Thomas Becket

Thomas Becket was born in around 1120, the son of a prosperous London merchant. He was well educated and quickly became an agent to Theobald, Archbishop of Canterbury, who sent him on several missions to Rome. Becket's talents were noticed by King Henry II, who made him his chancellor and the two became close friends. When Theobald died in 1161, Henry made Becket archbishop. Becket transformed himself from a pleasure-loving courtier into a serious, simply-dressed cleric. 

The king and his archbishop's friendship was put under strain when it became clear that Becket would now stand up for the church in its disagreements with the king. In 1164, realising the extent of Henry's displeasure, Becket fled into exile in France, and remained in exile for several years. He returned in 1170.

On the 29th December 1170, four knights, believing the king wanted Becket out of the way, confronted and murdered Becket in Canterbury Cathedral.

Becket was made a saint in 1173 and his shrine in Canterbury Cathedral became an important focus for pilgrimage.
Britain at Chaucer’s time

Edward III seizes control of the throne from his mother, Isabella

Edward III was just 14 when he became king. His father, Edward II, was forced to abdicate by his mother, Isabella, and her lover Roger Mortimer. In 1330, Edward seized control, executing Mortimer and forcing Isabella to retire. He would go on to rule for 50 years.

Hundred Years' War between England and France begins

The 'Hundred Years' War' is the name historians have given to a series of related conflicts fought over the course of more than a century between England and France. The causes were complex and varied, but included English territorial and dynastic ambitions in France. The war began with Philip VI's confiscation of Gascony, which led Edward III of England to declare himself the rightful heir to the French throne.

English defeat the French at the Battle of Crécy

In July 1346, Edward III invaded Normandy. He marched north, but was unable to outmaneuvre a large force under Philip VI of France. The two armies met near Crécy. The much larger French force failed to make its numbers count and its piecemeal attacks were repelled with heavy losses by the English and Welsh archers. Crécy was the first great English victory of the Hundred Years' War, the others being Poitiers (1356) and Agincourt (1415).

'Black Death' enters Britain

The disease later known as the 'Black Death' arrived in Europe in 1347. After the first chronicled outbreak on British soil at Melcombe Regis in Dorset, the plague appeared at various points along England's south coast in the summer of 1348, spreading inland. On average, between 30% and 45% of the general populace died, but in some villages 80-90% of the population succumbed. The plague recurred regularly, if less severely, through the second half of the 14th century and into the 15th century.

Edward the 'Black Prince' defeats and captures John II, King of France

Edward the 'Black Prince' (Edward III's son) invaded France from Gascony in 1356. French and English forces met at Poitiers. Although the French had vastly superior forces, they were humiliatingly defeated by superior English tactics and by the failure of all sections of their army to engage. The French king, John II, was captured. Poitiers was the second of the three great English victories of the Hundred Years' War, the others being Crécy (1346) and Agincourt (1415).

Edward III dies and is succeeded by Richard II

Edward III's eldest son, Edward the 'Black Prince', had died in 1376, so the succession passed to Edward's grandson, Richard II, who was only 10 years old. His uncle, John of Gaunt, was the most powerful noble during his minority, but the English nobility was by no means united and was riven by internal factions.

Peasants' Revolt is dispersed by Richard II at Smithfield, London

In the aftermath of the catastrophic Black Death, agricultural workers were in demand but landlords were reluctant to pay higher wages or allow migration for work. Coupled with heavy taxation and an unpopular government, it caused an uprising. The rebels converged on London. The Tower of London was stormed and prominent individuals were executed. After rebel leader Wat Tyler was killed, Richard II successfully defused the situation by promising concessions. Reprisals followed instead.

Church reformer John Wyclif dies

John Wyclif believed the bible was the only true religious authority and encouraged its translation into English at a time when only Latin was permitted. He was condemned as a heretic by Pope Urban VI and an English church council. After his death, his books were burned and his body was removed from consecrated ground by order of Pope Martin V. Increasing persecution of the Lollards (as his followers were known) nonetheless showed that his ideas continued to spread in a popular form.

Henry IV is proclaimed king of England

In the late 1380s, Richard II clashed with a group of nobles known as the Lords Appellant, which included his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke. They forced concessions from him, but after several years of moderation Richard took his revenge. He exiled Bolingbroke and seized his vast estates. During Richard’s absence in Ireland in 1399, Bolingbroke returned and took the throne, supported by other nobles fearful of Richard's increasingly autocratic ways. Imprisoned in Pontefract Castle, he died in 1400.

