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The Wars of the Roses 
 

In the year 1453, Columbus was only a two-year-old toddler, and Leonardo a baby of one 
year. This is the year that the Turks stormed Constantinople and poured into the Balkan 
Peninsula, in Eastern Europe.  
 
In the west of Europe, the Hundred 
Years’ War between England and 
France came to an end. Joan of Arc 
had been burnt at the stake twenty 
years earlier without seeing the end 
of this war. But when it did end, the 
English lost France. In 1453 England 
and France made peace.  
 
In Italy the feudal system came to an 
end through the growth of rich and 
powerful city states. In Italy, during 
the Renaissance, each great city was 
a state which ruled the smaller 
surrounding towns and villages. The 
power of the big cities did away with the power of knights and lords. The feudal system 
withered away as the power of the cities grew.  
 

In England things happened quite 
differently. England was very much a 
feudal state; the English knights and the 
English kings had previously tried to 
conquer Scotland and had failed, being 
defeated by King Bruce of Scotland. It was 
again the English knights and the English 
kings who had tried to conquer France and 
had been defeated by Joan of Arc. Both 
these wars could not have taken place 
without the consent of the knights, for the 
Magna Carta stated the King of England 
could not go to war without the consent of 
his knights and noblemen. You can see that 
in England knights and noblemen were 
quite powerful.  
 
After one hundred years of war with 
France which England lost, one might think 
that the people of England would settle 
down to a time of peace. The ordinary 
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people, the peasants and merchants would most likely have wanted peace, but not the 
knights and the noble lords. As they dare not attack either Scotland or France again, they 
started fighting amongst themselves; and this brutal thirty years of fighting is known as The 
Wars of the Roses. 
 
It was during this time, when great artists in Italy created wonderful works of art, that 
England was ravaged by battles between its own people; its own great lords and their 
knights.  
 

How did this war come about? The middle part of 
England is divided by the Pennines, a mountain 
range that runs north to south. West of the 
Pennines is Lancashire, and east of the mountains 
is Yorkshire. Now the most powerful noble 
families in the whole of England were the lords of 
Lancashire and the lords of Yorkshire. The shield 
of Lancaster showed a red rose and York had a 
white rose.  

 
The House of Lancaster had so much power that during the Hundred Years’ War one of 
them, Henry IV, simply deposed the ruling King of England, Richard II, and made himself the 
King. From now on, through several generations, the Kings of England were of the House of 
Lancaster.  

And when the Hundred 
Years’ War came to an 
end, it was another 
Henry, Henry VI, of the 
House of Lancaster who 
ruled.  
 
Amazingly this Henry 
took the throne when 
he was nine months 
old! Of course, other 
family members ruled 
on his behalf, even 
though he was crowned 
when he was just seven 
years old.  
 
Henry VI, a king of the 
red rose of Lancaster, 
was unfortunately 
afflicted by an illness 
which affected his 
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mind. He had long periods of time where he was unresponsive, as if in a catatonic state. It is 
also said that he had fits, where he rolled on the floor foaming from the mouth.  
 
In those days, the eldest son of a king took the throne and technically stayed in power no 
matter how unfit he might be to rule. So, somebody had to be chosen to rule England in the 
name of the insane king. The man chosen was the Duke of York, also known as Richard of 
York, and he was from the House of the White Rose. This was the next most powerful house 
in England. Richard of York was called “Protector”, but practically, he was the king and made 
all the decisions. Of course, he gave all the high positions to his friends and to members of 
his own family.  
 
Henry VI, although somewhat incapacitated, did not like it at all that Richard of York acted 
as if he were the real king. Henry was not a strong ruler, however, his queen, Margaret of 
Anjou, was very influential. She hated Richard of York and did not want him to be in power. 
And there were also other lords and noblemen who were jealous of Richard and did not 
want to be ruled by him.  

Eventually, all the enemies of 
Richard of York banded 
together under the sign of the 
red rose to take his power 
from him. And all the lords and 
noblemen who were for 
Richard of York gathered to 
fight for him with the white 
rose on their shield and 
banners. This is how the Wars 
of the Roses came about. 
 
Sometimes Lancaster was 
winning and then any 
noblemen who had fought for 

York and were caught got executed. Sometimes York had the upper hand and executed 
supporters of the red rose. There was not only bloodshed in battle, there was foul murder 
and treachery…  
 
Richard and the Yorkists won the 
first battle. There was an uneasy 
peace until 1459. Battles were 
fought over the next couple of 
years. Lancastrians (of the red 
rose) surprised and killed Richard 
in December 1460, but his son 
Edward, continued the struggle, 
and was proclaimed King Edward 
IV the next year. Edward pursued 
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the Lancastrians to Towton, 
where the bloodiest battle of 
the war took place. The Yorkists 
won (those of the white rose); 
Henry, Margaret, and their son 
fled to Scotland. 
 
The Yorkists then began to argue 
among themselves. Edward IV’s 
brother, George, rebelled 
against Edward’s rule. 
Supporters of George fought 
with supporters of Edward. 
George fled to France and he 
became partners with the 

former queen, Margaret. They returned to England, forced Edward to flee to the 
Netherlands, and put Henry VI back on the throne. However, Edward returned a year later 
and defeated the queen and king and killed their son. Edward IV became king once again. 
He held the throne until he died in 1483. 

After Edward’s death, his 
brother, Richard III, claimed 
the throne. Richard declared 
that Edward’s son, Edward V, 
did not have the right to be 
king. Edward V’s supporters 
turned to Henry Tudor, a 
Lancaster (of the red rose). 
Henry Tudor and his forces 
defeated and killed Richard III 
at Bosworth Field on August 
22, 1485. This battle ended the 
Wars of the Roses.  
 
Henry Tudor was crowned 
Henry VII on October 30, 1485. 
This began the reign of the 
House of Tudor. Henry VII of 
the red rose had won, and that 
was the end of the Wars of the 
Roses. To end the enmity 
between the two houses, 
Henry Tudor married Edward 

Henry of Tudor, Henry VII, is presented with the crown. 
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IV’s daughter, Elizabeth, a 
princess of the House of York. 
The emblem of this new 
dynasty was the Tudor Rose 
which was created from the 
red rose of Lancaster and the 
white rose of York. 
 
What happened to Margaret 
and Henry? Margaret was 
taken prisoner by the 
victorious Yorkists and she 
was ransomed by her cousin, 
King Louis XI of France. She 
went to live in France as a 
poor relation of the French king, and she died there at the age of 52. 
 
The end for Henry was very sad; he fled into the woods but was soon captured at a river and 
was taken prisoner and locked up in the Tower of London where he died. While imprisoned 
he wrote this touching poem:  
 
Kingdoms are but cares 
State is devoid of stay, 
Riches are ready snares, 
And hasten to decay 
Pleasure is a privy prick 
Which vice doth still provoke; 
Pomps, imprompt; and fame, a flame; 
Power, a smouldering smoke. 
Who meanth to remove the rock 
Owst of the slimy mud 
Shall mire himself, and hardly scape 
The swelling of the flood. 
 
In these thirty years of war, hundreds of knights and noblemen died in battle or were 
executed by one side or another; their castles and the land they owned had been 
confiscated by York kings or Lancastrian kings. When the war ended there were hardly any 
great and powerful lords left, and that was the end of the feudal system in England.  
 
In Italy the feudal system had disappeared because the city-states had grown rich and 
powerful. In England, the feudal system was destroyed by the Wars of the Roses.  
 
All over Europe, in one way or another, the feudal system, the power of lords was breaking 
up. This end of the feudal system belongs to the time known as the Age of Discovery and 
the age of the Renaissance.  

Elizabeth and Henry VII 
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Yorkshire (left) and Lancaster (right) form the Tudor rose (above).  


