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INTRODUCTION


The Tudors are one of the most widely written about, discussed, blogged and filmed families in history: the drama of Henry and his wives, the Virgin Queen and her long reign, the sad tale of Bloody Mary, the deposed nine day queen … this period gives you everything you could possibly wish for to ignite a passion for history. The people all read like characters from a play: their lives are so intensely dramatic, dark and intriguing. As the drama is REAL for most of these famous stories, and the ‘tea’ piping hot, we tend to forget that these were real people. Katherine Howard wasn’t just a lusty, silly girl as portrayed in anything from Henry VIII and The Tudors to the film Henry VIII and His Six Wives. She was a young woman and an orphan, shoved forward by her family to better their own interests. Anne Boleyn wasn’t a scheming social climber, nor was she an early prototype feminist. She was a real woman who struggled with what life threw at her and made mistakes whilst living it.


What I love to delve into are the lesser-known stories, and the people behind them. The whole Tudor tapestry is vast, and for every grand image portrayed, there are hundreds of tiny stitches making up the very fabric of the tapestry itself. For every Anne Boleyn story, you have a lady-in-waiting who served all of Henry’s queens and lived a scandalous life herself; and for every well-known character in the succession crisis of Elizabeth I, there are a handful of unknown family members who also had claims to the throne. These are the stories that I like to research and understand: stories about deaths, burials, wigs, mother figures, jewellery, illegitimate children, temper tantrums and everything in between! Stories of the unfamiliar Tudors, and how their seemingly quieter lives had just as much of an impact on each monarch as the more famous characters – especially the women of the Tudor world, who are scandalously underappreciated if they aren’t one of the six wives or a queen.


We’ll also visit various historic palaces along the way. Did you know Henry VII loved Richmond Palace so much he actually moved there to die at the end of his reign, and then his granddaughter Elizabeth I did exactly the same thing almost 100 years later?


As we’re in the Tudor era, gory, grizzly deaths won’t be in short supply, along with a potential ghost or two …


This book isn’t a historical tome. It’s designed to pique your interest in the Tudors, hopefully give you a fresh perspective on the stories and people you know, and then introduce you to those you don’t. If you’re new to this period of history, it’ll be a wonderful place to start, and if you’re an old hand, there are plenty of curious tales for even the most learned of readers. You can pick up this book and start reading on any page, finding stories that make you want to learn more, and exclaim out loud, ‘Oh, I never knew that!’ You can then go ahead and delve down a rabbit hole of fact-finding, and visit the sights that these people once knew, hundreds of years earlier.


Think of us as members of the Tudor court, strolling across the gardens of Greenwich Palace together on a warm, sunny day, gossiping about the latest and greatest, and what recent goings-on have shocked and scandalised the Tudor world!










1 KING HENRY VII: THE ACCOUNTANT KING


THE MAN WHO STARTED IT ALL …


1485–1509


England had been bloodied and bruised for many years, suffering under the Wars of the Roses, the houses of Lancaster and York fighting each other over who should rule. This came to a spectacular end when Henry Tudor invaded in 1485, as he wanted to pinch the throne from King Richard III, who had in turn pinched it from his nephew, Edward V. Henry’s claim was weak really: through his mother, Margaret Beaufort, who was descended from King Edward III. Vague though his claim was, Henry won the crown at the Battle of Bosworth and married into the York family. Elizabeth, his intended, was the sister of the last king, Edward V. This marriage pulled everything together nicely, and it set the foundations for a new dynasty.


It was Henry’s mission to secure his new Tudor dynasty by producing plenty of heirs, and in that he and his wife were successful. They had the ‘heir and a spare’ in their eldest son, Arthur, followed by Prince Henry. They also produced daughters, which enabled them to offer the girls in marriage, to secure peace with Europe. One daughter was promised to Spain and France, another to Scotland.


Henry did face difficulty during his reign from pretenders posing as the missing Princes in the Tower; the princes were Elizabeth of York’s younger brothers, the deposed King Edward V and Richard. They were held in the Tower of London during Richard III’s reign, and went missing, never to be seen again. Some believed the boys were the rightful heirs, and they’d rather have one of the brothers on the throne than Henry Tudor. Henry had to contend with various characters coming forward claiming to be one or both of the missing boys, and overcame their rebellions successfully.


He also ensured England was richer than ever before, with his intense and proficient accounting systems, which after his wife and son’s deaths gave him a reputation of being quite miserly.


All in all, Henry VII was a great starting block for the Tudor family. He enabled his son to succeed him smoothly, expanded the wealth of England greatly, strengthened loyalties within Europe and, after years of turmoil, brought peace to England once more.
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2 THE PRETENDERS


When you successfully take the throne by force, on a wafer-thin claim, there are going to be some who question this. If the previous king is now dead, there could be a general rebellion against you and the next of kin put on the throne instead, or perhaps someone could pop up claiming to be the long-lost heir. This is exactly the predicament that King Henry VII found himself in for the vast majority of his reign.


King Edward IV was married to Elizabeth Woodville, and produced female heirs, along with the required ‘heir and a spare’. The boys were named Edward and Richard, and when the king died unexpectedly, his eldest son automatically became Edward V. Edward IV’s marriage to Elizabeth Woodville was examined after his death, and it was concluded that, as he was betrothed before Elizabeth, his marriage to the now dowager queen wasn’t valid. Therefore all of their children, including the new king, were illegitimate. The next logical person to take the throne was Edward IV’s brother, Richard, who duly became King Richard III. His nephews were sent to reside in the Tower of London, where they disappeared.


Henry Tudor went on to defeat Richard and become King Henry VII. He then married one of Edward IV’s daughters, Elizabeth of York. Henry went out of his way to reverse the act declaring her and her siblings illegitimate. He was marrying a true princess, therefore solidifying his claim to rule.


However, as he reversed Elizabeth’s status, he did the same for all her siblings, including the missing boys. Therefore, if either of them did appear, they’d be the true King of England. This act opened Henry up to various pretenders to his crown throughout his reign.


Early on during his rule, a rebellion had formed in the name of Edward, Earl of Warwick. Edward was actually held as a prisoner in the Tower of London, so this was for sure someone who’d been dressed up to play the part. After being rumbled in England, the Warwick imposter fled to Ireland, where they promptly crowned him King of England. Warwick himself did have a claim, as he was the nephew of Edward IV, the closest living male relative. The Irish invaded, hoping to defeat Henry VII’s new rule, but the poorly equipped army was crushed, with Henry victorious. The ‘Warwick’ at the heart of their scheme was in fact a young boy named Lambert Simnel; Henry felt pity for him being so used by others, and allowed him to work in the royal household.


A few years later, once again in Ireland, a young man named Perkin Warbeck claimed to be Richard, Elizabeth of York’s little brother, one of the lost Princes in the Tower. He claimed the assassin who came to kill him took pity and stole him away to Ireland, where he’d been living the past few years. This time his claim was supported not only by Ireland, but across Europe as well, with Margaret of Burgundy throwing her weight behind him. You can’t really blame her, as she was sister to Richard III and Edward IV, so she didn’t take kindly to Henry’s rule, thinking him a usurper himself.


Warbeck’s schemes were to no avail, and he was captured by the royal forces. He admitted that his real name was Piers Osbek, and he’d been trained in what to do and say. The king let him live at court, until a few years later when he was supposedly caught scheming on how to get Warwick out of the Tower and on the throne. This accusation can’t be proved, but it cost Warbeck his life, along with Warwick’s. Warbeck was hanged at Tyburn and Warwick executed on Tower Hill. It should be noted that in his final confession, Warbeck still maintained he was an imposter; to lie at that moment was to damn your soul for all eternity.


Even though they weren’t successful, the stress of these pretenders took a great toll on Henry; he must have felt more and more would keep on coming. Overturning the illegitimacy of his wife was necessary for him to secure the throne, but with it came a whole world of uncertainty. History also doesn’t spare a thought for what Elizabeth of York herself felt about all these pretenders; they would be threatening her husband’s rule and her queenship, but, ultimately, they were her family members as well.
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3 THE GREAT TUDOR WHODUNNIT: THE PRINCES IN THE TOWER


There are many impassioned opinions on who did what in the legend of the Princes in the Tower. Let’s take a look at some of the potential candidates, and if indeed the boys never left the Tower …


Suspect One: Margaret Beaufort. It’s been said that she potentially removed the boys so that her son, Henry Tudor, could have an unimpeded path to the throne. With the boys out of the way, potential for rebellions in their name later on hopefully wouldn’t be an issue. In reality, as the boys were kept under strict guard in the Tower, it would have been terribly hard for Margaret to even gain access, let alone bump them off.


Suspect Two: Henry Tudor. When he came to the throne in 1485, Henry didn’t want to be beset by challenges over his right to rule. He even crowned himself first, instead of having a joint ceremony with his wife Elizabeth of York, to show that he was the true king. Therefore if his wife’s brothers were still alive, he would also need to have them removed for those very same reasons. As the boys were last seen in 1483, Henry would’ve had to have someone on the inside to get rid of them, long before he invaded. Unless the boys were still alive in 1485, but kept in an extreme hiding spot in the White Tower somewhere – a dungeon, even?


Suspect Three: Richard III. Over the years, Richard has been the person most linked to the boys’ death and/or disappearance. The signs are obvious in that he took the throne from his little nephew, made all his brother’s children illegitimate, then locked away the two real heirs, keeping them from the world and their family. The boys were never seen in society ever again; on paper, it really doesn’t look good for Richard. Over the years, Richard has been turned into a bit of a monster through the Tudor publicity machine (justifying their own claim to the throne), and also plays and films, where he’s depicted almost as a pantomime villain. Of course, this could be completely justified if he did indeed murder the two little boys.


Suspect Four: The Duke of Buckingham. He had a claim to the throne himself, so it’s thought that perhaps, once the boys were declared illegitimate, he wanted to get rid of them on the off chance he could be bumped up the list. Some people have said that potentially Richard asked Buckingham to get rid of the boys for him, so he was following orders. Supposedly, after he’d carried out the terrible deed, Richard had him killed in 1483 just so he couldn’t reveal to anyone what he’d done.


Suspect Five: James Tyrell (assisted by Miles Forest and John Dighton). In Sir Thomas More’s History of King Richard (written during the reign of the Tudors), he states that the Yorkist knight James Tyrell confessed under torture that he killed the princes on Richard III’s orders. He had Forest and Dighton assist him in actually carrying out the deed, but it was under Richard’s command. This is also where the smothering part of the legend came from, forever depicted in any portraiture of the boys in the years to come. More was always going to be wildly pro-Tudor, as he served at the courts of both Henry VII and his son, Henry VIII. It does indeed seem like a logical story, and Richard is once again at the forefront.


It’s also been claimed that perhaps the boys escaped abroad, or even lived a quiet life in the countryside in England. This, out of all the possibilities, would be a very happy conclusion to their terribly sad tale.


As for my own opinion on the matter? I believe the boys never left the Tower.
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4 HOW TO GIVE BIRTH LIKE A QUEEN


Giving birth, whether you were rich or poor, was a dangerous business in the Tudor era. Most women would go into pregnancy knowing this may be the end for them, so every care had to be taken when the time finally came.


Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII, famously gave birth to him when she was only 13 years old. In Tudor times, age was viewed differently from how is it now, but even by Tudor standards, giving birth at such a young age was scandalous, and not at all the norm. Therefore, Margaret set about making it her mission to ensure she helped others through the potentially traumatic experience by creating a set of rules that noble women should abide by. This set the standard for women to follow for hundreds of years, perhaps drawing comfort from the tried and tested traditions. To start with …




1 The room in which the birth was to take place should be hung with rich, glorious and calming tapestries, as what they depicted would be absorbed directly by the mother through to the unborn infant.


2 These tapestries should cover all windows, save for the smallest one, so that a bit of fresh air could be enjoyed. Other than that, the room was to be in total darkness, constantly.


3 The floor was to be totally covered in rich carpet, rather than the usual rushes.


4 The woman should remove herself from the company of men to prepare for her ‘lying-in’ exactly one month before the due date; only older, married women and midwives were allowed in the chamber. A great blessing would take place beforehand, where God would be asked to look after mother and child. The woman would then disappear into the confines of her dark chamber to await her pains.


5 The only light was to come from a few candles and the hearths, as it was felt too much direct sunlight harmed the woman’s eyes towards the end of a pregnancy.


6 Religious paraphernalia as far as the eye could see – this was of course to provide spiritual comfort for the ordeal she was about to go through.





A non-royal, lesser noblewoman would also go to a priest for a blessing before taking to her own chamber to await the birth, though most likely would not adhere as strictly to Margaret’s rules. For a poorer woman, there wouldn’t be any such thing as a rest before giving birth. She’d probably be working right up to the very last moment – there wasn’t anything else she could do.


If mother and child survived the birth, then the child would be baptised quickly for safety’s sake, and the mother cared for after the exhausting birth. This is sadly where many women would be most at risk, as a post-partum infection could take hold. This would be caused by unsanitary methods of examination after the birth, with germs and infections spreading. This was a killer of so many women, both rich and poor.


Elizabeth of York, Catherine of Aragon, Anne Boleyn, Jane Seymour and Queen Mary I all strictly abided by Margaret’s rules, with varying degrees of success. Elizabeth of York ended up forcing her mother-in-law’s hand on a few occasions, as she decided to pick her own tapestries and bedding for the birth of one of her children, much to Margaret’s chagrin. It’s thought Anne Boleyn didn’t like the idea of being confined to a stuffy room for a month, so she ‘muddled’ her dates so that her lying-in didn’t have to be as long (or perhaps she wanted to hide the actual conception date of the pregnancy!).


This was quite the rigmarole to go through for a pregnancy and birth, but perhaps the women found comfort in the ritual of it, as it gave them a sense of control in a very frightening and potentially very dangerous experience.
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5 PRINCE ARTHUR: THE KING WHO ALMOST WAS


At one point, King Henry VII and Elizabeth of York had six children in the royal nursery, three of whom were healthy boys; this covered the heir and happily gave two spares. The girls could be used for marriage negotiations to support foreign policy, so their parents truly couldn’t ask for more.


Their eldest son, Arthur, named after the King Arthur of legend, spent the entirety of his life training to become king. His father ensured he had everything he needed to become a wise ruler, with his education coming first, and setting up his own household at a young age. He even secured Arthur a brilliant marriage with Spain, in the guise of the infanta, Catherine of Aragon. Arthur was tall, handsome and had his mother’s golden colouring, much like his younger brother, Henry.


When he was created the Prince of Wales, Arthur was sent away to Ludlow, where he would hold almost a mini court under the Council of Wales and learn how to govern and run households. Since his engagement to Catherine, they’d written each other letters for many years, until Arthur turned 15 and Catherine came over to England for her new life. After their lavish, public marriage, they were to head back to Ludlow as Prince and Princess of Wales, to resume their training for the throne.


There is a lot of back and forth on Arthur’s health, speculating about whether he was sickly from birth or just as robust as his younger brother was. He was taken to Farnham Castle just after he was born, completely removed from court to enjoy the cleaner air in the countryside. This wasn’t entirely unusual, but he was removed very early after birth, perhaps because they wanted to give him the best chance at surviving. Prior to his marriage to Catherine, the king advised the couple to not have sex or even live with each other just yet, due to Arthur’s delicate constitution and doubts over whether he could cope with antics in the bedchamber. This could of course just be a father who was overly anxious for his kingdom and didn’t want to take any risks. It’s doubtful that the powerful Isabella of Castile would have married her daughter off to a prince who was known to be sickly, and the gossip of the day would certainly have mentioned Arthur’s ill health if there was something to comment on.


The bedding ceremony between the young couple was very public; the bed was blessed and sprinkled with holy water, and the Bishop of London gave them a blessing when they’d been placed in bed together. They lay side by side, with the court gathered to see them officially ‘together’ in holy matrimony. They were then left to it … and what they did or didn’t do was to become a debate of vital importance many years later!


Arthur and Catherine lived happily in Ludlow for a few months as a married couple until, suddenly, in March of 1502, Catherine seemed to have caught the sweating sickness. It would come quickly, appearing first as a headache, shivers, then a violent sweat: you could be fine at breakfast, dead by dinner. Catherine thankfully survived the illness, but was terribly weakened by it. Unfortunately, Arthur seems to have caught the same thing, and he succumbed within weeks of Catherine falling ill.


Naturally the family were utterly devastated by the loss of their firstborn, the prince who was meant to usher in the new Camelot. The premature end of his life complicated so many things. What would happen to the Princess of Wales, now the Dowager Princess? Would that sever the ties to Spain, and their allegiance? What would happen to Henry, their vivacious spare who hadn’t been raised for kingship? Would he be able to cope with the pressures of now being the heir? The king and queen, from being so hopeful for their children, now only had Prince Henry, Margaret and Mary left; they'd sadly had other children die from childhood illnesses as well.


Arthur’s real legacy was the question of whether his marriage to Catherine was consummated. This is unfortunately what he is most remembered for, when he was actually born and raised to achieve far more glorious heights.
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6 KING HENRY VII, ELIZABETH OF YORK AND THEIR CHILDREN


The duty of any monarch is to ensure a smooth succession, and this is achieved by marrying well, being sexually compatible and having your children survive in an age when infant mortality was terribly high.


Elizabeth and Henry performed their duties extraordinarily well, with Elizabeth giving birth in 1486, 1489, 1491, 1492, 1496, 1499 and 1503. Sadly, not all of their children survived, but the couple did manage to have an heir and a spare at one point, which was so desperately needed for this new dynasty. It must have been on both of their minds that they needed to ensure the security of their fragile realm by filling the nursery as best they could.


The first of their children was Arthur, who became the Prince of Wales. It was celebrated the land over that the new Tudor family line was secure in this young prince, and his father even ensured he was born in Winchester, the mythical seat of his namesake, King Arthur. Sadly their hopes were dashed very early, when Arthur passed away at just 15 years old, likely of the sweating sickness. He was married off to Catherine of Aragon, as we’ve seen, but there were no children to continue his line.


The second child, Margaret, would grow up to became Queen of Scotland, starting the family line that would eventually take over when Elizabeth I died childless. Her marriage was a massive win for Henry and Elizabeth, as it sealed the Treaty of Perpetual Peace with Scotland. Margaret was a heck of a woman, but sadly seemed to have the same dire taste in men that her granddaughter Mary, Queen of Scots had (as we’ll come to see later on).


Then we come to Henry, the spare who wasn’t raised for kingship, who took over the role as king-in-waiting as soon as his elder brother, Arthur, passed away. As he’d not been raised as a mini-king, he’d been able to grow up with the women in his family, becoming especially close to his mother and grandmother. It’s thought that his mother became his prototype of the perfect wife, which is why he seemed to never be satisfied with any of the women he ended up with.


Their next daughter, Elizabeth, sadly died when she was just 3 years old, on 14 September 1495 at Eltham Palace. It isn’t known exactly what she died of, but it could be any of the common Tudor childhood ailments. It didn’t matter if you were rich or poor, getting a child to survive through infancy was an incredibly difficult feat. Elizabeth was buried at Westminster Abbey in the chapel of Edward the Confessor, in the saddest of little tomb chests.


Mary, the fifth child, was said to be incredibly beautiful, right from when she was very little. She was a sought-after ‘prize’ in the European courts, and her big brother, Henry, dutifully married her off to the elderly king of France, Louis XII, in a vast spectacle. Her parents would have been thrilled with this great marriage alliance, but it didn’t last long, and her second marriage caused quite the scandal, as we’ll see …


Their last son was Edmund, who became the Duke of Somerset. He died at only 1 year old at Hatfield House in 1500. It isn’t known what he died of, much like his elder sister, Elizabeth. He’s buried with her in Westminster Abbey, though a marker for his resting place has been lost to time.


After the loss of their eldest son, Elizabeth and Henry were so deep in sorrow that they decided to try to have another child to create the heir and the spare dynamic once again. Their attempt was successful, but ultimately would prove doubly tragic: the birth killed Elizabeth, and the little girl she had, named Katherine (likely after her sister-in-law, Catherine of Aragon), only lived for a few days after being born in February 1503, in the Tower of London. Katherine was buried with her two elder siblings, Edmund and Elizabeth, though her marker is also lost.
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7 MARY TUDOR: QUEEN OF FRANCE AND THE SCANDAL OF THE COURT


Daughter of a king, wife to the king of France, grandmother to an almost-queen, and the start of a new branch of the Tudor family tree; Mary Tudor lived quite the life! She was one of the younger daughters of King Henry VII and Elizabeth of York. Born in 1496, Mary was considered a great beauty from very early on in her life. She was beloved by her family, and was particularly close to her elder brother, Prince Henry.


Mary was betrothed to the elderly and ill king of France, Louis XII, when she was only 18 years old. Her brother, now King Henry VIII, concocted the marriage with Cardinal Wolsey. Mary wasn’t keen by any stretch of the imagination, but understood that she had to do her duty as a princess of England. Before she left, she made her brother promise that if she married his choice of husband first, she could then marry whoever she liked after he had died. Henry agreed to this, but made Mary swear that this second choice wouldn’t be Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk. Brandon was Henry’s best friend, and had a certain way with women, being very handsome and full of life. Mary had fallen for Brandon and was likely already thinking of him being her second husband before she’d even left to marry her first!


Mary’s marriage to King Louis was a spectacular event, with the people of France embracing their beautiful new English queen. Mary was allowed to keep a retinue of English women with her, and among them were the two young Boleyn sisters, Mary and Anne. However, Mary didn’t enjoy her role as Queen of France for long, as her husband died only three months into their marriage, supposedly worn out by his young wife’s fun-loving high spirits! Mary went into seclusion to wait and see if she was pregnant with the next potential French heir, and Henry sent Brandon over to France to fetch Mary back home. Before he left, Henry once again impressed upon Brandon the importance of not marrying Mary when he arrived in France, and Brandon dutifully promised not to.


Upon arriving at Mary’s side, Brandon discovered her in great distress and lamentation at her situation, so much so that she persuaded him to abandon his promise to the king and marry her immediately. They married in a small ceremony, overseen by the new King of France himself, in Paris. True love it may have been, but there was no escaping the fact that both Brandon and Mary had committed high treason: to marry a royal person without the monarch’s consent was a death-penalty act. Mary was likely safe due to her closeness with her brother, but although Brandon was incredibly close to the king, he was still an outsider to the family, and would likely receive the ultimate punishment for flouting the king’s direct request.


Henry was beyond livid. Not only had his sister and great friend totally betrayed him, but he’d lost a valuable asset on the marriage market. Mary was still incredibly young, fertile and one of the most beautiful princesses in Europe. She had thrown herself and an opportunity for England away on an Englishman who Henry could raise or lower at will. Thankfully Brandon’s friendship and Henry’s love for his sister overcame his council’s cries for execution, and they were given a hefty fine instead (this would amount to millions in today’s money). Mary and Brandon happily complied with this, as it allowed them to be together. Their love for each other must have been deep for them to have risked so much along the way.


Mary gave birth to four children in their marriage: two boys, both named Henry after their uncle, and two girls, Frances and Eleanor. The boys sadly didn’t make it past childhood, but the girls thankfully did, and went on to marry. Frances married Henry Grey and produced her own daughters, Jane, Katherine and Mary. Jane went on to become the nine-day queen, and Katherine scandalously married into the Seymour family to produce a new branch of the Tudor family tree. Eleanor married Henry Clifford and became the Countess of Cumberland.


Despite her brother being incredibly lenient when it came to her scandalous second marriage, Mary didn’t approve of Henry’s own marriage antics. She was appalled at the talk of divorce from his first wife, Catherine of Aragon. Mary was incredibly close to Catherine, having known her since she was a young princess coming straight from Spain to the English court to marry Arthur. Catherine had even chosen to name her only surviving child after her sister-in-law. To see her then cast aside, with Henry throwing doubt upon the whole marriage, was appalling, but what really galled Mary was the fact Henry wanted to replace Catherine with Anne Boleyn, one of Mary’s own ladies-in-waiting from France. This was just utterly illogical from Mary’s point of view; take Anne as a mistress certainly, but to elevate her to the role of queen was more than a step too far.


A wedge grew between brother and sister, one that was never really fixed in Mary’s lifetime. With her brother’s marital issues making things difficult at court, Mary decided to live most of her life away from it, and remained at the Suffolk family home of Westhorpe Hall, raising her children. What must have been a thorn in her side was her husband having to be at court with her brother constantly, and likely agree with him on his views about his marriage to Catherine. Such is the life of a courtier and close friend to the king!


Mary sadly died young, at the age of 37, in June 1533. It isn’t truly known what she died of, but it seemed she hadn’t been terribly healthy for a number of years. As she was still fashioned Queen of France, a number of French mourners came to honour her at her funeral. She was buried with great reverence at Bury St Edmunds Abbey. Sadly, even his sister being buried there didn’t stop Henry from tearing the abbey down many years later; Mary had to be removed and reinterred at the local church instead.


In the eighteenth century, Mary was again dug up from her resting place; her coffin was opened (why not?!) and her body examined. It was reported she had long, reddish-gold hair and perfect straight teeth, all still in place. Her teeth were thankfully left where they were, but several locks of hair were taken that are still out in the world today.
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8 THE MOST HATED MEN OF HENRY VII’S REIGN


The phrase ‘out with the old and in with the new’ is something that King Henry VIII took quite literally when he came to the throne in 1509; one of his very first acts as king was to arrest and later execute the two most hated advisors from his father’s reign: Sir Richard Empson and Sir Edmund Dudley.


Henry VII had a reputation for being miserly in the last few years of his reign, along with keeping efficient and meticulous accounts of all the Crown’s finances. He employed two men, Empson and Dudley, to effectively be his ‘hit men for finances’; they were both trained as lawyers and knew all the ways to procure funds. Between them, they raised rents, collected monies from obscure laws, sold pardons for treason (even murder!), raised taxes, sold wardships, investigated businesses, engaged in thug intimidation, and put people in prison if they couldn’t pay back what they owed in the time frame the Crown now demanded.


Empson and Dudley were the faces of this operation, but they couldn’t have done anything without royal consent. Every enforced imprisonment, tax and rent hike had the royal seal of approval – although at a distance, of course. What made them both truly hated though is that they amassed a fortune themselves through their squeezing of funds from the people of England. As the people got poorer, the Crown and the Deadly Duo got richer and richer. This didn’t go unnoticed, and preachers would bemoan the state of things to the people of London. Empson and Dudley, along with their cronies, were absolutely hated.


When Henry VII died in April 1509, Empson and Dudley’s days were numbered: Henry VIII decided to win over the people by arresting them both for constructive treason. They were effectively made the scapegoats for Henry VII’s financial policies, but as they were so utterly hated, it proved an extremely popular move by the new king. Both Empson and Dudley were, quite poetically, executed the same day on Tower Hill, in August of 1510.
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9 THE GROOM OF THE STOOL: THE MOST COVETED JOB AT COURT?


When it comes to the most important role at court, cleaning the monarch’s bottom doesn’t exactly spring to mind … but it was the most intimate of positions you could ever achieve, giving you daily one-on-one time. Not 100 per cent sure it would be a job that I’d be lining up for, but if influence is what you were after, this was a way to achieve it!


The ‘stool’ of the title would be the actual toilet itself: a plush and padded portable toilet, which would have been created for the monarch’s measurements and to their liking. It would have a cistern underneath that would catch whatever the monarch needed to do, and then the groom would dispose of it accordingly. The groom would ensure the stool was always in working order, always accessible, and ensure there was hot water and towels ready to cleanse the royal posterior when required. It isn’t known if the groom’s job actually extended to wiping the royal bottom, but they’d certainly be in the vicinity of the privy with them. The role of Groom of the Stool was for kings only, so when Elizabeth I came to the throne, she had her own version of it, replacing it with First Lady of the Bedchamber. In the Henrician and Edwardian courts, the job went to noblemen or sons of older noblemen, basically the king’s inner circle.


The role of the groom was not only practical, but almost as a bit of a dietician; he would monitor the king’s toileting schedule and report back on how successful His Majesty’s time on the stool was. If there were any issues, he’d feed this back to the king’s doctor, and they’d then examine the king and recommended a course of action, if one was needed.


Being in such close and confined quarters with the king, and perhaps for long periods (if the occasion called for it), meant that the intimacy between the king and his groom was a very powerful thing. He could ask for his opinion on matters, the gossip, what he felt about certain people or events at court. The groom was not necessarily the power behind the throne, but someone the king would trust implicitly. The role would then be expanded to carry out other duties in the privy chamber, such as secretarial work and sending messages. Once again, a visual display of the chosen man’s importance in the king’s world.


Courtiers would also understand the role and its importance: if you had the groom’s ear then you’d likely be able to get the king’s ear on matters of import, and work the system that way. Bribes were likely exchanged to get the groom to present a problem or request to the king, and you’d always want to keep on the groom’s good side, or he could quite easily bring you down in the king’s estimation …


The few privileged men who were the Tudor Grooms of the Stool were Hugh Denys (serving both Henry VII and Henry VIII), Wiliam Compton, Henry Norris, Thomas Heneage, Anthony Denny and Michael Stanhope. When it switched to First Lady of the Bedchamber, the role went to Kat Ashley. Kat was practically a mother to Elizabeth, so it goes to show just how truly intimate the role was.


What is truly fascinating is that Henry Norris, who had been Henry’s groom for about ten years, was one of the men Cromwell selected to be accused with Anne Boleyn for adultery and treason. If Henry believed that Anne, and therefore Norris, was guilty, what an utter betrayal that must have been for him to have someone so intimate with you on a daily basis commit adultery with your wife. When Henry received word about all of Anne’s ‘crimes’, he asked Norris directly if he was involved and promised that, if he admitted guilt, Henry would spare him. Norris denied it wholeheartedly and lost his life for it.
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10 WERE THE WOODVILLES WITCHES?


Margaret Beaufort was a strong presence at the Henrican court: her son relied on her for daily counsel, and as we’ve also seen, she dictated how her daughter-in-law should give birth. She certainly comes over as the matriarch of matriarchs; her utter faith in her son becoming king was a huge driving force in his success, and she thoroughly enjoyed reaping the benefits when Henry was successful in claiming the throne.


As she was the king’s mother, of course she was of high standing. But she wasn’t a dowager queen: that title belonged to Elizabeth Woodville, King Edward IV’s widow and Elizabeth of York’s mother. Did it irk Margaret that she didn’t possess the coveted royal status? She was descended from Edward III, but it didn’t quite have the same ring to it as dowager queen. It’s interesting to note that Margaret went on to sign herself Margaret R … perhaps because she was the Countess of Richmond, but on paper it reads as if for Regina, meaning queen (her great-granddaughter would famously incorporate a vast swirling R into her own beautiful signature). Ambiguous? Absolutely, but it feels like Margaret perhaps wanted to remind people of her status.


Elizabeth Woodville herself had to survive an awful lot in her reign: her husband, the king, being deposed and exiled, to then return to the throne victorious; children being killed; children going missing; her marriage declared unlawful, then eventually being restored to her dowager queen status. As she survived so much, she was certainly a tough woman, and perhaps that was a lot of energy for the court of Henry VII to deal with, alongside his own powerhouse of a mother.


Much has been made of Margaret and Elizabeth Woodville’s relationship, and whether they got along. Of course we can’t know for sure, but we do know that it was through their conspiring that Elizabeth of York and Henry VII agreed to their marriage, to truly unite the houses of Lancaster and York. It’s interesting to think about how Elizabeth must have felt when Margaret put herself forward as the second woman in the land, just behind her own daughter, the queen. Margaret was allowed to dress in the same rich fabrics as Elizabeth of York and walk just a step behind her in any processions. Truly as close to queenship as you can get without being one!


The Woodville women were intriguing characters in the Tudor tapestry and there have been many legends about them. One of the most outrageous was that they were secretly a family of witches! Jacquetta of Luxembourg, mother of Elizabeth Woodville and grandmother to Elizabeth of York, was accused of, and even stood trial for, witchcraft.


Jacquetta’s husband, Richard Woodville, was murdered during the Wars of the Roses by the Earl of Warwick, and the Warwick faction sought to damage her reputation further by accusing her of being a sorceress. According to Warwick, someone who knew someone, who knew someone else, ‘found’ some dolls that Jacquetta had supposedly made of King Edward IV, in order for her to control him and do as she pleased. These charges were eventually dropped, but it was incredibly dangerous for the suspicion of witchcraft to be attached to any woman.


Many years later, after Jacquetta herself was dead, Richard III decided to revive these dropped charges against her, and this time involve her daughter, Elizabeth Woodville. Richard decided to claim that the mother and daughter duo performed sorcery together, ensuring Elizabeth would marry Edward IV. Jacquetta and Elizabeth supposedly ensnared the king with magic, which reinforced the claims that not only were all the Woodville children illegitimate, but they were all created with magic as well.


Richard never produced any proof, so his claims couldn’t go anywhere, and as Jacquetta was already dead, nothing much could be done to her. Elizabeth and her children were already damaged by the supposed illegality of her marriage to Edward, so this was just another storm that she had to ride out until Richard’s reign was over.


The accusation of witchcraft was an incredibly easy way to harm a woman in the early modern period. It would instantly damage her reputation, discredit her and even possibly end up getting her killed. If a woman became too powerful, or men needed to be excused for any bad decisions, it was easy to fling about claims of witchcraft to ensure the woman could rise no further, or a finger could be pointed. No proof really had to be produced; a feeling that someone had would be enough to cause harm.


The irony was that the women who truly did help the community, with special blends of herbs for their healing properties, midwife assistance, or creating salves and tinctures, would be the ones who, in a few hundred years, would suffer terribly under King James, when witchcraft accusations in any form likely meant death.
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11 THE DEATH OF ELIZABETH OF YORK


She was sister to the Princes in the Tower; daughter of a king and a supposed witch; founder of a new royal house; and the mother of a tyrant. Elizabeth of York led a fascinating life, which sadly ended all too soon.


Elizabeth had fulfilled her duty in her marriage to King Henry VII by providing him with an heir in Arthur, Prince of Wales, and a spare in their younger son, Prince Henry. There were also plenty of daughters on the royal marriage market of Europe with whom the king could barter. Their eldest son had just married the Infanta of Spain, Catherine of Aragon, so the future of the Tudor house looked secure.


Sadly this all went awry in 1502. Arthur died suddenly in Ludlow, leaving his wife, who was also deathly ill. Elizabeth and the king were both utterly heartbroken at losing him. They decided to try for another child, to ensure it wasn’t just Prince Henry as their sole male heir. This idea in itself was dangerous: Elizabeth was 36, and although that is no age now, at the time it was considered old to be embarking on another pregnancy.


All things considered, her pregnancy went well, and she was to have her lying-in at the Tower of London. This was at a time when the Tower was considered more of a royal palace than a prison; the bloody reputation would come over time. Elizabeth stayed in the Queen’s Apartments, and there she gave birth to a girl, named Katherine to honour her former sister-in-law. Sadly, little Katherine didn’t survive long, dying at the Tower on 10 February.


Elizabeth herself was waning, having likely developed puerperal fever; this was a common post-partum infection that plagued women of all statuses in the early modern era. She died at the Tower on 11 February 1503, her 37th birthday. Elizabeth’s body was embalmed, wrapped in cerecloth (a waxed embalming material) and encased in lead, as was tradition.


She left behind a grief-stricken family. Elizabeth appeared to be the kind and gentle heart of the Tudors, beloved by all her children. The king was beside himself with grief: he’d lost his heir, his wife and his baby within the space of a year. Utterly heartbroken, he locked himself away to mourn, and ordered masses to be held and candles lit each year on the anniversary of her death. When he eventually looked into marrying again, he was only interested in women who displayed the same characteristics as, and also looked like, Elizabeth.


Elizabeth’s funeral was a magnificent affair, with the notoriously mean Henry not sparing any expense for his dearly departed queen. Her coffin had her magnificent wooden effigy on top, dressed in her robes of state, and travelled from the Tower to Westminster Abbey for interment. Henry had planned for them both to be buried in the new Lady Chapel he was constructing, but as Elizabeth passed so suddenly, it wasn’t yet completed. She was placed in a temporary vault, until she could be moved into her new, permanent home. Henry had grand plans for a beautiful tomb for the two of them, and they’d eventually be buried together in a vault directly underneath. The tomb was completed years later.


Her effigy, which would have stood in place of her physical, earthly body until she was buried, still survives to this day. It’s likely based on her death mask, so a true likeness. These effigies were a royal tradition and would have been painted to look as lifelike as possible. They would also have been dressed in the monarch’s own clothing, and worn a wig so that the effect was truly quite remarkable.


To add to the tragedy at the end of Elizabeth’s life, you also have the sad fact that the Tower of London claimed so much from her family. If the legends are true, her little brothers, King Edward and Richard, Duke of York, lost their lives there, along with Elizabeth’s daughter, Katherine, then it ultimately bore witness to her own final days. A truly cursed place for Elizabeth of York, the White Rose.
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