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Hello again. Last time we saw John of Gaunt finally abandon his plans to seize the throne 
of Castile. With the English forces in France on the verge of outright mutiny with their 
wages overdue and with no funds left in the English coffers to pay them, John of Gaunt 
returned to England in April of the year 1374 with the bulk of the English forces. Not only 
had he been forced to backtrack on his campaign to invade Castile, which was in an 
advanced state of planning with the date for the launching of the campaign mere months 
away, he was also risking England losing to France in the Hundred Years' War. 
 
Unsurprisingly, France was about to take full advantage of the withdrawal of the English 
forces. Almost as soon as John of Gaunt's fleet set sail for England the Duke of Anjou sent 
representatives to Castile to lobby King Enrique to join him for a combined invasion of 
English territory in Gascony. The idea was for Castile to invade via the Pyrenees while the 
Duke of Anjou would enter Gascony from the north, with both armies meeting at the capital 
city of Gascony, Bayonne. The port of Bayonne was one of the premier trading cities still 
under English control, and its loss would come as a huge blow to England. King Enrique 
agreed to the proposal and quickly made plans, with his forces mobilising a few weeks 
later. The Castilian attack would be two-pronged with a fleet of eight warships sailing to 
Bayonne, while King Enrique himself would lead the Castilian ground troops over the 
mountains into Gascony, then march them to Bayonne. 
 
The Castilian ships arrived at Bayonne in the middle of June, followed shortly afterwards 
by King Enrique and his army. Unfortunately, the Castilian soldiers who had marched 
overland from Castile were in a bad way when they arrived in Gascony. In the third volume 
of his series of books on the Hundred Years' War Jonathan Sumption reports that spring 
was late arriving in the year 1374. As such, snow melt had turned small rivers and streams 
into raging torrents, making the passage from Castile to Gascony difficult and in some 
places outright dangerous, with the troops having to wade through vast swamps which 
usually would be easily passable fields. The result of this was by the time the Castilian 
army arrived in Gascony they were in a pitiable state. They were exhausted and very 
hungry. One reason why they were hungry was that King Enrique hadn't thought to 
provision his forces. Perhaps there hadn't been time to spend on logistics given the tight 
timetable presented by the Duke of Anjou, or perhaps King Enrique thought the Castilians 
could just feed themselves by raiding the countryside around Bayonne. Whatever the 
case, by the time the Castilians arrived outside Bayonne on the 21st of June they were 
really, really hungry. 
 
The English commanders who had been left behind to defend Bayonne had done a pretty 
good job of securing the city. Surprisingly, Bayonne itself had never been attacked before 
and was usually un-garrisoned, which may have made it a tempting target for the Duke of 
Anjou. However, as soon as they received word that the Castilians were on their way the 
two caretaker commanders in charge of the city ordered the civilians in the territory around 
Bayonne to clear the area of supplies. Then they quickly organised the defence of the city 
itself. As a consequence, when King Enrique arrived outside Bayonne, he found it well 
defended, and worse he discovered that the region had been totally stripped of supplies, 
with exactly nothing lying around to feed his men. 
 



Worse news was to come. The Duke of Anjou was meant to be at Bayonne by now, but 
there was no sign of either the Duke or his army. Unbeknownst to Enrique, the Duke of 
Anjou had been diverted from marching into Gascony by a very weird side quest. He had 
been petitioned by a group of disaffected Aragonese exiles to launch an invasion of 
Aragon. It had sounded like a good idea at the time, so the Duke had engaged the 
services of a bunch of French mercenaries to assist with the mission. As we all know, 
French mercenaries had by now developed a well-deserved reputation of being difficult to 
control, and before he had even mobilised for Aragon the Duke of Anjou had his hands full 
trying to stop the mercenaries from raiding local towns. Fighting broke out between 
different parts of the Duke's army, then he lost total control of the whole thing, with the 
frustrated mercenaries deciding to attack anything which moved or which could be stolen. 
Which meant that the Duke of Anjou was now totally occupied trying to fight his own 
mercenary forces. He sent apologies to King Enrique stating that he wouldn't be able to 
march to Bayonne after all. This left Enrique with really no option. In the words of Jonathan 
Sumption, and I quote “he folded his tents and marched home in disgust” end quote. 
 
Meanwhile, John of Gaunt had arrived back in England to a frosty reception with both his 
father, King Edward III, and his brother, the Black Prince, blaming him for dropping the ball 
on the war with France with his ill-conceived attempt to seize the crown of Castile. 
Desperate not to lose their remaining territories in France, English representatives met 
with French diplomats in Bruges, and as a result of the negotiations held there a truce was 
signed in the year 1375 which would end up suspending hostilities between France and 
England in the Hundred Years' War for a period of two years. 
 
But the truce didn't seem to apply to King Enrique, or at least Enrique maintained, quite 
rightly, that Castile wasn't present at the negotiations in Bruges and wasn't a party to the 
agreement, so almost as soon as the truce was signed, Castile launched a large fleet of 80 
ships and sent them out to prey on English shipping. On the 10th of August in the year 
1375 the Castilian fleet spotted a large convoy of English ships which had anchored in the 
Bay of Bourgneuf near the English-held port of La Rochelle. The English ships were cargo 
vessels. They were all loaded up with huge amounts of salt and were getting ready to sail 
back to England. The heavy loads of salt caused the English vessels to sit low in the water 
and reduced their manoeuvrability. In other words, they were highly vulnerable to attack. 
The Castilians took them easily, capturing 39 of them and seizing their cargo. English 
ambassadors jumped up and down, pointing to the truce, but King Enrique informed 
anyone who would listen that he hadn't signed the truce and that he still considered 
himself to be at war with John of Gaunt due to the fact that John had attempted to seize 
his crown. 
 
Back in England, things were about to take a terrible turn. Ever since the Black Prince and 
Pedro the Cruel's fall out following the Battle of Najera back in the year 1367, which we 
discussed in Episode 134, the Black Prince had suffered from recurring bouts of dysentery. 
He had returned to England from France to recover from his illness, but his health hadn't 
improved. In May of the year 1376 he took a sudden turn for the worse, and a few weeks 
later he died. In the words of an English chronicler, and I quote “on his death the hopes of 
England utterly perished” end quote. 
 
With the Black Prince's father, King Edward III, on the verge of permanently exiting the 
stage himself, England now faced a looming succession crisis. I won't trouble you with the 
machinations and scheming undertaken by John of Gaunt to seize power for himself, but 
in the end the elderly King Edward decreed that, upon his death, his crown would pass to 
a boy, the son of the late Black Prince. 



 
England's enemies, particularly France and Castile, viewed these developments with 
delight and in the year 1377 attempted to take advantage of the weakened state England 
now found itself in by launching an audacious attack on England itself. By now the period 
of truce had expired and England had become aware that France was preparing to launch 
a large scale attack on England. Defences were hurriedly repaired in key port cities along 
the English Channel, and ports in Devon and Cornwall were garrisoned with soldiers. In 
May of the year 1377 the French naval fleet began assembling at Harfleur, and was joined 
by ships from Portugal and Castile. This international fleet numbered around 60 ships in 
total. On board the ships were around 3500 crossbowmen, several hundred fighting men, 
and at least 3000 armed soldiers. In a case of spectacularly bad timing, King Edward died 
just as the French, Castilian, and Portuguese ships were about to launch their attack. His 
ten-year-old grandson was crowned King Richard II and was left to face the grave 
prospect of defending his kingdom against an international naval invasion without the 
counsel of the two greatest military minds of recent times, his father, the Black Prince, and 
his grandfather, King Edward. 
 
At dawn on the 29th of June, a fleet of French and Castilian ships arrived on the English 
coast near the small town of Rye. Fighters from the ships made their way to a beach near 
an estuary, then marched around a mile inland up the banks of a river to Rye. Now it's safe 
to say that nobody thought Rye would be the first target of the attack. When the French 
and Castilian fighters began assaulting the town their attack was resisted at first, but when 
a couple of the townsfolk were killed, most of the remaining inhabitants gathered what they 
could and fled. A French admiral then took possession of the town and sent most of his 
men back to their ships to continue down the coast to their next target, the town of 
Hastings, location of the decisive battle fought the last time the French troops had 
successfully invaded England back in 1066. 
 
Now, the French commander who had seized Rye had a plan. He had estimated it would 
take the English army around ten days to arrive at Rye, so he would hold his position for 
ten days, then withdraw before the English army arrived, seizing another town and holding 
it instead. However, this plan fell to pieces when, with the bulk of the English army 
nowhere in sight, a local monk, the abbot of the town of Battle, who apparently had a 
military background, decided on his own initiative to take some men and occupy a position 
adjacent to the French ships at the head of the river which led to Rye. The French 
commander hadn't counted on this happening at all. The French line of retreat was now 
threatened, so the commander moved out of Rye and advanced towards the abbot's 
position. A confrontation between the French troops and the Englishmen stationed with the 
abbot ended with the French commander withdrawing. He ordered his men back in Rye to 
set fire to the town and, taking with them 42 casks of wine which they had found during the 
occupation, the French troops boarded their ships and sailed away. They didn't go back to 
France though. They sailed down the coast and joined the rest of the invaders at Hastings. 
 
Unfortunately, Hastings at this point in its history was a difficult town to defend. It was 
un-walled and had no real defensive advantages. Its residents were well aware of this, and 
as the French raiders approached most of the people living in Hastings grabbed what they 
could and fled inland. So when the combined French and Castilian forces arrived, they 
simply walked in, then burned Hastings to the ground. Next on the list was Lewes. The 
good news was that Lewes, unlike Rye and Hastings, had a castle. The bad news was that 
the castle was in a state of disrepair, and the man who was meant to be overseeing the 
building of the town's defences in preparation for the arrival of the invaders hadn't done 
much at all, and wasn't even in Lewes; he was away in London attending the coronation of 



young King Richard. So the French entered Lewes without difficulty, burned as much of it 
as they could, then retreated back to their ships. 
 
Fortunately for the English, with their poorly defended towns and their distraction over the 
death of their old king and the crowning of the new one, the French and Castilian forces 
seemed to have no plans to permanently seize any part of the kingdom. They merely 
landed, burned and pillaged a number of towns, then left. While the English may have 
been relieved, it wasn't to last long. The French and Castilian ships did return to Harfleur in 
France, but only to rest their crews, offload the booty they had scored, and load provisions 
ready for a second raid which was expected to last for six weeks. 
 
To make things even worse for England, the Scots heard that the French and Castilians 
were about to raid England's southern shores, so they decided to mount a simultaneous 
invasion in the north. This second raid ended up achieving similar outcomes to the first 
raid. This time, the French and Castilian forces landed on the Isle of Wight, and despite 
the fact that it was quite well defended they were able to overrun the island's resisters, 
then they burned every town and settlement on the island to the ground. They then 
attacked Dover before withdrawing back to France. 
 
During these raids a council was convened in London to assist the new young king to rule. 
The most interesting fact about this council was that it didn't include the new king's uncle 
John of Gaunt. In fact, the council not only failed to include John of Gaunt, it seemed to 
have been designed to keep him away from the levers of power. One surefire way of 
keeping John of Gaunt's influence over the new king to a minimum would be to send him 
away from English shores. After his disastrous bout leading the English forces against 
France in the Hundred Years' War there was no desire to let him loose back in France. The 
council came up with a different plan though. They would hand John of Gaunt a new 
project. That project would be to whip up support from Navarre and Aragon to oppose 
Castile, in order to distract Castile from siding with France against England. In the best 
case scenario, John of Gaunt may even be able to convince the kingdoms of Navarre and 
Aragon to join with England to fight France in the Hundred Years' War. 
 
Join me next time to see how John of Gaunt's missions to Navarre and Aragon panned 
out. Until next time, bye for now. 
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