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INTRODUCTION



[image: Illustration]he Nevills rose from humble beginnings through royal service and favourable marriages to become one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in fifteenth-century England. They were larger than life, even in their time.


Dominant in the north of England, the earl of Salisbury and his sons were determined to stamp their mark on the nation as a whole. The separate strands that led to the Nevills – John of Gaunt, the Beauchamp earls of Warwick, the Montagus of Salisbury and the Nevills of Raby – wove in and out of English politics over generations. They supported kings, opposed kings, fought by the side of kings and against them.


The earl of Salisbury’s sons married resilient women who shared their triumphs and setbacks, who brought up children in sometimes difficult situations and faced widowhood and separation with stoicism and determination. The earl of Salisbury’s daughters married men as active in war and politics as their brothers. Together, they took their place in English society and English politics, rising and falling as the wheel of fortune turned.


It was not easy wrangling such a large and active family, nor keeping track of all the small events that provided turning points in their fortunes. A feud that set cousin against cousin and forged the sides in a thirty-year civil war. The death of a child, devastating to her mother and foster mother, paved the way for Richard Nevill to become earl of Warwick. The secret marriage of a king sent a hairline crack through a partnership and friendship that had helped that king to his throne. In earlier generations, the legitimisation of the children of a duke and governess, the execution of an earl and the deposition of a king set the wheels in motion.


Through it all, like a colossus, strode Richard Nevill earl of Warwick. Determined to hold on to power forged in the white heat of civil war and rebellion, he turned against the king he had helped to his throne, dying in a hopeless attempt to change the world. He was ‘the flower of manhood’, ‘a second Caesar’, ‘a famous knight and excellent’, ‘the most courageous and manliest knight living’, ‘as astute a man as ever was Ulysses’. In later centuries, he became known as ‘the Kingmaker’, though this is an easy label that obscures much of his character and ambition. Dismissed more recently as ‘an overmighty subject’ and ‘the last of the barons’, Warwick’s reputation ebbs and flows. Hated in Burgundy, portrayed as little more than raw ambition and temperament in popular fiction, alternately admired and derided over the centuries, he was all of these things and more. He was a complex human being who knew the value of his own worth. A father and a husband as well as a soldier, administrator and diplomat, our admiration for him must always be tempered by a recognition of his faults and failings. Though he dominates this work, as he dominated his family and his times, there was more to the Nevills than Warwick alone.


Thomas Nevill died before his potential could be realised. Warlike and determined to hold on to what was his, he defied the executors of his wife’s uncle and championed her cause when her dower was stolen. John was a ferocious and successful military commander who loved his wife and tried to cut his own path through life. In the end, the call of family could not be ignored and he died in the cause of a king he had done so much to depose. George, a talented and able administrator, twice Chancellor of England and Archbishop of York, followed his brothers into politics and suffered greatly after their fall.


Joan, beautiful and serene, earned the undying love of her husband. Cecily lost her only child and died herself not long after. Alice stood by her husband through all he did and, in widowhood, threw her support behind her cousin the duke of Gloucester. Alianor suffered the heartbreak of losing as many as ten children. Katherine was widowed first at 18 then again at 51, both husbands dying by violence. Margaret knew both the depths of poverty and despair and the heights of a close connection to a king.


These women had role models like few others. Their mother, Alice countess of Salisbury, attainted and forced to flee England for the safety of Ireland, did all she could to support her husband and her sons. Their father, grandson of John of Gaunt and the son of a Lancastrian princess tried, and failed, to walk the fine line between loyalty and rebellion. They were determined their children would reach as high as they could, through service, preferment and marriage.


Over the centuries, the Nevills climbed inexorably up the social ladder, from Lincolnshire gentlefolk to northern barons, then earls and duchesses and, finally, to the dizzying heights of the crown itself. Warwick did not live to see his daughter crowned Queen of England or his grandson invested as Prince of Wales. Nor did he live to see them both die before their time, the hopes and ambitions of the Nevills brought to an abrupt end.


N.B. Middle English quotes have been given modern spellings throughout for the sake of consistency and ease of reading. Syntax has not been changed, nor have archaic words or words that have since changed in meaning.





PART 1
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THE NEVILLS AND THE LANCASTRIAN KINGS






1


THE BEGINNINGS OF GREATNESS



[image: Illustration]n February 1396, a wedding was celebrated in Lincoln Cathedral that changed the course of English history and helped set the scene for thirty years of sporadic civil war. The wedding was quiet, private, possibly even secret. Certainly there is no evidence the groom sought blessing and permission from his nephew, Richard II. For the bride, now in her forties, the wedding was something of a vindication. After more than twenty years of constancy to her married lover, her reputation in ruins, she was finally to be his wife. More than that, she was to be his duchess.1


The groom was John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster, fourth son of Edward III, and his bride was his long-time mistress and mother of four of his children, Katherine Swynford. Neither bride nor groom was in the first flush of youth, he being somewhere in his fifties. Their relationship, which scandalised England’s court, had begun decades earlier while both were married to others. With the death of his second wife Constance of Castile two years earlier, duke John was finally free to formalise his relationship with Katherine, but rather than this being simply the romantic culmination to a long attachment, the couple married, quite literally, for the sake of their children.2


Despite its magnificent setting, the wedding was no glittering royal occasion. There are no records of who was in attendance, what the bride wore, who officiated or where they might have feasted afterwards. Quite apart from the personal feelings of the couple, there was some urgency about the wedding. John of Gaunt was suffering from increasing ill health and both he and Katherine were keen to see their children legitimated and their futures secure. Marriage was an essential step towards achieving this.3


For decades, since the death of his first wife, Blanche of Lancaster, Katherine had been an almost constant presence in John’s life. When their relationship began, she was the governess of his children and continued to maintain a close and loving relationship with them throughout her life. Her reputation had suffered greatly, though duke John’s public acknowledgement of her and their children, his gifts and his ongoing need of her must have gone some way towards ameliorating her feelings. As it was, as her now-husband’s health rapidly failed, she had only four years of married life to look forward to.4


In September 1396, a papal bull was issued legitimating John and Katherine’s children. In February 1397, Parliament approved a royal patent to the same effect. Later this was to be amended with a proviso that they had no place in the succession. All four were given the surname Beaufort, though it is not at all clear where this comes from. Though there have been suggestions it relates to Chateau de Beaufort in Anjou, it is also possible the name was chosen in honour of Roger Beaufort, brother of Pope Gregory XI, who was an ‘honourable captive’ of John of Gaunt’s during the 1370s.5


John and Katherine’s children were born over a roughly six-year period in the 1370s, in the early years of John’s marriage to Constance of Castile. All four were to rise to some prominence in English society. The oldest, John, was granted the title earl of Somerset and founded a dynasty that was to play a crucial role in the upcoming political and military conflicts. He died in 1410 and his title passed to his son. Henry Beaufort was installed as Bishop of Lincoln in 1399 and elevated to the see of Winchester in 1404. In 1417, the newly elected Pope Martin V named Henry a cardinal as a reward for his support. Thomas Beaufort was granted the title duke of Exeter for life; he died in 1447.6


Shortly after her parents’ marriage and the issuing of the papal bull, John and Katherine’s youngest child, 18-year-old Joan, married the widowed Ralph Nevill. This was another marriage that was to have far-reaching consequences for the future of England.7


The connections between the Nevills and John of Gaunt were not insignificant. Ralph Nevill’s father was a retainer of duke John’s for much of his life. The Nevills had wealth and prominence in the north of England and this was a good match for Joan. For Ralph, it brought a connection to the royal family and the possibility of patronage to come.8


Ralph Nevill was born around 1364, probably at Raby Castle in the Durham Dales. His father was John Nevill, 3rd lord Raby and his mother Maud Percy, daughter of the earl of Northumberland. The Nevills, originally Lincolnshire gentlefolk, had amassed a small fortune in land, as well as growing power in the north of England through astute marriages and sometimes inconsistent service to the crown. The earliest Nevill of note was Alan de Neville, appointed Henry II’s chief justice of the forest in 1166, who did himself no favours with his harsh implementation of the forest laws.9




Now this Alan, as long as he lived, enriched the king, though he ceased not from vexing both the clergy and the laity. Thus to please an earthly monarch, he was not afraid to offend the King of Heaven. But how much gratitude he obtained from the king whom he was thus careful to ingratiate, the sequel proved. When he was brought near his end, the brethren of a certain monastery, desiring, as it seems, a portion of his substance for their house, went to the king, beseeching him to allow them to take his body and bury it with them. The king evinced his regard for him in these terms: ‘I,’ quoth he, ‘will have his wealth but you may have his carcass and the demons of hell his soul!’ Behold the wretched recompense; see the miserable disposal of him and his substance! This may well be a lesson to officials of every degree of power – to mark how this man, who studied to please the king by his wicked deeds, got neither thanks nor respect thereby, while he incurred the displeasure of the King of Heaven.10





Over the centuries, Alan de Neville’s successors variously served their royal masters and joined in rebellions against them. A series of advantageous marriages brought them further and further north, Raby Castle coming to the family through the FitzMaldreds. The name ‘Nevill’ had come to mean something, however, and when Isabel Nevill married Robert FitzMaldred around 1190, her son took his mother’s name, passing it on to his three sons. By the time of Ralph’s birth, the Nevills were well entrenched in the north of England, owning extensive property in Durham and Yorkshire, including Middleham Castle, and had a prominent role in upholding marcher law along the border with Scotland.11


Along with his eight siblings, Ralph Nevill grew up in some comfort. Raby Castle was by far the finest property the family owned. With a population rivalling that of some small towns, and with an estate of some 2 acres, Raby was the most significant building in its landscape. It was surrounded by a park of more than 900 acres, in which the family hunted and from which firewood was collected. The nearest town, situated hard on the estate’s southern edge, is Staindrop, which became a market town in 1378 when Ralph’s father was granted a charter. Many of Ralph’s ancestors, both FitzMaldred and Nevill, are buried in Staindrop church. Raby Castle was the most visible sign of how far the Nevills had come since Lincolnshire landowner Alan de Neville first came to public notice.12


Ralph’s day began with matins in the chapel in the company of his parents and siblings. The rest of the household heard mass in the great hall, except for those whose duties required them to keep working, such as cooks, sewers, botlers and those responsible for making beds and setting up the great chamber and hall for the morning meal. The family dined in relative privacy in the great chamber, with younger children in the nursery. Privacy did not mean then what it means now. This was no informal family meal, and the ceremonies involved in serving and eating were not just performed in the presence of the family, they also took place behind closed doors.13




Also half an hour before the lord go to meat or supper the marshall shall take the Rod in his hand and command the panter and ewer to cover and make ready for the lord and the household; and as soon as it is made ready the marshall shall command the sewer to await when the cooks be ready; and then shall the sewer go to the ewry and take a towel upon his shoulder and the marshall and he to go together and show before the lord so that he may know thereby when his meat is ready.14





This went on for every meal of every day and required such precision and training that books, known as courtesy books or household ordinances, were written to ‘teach every man that is willing to learn to serve a lord or master in every thing in his pleasure’. There were ceremonies for rising, attending mass, eating in private and eating in public. There were ceremonies for receiving guests, for leaving home and returning, and even for going to bed at night. All this was designed to make visible and clear the status of the master of the household. Mistakes and omissions might call attention to his newly ennobled state, and the more newly made men joined the ranks of the aristocracy, the more elaborate the rituals needed to be for those families of long-standing pedigree. Upward mobility was not uncommon and could be achieved through a number of means. The Nevills represented both those who rose through the ranks through service to their king and those who did so through marriage. Ralph Nevill knew how this worked and, later in life, would do all he could to improve the lives of his children. By the time his grandson Richard, 16th earl of Warwick came to prominence, it was as if the family had been in the ranks of the aristocracy for countless generations.15


In his childhood, Ralph and his younger brothers took formal lessons with a tutor, joined by his father’s wards and young pages sent to live at Raby so that they might acquire something of an education before moving into more formal service. As the oldest son of a warrior, Ralph’s training began early, his father’s knights and men-at-arms a constant presence throughout his childhood. The life of a soldier in the late middle ages, even the son of a baron, was neither easy nor comfortable. Ralph needed to learn not only to fight, but to command, to ensure his army was supplied, well-trained and in good health and good spirits.16


Ralph’s father, John, 3rd lord Raby, was a military man. He was Admiral of the North and in 1370 gathered ships to transport troops for an expedition to France; in 1372, he led a small army to Brittany; and in 1378, as King’s Lieutenant, he was crucial to the defence of English territory in Gascony.17


Like many Nevills before him, John also served as warden of the marches towards Scotland. A good part of Ralph’s training would have been designed to ready him to take over from his father in this capacity. The role of the warden was initially judicial, overseeing marcher law. In England, this set of laws was designed to deal with Scots who committed crime south of the border and, in Scotland, to deal with Englishmen who committed crime north of it. Over time, the role became more military and diplomatic, the legal aspects dealt with by ordinary courts. In the thirteenth century, one Robert Nevill travelled to Scotland several times and was instructed to ‘visit the king’s daughter, the queen of Scotland, as often as possible, to give her comfort and assistance, and to supply her with funds’. Another, later, Robert was taken prisoner at Bannockburn and was shortly afterwards killed in Berwick in retribution for a murder he and his brothers were accused of committing. Over several centuries, Nevills were included in, and sometimes led, embassies to Scotland. It was important for the king, far away in London, to know he had people he could trust policing his northern border.18


The administrative centre of the west march was Carlisle Castle and Ralph, along with his father and his father’s trusted retainers, travelled frequently between Carlisle and Raby, a distance of some 60 miles. As one of the major responsibilities of the warden was to keep the garrison supplied and armed, Ralph learned to assess need, order what was required, oversee deliveries north and keep accounts of expenditure. Apart from his formal schooling, all this he would have learned from watching his father both at home and in Carlisle.19


In 1380, when he was just 16, Ralph took part in his first military campaign, to Brittany, under the command of Thomas Woodstock, earl of Buckingham. By this time, his father had been impeached, in part for an earlier military failure in Brittany and in part for a discrepancy between the size of the retinue he took to Brittany and the terms of his engagement. He was accused of profiteering, though the charges were later withdrawn. Restored to favour, though minus his former court appointments, John Nevill concentrated for the next few years on making improvements to Raby Castle, including crenellations, a new gate and a new tower. He continued to serve in France until 1381, but from that time on concentrated his energies and attention in the north of England, particularly in the marches, a responsibility he shared with the Percy earls of Northumberland. Dividing the marches towards Scotland between the two most powerful northern families served three purposes: it helped protect the integrity of the border; it prevented either family from developing overwhelming military might; and, in theory at least, it kept those families, and their considerable armies, occupied.20


Young Ralph Nevill had a good deal to live up to, for not only did his father serve in France and the marches but had fought, alongside his own father, at the battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346 against an invading Scots army. Apart from his single foray into Brittany, however, Ralph’s own military career was confined almost entirely to the north. Just 24 when his father died in 1388, he had already served as warden of the west march for two years, a role he was to hold until 1414. In 1403, after the battle of Shrewsbury, he was granted wardenship of the east march as well, which he also relinquished in 1414.21


Ralph Nevill and his first wife, Margaret Stafford, had either eight or nine children – two sons and six or seven daughters. Their second son, also Ralph, married his stepsister Mary Ferrers. He died, childless, in 1458. Ralph and Margaret’s oldest son John died in 1420, making his son Ralph his grandfather’s principal heir.22


Ralph senior’s second marriage, to Joan Beaufort, and their subsequent fourteen children, put great pressure on the Nevill inheritance, leading to open and ongoing hostility between the two branches of the family. This feud, as with others, was to have dire consequences for the Nevills of Middleham in time to come.23


Joan was just 18, and a young widow with two daughters, when she married the 33-year-old Ralph Nevill. Ralph had been a widower for a little over six months and Joan had been a widow for about a year. The three events at the end of 1396 and the beginning of 1397 – the marriage of John of Gaunt and his long-time mistress Katherine Swynford; the legitimating of their children by papal bull and parliamentary decree; and the marriage of Joan Beaufort and Ralph Nevill – each came so fast on the heels of the last that it is difficult not to speculate the third event depended on the second as much as the second depended on the first.


Married at 13 to Sir Robert Ferrers, the mother of two daughters by the time she was 16 and widowed at 17, Joan had already seen much of life when she married for the second time. The sixteen years between her and Ralph did not prevent a strong bond of affection, perhaps love, certainly shared purpose, developing between them. Joan’s father did not hide his children away and it is likely that she and Ralph had been acquainted for some time.


The Nevills had long been in the service of John of Gaunt and the offer of marriage to his daughter may have been a reward for this service. Certainly, Joan was young and her connection to the royal family stood to bring great benefit to her new husband. Less than a year after the wedding, Ralph was further elevated by Richard II, created earl of Westmorland in September 1397. Thus, in the space of twelve months, Joan Beaufort went from being the widowed illegitimate daughter of a prince and a governess, to the legitimated daughter of a duke and duchess, and the wife of an earl.24


Joan and her Beaufort brothers, John, earl of Somerset, Henry, Cardinal Beaufort and Thomas, duke of Exeter, had always been acknowledged by their father and brought up, at least partially, in his household. Joan benefited from the same education as her legitimate half-sisters, and the two sides of duke John’s family remained close, if not always in complete harmony, for the rest of their lives.25


Joan was well read and had quite a library, which she cared for so much that she petitioned for the return of two books she had lent to her nephew Henry V, which were still in his keeping at the time of his death. Her literary connections were not insignificant, her mother’s sister Philippa Roet was married to Geoffrey Chaucer. Philippa provided her husband a connection to John of Gaunt’s circle and, through that, to wider court and aristocratic circles.26


The court of Richard II was criticised, in its time, for being ‘feminised’ and ‘soft’, with ‘more knights of Venus than of Bellona, more vigorous in the bedroom than on the field of battle, armed with words rather than the lance’. This was demonstrated by a fluidity of movement between the king’s household and the queen’s. Richard II and Anne of Bohemia enjoyed a particularly close and affectionate marriage and her female attendants had a higher profile at court than was usual, so much so that it was frequently remarked upon. One result of this was the rise in the number of women admitted to a sorority of one of the most prestigious orders in England, the Order of the Garter. Women had attended Garter ceremonies before, such as Edward III’s queen, Philippa of Hainault, and his daughter Isabella. Richard II admitted a number of women to the Ladies of the Garter, including Joan Beaufort and her half-sisters Philippa, Elizabeth and Catherine, and sisters-in-law Mary Bohun and Margaret Holland. These women were literate and, to some extent at least, worldly, and they may have influenced Chaucer to widen his readership beyond a ‘Westminster-London audience of gentlepersons and clerks’. When Joan married Ralph Nevill, she took her love of books north with her and proved to be a strong influence on her daughters and daughters-in-law.27


There is a well-documented tradition of book ownership, readership and patronage among Joan’s female descendants. The stepmother of her son Richard’s wife was Alice Chaucer, granddaughter of the poet. Joan herself owned several books, as did her daughters Anne, duchess of Buckingham, and Cecily, duchess of York. Reading and discussing books was an abiding tradition in the household of the duchess of York and there are a number of bequests of books in her will. Joan’s grandson Thomas and his wife Maud owned a copy of The Canterbury Tales and her granddaughter Cecily was married the year before her death to John Tiptoft, earl of Worcester, a widely travelled collector of books. Joan’s father’s first wife, Blanche of Lancaster, was herself a significant literary patron. Though she died before Joan’s birth and had no direct influence on her, John of Gaunt’s household would seem to have been decidedly bookish.28


Joan’s recorded texts are largely devotional and she was a woman of some piety. A curious incident, recorded in Margery Kempe’s Book, tells of a visit to Joan Beaufort, some time around Easter 1413. Kempe, a well-known religious figure, particularly in Norfolk, has been criticised by modern writers for being a mediocre mystic or lauded for being a proto-feminist. It is likely she was neither, simply a conventionally pious woman of some social standing who saw her own religiosity as something greater than it was. Her Book, as one writer argues, can be seen as auto-hagiography, an attempt to set down the happenings of her life, both spiritual and temporal, to ease her future canonisation. At a time when opposition to Lollardy was official state policy, Kempe, was from time to time, swept up in this and examined by members of the clergy. On one such occasion, Kempe was accused by an archbishop of counselling Joan’s daughter Elizabeth, lady Greystoke to ‘forsake her husband, that is a baron’s wife and daughter to my lady of Westmorland, and now has said enough to be burned for’. Kempe admitted to seeing the countess of Westmorland ‘this two years and more’, saying she was sent for.29




‘… if it pleases you, I will go again to her for record that I moved no such matter.’ ‘No,’ said they that stood about, ‘let her be put in prison and we shall send a letter to the worshipful lady, and, if it be truth that she says, let her go quite without danger.’30





Kempe goes on to relate a story she told the countess of Westmorland, about a ‘lady that was damned for she would not love her enemies and of a bailiff who was saved for he loved his enemies and forgave that they had trespassed against him, and yet he was held an evil man’. On hearing the tale, the archbishop gave Kempe his blessing and let her go. There is no contemporary evidence that Elizabeth Greystoke was planning to leave her husband and Margery’s willingness to seek Joan Beaufort’s testimony to prove her innocence was sufficient to clear her of wrongdoing.31


If Joan did send for Margery Kempe and listen to her parables, it need not suggest she was drawn to a specifically female or feminine mysticism, or that her own piety was somehow unconventional. It does suggest, however, that she was more than a little familiar with Kempe’s activities and religious reputation. While others might associate Kempe, albeit briefly, with Lollardy, there is nothing to suggest Joan had any sympathies in that direction.


In 1414, Joan and Ralph had been married for seventeen years, and only their youngest child, Cecily, was yet to be born. They were enjoying a period of calm; the Nevill dominance in the north of England had stood unchallenged for almost ten years. The illegitimate daughter of a prince was now a countess, the mother of a swarm of children and a religious and literary patron – a woman of wealth, culture and status. Her husband was about to give up his role as warden of the marches towards Scotland and, essentially, retire. Reaching this point had not been easy, the years between the usurpation of Henry Bolingbroke and the final (and, seemingly, irrevocable) fall of the Percies in 1405 had been particularly tumultuous. During those years, one king was deposed and the new king faced armed rebellion in both Wales and England. Within a year of Ralph’s retirement, a battle that was to go down in legend was fought at Agincourt in France.32





2


RICHARD II, BOLINGBROKE AND HOTSPUR



[image: Illustration]n 25 October 1415, a battle was fought on French soil that was to reverberate down the centuries as one of England’s finest hours. Just two years on the throne, and determined to regain lost English territory, 29-year-old Henry V had almost immediately accelerated the war against France that had been going on in fits and starts since 1337. His victory at Agincourt, which is often attributed to the superiority of English longbow men and their weapons, cemented his place in the roll call of warrior kings.1


Cut off from the English town of Calais, Henry V sought a way to cross the River Somme, shadowed all the while by the French army. Forced to take position at Agincourt, Henry ordered stakes be driven into the ground as protection for his archers. An impulsive French cavalry charge against the longbow men failed miserably and many men died. With their foot soldiers too densely packed and hemmed in, they were no match for the more mobile English.




In the opinion of the French, it was what injured them the most which assured the English of victory, especially the continuous hail of arrow shot which rained down on our men. As the English archers were lightly armed and their ranks not too crowded, they had freedom of movement and could deal mortal blows with ease. Many of them had adopted a weapon until then unknown – great lead-covered mallets from which one blow to the head could kill a man or knock him senseless to the ground.2





Along with the defeat of the Spanish Armada and the Battle of Trafalgar, Agincourt has a particular magic about it: a victory against the odds, a charismatic commander and proof of the glory of England. Shakespeare gave his most memorable eve-of-battle speech to Henry V and turned this young warrior king into a hero for the ages.3


The day after Agincourt, Henry V’s brother John, duke of Bedford won a naval battle that gave the English the port of Harfleur. After another three years of almost continual campaigning, the English occupied a good part of Normandy and were pushing towards Anjou. With the fall of Rouen in 1418 after a six-month siege, Henry V was in control of Upper Normandy and, by the following summer, the whole of the duchy was in his hands. The Treaty of Troyes, and Henry V’s marriage to Catherine de Valois, daughter of the French king Charles VI, saw Henry named as heir to the French throne. In the seven years since his father’s death, Henry V won vast territories in France by conquest and, by marriage, the throne of France for himself and his successors. The Lancastrian dynasty looked to have secured itself a glittering future.4


However, the dynasty proved to be short-lived: just three kings from John of Gaunt’s legitimate line ruled England from 1399 to 1461, the last of them dying ten years after that in decidedly suspicious circumstances. The Lancastrian line began and ended in rebellion and the deposition and death of a king. The first of those kings was Richard II.


Like many kings before and since, Richard II’s loyalty to unpopular friends, favourites and counsellors got him into trouble. Two in particular, Michael de la Pole and Robert de Vere, were promoted in rank and given considerable gifts of land and official posts. This was resented by other nobles, who felt themselves excluded from royal patronage, their income and influence declining. On top of this, Richard II was seen as personally extravagant at a time when the people of England were suffering economically, and the seemingly endless war with France was not going well. There were also tensions between the young king and his uncle John of Gaunt, which eased only when duke John left England in 1386 in hopes of pursuing his claim (through his second wife, Constance of Castile) to the Castilian throne. John of Gaunt, despite his difficult relationship with Richard II, provided a measure of political stability. His departure left something of a vacuum into which stepped another of the king’s uncles, Thomas of Woodstock, duke of Gloucester, and Richard Fitzalan, earl of Arundel. Both men were determined to put an end to the influence of de la Pole and de Vere.5


The first moves against the king’s favourite ministers came during the 1386 Parliament, when the Commons demanded the dismissal of Michael de la Pole as chancellor. Refusing to attend Parliament, and rejecting the demand, Richard was visited by Gloucester and Arundel at his palace in Eltham. After a heated exchange, the king was forced to concede and de la Pole was removed.6


Another of Richard II’s closest, and most unpopular, advisors was Alexander Nevill, Archbishop of York and Ralph Nevill’s uncle. Alexander was, by all accounts, a less than competent clergyman who had been promoted beyond his abilities. He spent much of his time in legal disputes and tangles and, in the ten years after his elevation to archbishop, spent very little time away from his home at Cawood Castle. In 1385, he was thrust into the limelight and the hothouse of English politics, leaving the north and joining Richard II’s intimate circle at court. Alexander was not well loved and his corruption was well known. The king, however, would hear not a word against him: ‘he makes to his king as if he were a saint but all the world knows it well, the fairer he speaks the falser he is’. He enriched himself through extorting payment for the proving of wills: ‘there was never such a tyrant in holy church, nor among the commons of this country, for he oppresses more the country than the king and all the lords of England’.7


In 1388, when it looked as if things might come to armed conflict, Alexander attempted to leave England but was captured. Stripped of his rank as Archbishop of York, he was demoted to the see of St Andrews in Scotland. Alexander chose instead to flee the country and lived the rest of his life in obscurity and poverty, eking out a living as a schoolmaster in Flanders.8


All three of these men – Michael de la Pole, earl of Suffolk, Robert de Vere, Marquis of Dublin and Alexander Nevill, Archbishop of York – were subjected to a civil indictment for treason (or ‘appeal’) lodged directly with the king by Gloucester, Arundel and Thomas Beauchamp, earl of Warwick. Known as the Lords Appellant, this group included others who took less prominent and public roles, among them John of Gaunt’s oldest son, Henry Bolingbroke, later Henry IV. Richard II delayed his response to the appeal to give de Vere time to gather troops in Cheshire to support him should the war of words erupt into armed conflict.9


The Lords Appellant immediately rode out of London to prevent de Vere reaching the city. Shadowing his army, they led him into a trap at Radcot Bridge on the Thames. Caught by Bolingbroke on one side of the river and with the rest of the Lords Appellant closing in behind him, de Vere escaped by removing his armour and swimming a borrowed horse across the river. When the discarded armour and de Vere’s own warhorse were found, it was assumed he had drowned. He had, however, made good his escape.10


Now in the hands of the Lords Appellant, Richard II had no choice but to agree to summon Parliament so that his favourite counsellors could be tried for treason. All three – de Vere, de la Pole and Nevill – had fled the country by this time. They were tried and found guilty in absentia. Richard II himself was firmly under the control of the Lords Appellant, who may even have confined him in the Tower of London while they quarrelled about who should replace him on the throne. The young king had not yet seen his twenty-first birthday.11


By the end of 1388, Richard had regained his authority and his differences with the Lords Appellant seem to have been forgotten. Stability was restored when John of Gaunt returned from Castile the following year and, for the next decade, Richard’s reign was more or less peaceful, witnessing a flowering of culture and literature which, as we have seen, was well established in John of Gaunt’s household. The only thorn in Richard II’s side was the ongoing opposition and blunt criticism of the earl of Arundel.12


Arundel berated both the king and John of Gaunt in Parliament. Duke John accused Arundel of failing to take action against a potentially dangerous rising in Cheshire in 1393. Arundel accused Richard of being too dependent on his uncle and John of Gaunt of being so overbearing in Parliament that no one else dared speak up. Without support from the other lords, however, Arundel was on his own. He was forced to apologise publicly to duke John and, in April 1394, secured a general pardon from Richard II.13


Tragedy struck Richard II’s life in June of that year with the death of his queen, Anne of Bohemia. Richard was distraught with grief and ordered the queen’s palace of Sheen destroyed. At her funeral in August, the earl of Arundel so upset the king with his lack of respect – he arrived late and immediately asked for permission to leave – that Richard struck him over the head with a baton. Arundel was sent to the Tower for a week.14


In July 1397, Richard moved against the Lords Appellant without warning. Gloucester, Arundel and Warwick were all arrested. All three were charged with plotting against the king and usurping royal authority, and all three were found guilty of treason, despite a spirited defence. Gloucester, who had been imprisoned in Calais after his arrest, was murdered before the trial began. Warwick was initially condemned to death but his sentence was reduced to exile on the Isle of Man. Arundel was sentenced to death. Others of the Lords Appellant, such as Henry Bolingbroke, were exiled for life.15


Though Ralph Nevill took little active part in court life, he remained loyal to Richard II at this time and played a small role in Arundel’s trial.




The court being seated, Richard earl of Arundel was immediately put on trial, clad in a robe with a scarlet hood. Then John, duke of Lancaster and steward of England, who had been appointed to undertake this task, formally told lord Nevill, ‘Remove his belt and his hood’, which was done.16





It was for this ongoing support that Nevill was awarded his earldom. He will be referred to by his title Westmorland from this point on.17


When the exiled Henry Bolingbroke returned to England in 1399 after the death of his father John of Gaunt, Westmorland’s loyalty to his king was tested. The last two years of Richard II’s reign have been described as ‘tyranny’. He ruled without any meaningful opposition and had even managed to sideline the powerful and stabilising figure of his uncle in the months before duke John’s death. While Bolingbroke may have been concerned for the well-being of England and hoped for better government than the king could provide, his actions were also prompted by Richard II’s attempts to rob him of his inheritance. Bolingbroke landed at Ravenspur in Yorkshire on 4 July 1399, announcing he returned to England only to reclaim that inheritance. As he travelled south and east with his small band of men, he was joined by many others, including Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, his son Hotspur, Ralph Nevill, earl of Westmorland and lord Willoughby.18


The king was in Ireland, his uncle Edmund, duke of York left in charge of the kingdom in his absence. Immediately on hearing of Bolingbroke’s arrival, York set about mustering troops in St Albans. Though he was joined by many loyal lords, all were reluctant to move against Bolingbroke. ‘Even the duke of York stated publicly that the duke of Lancaster had been wrongfully disinherited, and that he had no intention of attacking someone who came in a just cause and to ask for the restoration of his rightful inheritance’. The rapid growth of Bolingbroke’s army alarmed York, however, and urgent letters were sent to the king warning him to return to England if he did not want to lose his crown.19


Richard II did, eventually, return from Ireland and immediately disbanded his army. According to one source – Jean Creton, a Frenchman who was with Richard II in Ireland and Wales during this time – within four days, 40,000 men gathered near Conwy Castle in support of their king, who was reported to be there. John Montagu, earl of Salisbury addressed them in stirring tones.




Let us go from here and march straight toward them if we are determined to assault them, then God will help us for, according to our law, it is the duty of every man to support a just cause unto death, indeed in a situation such as this God expressly commands us to do so.20





When it became clear the king had not yet arrived at Conwy, the Welsh grew disheartened and dispersed. Some went immediately in search of Bolingbroke and others went home, ‘leaving the earl alone in the middle of the field with only his own men, who amounted, I think, to less than a hundred. He was greatly saddened by this and declared “Let us make our retreat for our enterprise goes very badly…”’21


Salisbury was a man known for his many accomplishments. He was both a lover of poetry and a poet himself. Though suspected of Lollard sympathies, he was never charged with any offence or subjected to examination. Philosopher and poet Christine de Pisan, who met him in Paris, was so impressed by him she sent her son to be brought up in his household alongside Salisbury’s own son Thomas. After Richard II’s surrender, one source has Salisbury ‘sent to the north in the custody of the earl of Westmorland’, but there is little evidence of this. A more amicable connection was later established when Montagu’s granddaughter Alice married Westmorland’s son Richard.22


Bolingbroke sent the earl of Northumberland to Conwy Castle to persuade the king to give himself up. Hiding the bulk of his army behind some rocks, Northumberland made his way to the castle with around twenty men, in the hopes of assuring the king of his peaceful intentions. Telling Northumberland he would travel the next day to Flint Castle to meet with Bolingbroke, Richard neither trusted him nor intended to keep his word. According to Creton, Richard planned to march against Bolingbroke as soon as he had gathered enough men. Northumberland heard mass with the king and swore neither he nor Bolingbroke intended any deceit: ‘then the earl without further hesitation took the oath upon the body of our lord. Alas, his blood must have run cold at it, for he knew well to the contrary.’23


Northumberland left Conwy and returned to where he had hidden his army. Richard and his followers walked straight into the trap. After spending the night at Flint Castle, Northumberland sent word of the success of his mission to Bolingbroke. The king was escorted to Chester, where Bolingbroke and Westmorland were waiting and, from there, to London. Richard II was immediately lodged in the Tower.24


Along with Northumberland, Westmorland was present in the Tower on 28 September 1399, representing England’s earls in discussions with Richard about resigning his crown. They took with them a document that set out the charges against the king and a statement of resignation for him to sign. Richard promised he would consider the question overnight. Adam Usk reports that Richard was in a pitiful state, recording the fates of England’s deposed kings and ‘musing on his ancient and wonted glory and on the fickle fortune of the world’. The next day, when the same men returned to the Tower, Richard told them, ‘he would not do it under any circumstances and he was greatly incensed, and he declared that he would like to have it explained to him how it was that he could resign the crown, and to whom’.25


Richard finally agreed to resign to his cousin Henry Bolingbroke but, he insisted, there would be conditions attached. Bolingbroke’s delegation went home, leaving the beleaguered king to spend another night in misery and lamentation. Westmorland was again with the party that rode to the Tower a third day in a row. Again the king stated he would abdicate ‘upon certain conditions that he would state’. He was told there would be no conditions and, understanding he had no choice, Richard read aloud from the prepared document and resigned his throne. Westmorland was among several witnesses whose names were entered in the record. It must have been both humiliating and demoralising for Richard II to read, agree to and sign a document that condemned his kingship in such blunt terms.26




I confess, acknowledge, recognise, and from my own certain knowledge truly admit that I have been and am entirely inadequate and unequal to the task of ruling and governing the aforesaid kingdom and dominions and all that pertains to them, and that, on account of my notorious insufficiencies, I deserve to be deposed from them.27





When Parliament met, Henry Bolingbroke took his late father’s seat in Westminster Hall. The Archbishop of York, Richard Scrope, announced the resignation of Richard II, which was enthusiastically accepted by the assembled lords. Westmorland had one more important part to play in the drama. He represented the lords of England on a procuracy formally surrendering homage and allegiance to the former king. The Bishop of St Asaph then read out the procuracy and declared the crown vacant.28


It was not vacant for long. Bolingbroke immediately set out his claim and each man present was asked if they would accept him as their king, the Treasurer asking the lords spiritual and Northumberland asking the lords temporal. Not surprisingly, each body gave their consent and agreement. Bolingbroke was then led to the throne by the two archbishops. He knelt before it in prayer and, ‘to the great joy of all the people, who cried out loudly both inside the hall and outside, they sat him down on the aforesaid throne as king’.29


Some time before Christmas, Richard II was taken from the Tower to Pontefract Castle. Bolingbroke was crowned as Henry IV the following month. A failed attempt in January 1400 to restore Richard to his throne sealed his fate. He probably died on 14 February but the cause of his death is not known for certain. Starvation, either by refusing to eat or others withholding food, seems to be the most likely cause. He was buried in Kings Langley but, later in the reign of Henry V, was removed to Westminster Abbey and laid to rest alongside the tomb of his queen, Anne of Bohemia.30


The earl of Salisbury was involved in these failed plots to restore Richard II, which included a plan to put Henry IV and his sons to death. This was to take place at Windsor during Christmas but Henry was forewarned and left for London. When Salisbury and his fellow conspirator, the earl of Kent, turned up with 400 men, they found the king not only gone but aware of their plans. At this point, they left Windsor and rode to Sunning Manor, where the queen, Henry’s second wife Joan of Navarre, was spending Christmas with a daughter of the King of France.31


The earl of Kent did his best to persuade the queen to join them, telling her that her husband had taken refuge in the Tower of London, that Richard had escaped and stood at the head of an army some 100,000 strong. Unable to convince her of the truth of this, Kent and Salisbury fled, fetching up in Cirencester. ‘But the inhabitants of the town, becoming suspicious of their display of arms, and believing, quite rightly, that they were not telling the truth, during the night secretly blocked all the entrances and exits from the lodgings where they were staying.’ Kent and Salisbury attempted to escape but found themselves under siege. After some hours of desperate fighting, both earls gave themselves up and were taken to a nearby abbey. One of their followers set fire to some houses, hoping to create a diversion allowing Kent and Salisbury to escape. The people of Cirencester responded by marching to the abbey and demanding the two earls be handed over to them for summary justice.32




Eventually, therefore, when the sun was almost setting, they were duly handed over, and the earls of Kent and Salisbury were beheaded at the hands of the people, by which act the Lord took his revenge upon them with such punishment as bad faith and lack of belief merited. For they were both unfaithful to their king, who had spared them and shown them so much mercy. And if what is commonly said is true, then the earl of Salisbury, who all his life had been a follower of the errors of the Lollards, a despiser of holy images, and a spurner of the sacraments, ended his miserable life without the sacrament of confession.33





Arguably, it was this rash act of rebellion that led directly to the decision that Richard was too dangerous to be allowed to live. The earl of Salisbury was posthumously attainted in Parliament in 1401, which was to have repercussions for the family of his granddaughter Alice.34


What made Westmorland change his allegiance in just two short years? Despite his involvement in the trial of the earl of Arundel, and his enduring – though often distant – support of Richard II throughout his reign, Westmorland threw in his lot with Bolingbroke not only quickly but with vigour and enthusiasm. He was not the first Nevill, nor would he be the last, to change his mind about supporting the reigning king.


One Hugh Nevill, Alan de Neville’s son, initially supported King John during the First Barons’ War of 1215–17. He was beside his king at Runnymede and is listed in the preamble to Magna Carta. Hugh’s loyalty was rewarded with grants of land confiscated from more rebellious barons. He also held Marlborough Castle for King John throughout the course of the First Barons’ War, when it was used as an alternative royal treasury. In 1216, the political situation worsened and Prince Louis of France invaded England to lead the rebels. Hugh Nevill surrendered the castle and was later punished by King John, who seized his lands. After John’s death, Hugh made his peace with his son Henry III and, like his father, was appointed chief justice of the forest.35


During the Second Barons’ War (1264–7), two Nevill cousins stood on opposing sides. Robert Nevill, a direct ancestor of Westmorland, remained staunch in his support of Henry III, while his cousin Hugh supported the barons and Simon de Montfort. When de Montfort demanded Robert attend a council meeting in London, and that his person be seized if he continued to refuse, two high-profile supporters of de Montfort – the earl of Gloucester and Prince Edward (later Edward I) – distanced themselves from him. This led to the battle of Evesham in August 1265, and de Montfort’s death. Immediately after Henry III was restored to power, Robert resumed many of his previous offices. In May the following year, he came face to face with his rebellious cousin Hugh, who was holding out in Kenilworth Castle with de Montfort’s son.36


Westmorland’s life-long connection with John of Gaunt and the house of Lancaster proved stronger and more important than his loyalty to Richard II. He was married to Bolingbroke’s half-sister, and when Richard II took control of the Lancastrian inheritance on the death of John of Gaunt it affected her too, though to a lesser extent. Westmorland’s decision to support Bolingbroke was based not only on what might have been best for England – the deposition of Richard II – but what was best for himself and his family. Enlightened self-interest is often a driving force for change, no more so than in the case of the earl of Westmorland and Henry IV.37


Henry IV, like kings before him, saw the value of the Nevills and the Percies in the north of England. Once again, the business of protecting the border with Scotland was left in their hands. Westmorland seems to have been content with his lot. He was brother-in-law to the King of England, which he could not have foreseen when he married the young daughter of John of Gaunt.


Within a few short years of his coronation, Henry IV had other problems to deal with. Rebellion in Wales took up much of his time and attention. Closer to home, the earl of Northumberland and his son were making known their discontent with the king they had helped to his throne.


Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland had a son and, like every earl of Northumberland before and after him, he named him ‘Henry’. The younger Henry earned himself a nickname that has endured: owing to his habit of riding his horse fast and furious, his Scots enemies called him ‘Hotspur’. He was known for his impulsiveness and won battles he might just as easily have lost, and lost those a commander with a cooler head might have won. Hotspur was active and enjoyed some measure of success in Wales against the rebellion of Owain Glyndŵr and soon came to feel aggrieved at the lack of financial support from Henry IV. After Hotspur’s return to the north of England, Glyndŵr’s actions went unchecked for some time and, in 1401, Henry IV himself led an expedition to Wales that ended in failure. Northumberland attempted to broker peace between Henry and the rebellious Welsh prince and there was a strong sense of mutual respect between Glyndŵr and Northumberland’s son. Despite his successes in Wales, Hotspur, too, championed a peaceful settlement.38


In 1402, Hotspur faced a Scots army at Homildon Hill, where he was reinforced in part by men sent by the earl of Westmorland. Hotspur won a decisive victory and took a number of prisoners, including the earl of Douglas. Henry IV ordered all prisoners brought to Westminster, depriving the Percies of considerable ransom. The king considered himself to be in greater need of funds than his northern lords. While Northumberland was willing to obey the king’s instructions, Hotspur was not, and did not accompany his father to London nor send Douglas with him. Northumberland reminded the king of moneys owed to the Percies, but was given no satisfaction. Relations between Henry IV and the Percies, particularly Hotspur, never recovered, and as Westmorland’s power grew in the north, the good working relationship he had enjoyed with the Percies began to break down. Not known for his calm approach to life, Hotspur grew more and more defiant.39


Despite the difficulties, Henry IV granted the Percies the earl of Douglas’s estates in southern Scotland, so long as they could take possession, a condition he may have hoped would keep them busy for some time. By this point, shored up by a sense that they had put the king on his throne and Hotspur’s reputation in battle, Percy ambitions grew until they wanted nothing less than to control the whole of the north of England and the Borders. Hotspur’s attempts to take custody of the Douglas lands were unsuccessful and another refusal by Henry IV to provide much-needed financial aid pushed Hotspur and his father into open rebellion.40


In the summer of 1403, Hotspur gathered his forces, including the earl of Douglas, with whom he seems to have developed some kind of friendship, and marched south. Henry IV was in Nottingham when news reached him that Hotspur’s standard had been raised in Chester. Despite Richard II’s death being common knowledge, Hotspur attempted to gather men to his cause by claiming the deposed king would soon be with them in person.41


Henry IV was in Lichfield in Staffordshire when he sent an urgent message to his council in London to join him. Meanwhile, Hotspur’s failure to produce Richard II caused some disappointment. He attempted to counter this by issuing a proclamation expressing his regret for his family’s involvement in the deposition of Richard II and his replacement by Henry IV.42


Hotspur marched towards Shrewsbury, hoping to take possession of both the king’s 16-year-old son and heir and the city’s substantial military resources. Shrewsbury held firm to Henry IV. Inside the town, Prince Henry, outnumbered and no doubt hoping his father would soon arrive, stayed firm in the face of danger.43


From Shrewsbury, Hotspur issued a manifesto accusing the king of oath-breaking, asserting that he and his father would never have supported him on his return to England had they known his true intentions.




… you swore an oath to us at Doncaster upon the holy gospels, which you personally held and kissed, concerning the kingdom and the status of the king, excepting only your own inheritance and that of your wife in England; and that our lord king Richard would remain king for the term of his life …44





This was a cynical exercise in finding justification for their own rebellion. Northumberland could not in all conscience claim he had been unaware of Bolingbroke’s plans to seize the throne, whether they were made before the two men met in Doncaster or some time later. Northumberland himself had sworn a similar oath in the presence of Richard II, yet he had asked each of the lords in Parliament if they would accept Bolingbroke as their king.


Henry IV was in the town by 20 July and the Battle of Shrewsbury was fought the following day. Hotspur came close to victory, his forces reaching the royal standard and slaying Sir William Blount, Henry IV’s standard-bearer. With the outcome in doubt, the king himself took to the field and his son sent his forces in to attack Hotspur’s flank. At this point, Hotspur was killed in circumstances that are far from clear.45


On 23 July, Henry IV commissioned Westmorland to find Northumberland and bring him in. Northumberland, protesting that he had no part in his son’s rebellion and treason, attempted to take shelter in Newcastle but was refused entry. Instead, he sent his army home and took refuge in Warkworth Castle. With the prospect of Westmorland’s army against him, and his son dead, Northumberland had no choice but to throw himself on Henry IV’s mercy. When he came face to face with the king in York, he rejected all responsibility for his son’s actions. In order to control the situation, or at least avoid making things any worse, Parliament found Northumberland guilty of lesser charges than treason and he was immediately pardoned.46


Despite this, Northumberland was again plotting in 1405, this time with Glyndŵr and Edmund Mortimer, earl of March. Mortimer’s daughter Elizabeth was Hotspur’s widow, and he considered himself Richard II’s heir and rightful successor. The Archbishop of York, Richard Scrope, who had just five years earlier proclaimed Richard II’s resignation in Parliament, was deeply involved in the plot, as was the earl marshall, Thomas Mowbray.47


Early in May, Northumberland attempted to capture Westmorland in Durham but Westmorland was forewarned. At this point, Northumberland would seem to have considered their enterprise doomed and abandoned his fellow conspirators. This did not save him, however, and he soon fled to Scotland. He was later attainted in absentia by the following Parliament.48


Westmorland was instrumental in the capture and arrest of Scrope and Mowbray at Skipton in Yorkshire on 27 May 1405. His own forces outnumbered, he greeted them in a sympathetic and friendly manner before persuading Scrope to disband his army. As soon as the men left Skipton, Westmorland arrested both Scrope and Mowbray. Henry IV arrived on 3 June and five days later both men were beheaded.49


With the Percies in ruin, defeated or in exile, Westmorland was the undisputed power in the north of England. He was rewarded with forfeited Percy lands and castles in Cumberland. After the death of Henry IV’s son and successor Henry V, he sat on the council of regency for the infant Henry VI, but Westmorland kept himself very much to the north of England for the remainder of his life.50


Henry IV’s reign lasted just thirteen years. He was succeeded by his son who, at the age of 16, had played such a decisive role at the battle of Shrewsbury. In the year Henry V won his most famous victory at Agincourt, Joan Beaufort gave birth to her youngest surviving child, Cecily. In the roll call of marriages negotiated by Westmorland and, after his death, by his widow, Cecily was to make the greatest match of all. In her long life, she was to know triumph and tragedy, none of which could have been foretold as she enjoyed a privileged childhood at Raby Castle.
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JOAN BEAUFORT’S DAUGHTERS AND THE YOUNG DUKE OF YORK



[image: Illustration]n August 1415, while waiting for his treason trial to begin, a young and impoverished nobleman wrote two heartfelt letters to his king, begging for compassion and mercy. ‘I know well I have highly offended your Highness; beseeching you at the reverence of God that you like to take me into the hands of your merciful and piteous grace’. He was Richard, earl of Cambridge, barely 30 years old and the father of two young children. Cambridge and his fellow conspirators had been betrayed by one of their number, the figurehead they hoped would raise rebellion in Wales and topple Henry V. None of them had, in fact, committed treason as it was defined at the time. Plotting rebellion, even supporting rebellion, was not included in the Statutes of Treason. Imagining the death of the king and his heirs was. In order to make the charges stick, the beginning of the rebellion had to be assumed, as well as its successful conduct and the eventual fulfilment of its aims. This must, it was reasoned, involve the death of the king and his brothers.1


The earl of Cambridge was the fourth son of Edmund of Langley and Isabel of Castile and a grandson of Edward III. His older brother Edmund was duke of York and one of England’s wealthiest men. Cambridge had nothing. Through his first wife, Anne Mortimer, he had hopes of future prosperity after the deaths of her brothers, neither of whom was permitted to marry. Her death in 1412, however, shortly after the birth of their son, ended those hopes. Cambridge had something of an income through his second wife, Maud Clifford, who had a life interest in the property of her first husband John Nevill, lord Latimer. Cambridge and his family lived at Conisborough Castle, not the finest of the York estates, and was little esteemed by more senior members of the royal family.2


Left out of his father’s will entirely, Cambridge’s cause was taken up by his mother. She left her entire estate to Richard II and begged him to make provision for her youngest son. After the fall of Richard II, Cambridge found himself pushed wholly into the background by Henry IV. He did his bit for king and country, fighting against Glyndŵr in Wales, defending Herefordshire with a handful of poorly paid men and supporting the defence of Abergavenny Castle, but was little rewarded. In 1406, he accompanied Henry IV’s daughter Philippa to her wedding in Denmark, where he made the acquaintance of Henry, lord Scrope of Masham, who was later to marry Cambridge’s stepmother.3


In 1408, Cambridge secretly married Anne Mortimer, sister of Edmund Mortimer, earl of March, and was fined for failing to seek permission or a dispensation. After applying for and receiving papal dispensation, the couple were forgiven and allowed to legally remarry. They had two children, Isabel and Richard.4


Cambridge’s main grievance was his lack of funds. He owned no land in his own right. He had expectations of succeeding his brother Edmund as duke of York, which would have made him a wealthy man, but York was not much older than he was. York’s marriage to a woman considerably older than him meant children were unlikely, but it could still be a long time before Cambridge achieved financial stability, if he achieved it at all.5


Things did not improve after the death of Henry IV and the succession of his son. In fact, Henry V made things worse in 1414 by granting Richard the earldom of Cambridge without any means of making an income from it. The company of two other men in similar financial peril, his brother-in-law Mortimer and Sir Thomas Grey of Heton, encouraged Cambridge to imagine rebellion and a more sympathetic king than Henry V. The plot was ridiculous and doomed to fail. Cambridge and Grey were to help Mortimer get to Wales, where he was to foment rebellion. Cambridge claimed to have the support of the Scots, though it is highly unlikely they took him or his plotting seriously. Just like that of the earls of Salisbury and Kent a decade and a half earlier, the rebellion was to be fought in the name of Richard II, though few believed him to still be alive. Putting Mortimer on the throne was the aim all along but it was presented as a back-up plan, in the event Richard II proved unavailable.6


Scrope’s part in the plot is more difficult to determine. The claim in his confession that he was only in communication with the plotters in order to see what they were up to and, eventually, stop them failed to convince anyone. Of the four, his actions seem least to resemble treason. Mortimer, who saw himself and was seen by others as Richard II’s heir, had finally been granted permission to marry but the fine that was levied, 10,000 marks, was exorbitant and one he could not hope to pay in his lifetime. Sir Thomas Grey was married to Westmorland’s daughter Alice and himself had serious financial worries. Ambitious for his family and himself, he did everything he could to raise their status and not just through prudent marriages. In 1412, his son married Cambridge’s daughter Isabel. This allowed him to buy the lordship of Wark-in-Tyndale for around half its market value but still at a cost he could not afford. He threatened to default on the first payment. Like Mortimer and Cambridge, Grey hoped a change of king would bring with it a change in fortune.7


The conspirators’ hopeless plot was uncovered just before Henry V and his nobles were to sail to France. Mortimer, suddenly overcome by the futility of the plan, confessed all to the king, in return for a pardon. Cambridge, Grey and Scrope were called to a regular council meeting at Portchester Castle and arrested. They were locked up in Southampton Castle, where they confessed to varying degrees of complicity and Cambridge wrote his heart-wrenching letters begging for mercy.8


Cambridge, Scrope and Grey were all beheaded for their part in the plot. Had Henry V not been about to embark on his expedition to France, they may have been dealt with more leniently. He could not, however, afford to have three loose cannons, even locked up in a castle, alive on the other side of the Channel while he and a large part of England’s nobility were fighting in France. At the time of Cambridge’s execution, his son was just 4 years old. Within a few months of his father’s death, young Richard would receive what Cambridge had been too impatient to wait for – the estates and title of his uncle, Edmund, duke of York, who was killed at Agincourt.


Young Richard’s inheritance was not affected by his late father’s attainder and, still aged 4, he succeeded his uncle as duke of York. He spent the next eight years in the household of Sir Robert Waterton who, in 1423, sold his wardship to the earl of Westmorland for 3,000 marks. There can be little doubt Westmorland bought York’s wardship, which came with the rights to his marriage, in order to provide a husband for one of his daughters.9


Westmorland had provided good, though unspectacular, marriages for his children from his first marriage, including a match between his second son Ralph and Joan Beaufort’s daughter Mary Ferrers. With his daughters provided for and his oldest sons either dead or childless, Westmorland seems to have given little thought to his three senior grandsons. Ralph, the eldest, was to inherit his grandfather’s title and Raby Castle. However, Westmorland spent considerable time and energy in his later years securing the bulk of his lands for Richard, his oldest son with Joan Beaufort. This led to great tensions within the family that would have dire consequences much later.10


Westmorland and, after his death, his countess took particular care with their children’s marriages.




Between 1412 and 1436 there occurred what must certainly be the most amazing series of child marriages in English history – eleven marriages involving thirteen children under sixteen years of age, a young man at the most seventeen, two girls of eighteen or less and five men between twenty and twenty-three.11





By 1436, eight of Joan Beaufort’s surviving children had married and married well. The exceptions were Robert, who was destined for the Church, and Joan, who became a nun. By the time of her own death four years later, the countess of Westmorland was the mother of an earl, three barons, a countess, three duchesses, a bishop and a nun.


Medieval aristocratic marriage was rarely about romance, though marital love was an ideal to be aspired to. Though often depicted in chivalric terms, courtship was a matter for hardnosed fathers or guardians to negotiate, hammering out conditions and financial settlements. Many factors had a bearing on the choices families made for their children – wealth, title, ancestry, prominence and influence all had a part to play. Older sons needed connections to other noble families, brothers-in-law to help build strong affinities as they grew to military manhood. Younger sons needed incomes and, where possible, titles. Heiresses needed husbands strong enough to protect their wealth and worthy enough to carry their titles. Everyone needed healthy, fertile partners so bloodlines on both sides could continue. Older widowed fathers of daughters sought out young wives who might bear them sons. Men whose titles would descend through a daughter sought out vigorous young men who would pass those titles to their own sons. Bloodlines were of paramount importance. The longer a title remained within a single family, passed down in an unbroken line, the more status it conferred. A father’s bloodline was almost always more important, though a mother’s line was never forgotten.12


This was not a hard and fast, non-negotiable rule. Westmorland’s grandson, the earl of Warwick, set as much store by his wife’s bloodline and almost as much by his mother’s as he did his father’s. His rather complicated coat of arms gives prominence to both, though the Nevill saltire was the largest single element. Warwick’s brother John chose to take his mother’s name Montagu as his title in 1461. There was clear precedent for the acknowledgement of a mother’s lineage over a father’s several generations back when the son of Robert FitzMaldred took his mother’s Nevill surname.


Matters other than money and title were also of concern when it came to choosing marriage partners. Social standing, knowing how to behave, good manners, skills in hawking and hunting, and more genteel arts, such as the writing of verse, were all considered important. Marriage to a rich merchant’s son or daughter may be of financial benefit to a family but without an understanding of social graces acquired in childhood, there was a risk of attracting scorn or ridicule.13


Despite this businesslike pragmatism, the myths of chivalric romance in courtship and marriage endured, particularly in the form of noble genealogies, such as the Rous Roll and the Salisbury Roll. A woman’s authority over her man peaked in courtship. After he had proved himself worthy of her and the marriage was celebrated, she yielded her power to his.14


In truth, many fifteenth-century marriages had more in common with business partnerships than idealised chivalric romances. Margaret Paston oversaw much of her husband’s legal practice and shared family business from Norfolk while he was in London. In 1450, the duke of Suffolk urged his son to heed his mother’s advice and counsel above all others. Until her death in 1422, Elizabeth Berkeley, countess of Warwick had to contend with threats to her inheritance largely on her own.15


Despite everything, marital love was what many couples aspired to. When decisions were made, or wedding ceremonies took place when couples were children, this allowed time for friendship and affection to develop. While the cliché of noble couples meeting for the first time at the church door may not be entirely true, older couples who knew little of each other faced a steep learning curve.


While future prospects in matches were usually of paramount importance, this was sometimes overridden by the more immediate concerns of parents. Fathers of daughters might seek strong and well-connected sons-in-law to add to their sonless affinities. Others in need of funds might sell their children’s marriages with little thought for their future happiness. Judging from the end results, Ralph Nevill and Joan Beaufort had a knack for finding a happy balance, as did Ralph’s son Richard in the next generation. While we have only circumstantial evidence of happy and fulfilling Nevill marriages, there is even less evidence of any great misery. Happy marriages do not seem to have been noticed, much less remarked upon. On the other hand, spectacularly unhappy and unsuccessful marriages were. One particularly happy marriage that was noted at the time was that of Cecily Nevill and Richard, duke of York.


In May 1415, Joan’s youngest surviving child, Cecily, was born at Raby Castle. By this time, Richard, her oldest brother in the full blood, was already close to manhood. Their worlds were almost completely separate and the two siblings would not have had much to do with each other in the ordinary course of events. Certainly, by the time Cecily was 6 or 7, Richard was married and living in his own household in southern England. In childhood, Cecily spent most of her time in the company of her next oldest sister, Anne, her nursemaids and governess. Richard would have spent his time with his younger brothers, his father and his father’s wards and retainers.


Cecily’s time with her mother was spent in quiet industry, learning the fine arts of sewing and embroidery but also household management, account keeping and child-rearing. It was from their mother that Cecily and her sister Anne got their love of books. Reading aloud and discussing what was read accompanied many of the more mundane activities. Men rarely intruded into this closed world of women. Meal times and hunts, Christmas festivities and celebrations, such as weddings and baptisms, were times when men and women came together. Whether Cecily paid much attention to the young boy who came into her home and her life when she was just 8 is difficult to say. Two years later, the young duke of York became a very large part of her future. Even then, it is unlikely they spent any considerable time in each other’s company.


It was Joan’s job as a mother to keep her daughters chaste until they married. She, like her daughter-in-law Alice after her, took this one step further. Perhaps it was her own experience of pregnancy and motherhood around the age of 15 that influenced her, but Joan took care not to expose her daughters and daughters-in-law to the potential dangers of childbirth before they were 17 or 18. As some of her daughters married very young, this sometimes meant keeping married couples apart for years. During a long period of betrothal, as was the case with Cecily and York, or the years after an early marriage, wise parents would have striven to encourage affection, but not intimacy, between couples. In 1424, Cecily was betrothed to the duke of York. Her father died the following year and it is not clear where York spent the next few years of his life. As the earl of Northumberland was involved in the management and settlement of two of York’s estates, it is possible he was sent to live with him for a time before the wedding itself was celebrated in 1429.16


Northumberland, Hotspur’s son, was married to Westmorland’s daughter Eleanor. This was Eleanor’s second marriage, her first husband having died just two years after their wedding, when she was 11 and he no more than 13. Northumberland was some ten years older than his bride and eager to be restored to his family’s title and estates.17


Just 9 years old when his father died at the battle of Shrewsbury, Northumberland had spent the last ten years of his life in the custody of the Scots duke of Albany, who had also sheltered Hotspur’s father until his death in 1408. When Henry IV died in 1413, his son embarked on a long and complicated process to return Northumberland to England and at least part of his inheritance. This involved an exchange of prisoners and was almost scuppered by the Southampton Plot. The terms of the agreement were finally settled in July 1415 and Northumberland began his journey south. In February the following year, Eleanor and her parents travelled to Berwick, where the couple married. Their oldest son, Henry, was born in 1421 when Eleanor was 19. She and Northumberland were to have a further eight children together.18


This marriage was just one of many Nevill–Percy matches made over the years. The two families were both natural allies and natural rivals. It is possible that a marriage between Northumberland and a daughter of Joan Beaufort, who was the young king’s aunt, was crucial to his rehabilitation. In the middle of campaigning in France, Henry V needed more than ever to trust those who protected England’s northern border. As experienced and accomplished as Westmorland was, this was not a responsibility he could continue to shoulder on his own. His son Richard was appointed warden of the west march in 1420 and it would have been assumed he and his brother-in-law Northumberland would work together, as Nevills and Percies had done in the past. However, ties of marriage did nothing to prevent Richard Nevill and Henry Percy developing a strong mutual antipathy that was, later, inherited by their sons.19


Joan’s second youngest daughter, Anne, was married some time before 1424 to Humphrey Stafford, later duke of Buckingham. He was some twelve years older than his bride and of modest means. Stafford spent the first few years of his marriage fighting in France, where he was given the posts of Governor of Paris, Constable of France and Lieutenant-General of Normandy. Along with Joan Beaufort’s brother, Henry, Bishop of Winchester, Stafford advocated peace with France. On the death of his mother in 1438, his financial position was transformed and he became one of the greatest of English landowners. Though he came to be known as a moderate and something of a conciliator, his relationship with his wife’s family was not always amicable. During their thirty-year marriage, he and Anne had ten children.20


Unlike her sisters, Ralph Nevill and Joan Beaufort’s oldest daughter Katherine had a chequered and – in the end – scandalous marital history. She was first married at 12 or 13 to John Mowbray, who was eight years her senior. Mowbray was the younger brother of the earl marshall, Thomas Mowbray, who had just eight years earlier been arrested by Westmorland and executed by Henry IV. Westmorland had bought John Mowbray’s wardship in 1411 with a view to marriage with one of his daughters and in the hope that the young man’s loyalty to Henry IV could be assured. The hereditary role of earl marshal – lost when Thomas was executed and held ever since by Westmorland – was restored to John on his marriage. In this capacity, in 1415, he investigated the Southampton Plot and was one of the judges who sentenced the rebels, including his brother-in-law Sir Thomas Grey, to death. Though he fought in France, Mowbray was sick with dysentery and missed the battle of Agincourt. He and Katherine had only one child, John, who was born in 1415. In 1425, John Mowbray was restored to the dukedom of Norfolk. He died in 1432, leaving the bulk of his estate to Katherine and naming her chief executor of his will.21


Katherine’s second marriage is a little more obscure and may not have actually taken place before the births of two daughters. The first mention of this marriage comes in 1442 when she and her husband, Thomas Strangeways, were fined for failing to secure a licence. Thomas died within a year and Katherine quickly married for a third time. John, Viscount Beaumont was some nine years younger than his bride and a much more fitting husband for the daughter of an earl. They were married for seventeen years but had no children together. By the 1450s, Beaumont was not on the friendliest terms with Katherine’s family. Whether this had an effect on the marriage is not known. When Beaumont died in 1460, Katherine was about 60 years old.22


It was Katherine’s fourth marriage that caused the greatest scandal. Some time in 1464 or 1465, Katherine married the much younger John Wydeville, brother of Edward IV’s queen, who was somewhere in his twenties. Despite the great disparity in their ages, Katherine outlived him too.23


Cecily Nevill was 14 and Richard of York 18 when they married in 1429. Joan had been a widow for four years and her husband’s grandson Ralph was now earl of Westmorland and master of Raby Castle. Joan and her younger children were living at Middleham at this time, which, along with Sheriff Hutton, was part of her dower lands. Later, she leased Middleham to her son Richard and it became the principal home of his family until his death. Some time between 1429 and 1439, when their first child was born, Cecily left her mother’s care and set up her first household with her husband at Fotheringhay.24


Cecily and York spent many of the early years of their marriage in France, where York served as Henry VI’s lieutenant. He was ably assisted by John, lord Talbot, reputedly one of the greatest of English soldiers, and his brother-in-law Richard, now earl of Salisbury in right of his wife. Though he was an able administrator and may have seen himself as more than just a military governor, York failed to distinguish himself in battle.25


Their first child, Anne, was born at Fotheringhay in 1439 and their next four children – Henry, Edward, Edmund and Elizabeth – were all born in Rouen in Normandy. Henry died in infancy, as did several other children over the years, leaving Edward as the principal heir to York’s English estates. It was York’s intention to provide lands in France for Edmund, lending a personal dimension to his determination to hold on to English territory in France.26


After the death of Henry V in 1422, the success of the English army in France slowed and, eventually, went into reverse. Despite the infant Henry VI being crowned King of France, the French were not about to accept defeat and rule by a foreign dynasty. In codicils to his will, written when he knew he was dying, Henry V had left provisions for the care of his young son. His brother Humphrey, duke of Gloucester was to be Protector of England until Henry VI came of age. Thomas Beaufort, duke of Exeter and lord Henry Fitzhugh were to be in charge of the young king’s person. Though he left no sign in writing, witnesses to Henry V’s final hours testified it was his wish that his other brother, John, duke of Bedford, be in charge of the future conduct of the war in France.27


England was stretched financially and maintaining territory in France was costly. Resistance within English-occupied France and renewed activity by French armies strained resources and affected morale. When the duke of Bedford died in 1435, a sense of cohesion was lost and the English commanders in Gascony and Normandy, the dukes of Somerset and York, had to compete for resources.28


It was in France that York first developed a strong sense of his own destiny and a distrust, which later turned to bitter enmity, for John Beaufort, duke of Somerset. The two dukes were in fierce competition and Somerset’s actions in France ultimately ended in disaster, both political and military.29


That Somerset was Cecily Nevill’s cousin did not soften her husband’s opinion of him. Returned from France in disgrace, he was exiled from court and died at Corfe Castle, a sick and broken man. Though there is no clear evidence to support the claim, his death may have been suicide.30


Beaufort was succeeded, both in his title and in France, by his nephew Edmund. Though there was nothing to suggest any difficulties at this point, York would later engage in a bitter dispute with the new duke.31


In what must have been a welcome respite from war, in 1445, York and Cecily enjoyed high-profile roles in the reception of Henry VI’s bride Margaret of Anjou in Rouen. The bridal party was in Rouen for a fortnight before York accompanied them to the port of Honfleur for Margaret’s voyage across the Channel.32


York’s term as Governor of Normandy expired in late 1445 and he left France for England, fully expecting to have his commission extended, but this failed to come to pass.33


His next appointment was to Ireland, where he was to serve as Governor. Cecily gave birth to another son, George, in Dublin in 1449. By this time, York’s disaffection with Henry VI’s councillors, particularly Somerset, had grown. This was to culminate in 1452 in a stand-off at Dartford, with York and a handful of supporters on one side, demanding that Somerset be tried for treason, and Henry VI and York’s brother-in-law, the earl of Salisbury, on the other.





4


JOAN BEAUFORT’S SONS AND THE FAMILY FEUD





We have now late heard and well understand to our great displeasure of certain misgovernances and debates late moved and stirred betwixt our cousin the earl of Westmorland, sir John Nevill and sir Thomas Nevill on the one part, and our cousins the countess of Westmorland, the earl of Salisbury and the lord Latimer on the other part. Of which several, either against other, by manner of war and insurrection have late assembled great routs and companies upon the field and do furthermore other great and horrible offences in slaughter and destruction of our people.1





Joan Beaufort and her sons were expected to appear before the king ‘wheresoever we may be in this our realm’ on St Hillary’s Day, 13 January 1438. The middle of winter was not the best time to be on the road in the fifteenth century, especially for a woman close to 60, and neither party made the journey.2


The earl of Westmorland summoned to London was Ralph Nevill’s grandson. Sir John and Sir Thomas were his younger brothers. The countess of Westmorland was still Joan Beaufort; the earl of Salisbury and lord Latimer were her oldest son Richard and third son George. The nature of the ‘war and insurrection’, the ‘routs and companies’ and the ‘slaughter and destruction’ was not recorded by any of the known chroniclers. That anyone actually died by violence is unlikely. Acts of vandalism, intimidation and threats, and the taking of property by force are not. With small private armies at their disposal, young Westmorland and his uncles had the resources to both attack and defend. Through her sons, Joan had the means to defend her property against threat. She herself was more than capable of mobilising the inhabitants of a castle or manor and directing their actions.


The dispute, whatever form it took, was over the Nevill inheritance. Ralph Nevill made a new will before he died, leaving little to the children of his first wife. Since his second marriage, he had been funnelling properties, particularly those he held jointly with Joan, to their children. His second son, Ralph, husband of Joan’s daughter Mary Ferrers, his own stepsister, had no children. His oldest son, John, died when his sons, the young earl of Westmorland and his brothers, were young. Young Westmorland did not have Salisbury’s powerful connections, though he was not entirely without support. It was not, however, nearly enough to stand up to the combined might of his stepgrandmother and her sons.3


What prompted Ralph Nevill to favour the children he had with Joan is not entirely clear. He may have been concerned for their futures and sought to leave them well provided for. He may have been conscious of their direct descent from Edward III. He may simply have been fonder of them. Whatever his reasons, he went well beyond simply seeking a way to make sure their lives, particularly the life of the eldest, were comfortable. Ralph had managed to redirect almost everything he owned away from his grandson and to his son Richard. The second earl of Westmorland was not about to accept his disinheritance without a fight.4


Though no details of the level of violence, or the seriousness of its threat, have come down to us, it had to have been serious for the king to get involved. Trouble in a remote part of the kingdom close to the border with a traditionally hostile neighbour needed to be dealt with quickly and decisively. Henry VI, barely out of the schoolroom, took the only action he knew – he sent for the warring parties with a view to brokering peace between them.


A second letter was sent in February, requiring Joan and her stepgrandson to be in London on ‘xv Pasq’, which refers to the fifteenth day of Lent or 20 March 1438. A second entry in the Proceedings of Privy Council later in February mentions ‘a covenant to be made betwixt them’.5


In February 1438, 16-year-old Henry VI had only just taken the reigns of personal kingship into his own hands. His education and preparation for the role had been overseen by Richard Beauchamp, earl of Warwick, but now Warwick had taken up the governorship of Normandy and Henry was acting in his own name. As every king before him, he needed his nobles to be at peace with each other, particularly in the north of England.


If Joan obeyed the summons, it would have taken her up to two weeks to get to London from Middleham in a litter or light carriage. Her stepgrandson, not restricted to a slower pace, could have got there in half the time.6


Along the way, Joan and her considerable armed escort would have stayed the night in family properties, or as guests of friends or her late husband’s retainers, or, if necessary, strangers. Religious houses also offered hospitality. Travellers were not turned away when they needed a meal or a bed for the night. Someone of Joan Beaufort’s standing and status would have been greeted by many with a mixture of respect and apprehension. Would there be enough food for her retinue? Did she offer supplies from her own store? Would she find her bed comfortable? Would she look down her royal nose or would she treat her hosts with respect and friendship? For her part, Joan was likely glad just to be out of her jolting litter and off the muddy roads.7


Once in London, she would have taken up residence in the Erber, the great Nevill house on the banks of the river. The Erber was just one of many properties that found its way into Nevill hands through marriage. Leased in 1373 by William Latimer, lord of Danby, whose daughter married Ralph Nevill’s father after the death of Maud Percy, it was later granted to Ralph and Joan permanently by Henry IV.8


The Erber did not begin its existence as a nobleman’s manor but the house of a merchant. Fronted by streets on three sides with the river at its back, it was a sprawling rectangle built around a series of courtyards. The property had numerous outbuildings for stabling horses, storing hay and timber and a sizeable garden. It included several shops and an inn that brought an annual rent of some £12. The Erber was a comfortable, if unpretentious London base for members of the Nevill family for several generations. After the attainder of the duke of Clarence in 1478, the Erber reverted to the crown. Henry VII granted it to the earl of Oxford, who was married to a daughter of the earl of Salisbury. On his death, the property was restored to Clarence’s daughter Margaret, countess of Salisbury, who held it until her arrest and execution in 1541. The Erber was one of many properties destroyed in the great fire of 1666.9


The Erber was on the north bank of the Thames between Westminster and the Tower of London. Travelling by barge, flanked by her sons, with the Nevill saltire and the Beaufort arms on proud display, the countess of Westmorland would have made a magnificent spectacle as she made her slow way upriver to meet with the king.


Richard, earl of Salisbury was now 38 years old and the father of seven children. George, lord Latimer was 31 and newly married. Young Westmorland had twice before been bound over to keep the peace while his half-brother Salisbury was serving in France, so the threat of violence was not trivial. If Westmorland felt aggrieved at his grandfather’s machinations, it is entirely understandable. The conventions of primogeniture should have seen him a wealthy man, not an earl with little property. His yearly income, he claimed, had been reduced to less than a quarter of what it should have been. Salisbury, ably assisted by his mother and younger brothers, was going to hold on to what he had, however he had come by it. In 1430, Westmorland entered into recognizances with Joan Beaufort not to pursue his claim by use of force.10


Joan was no helpless widow at the mercy of powerful men. In an attempt to have his grandfather’s later will overturned, Westmorland tried to retrieve an earlier one from its place of safekeeping at Durham Priory. Joan beat him to it and both wills were safely in her possession.11


Westmorland was not without potentially powerful allies. His second wife was Margaret Cobham, sister of Eleanor, duchess of Gloucester, whose husband Humphrey was Protector of England during the minority of Henry VI. Even this failed to turn things in Westmorland’s favour, however, the fall of the duchess of Gloucester in 1441 wiping out any advantage a Cobham connection might have brought. After Joan Beaufort’s death in 1440, a settlement was reached between Westmorland and Salisbury, Westmorland securing the lordship and castle of Raby and the little he had inherited, and Salisbury getting the rest.12


Joan Beaufort’s efforts were not confined to fierce protection of Salisbury and his interests. Her fourth son Robert entered the Church at 9 years old when he joined the community of the collegiate church in Auckland. By the time he was 15, Robert held a number of prebends in the see of York as well as revenue from the parish of Spofforth. Robert’s uncle Henry, Bishop of Winchester, chancellor and, in 1417, cardinal, did much to support him. Robert spent some time in Henry Beaufort’s household and, in 1417, travelled with him to Europe, though he did not accompany his uncle on his subsequent pilgrimage to Jerusalem.13


Robert was elevated to the see of Durham in 1437, again with his uncle’s support. This was at the height of the dispute between Joan Beaufort and the 2nd earl of Westmorland. It was more likely designed to put the considerable resources of the palatinate of Durham in friendly hands rather than a reflection of Robert Nevill’s worth. Generally, Robert left much of his work to others, living away from his see and taking little part in administrative or clerical duties. Apart from one ‘disastrous exception’, the focus of Robert’s life was pleasing his older brothers.14
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Fig. 3: The Nevills of Middleham
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