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B
efore the reign of King Henry VIII, in the 16
th
 century, 
England was a Catholic nation. This, and the course 
of European history, changed when King Henry fell in love 
with a young woman named Anne Boleyn. 
Denied permission to divorce his queen and marry Anne 
by Pope Clement VIII, the English king rebelled against 
Rome. In 1534, he founded a new, Protestant church with 
himself as its Supreme Head: the Church of England, or 
Anglican Church.
For the rest of Henry’s reign, Catholicism was violently 
suppressed: monasteries were destroyed, churches stripped 
of their riches, and countless people who resisted the new 
religion put to death. In Oxford, the nation’s pre-eminent 
university town, there were religious riots and strong 
resistance from inside the different colleges. 
AN HISTORICAL NOTE
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Under Henry’s daughter, Queen Elizabeth I, it became 
a capital offence to resist Protestantism. Large numbers of 
Catholic students in Oxford were imprisoned, and many of 
the teachers ﬂ ed to France. Ultimately, from the year 1581 
(and for the next three centuries), all students at Oxford’s 
colleges were required to subscribe to the 39 Articles of the 
Anglican Church.
This story takes place the following year. 
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n the morning of December 20
th
, in the year 1582, 
the sun rose bright and clear over the university town 
of Oxford. Its light entered a window high in the walls of 
Christ Church College, and shone on the face of John de 
Courcy, who had fallen asleep at his desk the night before.
Woken by the light, he rose from the desk, massaging 
his neck as he crossed the room to open the window. He 
looked out at the ﬁ eld where sheep and cattle stood on 
the ice-white grass. Across the ﬁ eld he could see the dark 
silhouette of Oriel College, smaller and older than the other 
Oxford colleges.
There were groups of students coming across the 
white ﬁ eld toward Christ Church College, where an 
announcement would soon be made in the Great Hall: 
I
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the nomination of the Duke of Gloucester’s new Scholar, 
a prestigious position with a good revenue. A position that 
many expected to go to him, John de Courcy. 
“Hey, John!” he heard the call of his friend, Harry 
Hopetoun, in the passage below. 
Harry was looking up at him, shading his eyes against 
the sunlight.
“What is it, villain?” John answered.
“Hold your tongue, vermin!” his friend smiled, “Are 
you ready for your hour of glory?” 
“Harry, how can you tempt the gods by saying these 
things before the ceremony?”
“Because there is no greater philosopher in all of Oxford, 
my dear friend! Not even rat-faced Sir Edgar Hardridge can 
rival you. Before the day is ﬁ nished you will be the Duke of 
Gloucester’s Scholar and a rich man!”
“Shhhh. Harry, do be quiet.”
But Harry had already entered the college, running up 
the stairs to open the door of John’s room.
“You must be more prudent, Harry.” John reprimanded 
him, “There are ears everywhere in this college, and some 
would prefer that a Protestant such as myself did not 
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become Scholar to the Duke. It is not long since blood 
ﬂ owed upon the streets of our town. Please, say no more 
until the nomination is over.”
Harry examined John’s appearance for the ﬁ rst  time, 
saying “You look like you have slept in your clothes.”
“I have.”
“You must change!”
“My other clothes are being washed -”
“John de Courcy, I despair. This is the most important 
day of your life and you do not even have clean clothes? 
How do you expect to charm the lovely Miss Jane Mansﬁ eld 
if you smell like a horse? You will have to borrow something 
of mine. Come, we must hurry.”
As they left the room, they passed the mute servant-
boy, Tom. He waved crossed ﬁ ngers at John and smiled 
nervously. 
“Thank you, Tom!” John called as he ran down the 
stairs. 
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become Scholar to the Duke. It is not long since blood
flowed upon the streets of our town. Please, say no more
until the nomination is over.”

Harry examined John’s appearance for the first time,
saying “You look like you have slept in your clothes.”

“I have.”

“You must change!”

“My other clothes are being washed -”

“John de Courcy, | despair. This is the most important
day of your life and you do not even have clean clothes?
How do you expect to charm the lovely Miss Jane Mansfield
if you smell like a horse? You will have to borrow something
of mine. Come, we must hurry.”

As they left the room, they passed the mute servant-
boy, Tom. He waved crossed fingers at John and smiled
nervously.

“Thank you, Tom!” John called as he ran down the

stairs.
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the nomination of the Duke of Gloucester’'s new Scholar,
a prestigious position with a good revenue. A position that
many expected to go to him, John de Courcy.

“Hey, John!” he heard the call of his friend, Harry
Hopetoun, in the passage below.

Harry was looking up at him, shading his eyes against
the sunlight.

“What is it, villain?” John answered.

“Hold your tongue, vermin!” his friend smiled, “Are
you ready for your hour of glory?”

“Harry, how can you tempt the gods by saying these
things before the ceremony?”

“Because there is no greater philosopher in all of Oxford,
my dear friend! Not even rat-faced Sir Edgar Hardridge can
rival you. Before the day is finished you will be the Duke of
Gloucester’s Scholar and a rich man!”

“Shhhh. Harry, do be quiet.”

But Harry had already entered the college, running up
the stairs to open the door of John’s room.

“You must be more prudent, Harry.” John reprimanded
him, “There are ears everywhere in this college, and some

would prefer that a Protestant such as myself did not
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AN HISTORICAL NOTE
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BF.ngIand was a Catholic nation. This, and the course
of European history, changed when King Henry fell in love
with a young woman named Anne Boleyn.

Denied permission to divorce his queen and marry Anne
by Pope Clement VIII, the English king rebelled against
Rome. In 1534, he founded a new, Protestant church with
himself as its Supreme Head: the Church of England, or
Anglican Church.

For the rest of Henry’s reign, Catholicism was violently
suppressed: monasteries were destroyed, churches stripped
of their riches, and countless people who resisted the new
religion put to death. In Oxford, the nation’s pre-eminent
university town, there were religious riots and strong

resistance from inside the different colleges.
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