EDWARD III

(1312—77)
and EDWARD, the BLACK PRINCE
(1330—1376)

Edward III was born at Windsor on 13 November 1312. He became king after his father Edward II had signed abdication in his favour . He was only fourteen when he ascended the throne of England, and ruled the country from 1327 to 1377.

While Queen Isabella was in France, she had found a lovely young lady, named Philippa, who she thought would make an excellent wife for her son. The young king married Philippa soon after he came to the throne. Their first son afterwards became celebrated under the famous title of the Black Prince.

When a boy, Prince Edward was involved in his mother's intrigues against his father. After Edward became king of England, his mother and her lover Roger Mortimer concentrated the actual power in their own hands. Very soon Mortimer became extremely proud and ambitious.
In a few months Isabella and Mortimer became very unpopular. The people detested Mortimer because he was a royal favourite, and they had learned to hate royal favourites during the previous reign. The nobles hated him because of his pride, riches, and power. Some of the barons went so far as to take up arms against Mortimer. Edward Ill's uncle, the Earl of Kent, was one of them. The barons were forced into submission, and the Earl of Kent was captured and beheaded. Then the boldest among the barons counselled Edward to assume the power.
In October 1330 the young king staged a palace coup and took power in his own hands. One night, while Isabella and Mortimer were staying in Nottingham Castle, the king and a small band of his friends rushed into the queen's bedroom and had Mortimer arrested. Then Edward had him hanged, and his mother was withdrawn to luxurious life imprisonment.

The eighteen-year old king began to act for himself. The first effort he made was to conquer Scotland. More than thirty thousand men were killed during this war, and the long of Scotland had to do homage to the king of England. This was a success, but only temporary, because the Scottish men rose against their king who had betrayed their national interests. The king was deposed, and Edward III could do nothing to restore him to power.

Edward wanted to be a true chivalrous knight, fighting for fame and glory like his grandfather Edward I. He regarded himself as another King Arthur, and his men as the Knights of the Round Table. The king modelled his court on the Camelot of King Arthur's. He enjoyed excellent relations with his barons, and shared their chief interests — jousting, pageantry, hunting and war. To promote these relations, Edward married several of his eleven children into baronial families.

Edward III is known as the king who initiated the long, drawn-out struggle with France called the Hundred Years' War. Having let Scotland alone, Edward pretended that he had a claim to the French throne in right of his mother. In France, however, nobody agreed with him. In fact, he had no claim at all, but that mattered little in those times, so Edward declared war on King Philip VI of France. In 1340 the English fleet destroyed a larger French fleet in a great sea-battle in the harbour of Sluys.

Then, in 1346, Edward, accompanied by his eldest son, also Edward, invaded Normandy and won a great victory over France in the Battle of Crecy (26 August 1346). At this battle the English army was eight times smaller than the French one. The young Prince of Wales, assisted by the Earl of Oxford and the Earl of Warwick, led the first division of the English army. The second division was led by two other great earls, and the third division was led by Edward III himself. The English fought heroically, but it was the skill of the well-drilled English bowmen that won the battle. By night, King Edward was hardly aware of the great victory he had gained.

Next day it was discovered that eleven princes, twelve hundred knights, and thirty thousand common men lay dead upon the French side. Among these was the King of Bohemia, an old blind man. Having heard that his son was wounded in the battle, and that no force could stand against the mighty Prince of Wales, the old man called to him two knights, put himself on horseback between them, fastened the three bridles together, and dashed in among the English, where he was presently slain. The bold old warrior bore at his crest three white ostrich feathers, with the motto «Ichdien», meaning «I serve» in English. This crest and motto were taken by the Prince of Wales in remembrance of that famous day, and have been borne by Princes of Wales ever since.

Prince Edward soon became known all-over Europe as the victorious Black Prince. He was called so from the colour of the armour he wore to set off his fair complexion.

The French fled, and the English went on to capture Calais, a French port on the Strait of Dover. Five days later Calais was besieged by the English. The siege lasted nearly a year. Edward III intended to starve the inhabitants out. The garrison of Calais were so hard-pressed at last, that they had eaten all the horses, all the dogs, and all the rats and mice that could be found in the place. Captured in 1347, Calais remained English for more than two hundred years, until retaken by France in 1558.

A truce being established, King Edward III returned to England. The glorious victory of 1347 was followed by a great tragedy. This year the Black Death ravaged Europe leaving a third of the population dead. The bubonic plague killed the cattle, too, and so few men remained alive, that there were not enough left to till the ground.

Eight years later the Prince of Wales again invaded France with an army of 60,000 men. He went through the south of the country, burning and plundering everything on his way. By 1360, the English won back almost a quarter of France. After 1364, however, the new French king, Charles V, began to win back the lands Edward III had won. By 1374, only the port of Calais and a small strip of coast in south-west France still remained m English hands.

Sadly, the Black Prince died in 1376, a year before his father. After the death of Edward III the English crown passed to his grandson Richard.










