized male-line inheritance. They argued that women could neither inherit the crown nor transmit a valid claim to their sons.

The immediate precedent had been established before 1328. When Louis X died in 1316, his daughter Joan was passed over in favor of his brother, Philip V. When Philip died without a son in 1322, another brother, Charles IV, became king. These decisions made it increasingly difficult to argue that the crown could pass through a female line. By the time Charles died, the French political community had already moved toward a system that favored male relatives descended through men.

The selection of Philip VI did not initially provoke an immediate war. Edward III, still a young ruler facing political challenges within England, accepted the situation for the moment. In 1329, he performed homage to Philip for his lands in Gascony. The ceremony was uncomfortable and carefully negotiated. Edward did not want to imply that he owed personal submission as king of England, but he needed to protect his continental possessions. The tension surrounding the act of homage revealed the deeper problem. Edward was both a sovereign monarch and a French vassal, and those two roles could not be reconciled easily.

Edward’s early reign had been shaped by instability. His father, Edward II, had been deposed in 1327 after a disastrous reign marked by military failure, aristocratic rebellion, and political favoritism. Isabella of France, Edward III’s mother, played a central role in the overthrow, together with her ally and lover Roger Mortimer. For several years, the young king remained under their influence. In 1330, Edward seized power for himself, ordered Mortimer’s arrest, and began to govern independently.

The experience left a strong impression on him. Edward III needed to establish his authority, restore royal prestige, and unite the English nobility behind his leadership. Warfare offered an opportunity to do so. Medieval kings were expected to defend their rights and demonstrate courage. Military success could strengthen loyalty, reward nobles, and generate a sense of common purpose. Edward was not simply driven by personal ambition, but ambition certainly mattered. He wanted to be seen as a capable warrior king, unlike his humiliated father.

Before focusing fully on France, Edward continued English intervention in Scotland. The Scottish king Robert the Bruce had died in 1329, leaving his young son David II as heir. Edward supported Edward Balliol, a rival claimant to the Scottish throne. English forces won important victories, but Scotland remained difficult to control. The French crown supported the Scottish resistance and gave refuge to David II. The conflict in Scotland intensified Anglo-French hostility. To Edward, French involvement was not a distant diplomatic issue. It was a direct threat to English security.

Meanwhile, relations over Gascony continued to deteriorate. The French crown increasingly asserted its authority over disputes involving the duchy. Local conflicts, appeals, and rival jurisdictions created constant opportunities for confrontation. The king of France could claim that Edward had failed in his duties as a vassal. Edward could argue that French officials were interfering unlawfully in his rights. The legal language of feudalism became a battlefield of its own.

In 1337, Philip VI declared that Edward’s duchy of Aquitaine was confiscated. This decision marked the formal beginning of the conflict usually identified as the Hundred Years’ War. The confiscation was based on Edward’s alleged failure to fulfill his feudal obligations and his hostility toward the French crown. From Philip’s perspective, the move was legally justified. From Edward’s perspective, it was an unacceptable attack on inherited rights. The dispute had reached a point where compromise appeared increasingly unlikely.

Edward responded by reviving and emphasizing his claim to the French crown. In 1340, he formally adopted the title King of France and incorporated the French royal lilies into his arms. This was a bold political move. It transformed the war from a territorial dispute into a dynastic struggle. Edward was no longer simply defending Gascony or resisting French pressure. He claimed that Philip VI was a usurper and that he himself was the rightful king of France.

It is important to recognize that Edward’s claim served several purposes. It was a statement of legitimacy, a diplomatic weapon, and a strategic tool. By presenting himself as the lawful king of France, Edward could encourage French nobles who were dissatisfied with Philip VI to support him. He could justify alliances with continental rulers. He could frame the war as a struggle against illegitimate government rather than as a foreign invasion. His claim also elevated the stakes. If he fought merely for Gascony, his goals were limited. If he fought for the French crown, almost any military action could be presented as part of a larger cause.

Whether Edward truly believed he could rule all of France is difficult to determine. Medieval rulers often pursued multiple objectives at once. He may have believed that a combination of military victories, alliances, internal French divisions, and financial pressure could force Philip to make major concessions. The claim to the crown may have been sincere, opportunistic, or both. In medieval politics, legal rights and practical ambition often reinforced each other.

France was a formidable opponent. It was larger, more populous, and wealthier than England. Its monarchy had expanded steadily during the previous centuries. French knights enjoyed a powerful reputation, and the kingdom could potentially draw on extensive manpower. At first glance, Edward’s challenge appeared reckless. England did not possess the resources to conquer France easily, and the English crown already faced financial pressures.

Yet France also had vulnerabilities. The kingdom remained politically diverse. Regional identities were strong, and royal authority was not equally effective everywhere. Powerful nobles guarded their privileges. Some territories had their own interests and grievances. The French monarchy could mobilize impressive resources, but it could not always coordinate them efficiently. Internal rivalries could become serious weaknesses, especially when a foreign enemy exploited them.

England had its own advantages. Its monarchy had developed methods of taxation and consultation through Parliament. The crown could negotiate for funds with the political community of the realm. English armies increasingly relied on a combination of men-at-arms and skilled archers, especially those armed with the longbow. This weapon would later become famous in battles such as Crécy, Poitiers, and Agincourt. At the beginning of the war, however, its full significance had not yet been demonstrated on the fields of France.

The English crown also benefited from the ability to frame the war as a defense of lawful rights. Edward III sought support from nobles, merchants, and political representatives. War required taxation, and taxation required persuasion. English kings could not simply extract unlimited resources without resistance. They needed to explain why the conflict mattered. Gascony, trade, Scottish security, dynastic legitimacy, and national honor all became part of the argument.

The language of national identity was beginning to grow in importance, although it should not be understood in modern terms. Medieval people often identified strongly with local communities, regions, lords, languages, and dynasties. Yet the prolonged rivalry between England and France encouraged broader loyalties. English propaganda portrayed the French crown as aggressive and unjust. French propaganda presented Edward as a rebellious vassal and foreign invader. Over time, the war would deepen the sense that the two kingdoms represented distinct political communities.

The conflict also emerged from the culture of medieval aristocracy. Noble society valued warfare, courage, reputation, and honor. Knights were trained to fight and expected to demonstrate martial skill. Kings gained prestige through victory and risked humiliation through defeat. Diplomatic disputes were interpreted through a language of rights, insults, obligations, and honor. This did not mean that medieval rulers rushed blindly into war. They negotiated carefully and calculated costs. Nevertheless, the aristocratic culture of the period made military confrontation a recognized and sometimes attractive method of resolving disputes.

For Edward III, war in France offered the chance to restore the glory of the English monarchy. For Philip VI, resisting Edward was essential to protecting the authority of the French crown. If Philip allowed the English king to defy him openly, refuse homage, and retain disputed lands without consequence, his position would be weakened. The conflict became a test of sovereignty. Neither ruler could retreat easily without appearing to surrender fundamental rights.

The early diplomatic maneuvers reflected this widening struggle. Edward sought allies among the rulers of the Low Countries and the Holy Roman Empire. These alliances were expensive. Continental princes expected payments, and English finances came under intense pressure. Edward hoped to create a coalition that would surround France and force Philip to defend multiple fronts. He cultivated connections with Flemish towns, whose economic dependence on English wool made cooperation possible. The Flemish leader Jacob van Artevelde became an important ally, helping to align the commercial interests of Ghent and other cities with Edward’s cause.

The wool trade became a central instrument of English strategy. Edward restricted exports in an effort to pressure Flanders and encourage political cooperation. The policy caused hardship, but it demonstrated the importance of economic leverage. Medieval war was not fought only by knights on horseback. It was also shaped by merchants, ports, credit networks, and urban industries. The ability to disrupt trade could influence alliances just as effectively as the movement of armies.

France also relied on maritime power and commercial pressure. Control of the Channel was crucial. England needed to transport troops, horses, weapons, and supplies to the continent. French ships and allied fleets could threaten English coastal towns and disrupt military expeditions. The war at sea would become an important part of the early conflict, especially in the Battle of Sluys in 1340, where the English fleet won a major victory. That battle did not end French naval activity, but it helped Edward secure the Channel long enough to continue his campaigns.

The origins of the war cannot be reduced to Edward’s claim to the French throne, even though that claim became the most famous justification. The dynastic dispute mattered greatly, but it was layered on top of older tensions. Gascony remained essential. Scotland remained a strategic concern. Flanders remained economically important. The personal ambitions of rulers mattered. The legal structure of feudalism mattered. The growing strength of monarchy mattered. The expectations of nobles and merchants mattered.

The relationship between feudal law and royal sovereignty was especially important. The medieval political system had developed through overlapping loyalties. A noble could owe allegiance to one ruler for one territory and to another ruler for a different territory. This flexibility could work when rulers accepted compromise. It became dangerous when kings attempted to strengthen centralized authority. The French monarchy increasingly wanted to treat the king of England as a vassal within France. The English monarchy increasingly rejected the idea that an independent king should submit to another ruler. The political logic of the fourteenth century was moving toward more exclusive forms of sovereignty, even though the vocabulary of feudalism remained in use.

This tension created a paradox. Both sides relied on traditional law while also trying to escape its limitations. Philip VI invoked feudal law to confiscate Aquitaine. Edward III invoked hereditary right to claim the French crown. Each ruler presented himself as the defender of legitimate custom. Yet both were also pursuing a larger political goal: the expansion and protection of royal power.

The crisis was intensified by the personality and circumstances of the two monarchs. Philip VI was the first king of the Valois dynasty. His legitimacy had been accepted by the French political elite, but it was not as deeply established as the centuries-old Capetian succession had been. He needed to demonstrate strength. Any sign of weakness could encourage opposition among powerful nobles. Edward’s challenge threatened not only French territory but also the credibility of the new dynasty.

Edward III, by contrast, was eager to prove that England had recovered from the failures of his father’s reign. He had already shown determination by removing Roger Mortimer from power. He cultivated an image of chivalric kingship and surrounded himself with ambitious nobles. War in France offered opportunities for prestige, wealth, and advancement. Captured nobles could be ransomed. Successful commanders could gain titles and land. Military campaigns created a shared enterprise that helped bind the aristocracy to the crown.

The war also appealed to younger sons and professional soldiers who sought advancement. Medieval warfare could be brutal and destructive, but it could also be profitable for those who succeeded. Plunder, ransom, wages, and patronage encouraged participation. The armies of the Hundred Years’ War would include nobles, archers, infantrymen, sailors, mercenaries, and adventurers. Their motives varied widely. Some fought for loyalty, some for money, some for honor, and many for a combination of reasons.

The ordinary population, however, would bear much of the cost. Taxation increased. Trade could be disrupted. Villages and towns in contested regions faced raids, destruction, and insecurity. The early English strategy of the chevauchée, a large-scale mounted raid through enemy territory, was designed to damage the French economy and undermine confidence in the French king. Such campaigns targeted the resources that sustained royal authority, but they devastated civilian communities. The origins of the conflict may have been expressed in the language of kings and inheritance, yet the consequences reached far beyond royal courts.

The war began in an age already marked by change. The fourteenth century would become one of the most difficult periods in European history. Population growth had strained resources in some regions. Agricultural pressures and local famines had exposed vulnerabilities. Political conflicts were intensifying. Only a decade after the first major campaigns of the war, the Black Death would sweep across Europe and kill an enormous proportion of the population. The war and the plague were separate disasters, but together they would transform society.

At the beginning, however, the future remained uncertain. There was no reason to assume that the conflict would last for generations. Medieval wars often ended through negotiation, marriage, ransom, or compromise. Edward III may have hoped that military pressure would force Philip VI to restore lands, recognize claims, or accept a favorable settlement. Philip may have believed that France’s superior resources would eventually exhaust English resistance. Both rulers underestimated the durability of the struggle they had begun.

The first years of the war were shaped by hesitation, alliance-building, financial difficulty, and limited campaigns. Edward’s continental alliances proved costly and unreliable. Raising money placed heavy demands on the English crown. Philip faced his own challenges in organizing defense and maintaining support. The conflict did not immediately produce decisive battles. It developed unevenly, shaped by diplomacy as much as combat.

Yet the foundations of a long war were already present. Neither side was fighting for a minor concession. The dispute touched central questions of royal authority and identity. If Edward abandoned Gascony, he would surrender a valuable inheritance and appear weak. If Philip accepted Edward’s independence within France, he would weaken the principle of French sovereignty. If Edward renounced his dynastic claim, he would lose a powerful justification for war. If Philip acknowledged that claim, he would undermine his own crown.

The conflict also became increasingly difficult to contain because each side attracted supporters with their own interests. Flemish towns, Scottish nobles, Gascon lords, French princes, English merchants, and continental rulers all entered the struggle for reasons that did not always match the goals of the kings. Once these networks of alliance and obligation expanded, peace became more complicated. A treaty between two monarchs could not easily resolve every local dispute or satisfy every ally.

The Hundred Years’ War was therefore not one uninterrupted conflict but a sequence of wars, truces, negotiations, rebellions, and renewed campaigns. Its origins reveal why it proved so persistent. It was not caused by a single misunderstanding that could be corrected. It emerged from structural tensions embedded in the medieval political order. The king of England was both sovereign and vassal. The king of France was both feudal lord and expanding monarch. Economic networks tied regions together while political rivalries pulled them apart. Dynastic inheritance created claims that were legally arguable but politically unacceptable.

The succession crisis of 1328 gave Edward III a powerful argument, but the real origins of the war stretched back much farther. They lay in the legacy of William the Conqueror, the expansion of the Angevin Empire, the loss of Normandy, the survival of English Gascony, the rivalry over Flanders, the alliance between France and Scotland, and the growing determination of both monarchies to define their authority more clearly. Each generation inherited unresolved problems from the previous one.

By 1337, the old balance had become impossible to maintain. Philip VI moved to confiscate Aquitaine. Edward III refused to accept the decision. The dispute over lands became a dispute over crowns. The king of England declared himself the rightful king of France, and the Valois monarchy rejected his challenge. What began as a conflict rooted in feudal obligations would become one of the defining struggles of the late Middle Ages.

The war would test the strength of kings, the loyalty of nobles, and the endurance of ordinary people. It would produce celebrated victories and devastating defeats. It would elevate new military tactics, expose the limitations of traditional chivalry, and create legendary figures whose stories would survive for centuries. It would also reveal the fragility of kingdoms that appeared powerful on the surface but depended on complex relationships of money, law, loyalty, and force.

At its beginning, the conflict remained a contest between two monarchs defending rival visions of legitimacy. Edward III looked across the Channel and saw lands he believed had been unjustly taken, allies who could be recruited, and a crown he could claim through his mother’s bloodline. Philip VI looked toward England and saw a defiant vassal, a foreign rival, and a threat to the authority of the Valois dynasty. Neither man was willing to retreat.

The origins of the Hundred Years’ War remind us that great conflicts rarely begin at the moment when the first army marches. They begin in memories, inherited claims, unresolved disputes, and political systems that can no longer contain their own contradictions. Long before arrows flew and armies crossed the Channel, the relationship between England and France had become a struggle over the meaning of kingship itself. By the time diplomacy failed, both kingdoms had already traveled too far down the road toward war.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Edward III’s Claim

When Edward III of England asserted his right to the French crown, he was not inventing an excuse from nothing. His claim emerged from a real dynastic crisis, a complicated family history, and a political system in which inheritance could determine the fate of entire kingdoms. Yet his decision to transform a legal argument into a military cause was also deeply strategic. Edward’s claim was rooted in blood, but it was sharpened by ambition. It drew strength from medieval ideas of lineage, honor, sovereignty, and feudal obligation, while also responding to immediate pressures involving Gascony, Scotland, Flanders, and the authority of the French monarchy. To understand the claim fully, it is necessary to look beyond the simple statement that Edward believed he should be king of France. His position was neither entirely obvious nor entirely implausible. It existed in the uncertain space where law, tradition, power, and political necessity collided.

The dynastic problem began with the death of Charles IV of France in 1328. Charles was the last surviving son of Philip IV, a powerful Capetian ruler whose reign had strengthened the French crown and expanded its influence. Philip IV had three sons who became kings in succession: Louis X, Philip V, and Charles IV. Yet none of them left a surviving male heir capable of continuing the direct Capetian line. For more than three centuries, since the accession of Hugh Capet in 987, the monarchy had passed with remarkable regularity from father to son. That continuity
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