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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.







CHAPTER 1


Henry VII: establishing the dynasty 1485–1503





A nation’s government, security and well-being depend on the character and strength of its ruler. This was particularly true during the Middle Ages when kings had the power to pass laws, raise revenue and make war. The nature, powers and limits of medieval and early modern monarchy have long fascinated historians. Richard III’s illegal seizure of the throne encouraged claimants like Henry Tudor to challenge him for the crown. Following Henry’s victory at the Battle of Bosworth he sought to establish and consolidate his dynasty. These issues are examined through the following four themes:





•  Introduction: the nature, powers and limits of monarchy



•  Claim, aim and character of the new king



•  Securing the throne: pretenders, protests and threats



•  Crown and nobility
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Key dates






	1485

	  

	Henry crowned as King Henry VII






	1486

	  

	Marriage of Henry and Elizabeth of York. Birth of a son and heir, Arthur






	1487

	  

	First law passed against illegal retaining






	  

	June

	Battle of Stoke






	1489

	  

	Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, released from prison






	1489

	  

	Rebellion in Yorkshire






	1495

	  

	Council Learned in the Law established






	1497

	  

	Rebellion in Cornwall






	1499

	  

	Warbeck and the Earl of Warwick executed






	1502

	  

	Death of Prince Arthur






	1503

	  

	Death of Queen Elizabeth
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1 Introduction: the nature, power and limits of monarchy




How powerful were Tudor monarchs? What areas have been identified by historians as being worthy of debate?





During the last century or two, three strands of enquiry from the years 1485–1558 have been identified as being worthy of historical debate. The first strand concerns the ‘restoration of the monarchy’, the second ‘the reformation in religion’ and the third ‘the revolution in government’.





•  The first strand has two features: establishing a new royal dynasty and restoring the power and authority of the Crown. The key debate here revolves around the question of whether the advent of the Tudors led to the establishment of a ‘New Monarchy’.



•  The second strand has three features: a discussion of the role of the monarchy and its government in carrying through religious change; an explanation on how the relationship between Church and State altered; and an assessment of how the State and people were affected by the political and religious developments of the period.



•  The third strand has two features. First, a long-running debate on the personality and character of the monarch, including a consideration of the part he or she played in the politics and government of their time; and secondly, an assessment of the significance of the monarchy, and its chief ministers, in the long-term political development of the country which may, for the sake of convenience, be described as England.





The key themes that run through these strands concern the personality, power and influence of the monarch. Thus, to appreciate fully the way in which religion and government changed in this period, it is important to gain an understanding of the nature of and the authority wielded by the monarchy. Equally important is an understanding of how personal, political, diplomatic, religious and financial factors affected both the growth and the practical limits of royal power in late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century England.


The powerful element in Tudor monarchy


English monarchs claimed to rule dei gratia. This belief in divine right, that, as a person apart, the monarch was regarded as God’s instrument on earth, was supported by the Church. Parish priests would regularly remind their parishioners of the terrible torments of hell that awaited those who dared rebel against the Crown. In practical terms this meant that any rebellion against the monarch was regarded as being the same as a rebellion against God.


This is why the charge of treason, to betray one’s king (or queen) and country, was regarded as a serious crime. It can be argued that the only armed rebellion to succeed in the sixteenth century was that involving Mary Tudor, who claimed that her rightful place as monarch in legitimate succession to her brother, Edward VI, had been usurped by traitors. Her success in seizing the throne in 1553 was due not only to the legality of her position, as she was the legal heir to the throne according to the Act of Succession of 1544, but also to her actions being represented as a triumph of the divine will.


This belief in the divine will was a powerful element in the faith systems of the period. It served as the basis for legitimising Henry VII’s seizure of the throne in 1485 and underlined the power of God’s will in delivering victory in battle at Bosworth. Henry was no traitor and he had committed no treason because he had removed a usurper. Nevertheless, Henry was well aware that his position as monarch needed to be rooted in law to strengthen and consolidate his authority as king.



Rex est Lex and Lex est Rex



For a monarch like Mary who had once been declared illegitimate, in 1533 (she was later legitimised in 1537), her succession was a triumph. This shows the importance of the law and the legal structure that had evolved in tandem with the development of the monarchy. The monarch was expected to act as the protector and enforcer of the laws of the kingdom. The old Latin maxim Rex est Lex and Lex est Rex (‘the king is the law’ and ‘the law is the king’) demonstrates the extent to which English monarchs had come to identify with the processes of law making. Although they came to hold a highly privileged position within the legal structure of the kingdom, they could not ignore or break the law but were expected to set a good example by acting within the accepted structure. Thus, no monarch could afford to behave as if he or she was above the law and nor could they make the mistake of emphasising too strongly the power of the divine will over the rule of law.


The powers of monarchy


This does not mean that English monarchs were weak or had little power; on the contrary, their powers were extensive. For example, the monarch alone could raise troops, wage war and conclude peace, conduct foreign affairs, summon and dissolve Parliament, pardon offenders, manage the coinage and arrange the marriages of members of the royal family. These political, military and economic powers constituted what became known as the royal prerogative.


The limits of monarchy


On the other hand, there were limits to their authority. For example, the monarch could not levy taxes, or make laws at will, set aside the rights of the subject or behave as a tyrant, especially as the Church had long taught that it was lawful to kill a tyrant. However, it should be noted that this issue was disputed. In short, the monarch had a duty to respect the notion that all who lived within the kingdom, from the lowliest peasant to the mightiest king, were bound by the common ‘weal’ or good.


Even a king as powerful as Henry VIII recognised the need to give legal basis to his break from Rome by seeking the support of his people, via Parliament, and by framing the schism in English statute law. The fact that he may have bullied and harried his subjects into consenting to the break with Rome does not alter the fact that he had to be seen to be seeking their backing. This balance of rights and duties between monarch and subject allowed for co-operation, compromise and even partnership.



The personal element in Tudor monarchy



The Tudor monarchy was one in which the ruler was directly responsible for policy and closely involved in the business of government. An agenda for the monarch’s attention, drawn up by his chancellor or senior royal councillor, might be such as to require his or her signature on state papers several times a day. Because monarchy was personal, everything depended on the monarch’s willingness to devote himself or herself to business.


Henry VII had been a model in this respect. Henry VIII, however, frequently behaved as though he wanted government to take care of itself. Henry did almost all his work by word of mouth so that state papers had to be either read to him or summarised for him. Nor was Henry willing to delegate his authority on a consistent basis. He always reserved for himself the freedom to intervene as and when he wanted.


In contrast, his daughter Mary found the business of government a burden she had not desired and a task for which she had had little training or preparation. Nevertheless, from the beginning of her reign she indicated she would take an active part in governance. This she did throughout her short reign, working long hours in trying to solve problems that would have tested the limits of her father’s abilities. Since Mary was the first woman to rule England in her own right, issues of gender complicated the early days of her reign (see Chapter 6).


Henry VIII’s and Mary’s particular brands of personal monarchy explain why the dispute over their respective personalities has been running since the early seventeenth century and why it shows no sign of ending. For most of this time writers have tended to take up extreme positions.


Henry VII


Henry has been overshadowed somewhat by the more colourful personalities of his son and granddaughter Elizabeth, which, perhaps, is why he is less well known than any of his Tudor descendants. Historians have been more concerned with Henry’s aims and achievements than his character but this, too, has attracted notice. Polydore Vergil, one of the first writers to pass judgement on the king (in 1513), was impressed by the ‘slender, but well built’ Henry whom he described as ‘brave and resolute’, ‘shrewd and prudent’ but also ‘gracious and kind’. The historian John Guy (writing in 1988) offered a more balanced verdict: ‘he could be ruthless and severe, but was neither bloodthirsty nor egotistical’. Some historians consider Henry to be the most able and, arguably, the most successful of all the Tudors.


Henry VIII


Henry has been regarded either as a wicked tyrant or as an able and charming renaissance prince. Sir Walter Raleigh, one of the earliest authors (writing in 1614) to pass general comment in print, was in no doubt where he stood: ‘Now for King Henry the eight: if all the pictures and patterns of a merciless prince were lost in the world, they might be again painted to the life out of the story of this king.’


On the other hand, one of Henry’s modern biographers, J.J. Scarisbrick (writing in 1968), is perhaps more objective: ‘He was a formidable, captivating man who wore regality with splendid conviction. But easily and predictably his great charm could turn into anger and shouting.’


That Henry has the power to divide opinion is evidenced by the assessment of another modern historian, John Guy, who stated that: ‘Henry’s character was fascinating, threatening, and sometimes morbid. His egoism, self-righteousness, and capacity to brood sprang from the fusion of an able but second-rate mind with what looks suspiciously like an inferiority complex.’


Edward VI


Edward VI alone has escaped the kind of critical analysis reserved for his predecessors, mainly on account of his youth and lack of involvement in policy making. Consequently, it is not Edward who concerns historians so much as the men who governed in his stead, namely, Edward Seymour, the Duke of Somerset, and John Dudley, the Duke of Northumberland. Traditionally, Somerset has been viewed as the ‘good Duke’, an idealist, friend of the common man and an opponent of religious persecution. However, this opinion of Somerset has been challenged by revisionist historians who see him as arrogant, self-seeking and prone to making mistakes when pressured. Similarly, Northumberland’s image has been transformed from that of a cynical schemer devoid of principle to that of a talented minister who led, in Geoffrey Elton’s opinion (writing in 1988), ‘a genuine reform administration’.


Mary


‘Bloody’ Mary too has suffered criticism. John Strype in the seventeenth century and James Froude in the nineteenth perpetuated the ‘black legend’ of persecution, corruption, mismanagement and national betrayal ascribed to Mary by propagandists writing during the reign of Elizabeth. Source A is one such example.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] Study Source A. What does the title of Foxe’s book reveal about his religious beliefs and why might it explain why he was critical of Mary?
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John Foxe, one of the earliest writers to criticise Mary in print in his Book of Martyrs, 1563.


We shall never find in any reign of any Prince in this land or any other, which did ever show in it so many great arguments of God’s wrath and displeasure as were to be seen in this reign of this queen Mary … whether we behold the shortness of her time, or the unfortunate event of all her purposes. From the first beginning of queen Mary’s reign, wherein so many men, women, and children were burnt, many imprisoned, and in prison starved, many exiled, some despoiled of goods and possessions, a great number driven from house and home, so many weeping eyes, so many sobbing hearts, … and in conclusion never a good man in all the realm but suffered something during all the time of this bloody persecution.
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Mary has also divided modern opinion, for whereas Elton regarded her life as being ‘one of almost unrelieved tragedy’ for which she deserves no pity on account of the ‘obstinate wrong-headedness of her rule’, fellow historian C. Erickson (writing in 1998) believed she had ruled England ‘capably and with courage’.
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Summary diagram: The nature, power and limits of monarchy
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2 Claim, aim and character of the new king




What was the basis of Henry VII’s claim to the throne?





Henry VII’s claim to the throne


‘Henry VII was by right and just title of inheritance, and by divine providence, crowned and proclaimed king.’ Writing in 1542 in his chronicle, The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancastre and Yorke, Edward Hall was convinced that there was no problem with Henry’s claim to the throne. However, the legitimacy of Henry’s right to the kingship of England was not always so clear or so certain. To the majority of Henry’s contemporaries the Battle of Bosworth on 22 August 1485 was just one more battle in the long dynastic struggle for the Crown that dominated the second half of the fifteenth century. On this occasion the victor happened to be the obscure Lancastrian claimant, the 28-year-old Henry, Earl of Richmond. It was only victory in battle that had brought Henry to power, as his claim to the throne by inheritance was rather weak.


Maternal claim to the throne


Henry’s claim came through his mother, Margaret Beaufort, who was a direct descendant of Edward III by the marriage of his third son, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, to Katherine Swynford (see family tree on page 7). Their children had been born prior to the marriage, when Katherine was Gaunt’s mistress, so that there was some uncertainty about their legal standing. For example, although an Act of Parliament in Richard II’s reign had legitimised them, a further Act in Henry IV’s reign had excluded them from the line of succession.
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Paternal claim to the throne



Henry VII also inherited royal blood, although not a claim to the throne, from his father Edmund Tudor. This was because Edmund’s mother, Catherine, was a French princess who had been married to Henry V of England before she became the wife of Edmund’s Welsh father, Owen Tudor. After the death of her husband, Henry V, Queen Catherine had no claim to the throne. By virtue of this marriage, Edmund and his brother Jasper were the half-brothers of the king, Henry VI. In 1452 Henry VI raised his half-brothers to the peerage by creating Edmund Earl of Richmond and Jasper Earl of Pembroke. Therefore, Henry VII was the half-nephew of the king of England and a member of the extended royal family.


Acutely aware of the weakness of his claim to the throne, Henry determined to enhance and magnify his royal credentials by pursuing a ruthless policy of propaganda. By combining the red rose of Lancaster and the white rose of York, Henry was symbolically uniting the two noble houses. In addition, he traded on his Beaufort descent and familial link to Edward III. At the same time, Henry portrayed Richard III as an illegitimate usurper. The policy was so thorough and successful that by the time Hall wrote his chronicle few would have questioned (or dared to question) the legitimacy of the Tudors. Hall was one in a long line of writers and chroniclers who embraced, and willingly spread, Tudor propaganda.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] Why might Henry VII have approved of the painting in Source B?
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Portrait of Henry VII painted in 1505 by an unknown artist.
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Henry VII’s aims



Henry VII had one essential aim: to remain king and establish his dynasty by handing on an unchallenged succession to his descendants. His policies at home and abroad were shaped and dictated by this aim. He knew that if he were to prove himself a strong king and retain full control of his realm he would have to establish effective government, maintain law and order, control the nobility and secure the Crown’s finances. He would also need good advice, friends abroad and a considerable amount of luck.



Character and personality of the new king


The character and personality of Henry VII remain shadowy and elusive today, just as they did to his own subjects in 1485. There is less evidence about him than about any other of the Tudors. This uncertainty about the personality of the first Tudor monarch is a good example of how limited evidence can lead to widely differing opinions. Historians tend to disagree about Henry’s character, mainly because kings rarely recorded their own thoughts, with the result that historians have had to draw their own conclusions from his actions and policies.


Some of the views of his contemporaries, however, have survived. Among the more interesting, if not necessarily the most useful, is the portrait of Henry VII attributed to Michael Sittow, a talented artist of the northern Renaissance in Flanders. It is thought to have been painted from life in 1505. The following description is by Polydore Vergil, a brilliant Italian scholar who arrived at the English court in 1501. Henry was so impressed by his understanding of history that he urged him to write a history of England.
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] Study Source C. Why might Vergil’s description and opinion of the king be a truthful reflection of what Henry VII was really like?
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Henry VII is described by Polydore Vergil in his book Anglica Historia, published in 1513.


His appearance was remarkably attractive and his face was cheerful, especially when speaking; his eyes were small and blue, his teeth few, poor and blackish; his hair was thin and white; his complexion sallow.


In government he was shrewd and prudent so that no-one dared get the better of him through deceit and guile … He well knew how to maintain his royal majesty …
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Bacon’s History of the Reign of King Henry the Seventh


Francis Bacon’s History of the Reign of King Henry the Seventh, published in 1622, remained the major work on the reign until the twentieth century. He described Henry as ‘one of the best sort of wonders: a wonder for wise men’, but ‘for his pleasures, there is no news of them’. This implies that Henry was admired for his intellectual ability but that his lifestyle was rather colourless. Bacon wanted his contemporaries and future generations to learn from his History, which is why he was prepared to pass judgement on those who came under his scrutiny.


Henry VII devoted so much of his time to replenishing the Crown’s empty coffers that historians have accused him of being a miser. In fact, Henry’s account books make fascinating reading, for we catch a glimpse of Henry the man, as well as Henry the king. From them we discover his weakness for dicing and playing cards, and the way he indulged his own and his younger daughter’s love of music. This ‘miserly’ king was rash enough on occasions to pay £30 ‘for a little maiden that danceth’ and around £13 on a leopard for the Tower menagerie!


A European visitor commented on Henry’s sumptuous table for 600 guests. The king was a keen sportsman, playing tennis and chess regularly, but his great passion was the hunt and he kept an impressive stable of horses. Henry is portrayed as rather a cold man but his warmer, more human side was revealed on the death of his eldest son, Prince Arthur, when he rushed to comfort his wife. When Elizabeth herself died, Bacon explains that ‘he privily departed to a solitary place and would no man should resort unto him’.
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Summary diagram: Claim, aim and character of the new king
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3 Securing the throne: pretenders, protests and threats




How was Henry able to secure the throne in the face of serious threats and opposition?





First steps to securing the throne


Henry’s first actions revealed his concern about the succession and his desire to stress the legitimacy of his position, regardless of defeating Richard or his marriage to Elizabeth of York. For example:





•  He dated the official beginning of his reign from the day before Bosworth. Therefore, Richard and his supporters could be declared traitors. This was doubly shrewd because it meant that their estates became the property of the Crown by act of attainder.



•  He deliberately arranged his coronation for 30 October, before the first meeting of Parliament on 7 November. Thus, it could never be said that Parliament made Henry VII king.



•  He applied for a papal dispensation to marry Elizabeth of York. This was necessary because they were distant cousins. Henry and Elizabeth were married on 18 January 1486, finally uniting the Houses of Lancaster and York.





After Bosworth, Henry’s most immediate and perhaps greatest problem was ensuring that he kept the crown. Although many potential candidates had been eliminated from the succession during the Wars of the Roses and their aftermath, it was not until 1506 that Henry could feel really secure on his throne. By that time, the most dangerous claimants to the crown were either dead or safely locked away.


Rival claims to the throne


In 1485 there were still a number of important Yorkists alive (see Figure 1.1 on page 7) with a strong claim to the throne. The most direct male representative of the family was Richard III’s ten-year-old nephew, Edward, Earl of Warwick (son of his brother Clarence). Henry successfully disposed of him, at least temporarily, by sending him to the Tower. Although it was a royal stronghold, the Tower was also a royal residence, so Warwick lived in relative comfort, although without the freedom to come and go as he pleased. Richard had named another nephew, John de la Pole, the Earl of Lincoln, as his heir. However, both he and his father, the Duke of Suffolk, professed their loyalty to Henry and the king accepted this. Lincoln was invited to join the government and became a member of the King’s Council.



The surviving Yorkist nobility


Although Richard’s supporters at Bosworth were naturally treated with suspicion, Henry was prepared to give them a second chance as long as he could be persuaded of their loyalty to him. The Earl of Surrey had fought on the Yorkist side with his father, the Duke of Norfolk, who died at Bosworth, and Henry kept him in prison until 1489, by which time he was convinced of his good intentions. However, another of Richard’s allies, the Earl of Northumberland, was released even sooner, at the end of 1485, and was given the opportunity to prove his loyalty by resuming his old position in control of the north of England. Ex-Yorkists were therefore not automatically excluded from the Tudor court: loyalty was the new king’s only requirement for them to regain royal favour.


Minor risings and protests 1485–6


When Henry came to power he was a largely unknown and untried nobleman with royal credentials. Few of his subjects believed that the civil wars were over or that he would remain king for long. The uncertainty of his rule, the continuing political instability and the economic dislocation caused by war affected nobleman and commoner alike. Therefore, Henry had to deal with the disgruntled – protestors against such things as high taxes – alongside the dangerous – pretenders or rival claimants to the throne. Henry could not afford to ignore or treat lightly any protest or rebellion but it was clear that the main threat to his position came from the pretenders Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck.


In spite of his precautions, Henry faced minor risings before the first anniversary of his accession. Although, with hindsight, they appear rather insignificant, they still proved alarming for Henry.


Lovel and Stafford rising


Trouble broke out while the king was on royal progress to his northern capital of York. This was a public relations exercise in an unruly area, whereby the king showed himself to his people in an attempt to secure their support. Since Bosworth, Francis, Lord Lovel and the Stafford brothers, Thomas and Humphrey, faithful adherents of Richard, had been in sanctuary at Colchester. The Church offered protection from the law for up to 40 days but, by the fifteenth century, sanctuaries were becoming a source of dispute with the Crown.


As Henry travelled north in April 1486, the three lords broke sanctuary. Lovel headed north and planned to ambush the king, while the Staffords travelled to Worcester to stir up rebellion in the west. Henry heard of this while he was at Lincoln. Nevertheless, he continued with his progress, but sent an armed force to offer the rebels the choice of pardon and reconciliation or, if they fought and lost, excommunication and death. The rebels dispersed, but Lovel evaded capture and fled to Flanders. The Staffords sought sanctuary once again and were granted it by the Church. However, Henry felt that it was unreasonable for declared traitors to be allowed sanctuary a second time, so the Staffords were forcibly removed, arrested and sent to the Tower. Humphrey was executed but Thomas was pardoned and remained loyal thereafter.


Henry’s policy of ‘calculated mercy’ – severity towards the major ringleaders and clemency to the rank and file – proved successful. The royal progress to the disaffected areas produced the required reaction of loyalty and obedience, and Henry was seen as the upholder of justice and order. As if to put the seal on this success, the queen gave birth to a healthy son at Winchester, England’s ancient capital. Evoking memories of the country’s great past, the baby was christened Arthur. These events helped towards securing the dynasty by giving it an air of permanence.


Rebellions in Yorkshire (1489) and Cornwall (1497)


These rebellions stemmed not from dynastic causes but from the king’s demands for money. However, they did influence the way in which Henry responded to dynastic challenges and showed how delicate the balance was between public order and lawlessness.


Yorkshire


Henry planned to go to the aid of Brittany and the Parliament of 1489 granted him a subsidy of £100,000 to pay for it. The tax caused widespread resentment because it was raised in a new way, as a sort of income tax. The king appears to have received only £27,000 of the total granted. The demand was particularly badly received in Yorkshire, which was suffering the after-effects of a bad harvest the previous summer. The people also resented the fact that the counties to the north of them were exempted from the tax because they were expected to defend the country from the Scots. Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, put their case to the king, but Henry refused to negotiate. When the Earl returned north with the news he was murdered by the rebels.


The Earl of Surrey defeated the rebels outside York. The king travelled north to issue a pardon to most of the prisoners as a gesture of conciliation, but he failed to collect any more of this tax. Henry appointed the Earl of Surrey as his Lieutenant in this area. Surrey had no vested interest in the north and his loyalty was guaranteed because the restoration of his own estates in East Anglia rested on his success here.


Cornwall


It was another request for money that ignited a rebellion in Cornwall. In January 1497 Parliament voted for a heavy tax to finance an expedition north to resist the expected invasion by the Scottish king, James IV, and the pretender Perkin Warbeck. The Cornish, who were traditionally independently minded, refused to contribute to the defence of the northern part of the kingdom. In May the rebels set out from Bodmin and marched through the western counties, acquiring their only leader of any significance, the impoverished Lord Audley, at Wells. On 16 June, about 15,000 strong, they reached the outskirts of London and encamped on Blackheath. The Cornishmen were confronted by a royal army under the command of Lord Daubeney and Sir Rhys ap Thomas.


Historians estimate that about 1000 rebels were killed in the battle and that the rest swiftly fled. Only Audley and the two original local leaders were subsequently executed. Despite the fact that the rising had been defeated, it was worrying that the rebels had been able to march as far as London before facing any opposition. Henry had been directing his attention towards Scotland and Warbeck and, as the Cornish rising was an independent rebellion, unconnected with any Yorkist conspiracy, he had not responded to it early on. The rebellion hardly endangered his throne, but it had shown that he could not afford a serious campaign against Scotland. Henry now attempted to come to terms with James.


The pretenders: Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck


Henry was king because he had defeated Richard III in battle. The nature of the usurpation meant that a rising from Richard’s Yorkist followers was almost inevitable. The careers of the two pretenders, Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck, were of great significance to Henry VII. They presented such a dangerous challenge to his hold on the Crown both because of their entanglement with other European states, particularly Burgundy, and because they continued for such a long time.


Lambert Simnel’s conspiracy and rebellion 1486–7


Trouble began in the winter of 1486 when conflicting rumours circulated about the fate of the Earl of Warwick. Many concluded that he must be dead, as he had not been seen for some time. In this unsettled climate, a priest from Oxford, Richard Symonds, seized his opportunity. Symonds passed Simnel off as the younger boy, Richard of York. However, in the light of fresh rumours about the Earl of Warwick, he seems to have changed his mind and to have decided that Simnel, the ten-year-old the son of an organ maker, would now impersonate Warwick.


Symonds took Simnel to Ireland, a centre of Yorkist support, where the Lord Lieutenant, the Earl of Kildare, and other Irish leaders, readily proclaimed Simnel king in Dublin. The pretender was also supported by Edward IV’s sister, Margaret, Dowager Duchess of Burgundy, who was always ready to seize any opportunity to strike at Henry. She sent money and a force of 2000 German mercenaries to Ireland, commanded by the capable mercenary captain Martin Schwartz. This formidable support led the Irish to go as far as to crown Simnel as King Edward VI in Dublin in May 1487.


Although the conspiracy had begun in the autumn of 1486, Henry himself does not appear to have been aware of it until New Year 1487. The real Earl of Warwick was exhibited in London to expose the imposter. However, the sudden flight of the Earl of Lincoln to join Lord Lovel in Flanders at the court of his aunt, Margaret of Burgundy, made clear the gravity of the situation. Lincoln then accompanied Lovel and Schwartz to Ireland in May 1487. It is probable that the earl had been involved from an early stage. Lincoln knew that Simnel was an imposter, but possibly planned to put forward his own claim to the throne when he judged the time to be right.


The Battle of Stoke 1487


On 4 June 1487 Lincoln and his army landed in Lancashire, marched across the Pennines and then turned south. He received less support than he expected because people were weary of civil strife. The king was prepared and the two armies met just outside Newark, at East Stoke, on 16 June 1487. Lincoln’s 8000 men faced a royal army of some 12,000 strong.


The Yorkist forces were decisively defeated. Lincoln, Schwartz and Kildare’s younger brother, Thomas, all perished, along with nearly half their army. It is likely that Lovel, too, was killed. Lambert Simnel and Richard Symonds were both captured. Symonds was sentenced to life imprisonment in a bishop’s prison. Recognising that Simnel had been merely a pawn in the hands of ambitious men, Henry made him a turnspit in the royal kitchen. He was later promoted to be the king’s falconer as a reward for his good service.


Henry’s calculated mercy was apparent yet again. He could afford to be generous to Simnel because Symonds was now in prison and the real ringleaders were dead. As a deterrent to others in the future, those nobles who had fought at Stoke were dealt with swiftly in Henry’s second Parliament, which met from November to December 1487. Twenty-eight of them were attainted and their lands were confiscated.


Some historians view Stoke as the final battle of the Wars of the Roses. Certainly, Henry never again faced an army composed of his own subjects on English soil, although further rebellions did follow. Indeed, Stoke could have been a second Bosworth, with Henry this time in the role of Richard III. What was most important was that Henry was victorious. However, the fact that such a ridiculous scheme almost succeeded indicates that the country was still unsettled and shows how fragile Henry’s grasp was on the Crown. It was no coincidence that on 25 November his wife, Elizabeth, and mother of his heir, was finally crowned queen. This was designed to do the following:





•  unite the nation



•  secure the goodwill of the people



•  satisfy disaffected Yorkists.






Perkin Warbeck 1491–9



Further troubles arose for Henry in the autumn of 1491 when Perkin Warbeck, a seventeen-year-old from Tournai in France, arrived in Cork, Ireland, on the ship of his master, a Breton merchant. He seems to have deeply impressed the townsfolk, who assumed that he might be the Earl of Warwick. Warbeck denied this, claiming instead to be Richard, Duke of York, whose murder in the Tower was assumed but had never been proved. The known figures behind Warbeck were men of humble origin. However, S.B. Chrimes (writing in 1972) believes that Warbeck’s appearance in Ireland was ‘no accident but was the first overt action in the unfolding of a definite plan’. He thinks that Charles VIII of France, and probably Margaret of Burgundy, wanted to use Warbeck to put pressure on Henry.


Warbeck and France


The conspiracy achieved international recognition from the predictable trouble spots of Ireland, Scotland and France. Charles VIII welcomed Warbeck at the French court and by the summer of 1492 approximately 100 English Yorkists had joined him in Paris. However, the Treaty of Etaples, which Henry VII had negotiated with the French, meant that he had to find a new refuge, so he fled to Flanders where he was accepted by Margaret of Burgundy as her nephew.


Warbeck and Burgundy


It is unlikely that Margaret believed Warbeck’s claim of identity but, in the absence of any genuine Yorkist claimant at liberty, supporting him would have been her best opportunity to dislodge Henry. Margaret calculated that faithful Yorkists would be prepared to back anyone in order to gain their revenge on Henry VII. Margaret’s support of Warbeck worried Henry to the extent that in 1493 he temporarily broke off all trade with Flanders even though this jeopardised the cloth trade that was so important to the English economy.


Warbeck and the Holy Roman Empire


Not content with Margaret’s support alone, Warbeck found an even more influential patron when Maximilian, the newly elected Holy Roman Emperor, recognised him as Richard IV in 1494. However, Maximilian did not have the resources available to finance an invasion of England.


The conspiracy and executions of Stanley and Lord Fitzwalter


In the meantime, Henry’s intelligence network had informed him who was implicated in plotting treason, both at home and abroad, and in the Parliament of 1495 a number of acts of attainder were passed. The most important victim was Sir William Stanley, Henry’s step-uncle and the man who had changed the course of the Battle of Bosworth. As chamberlain of the king’s household, he was one of Henry’s most trusted officials. Henry must have been disappointed and frightened by his betrayal. His execution showed that Henry would spare no one, no matter how eminent. Lord Fitzwalter, his steward, was also executed. It appears that a supposed conspirator, Sir Robert Clifford, revealed vital names to the king. It is probable that Clifford was in Henry’s service from the beginning, for he received a pardon and rewards for breaking the conspiracy.


Warbeck and Scotland


The efficient work of Henry’s agents and the king’s swift reaction meant that Warbeck’s attempted landing at Deal in Kent in July 1495 was a fiasco. He failed to gather sufficient local support and he set sail for Ireland, ruthlessly abandoning those of his men who had already gone ashore. He laid siege to the town of Waterford for eleven days without success. Warbeck then departed for Scotland, where he met with more encouragement when James IV gave him refuge and support. It is difficult to be certain how far James was convinced by Warbeck, if at all, but he did go so far as to give him his cousin in marriage together with an annual pension of £1200.


These actions were enough to challenge Henry’s government and to threaten the marriage alliance with Spain, between Catherine of Aragon and Arthur, Prince of Wales. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella would not contemplate sending their daughter to marry the heir to a contested crown. Fortunately for Henry, the Scottish invasion of England was a disaster. Warbeck received no support south of the border and retreated, horrified at the manner in which the Scots raided and pillaged the countryside. James did not take advantage of the rebellion in Cornwall to attack again. Disillusioned with Warbeck, he thought that Henry’s conciliatory offer of his eldest daughter, Margaret, in marriage was more to Scotland’s long-term advantage. In September 1497 a seven-year truce was agreed at Ayton which was formalised in 1502: the first full peace treaty with Scotland since 1328.


Warbeck’s failure


Warbeck himself eased the situation by returning to Ireland in July 1497, hoping for more success there. However, he found that even Kildare was temporarily loyal to Henry, so he set sail for the south-west of England hoping, as a last resort, to find support from this traditionally rebellious area. Again he was to be bitterly disappointed; having landed in Devon, he was driven out of Exeter and Taunton by local militia and only a few thousand people joined him. Within a fortnight it was all over, and Warbeck once again abandoned his followers. This time he fled to the sanctuary of Beaulieu Abbey in Hampshire. In August 1497 he was persuaded to give himself up and to make a full confession.


As a foreigner it would have been difficult at this stage to accuse him of treason under English law. Henry allowed him to remain at court with his young Scottish bride, but Warbeck was not content with this and foolishly escaped in 1498. He was recaptured, publicly humiliated by being forced to sit in the stocks twice, and was then imprisoned in the Tower. As for his wife, she remained at court and became a lady-in-waiting to the queen.



The plot and execution of Warbeck and Warwick



Historians have long argued over the truth of whether Warbeck and Warwick entered into a plot to escape the Tower and murder the king. Some suggest that the prisoners were the victims of a cynical attempt by the king’s agents to manipulate them into conceiving a plot. Others believe that Warwick, weary of imprisonment, was persuaded by Warbeck to enter into a conspiracy. All that can be said with certainty is that Henry’s patience with Warbeck had been exhausted. The pretender, and his powerful foreign backers, had succeeded in causing Henry eight years of considerable anxiety and expense that the king could well have done without. Consequently, in 1499, Warbeck was charged with trying to escape yet again and this time he was hanged.


The Earl of Warwick was found guilty of treason and was executed a week later. Although Warwick himself might not have been dangerous, he was always there for others to manipulate and weave plots around. Very probably pressure from Spain forced Henry to act in this way. Ferdinand and Isabella wanted to ensure that their daughter was coming to a secure inheritance.


De la Pole


On the death of Warwick, the chief Yorkist claimant to the throne was Edmund de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, brother of the rebellious Earl of Lincoln who had died at Stoke. Suffolk appeared reconciled to Henry’s rule, but there was underlying tension because the king refused to allow him to inherit his father’s dukedom. Suddenly, in July 1499, Suffolk took flight to Guîsnes, near Calais. Henry, fearing a further foreign-backed invasion by a rival claimant to his throne, persuaded him to return and he remained on amicable terms with the king until 1501. In that year he fled with his brother, Richard, to the court of Maximilian (see page 49).


What remained of the old Yorkist support gathered once more in Flanders. That Henry now acted more ruthlessly than ever before reveals how insecure he must have felt. Suffolk’s relations who remained in England were imprisoned and, in the Parliament that met in January 1504, 51 men either retained by or connected with the earl were attainted. This was the largest number condemned by any Parliament during his reign. The most famous victim was Sir James Tyrell, once constable of the Tower, and latterly Governor of Guîsnes where Suffolk had sought shelter. Before his execution, Tyrell conveniently confessed to murdering the two young princes, the sons of Edward IV, thus discouraging any further imposters.


The end of Yorkist threats 1499–1506


Henry was determined to pursue and destroy Suffolk, but so long as the latter remained on the Continent protected by foreign princes there was little he could do. However, Henry’s luck changed in 1506 when a storm caused Philip of Burgundy and his wife to take refuge in England. Henry persuaded Philip to surrender Suffolk. Philip agreed to do so on condition that the earl’s life would be spared. Henry kept his promise; Suffolk remained in the Tower until his execution by Henry VIII in 1513. Meanwhile, his brother, Richard de la Pole, remained at large in Europe trying in vain to muster support for his claim to the English throne. However, few Yorkists now remained and Henry was proving a strong and just monarch to those who were loyal. The Yorkist threat died with Richard when he was killed in 1525.


Henry secure?


It was not until 1506 that the persistent threat of Yorkist claimants was, for the most part, eliminated. Even then, the security of the dynasty rested on the heartbeat of his only son, Prince Henry. Queen Elizabeth had died in February 1503, and Henry’s fear for the future of his dynasty was evident in the way he searched the courts of Europe for a second wife. Nevertheless, it is a credit to Henry’s clear, decisive judgement and diplomatic skill that he managed to hand on his throne intact to his son, when the previous three kings of England had failed to do so.
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Summary diagram: Securing the throne: pretenders, protests and threats
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4 Crown and nobility




What was the nature of Henry’s relationship with his nobility?





The ‘problem’ of the nobility


The stability and security of the realm rested on the nature of the relationship between the king and his nobility, and their ability to co-operate. According to the teachings of the Church, the nobility had a duty to serve their social superior, the king, who was held to be God’s deputy on earth. By the same token, the king, too, was obliged to protect them, to reward them for their loyalty and service and, above all, to rule wisely and fairly. This theory of obligation, known as the Great Chain of Being, was the natural order of society. However, this theory did not always work well in reality.


The Wars of the Roses had temporarily upset this natural order of society, with the crown being fought over by rival factions. This damaged and reduced the status of the monarchy. The nobility had profited most from this, seizing the opportunity to take the law into their own hands. Although they had always tried to control their localities, they now took this a step further, using their servants and retainers as private armies to settle their petty quarrels and to make or unmake kings on the battlefields of the recent civil wars.


Asserting control over the nobility


In 1485 it was this class over whom Henry had to assert his authority if he was to restore the dignity and authority of the monarchy. His problem, according to one historian, S.T. Bindoff (writing in 1969), was ‘how to suppress the magnates’ abuse of their power while preserving the power itself’. A great nobleman had the power to provoke disorder and even revolt, but he could also quell rebellion and act as a mediator between the people and central government. Henry hoped that by imposing his will by ruthless impartiality the nobles might learn to accept that their position was one of obedience, loyalty and service to the Crown. If this was achieved the rest of his subjects would follow suit because the nobility were the natural leaders of society.


In this context it can be argued that Henry’s reign marks the end of an independent feudal nobility and the beginning of a service nobility.


Promotion and demotion: the size of the nobility


In order to make his task of bringing the nobility to heel easier, Henry deliberately kept the peerage small by limiting the number of new lords that he created. This was unusual and in direct contrast to the policies of Edward IV and Henry VIII, in whose reigns the nobility grew significantly in size.


Henry VII deliberately refrained from making new creations for three reasons:





•  A limited noble class was easier to control.



•  He so rarely elevated anyone to the upper levels of society that it was regarded as a particularly prized honour and distinction when it did happen.



•  The grant of a title might involve the king in expenditure on quite a large scale. A title often brought with it large estates and, as these were usually granted from Crown lands, the creation of new peers resulted in a loss of income for the king. If titles were handed out on a large scale, it could mean quite a considerable drop in the rents that the Crown received.





Whereas Edward IV created nine new Earls, Henry created only three:





•  his stepfather, Thomas, Lord Stanley, who became Earl of Derby



•  Philibert de Chandee who, in recognition of his military skill as captain of his mercenary troops at Bosworth, became Earl of Bath



•  Sir Edward Courtenay, who became Earl of Devon.





Shrinking nobility


Even after Bosworth, Sir William Stanley and Sir Rhys ap Thomas, to whom Henry owed so much for his victory, were not made peers. However, his uncle, Jasper Tudor, who had acted as his guardian and mentor through childhood and exile, was elevated from Earl of Pembroke (restored to him in 1485) to Duke of Bedford. Other than that, he created only one marquis (briefly), one viscount and eight barons during the remainder of his reign, as compared with Edward’s two viscounts and thirteen barons. Of Henry’s creations only three were genuinely new peerages which needed to be accompanied by grants of land. The peerage consequently shrank from around 62 in 1485 to about 42 in 1509 as new creations failed to keep pace with the number of noble families that died out through natural, and in some cases, unnatural causes. According to historian T.B. Pugh (writing in 1974), ‘Royal intervention was far more effective than the failure of male heirs in diminishing the group of great magnate families.’
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