
 

Thirteenth Century England Podcast 
Episode four – Henry III’s Continental Campaign of 1230 

 
Darren Baker 

 
 Imagine that’s the sound of the Atlantic Ocean you’re hearing.  

 You’re standing on the coast in Brittany looking off into that vast expanse, 

the first time you’ve ever seen the ocean.  

 What lies beyond it is unknown, but then life for you so far has been one big 

unknown, starting when you became king at the age of nine years old.  

 Your father had suddenly died, your kingdom was at war with itself, and 

there was a French pretender trying to take your throne.  

 But you got through all that, and now a decade later, you’re standing on 

these windswept rocks pondering your next move.  

 You came to the continent several months ago, your first time ever outside 

of Britain in fact, because that pretender and his family had insulted your 

family and stolen your lands.  

 The Capetian French had treated the Plantagenet English with contempt.  

 For the sake of your dignity and that of your people, you can’t let them get 

away with it.  

 And so you put together an army, sailed across the Channel, and set out to 

claim what was rightfully yours. 

 You came and you saw, but you didn’t conquer.  

 Nope, things didn’t go quite as you had planned or hoped. 

 Not that your expedition has been a total bust, but as king you’ve gotta take 

the rap when expectations fall short.  

 You haven’t, however, come to the shore here out of defeat or despair, rather 

out of faith and curiosity.  

 You want to visit some shrines, do a little a tourism, something 

unimaginable in your ancestors who wore the same crown.  

 They would’ve spent these days going up and down various strongholds 

making sure everything was as secure as possible before leaving. 

 But not you. 

 Because you’re nothing like them, not now, not ever. 



 But there is one thing you share in common with them, and that’s 

willfulness, the same stubborn willfulness that brought you here in the first 

place. 

 And if there’s a mantra that expresses it best for you and all the Plantagenets 

who came before you, it’s this:  

 ‘We’ll be back.’  

 

 That introduction you’ve just heard to this fourth episode of 13th century 

England is actually how it ends, how the first attempt by Henry III to get 

back his continental inheritance ended in disappointment, but at least he got 

in some sightseeing. 

 That’s what we’re going to be talking about here, the first of Henry’s three 

military expeditions across the Channel. 

 To recap the events that led him to this undertaking, we have to go back to 

the middle of the 12th century when Henry’s grandparents, King Henry II 

and Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine, got married. 

 Theirs was a famously disastrous marriage, but it made Henry II far richer 

and more powerful than Eleanor’s ex-husband, King Louis VII of France. 

 It intensified an already bitter rivalry between England and France, although 

Louis VII pretended that it didn’t bother him.  

 He once observed: “You English have riches and money galore, while we in 

France, we have only bread, wine and joy.” 

 In other words, you can keep your greed and we’ll keep our cheese. 

 Louis’s son Philip II wasn’t so easily content with having the things in life 

that mattered most and schemed from the day he ascended the throne in 

1180 to shear England of its wealth. 

 By 1204, he had succeeded in annexing Normandy, Anjou and Maine to the 

French crown. 

 To win them back, King John imposed heavy taxation on his subjects for the 

next ten years. 

 When the time came, he went to the continent and gambled everything on 

victory, only he lost when in 1214 his allies were comprehensively defeated 

by the French at the battle of Bouvines in Flanders. 

 John went home to face a revolt by rebellious barons who ended up offering 

the Plantagenet crown to the Capetians.  



 In 1216 Philip’s son Louis landed in England at the head of an invasion 

force.  

 Louis claimed his right to rule England through his wife Blanche of Castile, 

whose mother Eleanor was a daughter of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, 

meaning she was John’s sister, an older sister. 

 With the help of his English supporters, Louis had managed to take half the 

kingdom when John died in October of 1216. 

 The person Louis now sought to depose was Blanche’s cousin, 9-year-old 

Henry III. 

 It didn’t work out for Louis and he went home in disgrace the following 

year. 

 When his father Philip died in 1223, he became King Louis VIII of France 

and he not only refused to give Henry back any of his father’s continental 

lands as he had promised during his capitulation in London, but he invaded 

Poitou and added it to his family’s conquests.  

 He even started suggesting he would invade England again, only he paid for 

his surly attitude when dysentery killed him in November of 1226 at the age 

of 38, leaving behind Blanche and a horde of children. 

 His heir was now Louis IX, who at 12 years old was a boy king the same as 

Henry had been before him. 

 Several leading French nobles had chafed under authoritarian rule and saw 

Louis’s minority as their chance to break away. 

 Henry anticipated something like that happening and saw his chance to get 

back Normandy and other Plantagenet lands. 

 In January of 1227, still nearly 2 years shy of turning 21, which was the 

legal age of inheritance, Henry declared his majority. 

 He cemented his alliance with the French conspirators by betrothing himself 

to Yolanda, the daughter of the duke of Brittany. 

 But it wasn’t a boy king that he and the others had to deal with, rather it was 

Blanche of Castile. 

 She wasn’t so much her son’s regent as a queen in her own right and she 

went to work on dismantling the coalition of disaffected nobles. 

 By the spring of 1227, Blanche had got them to cave and Henry was forced 

to renew the truce with France.  



 But another opportunity arose when one of the conspirators had second 

thoughts and decided to go it alone.  

 He was the duke of Brittany, Peter of Dreux, who got his duchy by marrying 

Alice, the daughter of Constance of Brittany, who was the mother of the 

Arthur murdered by John and his unnamed henchmen in 1203. 

 By the end of 1228, Peter was in rebellion and envoys from Normandy 

appeared at Henry’s Christmas feast in Oxford encouraging him to invade.  

 They too had had enough of Blanche. 

 Whether this is because she was a woman and a foreigner and so faced the 

same derision that drove Henry’s mother Isabella out of England, we don’t 

know. 

 Of course, being a woman, she was subjected to all sorts of innuendo. 

 She was sleeping with a corpulent count or the papal legate, probably both, 

and who knows, maybe she was, but it didn’t make her any less capable or 

determined to crush the opposition to her regime. 

 Henry hoped he might negotiate a settlement and proposed various scenarios 

to get back some of his territories without going to war.  

 For example, he would get Normandy but the French would retain Anjou 

and Maine as the dowry for Henry’s sister Isabella, who would marry Louis.  

 Or the French could keep Normandy but give him everything else back.  

 Blanche wasn’t listening, and she didn’t need to because she scored her 

biggest triumph yet.  

 It had to do with another cousin, Raymond VII of Toulouse, whose mother 

Joanna was the youngest daughter of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine. 

 These three cousins – Blanche, Raymond and Henry – were about a decade 

apart in age.  

 Blanche was born in 1188, Raymond in 1198, and Henry in 1207. 

 Raymond was 10 when the crusade against the Albigensian heretics came to 

his homeland. 

 In 1226, he stood accused, like his father before him, of not being a good 

Christian, and Louis VIII led an army there to suppress him. 

 In truth Louis’s real aim was to add Toulouse to the Capetian Corporation, 

based in Paris, but he died during the crusade as already mentioned. 

 Raymond defeated the French forces left behind, but Toulouse was 

exhausted after twenty years of war and spoliation. 



 He asked for terms and in April of 1229 a treaty was concluded that secured 

the annexation of Toulouse and Languedoc to the rest of France.  

 So Blanche was now more powerful than when her rule began.  

 She didn’t have to give Henry anything and he knew it. 

 But he still had the duke of Brittany.  

 His proposed marriage to Yolanda, whom Blanche had tried to swipe for her 

son John, was back on. 

 Brittany gave Henry a landing point, because without it he would have to go 

all the way to Gascony and march up hundreds of kilometers from the south. 

 In the summer of 1229, Henry ordered his ministers to put together an 

invasion force. 

 In October he arrived in Portsmouth, complete with a fancy new set of duds 

he had ordered for the expedition. 

 The duke was there to make the formal declaration of Brittany as a fief of 

England. 

 But they didn’t sail because somebody forgot to requisition all the ships 

needed to ferry an army of 450 knights and accompanying foot soldiers to 

the continent. 

 In his anger and disappointment, Henry grabbed a sword and looked 

glaringly at his chief minister Hubert de Burgh.  

 He accused him of taking a bribe of 5,000 marks from Blanche. 

 It was said that the king lunged at Hubert, but the other earls present 

whisked him out of the room in time. 

 The king cooled down – Henry always cooled down, you just had to be 

patient – and the launch date was pushed up to next spring. 

 The army mustered at Reading, marched to Portsmouth, and left at the end 

of April of 1230, but the king was not with the fleet when it pulled into 

Brittany several days later. 

 He had stopped at the Isle of Jersey along the way because his younger sister 

Eleanor had become unwell. 

 She was along for the expedition because she was the wife of one of Henry’s 

commanders, William Marshal II, the earl of Pembroke. 

 She may have suffered from sea sickness, perhaps even a miscarriage, the 

official record only says that she had fatigue, but it was serious enough for 

Henry to order the detour until she recovered her health. 



 They then proceeded and landed at St Malo, where a delegation of Normans 

arrived ready to join the expected English thrust into Normandy. 

 Henry was all for it, but Hubert, who was something like the chief of staff, 

thought it was madness to expose their knights to what he saw as almost 

certain death. 

 It’s not recorded, but perhaps Henry turned to him and asked, ‘Then what 

the hell are we doing here?’ 

 But apart from the requisitioning debacle, Henry had boundless faith in 

Hubert, too much some would say, but de Burgh knew the region well.  

 He had defended Anjou for King John against Philip back in 1202 and had 

been with the king in Normandy before it too fell a year later. 

 Henry deferred to Hubert’s judgment and the other English earls and barons 

were happy to go along. 

 That’s because none of them much cared about getting Normandy back. 

 It’s true their families had all lost lands there when the French seized it, but 

John compensated them with lands in England that had been confiscated 

from Normans who swore allegiance to Philip. 

 As far as they were concerned, the era of the Anglo-Norman nobility was 

over. 

 We just want to be English barons now, they would have told Henry, 

speaking in French naturally. 

 Without their active support, there was little Henry could do about 

Normandy, so he moved his army south to Nantes to threaten Anjou and 

Poitou.  

 Young King Louis IX, 16 years old, brought his army to Angers, about 90 

km away. 

 But the only war fought was on the diplomatic front, as the English and 

French went to work on the local lords. 

 The biggest prize was Hugh Lusignan, the count of La Marche. 

 He was Henry’s stepfather, but it will be remembered from the last episode 

how Hugh had betrayed Henry in 1224 by defecting to the French because 

they offered him a better deal. 

 Henry was now hoping to get his mother Isabella of Angoulême to help him 

win Hugh over, but first Henry had to win her over and that’s another reason 

his sister Eleanor was along for the expedition. 



 Isabella had not seen her daughter since she left England in 1217 when 

Eleanor could not have been more than two years old. 

 Perhaps a reunion between mother and daughter might stir Isabella to act on 

her son’s behalf. 

 Alas, the former queen of England was unwilling to convince her husband to 

reject their alliance with France. 

 With Hugh, Isabella had a whole new set of children now, nine in all, and 

Blanche offered them money and marriages that Henry could never hope to 

match. 

 So all that was left to Henry was to march south through Poitou to Gascony 

and secure what alliances he could.  

 Louis could do nothing to stop him because his army had disbanded.  

 They did their 40 days of feudal service and went home, in some cases to 

attack each other. 

 Henry did get some of the local barons did return their allegiance to 

England, but it cost him a fair amount of subsidies, not to mention all the 

entertaining he had to do between Poitou and Gascony. 

 In fact Henry preferred feasting and celebrating to war and fighting, but the 

people back home wanted victories, and all they got was a single castle 

seized in July. 

 It led one chronicler to note that the whole expedition was more like a 

Christmas parade and vacation than glorious re-conquest. 

 In October of 1230 Henry and his brother Richard both came down with 

dysentery and by the end of the month they and Hubert had left for England.  

 The earls of Pembroke and Chester took advantage of their absence to make 

various thrusts into Anjou and Normandy, but they took no great risks and 

by next summer, with Henry’s permission, they concluded a three-year truce 

with Blanche. 

 And so Henry’s first foray into Europe ended with him holding Brittany, 

Gascony and parts of Poitou, but it was a patchwork of alliances that could 

easily crumble without money and vigilance. 

 The outcome was disappointing, which compromised Hubert’s position, but 

he had been able to best his rivals because he understood that Henry, as the 

king’s concern for his sister’s well-being had shown, was a man of strong 

personal attachments. 



 Hubert and his wife had been like surrogate parents to the young king 

through most of his minority. 

 Now that the king was a man, Hubert needed something else to convince his 

royal master that, no matter what everybody else said, he truly had his best 

interests at heart. 

 And that something was a wife, only it wasn’t Yolanda of Brittany. 

 More on that the next time here on Thirteenth Century England.  


