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John of Gaunt, Part 1

Hello again. Last time we headed to the southern portion of the peninsula to take a look at
the reign of Muhammad V in Granada and at one of the most stunning buildings ever
constructed, the Alhambra. In this episode we are returning to the Christian north and the
efforts of the new King of Castile, Enrique Il, to hold on to his crown.

Now when you murder the rightful King of a realm and declare yourself to be the new
monarch, you can expect some pushback. We saw in Episode 135 that Enrique faced a
claim by the new King of Portugal, King Fernando |, that he, Fernando, should actually be
the King of Castile. Aragon, Navarre, and Granada supported Portugal's claim to the
Castilian crown, but in the end, through a combination of savvy military and diplomatic
moves, Enrique was able to fend off Portugal's push for the crown, and by the end of
Episode 135 Enrique had made peace with Portugal, Aragon, and Navarre, and had
subdued partisans inside Castile, meaning that his claim to the Castilian crown appeared
secure. However, he is about to be struck by a curveball.

The game of thrones across western Christendom in the Medieval era had been fought
pretty much as follows. You tried to extend your territory by leveraging your bloodlines and
marriage alliances to claim title to the crown of another realm during a time of weakness or
instability inside that realm. The powerful Kingdom of Castile had recently experienced a
period of potential weakness when Enrique had murdered the King of Castile, then
proclaimed himself King on the basis that he was the half-brother of that murdered King.
That had prompted Portugal to make a play to seize the Castilian crown on the basis that
King Fernando of Portugal was the great grandson of King Sancho IV of Castile and
therefore had a greater claim to the throne of Castile than Enrique.

The Hundred Years' War between France and England had kicked off in a similar manner.
The kings of England and France had intermarried frequently over the centuries preceding
the war, and the English crown held extensive territory in France because of this. In the
year 1328 King Charles IV of France died without any direct male heirs. He had no sons or
brothers. He did though have a sister. His sister was called Isabelle, and she happened to
be the mother of King Edward IIl of England. Therefore, King Edward Il of England, as the
closest living male relative of the dead French King, claimed the French crown for himself.
Unsurprisingly, the French nobility weren't keen on this idea and instead crowned one of
King Charles's cousins, Philip the Count of Valois, as their King. King Edward decided to
use the English military to claim the French crown by force, which kicked off the Hundred
Years' War, a conflict which, as you can tell from its title, went on for a really long time.

Incidentally, if you would like to know more about the Hundred Years' War, | did a lengthy
series on it and the involvement of Joan of Arc in the conflict over on Patreon, so you can
sign up and listen to it if you would like a bit more on the backstory to the war and if you
want to know how it ended up panning out, although you can probably guess that England
didn't end up winning the French crown.

Anyway, at this point in our narrative, King Edward Il of England, who started the Hundred
Years' War, is still ruling England, but he is now an old man by the standards of the time.
He is currently aged in his sixties and has been ruling England for nearly fifty years, pretty



successfully you would have to say. By the year 1370 though, King Edward was starting to
experience periods of ill health, so he was tending to sit back and let his son take the
reins. This was fine because King Edward's son, who was also called Edward and is
known to history as the Black Prince, was an almost perfect person to have as the eldest
son and heir to a kingdom. As at the year 1370, the Black Prince was aged around 40 and
was an incredibly talented military commander. He is viewed as one of the most
accomplished knights and commanders of his era. Incidentally, no one really knows why
he is known to history as the Black Prince. He was given the name a century or so after
his death, and it just kind of stuck despite the fact that there's no clear reason why.
Anyway, it is a cool name and it does differentiate him from the other Edward on the
scene, his father King Edward Ill, so we will use it too.

We last saw the Black Prince back in Episode 134, where in the year 1367 English forces
under the Black Prince's command marched out from Bordeaux to join Pedro the Cruel of
Castile, with their combined armies defeating Enrique and his French forces at the Battle
of Najera. Following the battle, the Black Prince and Pedro the Cruel had a falling out over
who would get to keep the ransom generated by the prisoners they had taken from the
battle. Then the Black Prince, who along with many of his men was suffering from
dysentery, made his way back to Bordeaux. The Hundred Years' War kicked back off again
shortly after the Black Prince returned to France, and he spent the next few years fighting
in the region of Aquitaine. By the year 1370, though, the Black Prince was struggling with
poor health, so to give him some time out to recover King Edward sent one of the Black
Prince's younger brothers, a man called John of Gaunt, over to Aquitaine to replace the
Black Prince as the commander of the English forces.

Now, John of Gaunt is an exceptionally ambitious man. Let's take a closer look at him. As
at the year 1370, John of Gaunt is thirty years old and has already done incredibly well for
himself. Incidentally, just so you know, he was called John of Gaunt after the place of his
birth. His mother gave birth to him at Ghent in Flanders. Ghent was then known as Gaunt
in England, so he became known as John of Gaunt. It must have been difficult for John to
have been the younger brother of an absolute superstar like the Black Prince. His
ambitions must have been tempered to some degree by the fact that he wasn't the heir to
the English crown and by the fact that, no matter how hard he tried, he could never match
his older brother on the battlefield or in the popularity stakes.

In the year 1359 John married a very wealthy woman named Blanche of Lancaster. The
match was arranged by King Edward, who paired off most of his children to wealthy and
influential spouses. Blanche was definitely very wealthy. She had inherited a vast number
of properties from her father, who had been one of the richest men in England. Through
his marriage to Blanche, John became the Duke of Lancaster and will in fact become the
founding member of the House of Lancaster. To give you an idea of the future influence of
the House of Lancaster, it will provide England with three kings - Henry IV, Henry V, and
Henry VI - and will fight a civil war against the House of York, a conflict known as the Wars
of the Roses. Anyway, poor Blanche died unexpectedly, probably from the plague, aged
only 22. So, at the time John of Gaunt landed in Aquitaine to take over command from his
brother, the Black Prince, in the year 1370, John of Gaunt was thirty years old, extremely
wealthy, widowed, and in need of a wife.

It would seem that around this time John of Gaunt decided to make a play for the throne of
Castile. Remember, John is a wealthy and ambitious man but, with a superstar older
brother all set to inherit the English crown, there isn't a lot of room for John and his
ambitions in England. Only a year before John had arrived in Aquitaine, Pedro the Cruel,



his brother the Black Prince's ally, had been murdered by Enrique. Pedro the Cruel had a
number of children by his mistress and posthumous wife Maria of Padilla, the eldest of
whom was a daughter called Constance, who during the year 1370 was aged around
sixteen, so John of Gaunt seems to have hatched a plan to marry Constance, then use
Constance's claim as heir to the Castilian throne to place himself on that throne. To
strengthen ties between England and Castile, and therefore elevate John's claim to the
Castilian crown, John's brother Edmund married Constance's sister Isabel the following
year.

Then, drumroll please, John of Gaunt proclaimed himself to be the new King of Castile. Of
course there already was a King of Castile, Enrique, so John first needed the other
Christian kings on the Iberian peninsula to recognise him, and not Enrique, as the true
King of Castile, then John needed to defeat Enrique in battle so he could secure his rule
over his new kingdom. John approached both Aragon and Portugal to inquire as to
whether they would support his claim. King Pedro of Aragon wasn't interested, but King
Fernando of Portugal was. He acknowledged John of Gaunt as the rightful King of Castile
and pledged military support for his claim. Unsurprisingly, England in the form of John's
father, King Edward Ill, also recognised John's claim to the crown, so all John had to do
now was to beat Enrique in battle.

Now, just keep in mind that claiming the Castilian throne at this time was a sort of
side-hustle for John. He probably wanted to prioritise it, but he had his hands full fighting
the Hundred Years' War. Without the steady hand of his brother, the Black Prince, at the
wheel, France looked all set to make significant gains against England, and neither King
Edward nor the Black Prince were of much use to John. They were both back in England,
and they were both unwell and distracted. Rumours had been circulating that John's
elderly father King Edward was less distracted by illness and more by his new young
mistress, but most historians now view that as being a little unfair. Regardless, the general
feeling was that, in the absence of King Edward and of the Black Prince, the fate of
England in the Hundred Years' War now rested solely on the shoulders of John of Gaunt,
who was also trying to claim the Kingdom of Castile.

In a move which should have surprised no one, Enrique of Castile pledged his support to
France and offered to send a fleet of ships over to assist a proposed naval attack by
France on an English-held port on the west coast of France called La Rochelle. The
combined French and Castilian fleet successfully blockaded La Rochelle, and in August of
1372 the main body of the French army was able to march to Poitiers, which it seized in a
major blow to the English and to John of Gaunt. The French forces then marched to La
Rochelle, which they also took. This was a significant loss for England, and the whole
region of Poitou now looked set to fall to France. Alarm bells had by now gone off in
England and King Edward had assembled a significant armada of ships to sail to La
Rochelle to reverse the losses, but the winds weren't favourable and the ships never left
English shores.

In Volume 3 of his massive set of texts covering the Hundred Years' War, Jonathan
Sumption surmises that around this time King Fernando of Portugal was probably
regretting the fact that he had decided to support John of Gaunt's claim to the Castilian
crown. Supporting John's claim meant that Portugal was obliged to support England
against France in the Hundred Years' War, and England was currently taking a beating.
King Fernando was rapidly losing support at home amongst the Portuguese nobility, both
due to his support for England and his decision to marry Leonor Teles, the wife of one of
his courtiers.



Word of King Fernando's dwindling popularity reached Enrique, who decided to capitalise
on it by invading Portugal. In November of 1372, rumours that Castile was preparing to
invade Portugal reached King Fernando, who kind of panicked. Fernando was so
unpopular by this time that he was concerned that he wouldn't be able to raise an army to
confront the Castilians. In the words of Jonathan Sumption, and | quote “he thought that
disaffection was so strong in Lisbon that a fifth column in the Portuguese capital might rise
up on Enrique's approach to deliver it to him” end quote. King Fernando then sent an
urgent message to England requesting English troops be sent to Portugal to defend it
against the upcoming Castilian invasion. Of course Fernando's pleas for assistance went
unanswered as the English forces were all required elsewhere to try to prevent France
from taking any more English territory in the Hundred Years' War, so when Castile invaded
Portugal in a two-pronged attack towards the end of the year 1372 things looked pretty
bleak for King Fernando. Fernando was simply unable to muster any sort of defence. The
Castilian forces swept aside what little resistance they encountered and joined together to
march on Lisbon.

By January of 1373 King Edward of England was realising the seriousness of the
Portuguese situation, and a decision was made that somehow an army had to be sent to
Portugal to save it from complete collapse. One of John of Gaunt's retainers in England
was told to take 1600 men to Portugal to fight the Castilians. This ended up being easier
said than done. The fighting men of England wanted to go to France to fight the French,
not to Portugal to fight the Castilians, so recruiting the 1600 men ended up being very
difficult. Even if they had been able to gather the 1600 troops, winter storms were currently
raging, so there was little chance of any English ships being able to set sail any time soon.
Instead, in mid January of 1373 John of Gaunt sent two emissaries to Portugal, telling King
Fernando to hold tight and to be patient because English help was on its way.

Join me next time as Castile tightens its grip on Portugal. Until next time, bye for now.

This podcast is powered by Patreon. If you can spare $1 per month and would like to
support this podcast, go to patreon.com and search for “History of the Crusades”, or go to
our website, crusadespod.com, and click on the Patreon link. Your $1 contribution will
mean you get access to an extra episode every fortnight on topics related to the Crusades,
and it means that you are powering the History of the Crusades podcast. Thank you to all
who have signed up so far.
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