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Letter to the reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!  

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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To Carla, my wife,
with all my love


PROLOGUE

England under Edward I


Oh day of wrath, oh day of mourning!

See fulfilled Heaven’s warning.

Heaven and Earth in ashes burning!

See what fear man’s bosom rendeth,

When from Heaven the judge descendeth,

On whose sentence all dependeth.



Dies irae, the opening words of the medieval hymn-writer, Thomas de Celano, chill the soul and concentrate the mind, not only on an individual death but the end of all things. Such verses characterize the most significant difference between medieval and modern consciousness. We regarded the millennium as something to look forward to, an exciting time of change. The medieval mind viewed ‘The Millennium’ as that moment in history when the sky would melt, the earth would catch fire, the sun darken, the moon turn to blood and the stars fall from heaven. The very fabric of creation would be ripped apart to reveal Christ coming in judgement at the end of the world. Thus in 1300, people were ever-conscious of the imminent dissolution of all things, when the human and divine would finally merge.

To the medieval mind these two realities co-existed: the Visible – the fabric of life – and the Invisible. The two were not totally distinct but intermingled. The fourteenth century developed such an attitude even further, manifesting itself not only in the glorious cathedrals of Salisbury and Gloucester but in the constant pilgrimages to Becket’s tomb at Canterbury and the Virgin’s statue at Walsingham, whilst for braver souls there were always the attraction of St James Compostella, St Peter’s in Rome or, the greatest prize of all, Jerusalem.

The people of the fourteenth century were only too aware of the spiritual realities which framed their everyday existence. They were highly sensitive to the powers of darkness, to the air being peopled with demons, to Lucifer, the Fallen Angel, wandering God’s creation, ‘roaring like a lion seeking whom it may devour’. At the same time they were acutely conscious of the powers of light: of Christ and ‘His sweet Mother’, of ministering angels and mediating saints. Every village church had its altar and those that were large enough, their Lady Chapel, statues, shrines, and exuberant wall paintings which depicted the truth of man’s spiritual destiny. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales reflects these realities perfectly, describing a pilgrimage to Becket’s shrine, which included the good, the noble, the bad and the indifferent of fourteenth-century England. Chaucer’s poetry exudes a spring-time freshness as well as the energy and bustle of his era with all its idiosyncrasies, strengths and failings, virtues and vices.

The fourteenth century can be described as the high point of the Middle Ages and yet it also contained within it the very seeds of its own destruction. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the lives and careers of the ‘Anointed Ones’ of Westminster, who did so much to shape and influence the lives of their subjects. In 1300, England was ruled by Edward I (1272–1307), the greatest of the Plantaganet line, a born warrior, statesman and general. Edward I could be viewed as either a visionary or a fanatic. He dreamed of uniting England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland under one rule from Westminster: the beginning of the notion of ‘Empire’ which, even today, England still struggles to break free from. Edward I had no such doubts. He wanted his writ to run as far north as the Highlands of Scotland, across Wales to the western coast of Ireland: his England would be replicated and extended. Edward’s barons, or great Earls, would lead his armies of mailed, mounted knights, leather-garbed footmen and archers, to subjugate all opposition. Castles would be built and narrow-laned towns, with their market places, churches and plaster-and-wood houses, founded to promote commerce. Harbours and ports would be developed to receive his warships and merchantmen, those sturdy, one-masted, fat-bellied cogs on which England so depended for protection and commerce. The power of the English Church, owing an uneasy allegiance to the Popes in exile at Avignon, would make itself felt; the primacy of Canterbury would be accepted by all. The great religious orders, the Benedictines, Franciscans and Dominicans, would be encouraged to found monasteries and priories, till the land and remind the people that, if there was one Christ, one Pope, one Church, there was also only one King: the Anointed One, who wore the Confessor’s crown and sat enthroned in splendour at Westminster. Yet many of these dreams soon turned into nightmares; the seeds of hideous war, betrayal and bloodshed were planted deep.

Edward I had a strong sense of Communitas Regni – Community of the Realm. He possessed the wit to realize that his world was changing. Some peasants no longer tilled the land but allowed it to grass over to graze sheep whose wool was avidly sought by the merchants of the Low Countries, that collection of warring states on France’s northern border, Hainault, Brabant and Flanders.

This newly found wealth led to the rapid expansion of cities such as York, Bristol and, above all, London. A city, dominated by the Tower, London comprised a cramped acreage of narrow streets, jostling houses and countless churches. A busy, prosperous place, the centre of royal government and its system of law and order, London was proving to be one of the leading cities of western Europe. It housed the emerging Inns of Court and, above all, the great departments of state: the Exchequer, or treasury, where sheriffs from the shires would have to deliver their accounts four times a year; and the Chancery, or great ‘Writing Office’, where clerks, trained at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, ran the civil service. The city was also the hub of royal justice with its Courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas held in Westminster Hall. London of the early fourteenth century represented the growing wealth and complexity of English society and housed the guilds and fraternities, like those of Corpus Christi in Bread Street, the Grocers of Soper Lane or the Brewers at All Hallows near London Wall.

The powerful burgesses and merchants of London and other commercial centres had used their newly found wealth to build churches, market places, stately mansions and warehouses as well as to promote their own interests. They had formed guilds, powerful trading organizations, and had sent their sons to cathedral schools and on to the Halls of Oxford or Cambridge. Afterwards they would follow a career in the Church or the expanding civil service, which supported the Crown and its policies, both at home and abroad. These burgesses advanced the interests of their own cities, particularly London, and demanded a say in national government. Politics, they argued, was too important to be left to the King and his great Council of nobles and bishops.

England was thus a thriving melting-pot of many conflicting worlds: the great lords, the merchants, the ever-busy civic burgesses, the prosperous peasants and, of course, the poor, who were always with them. Two mighty organizations cut across this energetic, jostling society. First was the Crown – the all-powerful King, surrounded by his lawyers and councillors. Even here change had begun. The King swore a great oath to rule justly and, in return, received the obedience of his subjects. This basic pledge of mutual solidarity had been put under scrutiny by lawyers, who had evolved a philosophy of interdependence. The King was there to rule but he must do so wisely. He must take the advice of his Council, which must include the Great Lords of the Soil. Others, like the lawyer Bracton, developed this even further, proclaiming ‘Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus approbetur’ – ‘What affects all must be approved by all’.

Edward I had implemented this theory in a more practical way for his own uses by summoning his Parliaments, where he could meet the community of the realm to discuss matters of mutual interest, be it finance, military defence, war or law. Naturally, the different stratas of such a hierarchical society did not intermingle. The Lords met together in one session, representatives of the Commons assembled in another. The latter were evolving a system of ‘redress before supply’: the King needed their consent to levy effective taxes; they, in turn, could respond by submitting petitions for royal redress, or at least an answer, to their general or particular grievances. It was a finely balanced system. On the one hand, the King could act the autocrat, but on the other he had to be aware of the advice and opinion of other sections of the community he ruled.

Edward I of England was the embodiment of such a balance: king and warrior, Edward had developed ‘Parliaments’ to aid good government, not necessarily realizing that the system he patronized might one day limit his own power. He used Parliament not only to gain the consensus of the community but also to enact statute law which had the full consent of that community.

The second organization which cut across and dominated all aspects of medieval society was the Church. Aristotle called man a political animal; the fourteenth century Church defined him as religious. Every human being, it preached, had an eternal destiny and the Church was there to ensure this destiny was fulfilled. The Catholic Church was a power to be reckoned with. It stretched across borders, it proclaimed a philosophy completely free of national aspirations. The power of the Pope, the Bishop of Rome, was all-pervasive and each kingdom, England included, had to respond to this power. The English Church was part of an international organization. Its leaders, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, the bishops in their different dioceses, all had to acquire papal approval before they could assume office. In turn, these bishops ruled large sprawling dioceses where the Church was represented in towns and villages by a vicar, priest or religious. The local manifestation of the Church’s power was the parish chapel and the organization which grew up around it.

Of course there were tensions. The Catholic Church was an international power but national aspirations did surface. The popes had to fight a continuing battle with the kings of England over the control of the national Church and the comprehensive social message it preached. Edward I, and his son Edward II, were both drawn into this conflict as they strove to keep united, under their own personal rule, the disparate, and often conflicting, sectional interests of their kingdom.

Edward I strove for uniformity and union and had the personality and strength of character to carry this through. He launched a devastating war on Wales to bring the principality under the direct rule of the English Crown and to establish his borders on the edge of the Irish Sea. The Welsh princes, including the principal chieftain, Llewellyn, were caught and executed, their tribes crushed and a string of powerful castles, controlled by Marcher (or border) barons such as the de Spencers and Mortimers, would keep the country in subjection.

Edward now turned to Scotland where conflicting rival claims to the crown allowed him to intervene, first as the ‘honest broker’ and then as the powerful prince and conquering king. In 1286, King Alexander III of Scotland had taken a mortal fall whilst riding through a storm to visit his new queen. His only heir was his granddaughter Margaret, whose father was the King of Norway. Edward immediately suggested that his son, Edward II, and the Maid of Norway be betrothed and marry. He got his way but in October 1290, the young girl, en route to Scotland, died on board ship and her corpse was taken back to Bergen. The death of the Maid of Norway thus dragged the English Crown into a savage, bloody war with Scotland. Edward supported a number of claimants to the Scottish throne but his long-term goal was the annexation of that kingdom and its absorption under the English Crown, just as he had achieved in Wales.

In the end Scotland proved a hard nut to crack. A group of astute war leaders, William Wallace, Archbishop Wishart of Glasgow and finally Robert the Bruce, reduced the Plantaganet’s ambitions to nothing. The recent film Braveheart vividly describes the bloody savagery of Edward’s war in Scotland: in that sense the film is accurate. Scotland was turned into a battlefield, its cities burnt, and its nobles became partisan fighters hiding out in the woods and glens.

Edward’s vision remained quite simple: one king ruling over a united realm, whose writ could run in Cornwall, London, North Wales, Dublin or Edinburgh. Naturally such a drive for centralization provoked its own reaction. Wales was conquered but Scotland rejected Edward’s vision and fought for its own. Edward was a medieval king, aware of his own fiefdom which, in his view, not only included England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales but also the Duchy of Gascony, that great prosperous wine-growing area centred around the town of Bordeaux in south-west France. Gascony was vital to English interests, not only as a relic of the great Angevin empire of Henry II, but also because of the increasing profits from its rich fertile vineyards.

In France, however, the same beliefs held sway: the Capetian Philip IV, through his council of ministers and different ‘Parlements’, also tried to impose his autocratic vision of what his kingdom should be. Naturally, two such strong kings clashed over every aspect of influence: the Church, international status and, above all, the English duchy of Gascony. Philip IV dreamed of bringing that prosperous area of south-west France under the direct control of the Capets. At the same time, Philip and Edward had to pay public lip-service to the idea of an international lasting peace brokered by the papacy. Their rivalry, coupled with the desire to be seen as acting as one, led to the idea of an alliance by blood between the two most powerful ruling houses of Europe. The marriage of Princess Isabella, daughter of Philip IV, and Prince Edward I’s son, originated from these conflicting ideals. It is hardly surprising that this much-vaunted marriage, far from resolving conflict, only exacerbated it, both in their respective kingdoms and beyond.


ONE

A Fitting Marriage . . .


‘. . . We ask you to send our beloved son in Christ, your son Edward, Prince of Wales with an appropriate retinue of Prelates and Magnates and prudent men . . . for contracting the marriage treaty between himself and the daughter of the aforesaid King of France . . .’

Clement V to Edward I, 25 August 1305



Isabella was a fairy-tale princess. The chroniclers attest to her loveliness, to her beautiful blonde hair, which she inherited from her father, Philip Le Bel, and her slightly arabic features from her mother Johanna of Navarre. We have no accurate pictorial representation of Isabella; however, her face and striking features are faithfully represented by a carved statue which decorates John of Eltham’s tomb, her second son, in Westminster Abbey.1

Isabella was born in 1296, the only surviving daughter of Philip IV, nicknamed ‘The Beautiful’, of France. She was twelve when she married Edward II and left her father’s court. Little evidence remains about her early life, only a few fragments concerning grants to the princess and her dependants, but scarcely enough to build a coherent picture of her life at the French court, be it the Louvre Palace or the other royal residences in and around the Île de France. She was the youngest of Philip and Johanna’s four children and, like her three brothers, Louis, Philip and Charles, Isabella was used as a powerful political pawn by her father in extending his own influence both in France and across Europe.2

Philip IV was no nationalist but he had a clear and distinctive view of the power and influence due to his own dynasty, the House of Capet. Philip, flattered by his lawyers, William of Nogaret and Peter Dubois, saw himself as a second Charlemagne, a king who would dominate Europe: the western borders of France would be extended to the Rhine; Philip would bring under his control those small squabbling countries to the north – Flanders and Hainault; the powerful independent fiefs of Burgundy and Brittainy would be annexed. Above all, he would wrest from the English Crown the remains of its great Angevin empire. John of England had lost most of this in the thirteenth century but two strategic areas remained: the counties of Ponthieu and Montreuil in northern France and the wine-rich duchy of Gascony.3

Philip IV’s great-grandfather was St Louis and, in Philip’s eyes, this saintly king made the entire Capetian line sacred, superior to all ruling dynasties, including the papacy. Philip’s foreign policy, a mixture of skilful administration and brutal force, met with varying degrees of success. His three sons were married off to powerful, wealthy French heiresses but, when he couldn’t achieve diplomatic success through marriage, Philip used both sword and trickery, as he did against the English-held duchy of Gascony. The status of that duchy, and the relationship of its Duke, the English king, to the French Crown had been defined by the Treaty of Paris in 1259. Essentially, the Treaty caused more problems than solutions, the principal difficulty being that the King of France was, in theory if not practice, the overlord of his Duchy and could insist on treating its Duke, the King of England, as a vassal. In 1292–3 Philip adopted a war-like stance over certain Gascon problems and tricked Edward I of England into surrendering the duchy into French hands pending a resolution of their difficulties. Edward I, more than a match for Philip’s wiles, only agreed to this because his military commanders informed him that, if Philip launched an all-out war against the duchy, they would not be able to defend it. Edward, facing serious difficulties in Scotland at the time, agreed to its surrender. Philip, of course, refused to hand it back and both countries drifted into armed confrontation.

Philip’s long-term plan was not to hold the duchy for ever; this would inevitably lead to war and he had other matters to settle. In 1297, Philip persuaded Edward to submit their dispute to the arbitration of Pope Boniface VIII. Philip and the papacy had clashed before. The French king put pressure on the Pope and, in 1298, the hapless Boniface VIII issued his arbitration. The duchy of Gascony should be returned to the English Crown; a lasting peace would be signed between England and France, sealed by the marriage of the widowed Edward I to Philip IV’s sister Margaret, whilst the French king’s two-year-old daughter, Isabella, would be betrothed to the Prince of Wales.4

Philip was delighted. He had not only achieved his own ambitions but blocked Edward I’s attempt to build up a coalition in northern Europe through his own system of marriage alliances. Edward’s daughter, Elizabeth, had married Count Flores I of Holland whilst another daughter, Eleanor, had married the Duke of Bar, who controlled territory on France’s northern border. More importantly, Edward had hoped to thwart France’s ambitions over the Low Countries by secretly marrying his heir, the Prince of Wales, to Guy of Flanders’ daughter. Philip obtained assurances from Edward that he would not accept a Flemish princess for his son but Philip trusted no one; just to make sure, he seized the Flemish princess concerned and incarcerated her until her death. Some claim she died of natural causes, others hint that Philip was not above using more subtle means to eliminate an opponent and the Flemish princess may have died from poisoning. Indeed, Philip IV had won such a reputation for secret intrigue, that the same chronicler even accused him of removing his wife and Queen, Johanna of Navarre, for his own nefarious purposes.5

By 1298 Philip believed he had checked not only Edward but other potential opponents. He had also created a power which ensured that Capetian influence was felt in all the courts of Europe, especially England. One day his grandson would sit on Edward the Confessor’s throne at Westminster. Another grandson would be created Duke of Gascony, thus detaching that rich province from the English Crown and making its long-term absorption into the Capetian patrimony all the more likely. France’s northern borders would be protected from Edward I’s meddling whilst the marriage alliances of his sons could eventually extend Philip’s power from the Rhine to the Atlantic.

Philip adopted a ‘belt and braces’ attitude to his daughter’s marriage. Edward had only one male living heir. If the young Prince of Wales, or the infant Isabella, died before the marriage took place, Philip had an insurance policy. The marriage of his sister Margaret to the widowed Edward I would ensure some success and guarantee that if a grandson didn’t inherit the English throne, a nephew would do just as well: this marriage, too, would be an integral part of any peace process.

Isabella’s later conduct as Queen proves how the best-laid plans often go awry. However, in 1298 Edward I probably hoped for the same. He had been forced to accept the papal arbitration. He was facing baronial opposition to his war taxes at home, whilst his attempts to conquer Scotland had dragged England into a bitter guerrilla warfare which was draining the English Crown of men and resources. Edward I’s motto was ‘Keep Faith’ but he never explained to whom he should keep faith. Marriages might be made in heaven, the papacy might describe the Anglo-French Treaty as a great, diplomatic, God-ordained triumph, but Edward I resolved that, if the opportunity presented itself, he would keep Gascony and marry his heir to someone else. In the meantime he publicly accepted the papal decree and sent letters full of fraternal greetings to ‘his sweet cousin’ Philip of France; secretly, Edward spent considerable energy plotting his escape from Philip’s trap.

At first Edward met with little success. The papal arbitration was quite explicit: the marriages must go ahead or Philip would keep Gascony. Edward played along. On 12 May 1299 he despatched envoys to complete the arrangements for his marriage to Margaret and that of his heir to Princess Isabella. On the 19 June 1299, under papal auspices, Edward reluctantly put his seal to a marriage treaty. Isabella would marry his son. Edward would assign her dowry lands in England and France and Philip would pay a marriage portion of £18,000. The treaty made it very clear: ‘no marriage, no Gascony’. Philip knew what his ‘sweet cousin’ Edward was plotting so he demanded that prominent members of the Gascon nobility take an oath to renounce allegiance to England if either Edward, or his heir, repudiated Isabella’s marriage. Edward, shocked at such open distrust of his promises, committed Philip to paying a fine of £100,000, a veritable fortune, if he in turn reneged on Isabella’s marriage. In addition, the English demanded that Isabella’s mother Queen Johanna, and others of Philip’s family, also took the most solemn oath, promising they would do everything to ensure the marriage took place. However, in 1298 Isabella was only two years old. Time was on Edward’s side. Philip, too, realized there was ‘many a slip twixt cup and lip’; Gascony was restored piecemeal but Philip kept the powerful castle of Mauleon as an ‘open door’ should Edward repudiate the treaty.

The two kings now circled one another like experienced swordsmen, each looking for an opening. Philip’s dream was to have his young daughter married and Gascony detached from the English Crown. Edward hoped to stifle opposition at home, crush the Scottish rebels under Wallace and extricate himself from his own diplomatic predicament. Ostensibly both kings followed the protocols: charming and affectionate letters were exchanged. They addressed each other as ‘sweet kinsmen’, ‘brothers’. Gifts were despatched, envoys met but little real progress was made on the marriage.6

Isabella was only six years old when her mother died in rather mysterious circumstances in 1302. Like many royal children, particularly princesses, she was relegated to the nursery, looked after by servants and kept well away from the main stream of court life. Moreover, although Edward I married Margaret, neither the English king nor his heir showed any interest in young Isabella. There are no records of any letters sent or gifts despatched. Communication between the French and English courts was quite regular but very little reference was made to Isabella, apart from the fact that she had been chosen to marry the Prince of Wales.

The turn of the new century created fresh opportunities for Edward. Philip was drawn into a bitter struggle with Pope Boniface VIII over royal rights in the French Church. The Pope retaliated by opening a secret correspondence with Edward, gently encouraging him to reject both the 1298 settlement and the consequent treaty. Philip responded by sending armed men to assault the Pope in his own house.7

More importantly, Philip had grown tired of his lawyers’ advice. He may have brought England to heel but Flanders was still proving to be a thorn in his side. In 1302 the tension between the two countries erupted into war. Philip’s troops poured across the Flemish border. All of Europe expected Flanders to be crushed in one single campaign. Instead, at Coutrai, the Flemish burgesses, armed with spears and protected by rows of stakes, annihilated the mounted chivalry of France. Edward seized this opportunity to try and secretly repudiate the marriage of his son to Isabella. He opened clandestine negotiations with Flanders for the hand of another Flemish princess and, when this failed, considered a marriage alliance between his heir and the Castilian Infanta: Edward I’s first wife, Eleanor, came from Castile and an ally on France’s southern border would be useful.8 Nevertheless, Philip still possessed Mauleon, the gateway to Gascony: his troops could occupy the entire duchy in weeks. Edward, involved in a full-scale war against Scotland, was astute enough to realize he could not fight a war on two fronts. Both countries were exhausted by conflict and eager for a settlement. In May 1303 a lasting peace was sealed and the Prince of Wales despatched envoys to negotiate his solemn betrothal to Isabella.

The nine-year-old Princess met these envoys on the 20 May 1303 and made her solemn commitment to marry Prince Edward in the presence of Gilles, Archbishop of Narbonne.9 Philip’s luck also changed. In November 1305, the pleasure-loving Frenchman, Bertrand de Got, was elected Pope Clement V. Clement, probably at Philip’s behest, tried to persuade Edward to send his heir to Lyons for the papal coronation: a fitting occasion, Clement maintained, for the marriage between his son and Isabella.10 Secretly, Edward was horrified. Time had passed: Isabella was now nine years old and the Pope was ready to grant a dispensation so that, despite her tender years, Isabella could marry the English heir. If Edward I objected to the marriage, Philip could then depict him as repudiating the treaty as well as offering grave insult to the papacy.

The diplomatic machinery of both French and papal courts ground on, despite English reservations. Clement V issued a dispensation for Isabella to marry as she had not reached the canonical age to do so.11 Clement and Philip also agreed to a solemn meeting of all parties at Lyons, a marvellous occasion and setting for the marriage between an English prince and his French bride.

Edward twisted and turned. He dared not object to the marriage: his first line of defence was that he could not spare his heir for such a long journey, so the marriage would have to be by proxy. The Prince of Wales gave his father’s envoys to Lyons the authority to contract such a marriage on his behalf. Isabella appointed her own proxies.12 In the end the marriage did not take place. On the back of Clement’s dispensation for Isabella to marry, a clerk has scrawled, ‘Dispensatio Matrimonii Reginae Angliae Non Valeat’. In other words this dispensation was never implemented. However, it is interesting to note that, almost three years before the wedding actually took place and Isabella’s arrival in England, European courts already regarded her as ‘Regina Angliae’, ‘Queen of England’.

This marriage by proxy was deliberately frustrated by Edward. His envoys seized on the fact that Philip had not returned the castle of Mauleon so everything went back to square one.13 The papacy, however, now involved in Philip’s secret designs to seize the wealth of the Templar Order, refused to give up. A Spanish cardinal was sent to England, arriving in the spring of 1307. The cardinal gave solemn assurances that all of Edward’s territories in France were to be returned. He insisted that the Prince go to France to attend another meeting between the Pope and Philip during April and May 1307.14 Edward was forced to accept this and his heir dutifully travelled to Dover. The English king even agreed to release 100,000 Marks from the Exchequer but then, abruptly, the Prince was recalled north,15 and so no money was ever released. He was still playing for time, although, this was beginning to run out.

By 1302 Robert the Bruce had emerged as the new Scottish leader and was intent on a relentless campaign against the English occupying army.16 Five years later, Edward I, sixty-eight years of age and racked with illness, was determined on one last, all-out invasion to remove this threat. He was on the brink of this campaign when, stricken by sudden illness, he died on the 7 July 1307, leaving the marriage of his son unresolved. In a sense this was a triumph for Edward I: for almost nine years he had endeavoured to extricate his son from a marriage he never intended to let happen. It was now up to this same son to decide what future course these negotiations would take.

At the time of Edward I’s death, Isabella was eleven years old. In medieval eyes, she was on the brink of womanhood and had been raised in a tradition, immortalized by the tales of King Arthur and his knights, where princesses were regarded as objects to be worshipped, ladies in the tower, over whose favours gallant knights fought. Isabella would have been aware of these stories as well as the court ritual and code of chivalry surrounding them, and up to her final days, she remained a fervent admirer of the Arthurian legend: she not only collected books on Arthurian tales but lent them to others.17

This medieval code of Arthurian chivalry is very clearly reflected in Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale where the brothers, Arcite and Palemon, fight over their beloved. Taken to extremes, these chivalrous rules reduced women to objects: prizes to be fought over, according to the rules of the tournament, or married in order to secure access to an inheritance. Such attitudes encouraged a broad stream of medieval consciousness to regard women as either objects of desire in themselves or as possessions to be used as bargaining counters for other more mundane reasons, land or inheritance. The tales of La Tour Landry, a string of moralizing stories, emphasize the subservience of women and the necessity for their complete obedience to their husbands. A far-fetched example is La Tour Landry’s The Book of the Knight, where three merchants wager that each of their wives will do whatever they ask, be it leaping into a basin or dancing on a table.18

Another work, The Menagier of Paris laid down how the young wife of a Paris merchant existed to please her husband and satisfy his every whim: ‘Take pains to cherish the person of your husband and I beg of you to keep him in clean linen . . . I advise you to prepare such comforts for your husband and remember the country folks’ proverb how three things drive a good man out of his home: a leaking roof, a smoking chimney and a scolding wife.’19

If women broke out of this mould they could expect not only human, but divine retribution. The English chronicler Knighton, a canon of Leicester, described how, in 1348, a group of high-born women began to ape the men in organizing their own tournaments, but finished the story on a high moralizing note, describing how God put ‘their frivolity to rout by heavy thunder-storms and diverse extraordinary tempests’.20

True, these works were written in the second half of the fourteenth century but they captured a popular trend and public attitude. The subservience of the wife to the husband was seen as part of a divinely ordained plan, a theme which, no doubt, was constantly stressed in Isabella’s early education.

Yet there was also another prevalent strain of thought, best represented by Chaucer’s brilliant sketch of the Wife of Bath and her tale. The Wife of Bath owned her own business; she went on ‘package tours’ to the sacred shrines of Canterbury, Compostella and Cologne; she saw a number of husbands through the church door for marriage and out again to the graveyard. She is pugnacious, assertive, and not afraid to speak her mind.21 This is not a caricature or exaggeration. In the towns and cities of both France and England, women often played an important civic role, particuarly in trade and industry; even in medicine, until 1520, a number of physicians in England were women.22 The Wife of Bath’s tale goes further, emphasizing the superiority of women and the need for wives to exercise mastery over their husbands.23

Isabella would have been aware of such conflicting attitudes. Her mother had been a queen and ruler in her own right, and Queens of England had also held their own. Eleanor of Aquitaine led her husband, Henry II (1154–89) a merry dance, both in their private as well as their public lives. The Empress Mathilda, for nineteen years, waged a bitter civil war against her cousin Stephen for the English crown whilst, according to rumour, King John’s wife took lovers so indiscreetly, her husband retaliated by hanging them from her bedposts.

Isabella progressed through a series of roles: first the princess in the shadows, then the honourable queen, then the dutiful wife. She was only twelve when she married Prince Edward and it took sixteen years of intense provocation, before she emerged as the ‘She-Wolf’, the ‘new Jezebel’. This progression, from the passive to the active, is the most fascinating aspect of Isabella’s life and career, not only for her actions but for the true reasons behind those actions.

In all fairness, her prospective husband, Edward of Caernarvon, was, for the greater part of his youth and early manhood, a similar pawn on the diplomatic chessboard. Like Isabella, he was brought up well away from the machinations of the court, only emerging onto the political scene when his aged father decided to use him for his own political purposes. Indeed, Edward of Caernarvon proved to be as big a contradiction as his future wife. In the main, historians have been unanimous in their condemnation of a king who lost his crown, his wife and his life. Edward II spent most of his reign fighting his barons, not on matters of high principle, but to protect favourites such as Gaveston and de Spencer. The most scathing judgement on Edward of Caernarvon is that of T. F. Tout who dismissed him as ‘a coward and a trifler’.24

The Articles of Deposition which brought Edward II’s reign to an end, begin with the contemptuous remark that the King ‘was not competent to govern for, in all his time, he had been led and ruled by others who have advised him badly to his own dishonour to the destruction of the Church and all his people.’25

The key to his character surely lies in his early years. His father was forty-five years of age when Edward was born at Caernarvon on 25 April 1284. His mother, Eleanor of Castile, whom Edward I loved to distraction, died when the Prince was only six. For most of his early life Edward was dismissed by his father to the royal manor of Langley in Hertfordshire with his nurse, Alice Leygrave, his doctor Robert de Cysterne and his tutor and guardian Sir Guy Ferre, a former soldier and courtier and one of his father’s henchmen.26

Left to his own devices, bereft of a father and a mother-figure, the young Edward naturally looked for friendship from others, whether they were ditchers, rowers, sailors or boatmen. From them he learnt how to gamble at games such as Pitch and Toss. Free of any strictures, young Edward went to bed when he wanted and soon won the reputation of a late sleeper, so much so that, when he decided to reform his ways, the elderly Bishop of Worcester loudly proclaimed the Prince had renounced his bad habits because he was now getting up early in the morning.27

Prince Edward appears to have had a lively intellect and to have been interested in hunting, horses and music. A member of his household wrote the first earliest known English treatise on hunting. Another, the minstrel Richard Rhymer, was sent to Gloucester to learn how to play a favourite instrument.28 The Prince kept a camel at Langley and even took a lion with him on his progresses through the kingdom.29 He was well educated, although his French proved better than his Latin. He took his coronation oath in the French language, whilst the Pope had to thank the Archbishop of Canterbury for translating his letters for the new King from Latin into French.30 Edward of Caernarvon was a gossip, a constant letter-writer, communicating with his sisters and foreign princes. These letters depict an easygoing, good-natured young man with a well-developed sense of humour. No wonder he later paid his painter, James of St Albans, the huge sum of fifty shillings ‘for dancing on the table before him and causing him to laugh uproariously’.31 In many ways Edward would have made an excellent country squire; it was his terrible tragedy to be king.

By 1298, the year of the papal arbitration, Edward of Caernarvon was fourteen, being slowly drawn into the politics of the court. He attended council meetings, joined his father at certain festive occasions while being trained for his role as a fighting king.

Nowhere does the young Edward betray any interest in Isabella or his planned marriage. He attended the wedding of Isabella’s aunt, the Princess Margaret, to his own father at Canterbury Cathedral in 1299, and soon established cordial relationships with his young step-mother as well as with Isabella’s uncle, Louis, Count of Evreux, to whom he despatched affectionate, pleading letters.32

It was in 1297 that the young Prince of Wales met the real love of his life. In the autumn of 1297 Edward I returned from Flanders: in his retinue was the young Gascon ‘Perrot Gaveston’, who was paid for military service in the English forces between August and November 1297 – the first mention of this fateful name in English records. According to the chroniclers, ‘As soon as the King’s son saw him [Gaveston] he fell so much in love that he entered upon an enduring compact with him.’33 The young Prince had found his soulmate and, over the next two years, this friendship ripened. His father, busy in Scotland, allowed his heir to continue his happy-go-lucky existence, which he spent boating along the Thames with his barge-master Absalom of Greenwich, dicing and gambling or taking the pilgrims’ routes to Canterbury to pray before the ‘blissful bones’ of Thomas a Becket.34

Unsurprisingly, the old King grew suspicious that his heir was more concerned with private pleasure than public duty. In the early summer of 1300 the young Prince was ordered to join his father’s great campaign against the Scottish rebels. While the English armies moved slowly north, the King and his son visited the great monastery of Bury St Edmunds and an incident occurred which provides an insight into Edward of Caernarvon’s mental development. He was now sixteen years old, able to bear arms and stand in the line of battle. He was regarded as a man and expected to display all the virtues of a warrior. When the King left Bury St Edmunds, the young Prince stayed on a further week, joining the monks in chapter, chapel and recreations. He ‘asked to be served with a monk’s portion such as the brothers take in refectory’.35
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