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In the annals of history, certain battles emerge not merely as episodes of martial conflict but as fulcrums upon which the fate of civilizations pivot, shaping the contours of power, culture, and society in their wake. The Battle of Poitiers, fought on the 19th of September, 1356, stands as a testament to this phenomenon, marking a watershed in the protracted saga of the Hundred Years' War—a series of conflicts that would fundamentally alter the trajectory of European history. This confrontation between the forces of England, under the command of Edward, the Black Prince, and those of France, led by King John II, encapsulates a moment where the fates of nations hung precariously in the balance, influenced by a confluence of strategy, valor, and the caprices of fortune.

Poitiers is emblematic of the epochal transition from the medieval to the early modern, reflecting the evolving dynamics of warfare, the shifting foundations of royal authority, and the nascent stirrings of national consciousness. At its core, the battle underscores the critical importance of leadership, the innovative application of military technology, and the strategic use of terrain—factors that would decisively influence the outcome of this historic encounter. Moreover, it reveals the intricate interplay between martial prowess and the broader socio-political and economic contexts that define the era.

As we delve into the narrative of Poitiers, we are invited to consider not only the clash of arms and the tactics employed but also the deeper currents of change that were sweeping across Europe. This battle serves as a prism through which we can examine the transformation of knightly warfare, the impact of military innovation on societal structures, and the complex web of diplomacy, ransom, and the politics of captivity that would have lasting implications for the French and English crowns. In doing so, we gain insight into the mechanisms of historical change, where individual battles like Poitiers resonate far beyond their immediate context, influencing the course of history in ways that reach into the very fabric of modernity.
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​The Hundred Years
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On January 7, 1327, the Parliament of England, convened at Westminster, took a historic step by formally deposing Edward of Carnarvon and elevating his son, Edward, Prince of Wales, to the throne. This moment marked an unprecedented beginning to what would be Edward III's fifty-year tenure, overshadowed by the ignominious end of his father's reign. The deposition was less a reflection of national consensus than the culmination of personal vendettas, driven by a queen's betrayal and a cohort of rebellious nobles. Edward II, despite his evident failures as a monarch, fell not through a justified national uprising but at the hands of his own family and disloyal aristocrats.

Yet, the weight of culpability extends beyond the immediate circle of conspirators. The broader English society, encompassing the majority of the nobility and commoners, bears its portion of responsibility for their passive complicity. As Queen Isabella and her faction engineered the downfall of the king, there was scant opposition to the treachery that unfolded. The public's silence became deafening, especially in London, where the mob's brutal murder of Bishop Stapleton of Exeter, a loyalist to the fallen king, underscored the populace's role as unwitting participants in this dark chapter of English history.

In the parliamentary halls, not a single voice was raised against the unlawful demise of the Earl of Arundel and the two Despencers, nor against the extrajudicial killings orchestrated by the queen. The silence persisted even when Archbishop Reynolds, capitulating to the moment's pressure, declared the populist sentiment as divine, thus endorsing Edward of Windsor's ascension amidst a backdrop replete with cruelty, hypocrisy, and cowardice.

In the ignominious saga that precipitated Edward II's downfall, the young Edward III, for whom the machinations were ostensibly executed, is the least culpable. Ascending to the throne at fourteen, his formative years under his mother's influence and estranged from his father, left him oblivious to the deeper motivations driving the queen, notably her disdain for her spouse, amplified by her liaison with the ambitious Roger of Mortimer.

Edward III's later years revealed his profound regret for being manipulated by his mother and Mortimer, despite initially acquiescing to their directives without apparent concern for his father's fate. Unaware of the grim intentions behind his father's transfer to Berkeley Castle, he remained detached from the darker undercurrents of his ascendancy.

To steer the young monarch, a Regency Council comprising earls, bishops, and barons was instituted by Parliament in January 1327. However, the true dominion rested with Queen Isabella, whose influence over her son was unmatched. Lurking behind her was Mortimer, whose presence became increasingly discernible over time. They isolated Edward, limiting his exposure to anyone outside their circle and diverting his attention from governance, a strategy that delayed both the nation's and the king's realization of the manipulative guardianship defining his early reign.

Initially, the governance under Edward III's reign projected a facade of constitutional adherence. The reconfirmation of ancient charters, promises of reform to Parliament, and the restoration of honors and estates to those maligned under Edward II's rule marked the era's onset. Yet, Mortimer's influence lingered subtly in the background, his dominance not yet fully unveiled, as a fresh crisis soon diverted public focus. Within months of Edward's coronation, the Scots, reneging on the truce of 1323, launched a ferocious incursion into English territories, ravaging the lands up to the Wear and Tees. Despite King Robert Bruce's absence, due to debilitating illness, his lieutenants, Sir James Douglas and Randolf Earl of Murray, adeptly led the charge, employing guerrilla tactics that had become synonymous with Bruce's military strategy.

Edward, even at his youthful age, led the defense efforts, shadowed closely by Mortimer, whose presence was a constant reminder of his influence over the king. Despite the mobilization of England's feudal and levy forces, the campaign was fraught with misfortune. The Scots, entrenched behind the Tyne, eluded direct confrontation through strategic retreats, leaving the English forces grappling with the ghosts of Bannockburn's disastrous legacy.

Mortimer, wary of repeating past errors, opted against direct assaults on the Scots' fortified positions, a decision that resulted in a cat-and-mouse game across the northern landscape. The campaign was marked by devastation rather than decisive engagements, with the English army consistently outmaneuvered and arriving too late to prevent the Scots' scorched-earth tactics.

A daring nocturnal raid by Douglas almost ensnared the young king himself, highlighting the audacity of the Scottish forces and the precariousness of Edward's situation. The campaign's culmination saw the English forces retreating, disheartened and depleted, a humbling prelude to the future military glories that Edward would achieve at Sluys and Crecy. This episode served not only as a stark initiation into warfare for Edward but also underscored the complex dynamics of power and influence shaping his early reign.

Perhaps driven by the ignominy of failing to subdue the Scots and the potential for growing domestic unrest, Queen Isabella and Roger Mortimer made the grim decision to eliminate the deposed Edward II. Despite enduring harsh imprisonment conditions at Berkeley Castle, Edward's robust health thwarted their hopes for his natural demise. Consequently, they resorted to assassination, sending agents under the cover of night to murder him on September 21, 1327. His death, shrouded in secrecy, was later attributed to natural causes or despair.

This unsuccessful campaign against the Scots, evoking memories of past failures, threatened to undermine the fledgling regime's authority. Thus, Isabella and Mortimer, prioritizing political stability, sought peace with Scotland, initiating negotiations throughout the winter of 1327-1328. Their determination to resolve the conflict culminated in the Treaty of Northampton, derided as "The Shameful Peace," which on May 4, 1328, acknowledged Scotland's independence. For the first time since the Anglo-Saxon era, the Scottish monarch could claim absolute sovereignty, a monumental shift in Anglo-Scottish relations. This treaty also stipulated the return of Scottish regalia and archives taken to London by Edward I. Although the Stone of Scone was to be returned, it remained in Westminster Abbey due to the intervention of Londoners. Additionally, the treaty proposed a union through marriage between Edward's sister Joan and Bruce's son David, while the Scots agreed to reinstate exiled barons loyal to England and compensate for damages incurred during their raids. This peace, while securing immediate tranquility, marked a significant concession from the English crown, reflecting the complexities and compromises inherent in medieval diplomacy.

Only after averting the immediate threat posed by the Scottish conflict did Roger Mortimer begin to overtly manifest his ambition and contempt for legal boundaries. He bestowed himself with the title of Earl of March, adopting a level of grandeur unprecedented for a subject within the realm. Commanding a retinue of one hundred and eighty men-at-arms, Mortimer leveraged this force to intimidate any noble who dared challenge his authority. His display of power was such that, at the Parliament of Salisbury in the autumn of 1328, his heavily armed presence compelled many peers to flee to Winchester, apprehensive of arrest given their modest entourages by comparison.

Additionally, murmurs about his intimate relationship with Queen Isabella began to circulate, given their conspicuous familiarity and constant association, hinting at the true nature of their bond.

Yet, it would take three more years before Mortimer's downfall, a period during which his malign influence would further manifest. Among those in the young king's circle, his half-uncles Edmund, Earl of Kent, and Thomas, Earl of Norfolk—sons from Edward I's second marriage—along with Henry, Earl of Lancaster, a key figure in the deposition of Edward II, openly opposed Mortimer's dominance. They believed rightful authority rested with them, not a newcomer buoyed by royal favoritism.

Edmund, Earl of Kent, emerged as the primary challenger, inadvertently drawing Mortimer's wrath. A sinister trap was set for him: false intelligence suggested that Edward II was alive, confined in Corfe Castle. This ruse, validated by the castle's governor, convinced Kent of his brother's survival, prompting him to write letters plotting Edward II's restoration. These letters were swiftly delivered to Mortimer, who used them to arrest Kent, convict him of treason, and expedite his execution—a mere eight days post-arrest, leaving no window for rescue efforts. The king, misled to believe his uncle's plans included his assassination, sanctioned the execution.

Mortimer's appropriation of Kent's estates, alongside his prior acquisitions from the Despencers, cemented his status as one of the realm's wealthiest individuals, highlighting a grim period of unchecked ambition and the dire consequences for those ensnared in his schemes.

Edmund, Earl of Kent, enjoyed widespread affection among the nobility and common folk alike, known for his grace, generosity, and the absence of any malice towards him. His execution, therefore, stirred deep resentment, illuminating for many the humiliating state of the nation under the dominion of Queen Isabella and Roger Mortimer. Their indiscretions, once whispered about, became increasingly conspicuous as they operated with growing impunity. Moreover, rumors regarding the true circumstances of Edward II's demise began to circulate more freely, fueling a rising tide of public dissatisfaction. The backlash against Mortimer's ruthless maneuver against Kent marked the beginning of his downfall, prompting questions about the legitimacy of replacing the monarchy for the sake of a foreign queen and a merciless opportunist's personal gain. The situation was ripe for change, signaling Mortimer's impending demise.

Yet, the catalyst for this change did not emerge from widespread revolt but from an unexpected quarter. Edward III, having been under the influence of his mother and Mortimer for years, began to assert his independence. Now eighteen, recently married to Philippa of Hainault, and a new father to the future Black Prince, Edward's burgeoning autonomy led him to scrutinize the power dynamics that had reduced him to a pawn in Mortimer's game.

In October 1330, while the court resided in Nottingham Castle, Edward revealed his plans to Sir William Eland, the castle's governor. Despite his apprehensions, Eland agreed to aid the king, guiding him through a secret passage into the castle to avoid alerting Mortimer's guards. Accompanied by William, Lord Montacute, and a handful of armed allies, Edward stealthily approached Mortimer's quarters, catching him off-guard during a late-night meeting with the Bishop of Lincoln. A brief but violent confrontation ensued, resulting in the deaths of two knights before Edward's faction prevailed. The queen, emerging in distress, pleaded for Mortimer's life, but her appeals were in vain. Mortimer was detained, marking a decisive turn in Edward III's reign and the restoration of royal authority.

In November 1330, a pivotal session of Parliament convened at the behest of the king, setting the stage for Roger Mortimer's reckoning. Charged with the assassination of Edward II, the intimidation of Parliament, the unlawful seizure of royal properties, and misappropriating funds from the Scottish peace settlement, Mortimer faced a litany of accusations. The peers, dispensing with the formalities of a trial, unanimously declared the allegations against Mortimer self-evident, leading to his immediate condemnation as a traitor. His execution followed shortly thereafter at Tyburn, a fate shared by his main adviser, Sir Simon Bereford, while the direct perpetrators of Edward II's murder, John Maltravers and Thomas Gurney, were declared outlaws, with Gurney later dying en route to England from Spain.

The resolution of Queen Isabella's role in these events was handled with a measure of familial discretion. Edward III confined his mother to Castle Rising, providing her with a substantial stipend, yet restricting her freedom. She lived out her days in this genteel exile, passing away in 1358.

This period marked a cleansing of the regime's past transgressions and a restoration of honor and lands to those wronged by Mortimer's tyranny. Pardons were issued to his opponents, and a reassessment of official appointments was mandated, ensuring a fresh start. Edward III's decisive actions heralded a new chapter in English governance, transitioning from the shadow of regency to the dawn of a monarch's direct rule, setting the foundation for a reign characterized by stronger royal authority and national consolidation.

With the removal of Roger Mortimer and Isabella of France from the political landscape, England embarked on a more dignified and prosperous chapter in her history. The young Edward III, riding the wave of goodwill generated by his decisive actions against his father's usurpers, enjoyed a lengthy period of popularity. Edward, with his striking looks, charm, and generosity, possessed the regal qualities that endeared him to his subjects. An adept knight and a lover of grandeur, he was as much celebrated for his martial prowess as for his patronage of the arts and literature.

Yet, despite avoiding the weaknesses that marred his father's reign, Edward was not without his flaws. He inherited a tendency towards selfishness and a notable disregard for commitments, reminiscent of Henry III's less admirable traits. Edward's reign was marked by a notable lack of adherence to his grandfather Edward I's principle of maintaining one's word, betraying a disregard for the sanctity of both personal and political promises.

Edward's inclination towards cruelty when crossed, combined with a proclivity for opulence and neglect of financial prudence, hinted at potential tyranny. However, his impulsive and domineering nature was mitigated by a lack of vindictiveness and an inability to sustain oppressive regimes. His failures were more a product of thoughtlessness and self-indulgence than of inherent malice, with his chivalrous image often compensating for a lack of moral fortitude.

Despite these shortcomings, England has seen far worse monarchs, and from a constitutional perspective, Edward's reign was not devoid of progress. His ambitions and financial imprudence inadvertently strengthened parliamentary authority, as his frequent appeals for funds were met with demands for charter confirmations and the extension of privileges, highlighting a period where necessity fostered constitutional growth.

By 1330, the darker aspects of Edward III's personality had yet to fully emerge, and his reign was met with widespread approval from his subjects. This era marked a phase of stabilization and recovery for England, following the tumultuous period under Roger Mortimer's sway, where the kingdom was plagued by disorder, including egregious acts of violence and private conflicts. Notably, instances such as Sir Thomas Wyther's brutal killing of Robert Lord Holland in Henley Wood highlighted the lawlessness of the time. The kingdom witnessed sieges, like William de la Zouche's attack on Caerphilly Castle, abductions, pillaging, and extortion, evidencing the need for authoritative governance.

Edward's assumption of direct control heralded a return to order and justice, significantly reducing such excesses. The end of hostilities with Scotland provided a much-needed respite for the northern regions, allowing for economic and commercial revitalization despite ongoing maritime threats from French and Flemish pirates.

However, looming disputes threatened this period of relative peace, notably the question of homage for English territories in Aquitaine to the French crown. The transition of the French royal lineage to Philip of Valois, following the extinction of the senior line in 1328, introduced tensions. Edward, through maternal lineage, connected to the defunct line, initially considered contesting Philip's legitimacy but deferred, performing homage for his French holdings. Yet, Philip's dissatisfaction and subsequent encroachments, coupled with his support for dissent among the Gascon nobility and refusal to return Agenois, hinted at broader ambitions to oust the English from Southern France, setting the stage for future conflicts.

In the wake of the "Shameful Peace" of Northampton, a lingering dispute with Scotland set the stage for imminent conflict, a situation further complicated by Edward III's entanglement in French affairs. The crux of the issue stemmed from unfulfilled promises to restore lands to the English-aligned Scottish barons, who had remained loyal to Edward II post-Bannockburn but were subsequently dispossessed. The death of Robert I and the subsequent regency for David II saw these commitments largely ignored, with the lands in question now occupied by nationalist factions unwilling to relinquish them to those they deemed traitors.

This group of dispossessed nobles, known colloquially as the "Disinherited," found themselves in a state of exile, their promised restitutions unmet. Among them were notable figures such as Gilbert Umphraville, Earl of Angus, and David of Strathbogie, Earl of Athole, who, alongside others, plotted a return to power by martial means. They rallied behind Edward Balliol, son of the former Scottish king John Balliol, who eyed not only the Scottish crown but also the recovery of his family's ancestral lands.

Scotland's political landscape, fragmented and poorly managed under the regency, presented an opportune target for their ambitions. Balliol and his cohort began to marshal forces, drawing primarily on English mercenaries and archers, in preparation for their campaign. Edward III, aware of their mobilization, sought to prevent their incursion by enforcing border security, explicitly instructing his Wardens of the Marches to block any attempt to cross into Scotland by land. Thwarted, the "Disinherited" opted for a maritime approach, gathering a modest force and setting sail from Ravenspur, aiming to reclaim their lost estates and potentially seat Balliol on the Scottish throne. This venture, emblematic of the era's turbulent cross-border dynamics, underscored the lingering tensions that Edward's reign sought to navigate, amidst the broader geopolitical chessboard of medieval Britain and France.

The "Disinherited," a band of exiled nobles, executed a daring amphibious landing at Kinghorn in Fife, swiftly advancing towards Perth. In a pivotal encounter at the Earn's passage, they faced Donald, Earl of Mar, the Scottish regent, whose forces vastly outnumbered theirs. Despite the odds, a strategic nocturnal crossing and assault on the Scottish encampment led to a remarkable triumph at the Battle of Dupplin Muir.

Arrayed on the slopes of Dupplin Muir, the "Disinherited" adopted a formation with dismounted men-at-arms anchoring the center, flanked by archers in a semicircular arrangement. The Scottish forces, adhering to traditional tactics with dense pikemen formations reminiscent of historic battles like Falkirk and Bannockburn, underestimated the archers’ efficacy. The Scots’ focus on the men-at-arms, while dismissing the archers, proved fatal. The relentless volley of arrows disrupted the Scottish ranks, leading to a catastrophic collapse and a disorderly retreat under a hail of English longbowmen's arrows. The aftermath was devastating for the Scottish, with significant noble losses, including the regent and a substantial portion of their army.

The decisive victory at Dupplin Muir paved the way for Edward Balliol to claim Perth and Stirling effortlessly, culminating in his coronation at Scone. In contrast, David Bruce sought asylum in France with Philip. Balliol's overture to Edward III, proposing to hold Scotland as a vassal to the English crown and offering Berwick as a gesture of allegiance, marked a pivotal moment. This maneuver not only signified a potential shift in Anglo-Scottish dynamics but also illustrated the complex interplay of medieval loyalty and power, setting the stage for further entanglements with France amidst the broader geopolitical tensions of the era.
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