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COURTIER 1514–1542


1


Family and Early Years


For nearly three years Edward Seymour was the most powerful man in England. During the sixteenth century only the four renowned Tudor monarchs – Henry VII, Henry VIII, Mary and Elizabeth – wielded greater power. Yet such authority was not his by right. It came about only because of a stroke of good fortune – his sister, Jane, married Henry VIII and then gave birth to a son. It was his kinship to this boy, Edward VI, that gave Seymour an advantage over other men. Seymour had many good qualities that fitted him for high office, but they were undermined by personality traits that would ultimately leave him isolated and vulnerable. Ambition and luck would take him far but when he lost the support of the people around him he would have to fight to maintain his pre-eminence.


Edward Seymour’s rise to greatness began with an execution. In 1536, George Boleyn knelt on the scaffold at Tower Hill. Within the Tower his sister, Queen Anne, awaited the same fate. As the executioner’s axe fell upon George, Edward Seymour prepared for the future; just eleven days later the king married Jane Seymour and Edward became the monarch’s new brother-in-law. Through his six marriages Henry VIII acquired numerous brothers-in-law. Four of these – George Boleyn, Edward Seymour, Thomas Seymour and William Parr – were to leave their mark upon the annals of England’s history. They were ambitious and keen to make their way at court, but despite their achievements three of them were to die upon the scaffold. Only one would live to die of old age.


Being the king’s brother-in-law did not guarantee a successful career at the royal court but it was certainly a step along the way. Patronage and advancement came from the king and, with a sister to speak on their behalf, the royal brothers-in-law were in a favoured position. But the court of Henry VIII was a bear-pit where only the skilful survived and those closest to the king were in the most danger. Some men gained the enmity of the king; others, including Cardinal Wolsey and Thomas Cromwell, were brought down by the machinations of their enemies. George Boleyn fell because the king had tired of Anne. Edward Seymour was stepping into a precarious situation.


The story of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn is well known. After over twenty years of marriage to Catherine of Aragon, Henry still had no male heir. His break with the Roman Catholic Church and the papacy enabled him to marry Anne; it also set England upon a path of religious reform along which Edward Seymour would continue to take the country. The king’s sense of elation occasioned by his marriage to Anne in January 1533, after so many years of waiting, was soon followed by disenchantment with her failure to give him the promised son and heir. Their daughter, Elizabeth, was no consolation to Henry, and after Anne had miscarried a boy in early 1536 he was actively seeking a way to annul their marriage. He had put aside one wife, Catherine of Aragon, and could do the same again. Although she was not guilty of the charges of adultery made against her, Anne’s behaviour provided the king with the solution he sought. Her over-familiarity with gentlemen of the court and her close relationship with her brother gave the king and her enemies sufficient grounds to destroy her.


Henry needed an heir and he soon chose Jane Seymour to provide this much-wanted son. In 1535 he had visited Wulfhall in Wiltshire, the home of the Seymour family, and this may have been when Jane first made an impression on him. She and her brothers, Edward and Thomas, were the children of a country gentleman, John Seymour. Like many long-established families, the Seymours claimed descent from one of the men who had accompanied William the Conqueror to England in 1066 – in their case, Wido de St Maur. His son acquired land in Wiltshire, Somerset and Gloucestershire and for a time their descendants were settled at Penhow Castle on the Welsh border. It was 300 years after their arrival, however, before the Seymours became people of note. Roger St Maur, following the proven route to fortune, married an heiress, Cecilia, who in 1363 inherited half the estate of her father, John, Lord Beauchamp of Hache in Somerset. Through this marriage the Seymours (as they became known in the fifteenth century) gained both status and property. Their wealth increased further when Roger’s grandson, also Roger, married Maud, the younger daughter of Sir William Esturmy. This marked the point at which the family connection with Wulfhall began. Sir William had no male heir and willed a large part of his Savernake property, including Wulfhall, and a house at Elvetham, Hampshire, to Roger and Maud’s son, John, who also assumed Sir William’s hereditary role as warden of Savernake Forest in 1427.1 John was a wealthy gentleman and established himself as a prominent figure in Wiltshire serving as sheriff and on various commissions until his death in 1464.


The family maintained their position in the county and in 1474 John’s great-grandson, another John Seymour, was born at Wulfhall. The eldest of eight children, this John was to be Edward Seymour’s father. John had not reached his majority when his father died in 1491 and his wardship was granted to Sir Henry Wentworth.2 Sometime prior to 1499, at which point he succeeded to his father’s lands and to the wardenship of Savernake Forest, John married Sir Henry’s daughter, Margery, giving his family a distant connection to nobility and a line of descent back to Edward III.3


John acquitted himself well in minor appointments at court and proved his worth in battle. He was knighted by Henry VII after the defeat of the Cornish rebels at Blackheath in 1497; further battle honours came in 1513 when he was raised to knight banneret by Henry VIII after the Battle of the Spurs at Therouanne, an honour that entitled him to lead a company of men in battle under his own banner.4 Like many other gentlemen he was periodically called to attend upon the king, not in any intimate capacity but as part of a large entourage. When Henry VIII met Francis I of France at the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520 Sir John was among the company and later, in 1532, he attended the king as a groom of the bedchamber during his meeting with Francis at Boulogne.5


Sir John has left his mark on posterity not on account of his own achievements but because he sired three offspring who trod the corridors of power during the turbulent years of Henry VIII and Edward VI. John and Margery had ten children, six sons and four daughters, of whom two sons and one daughter probably died in infancy. The eldest surviving son, John, may have lived until he was about 20 but he appears to have been overshadowed from an early age by his brother Edward. Edward Seymour was born around 1500 and during the following nine years he was joined by brothers Henry and Thomas and sister Jane. Of his other sisters, Dorothy would later marry Sir Clement Smith and Elizabeth would wed, as the second of her three husbands, Gregory, the son of Thomas Cromwell.6 However, it was Jane’s elevation to the position of Queen of England that presented the opportunity for two of her three surviving brothers to shine at court. While Henry Seymour remained in the shadows, marrying Barbara Wolfe and living until 1578, Edward and Thomas were both talented and ambitious. Edward would become the most powerful man in England; Thomas would become his rival.


In the sixteenth century the most successful route to advancement was through the support of an influential patron. Edward Seymour was only 14 when he first came to the attention of Henry VIII and was appointed as a page of honour to the king’s sister, Mary, on the occasion of her marriage to Louis XII of France. It placed him in one of the grandest households in Europe. Seymour’s father held no great influence at court and there is no obvious reason why Edward was selected for this honour, but it was certainly a small triumph for his family. On 2 October 1514 the young Seymour and the sons of Lords Roos and Cobham, who also served as pages, joined Mary and her entourage sailing from Dover to Calais. A symbolic marriage had already taken place at Greenwich and on 9 October Seymour witnessed the magnificence of a royal wedding in the church at Abbeville, followed a month later by Mary’s crowning in the abbey church of St Denis in Paris. To Louis’s annoyance, Mary had been accompanied by a large retinue and he soon sent most of her attendants back to England. The three pages were allowed to remain with her but their time in France was cut short: the 52-year old Louis died just twelve weeks later, exhausted by his energetic 18-year-old wife, or so it was said.7


A few months before travelling to France, Seymour had been married to Katherine Fyloll. Marriage at such an early age was often an arrangement for the future and was not an impediment to his appointment as Mary’s page. He was also expected to continue his education and after his return to England he went to study at Oxford University.8 University had previously been primarily for the clergy but increasingly the sons of noblemen and gentlemen were attending, not with the intention of gaining education to a scholarly level but rather to prepare themselves for participation in the expanding government administration of the country. Seymour was the first member of his family to be recorded as attending Oxford. There is, however, no record of him completing his degree and he may have been among the many students who attended for only one or two years. The suggestion that he also studied at Cambridge University seems unlikely and it may be that his appointment as chancellor of Cambridge in 1547 caused this confusion.


Since many university lectures and textbooks were in Latin, and proficiency in that language was a prerequisite for entry, his early education must have included Latin alongside the usual subjects of reading, religion and basic arithmetic, no doubt under the guidance of the family priest as was commonplace. University tuition included philosophy, theology, arithmetic, geometry and astronomy; for courtiers and men in positions of authority who needed to be able to express their views clearly and cogently, the lessons in logic and rhetoric and the skill gained in debate might have proved to be the most useful. The ability to influence other men through argument could have momentous outcomes, as Seymour would later experience.


Details of Seymour’s early career are sparse but show a young man who was slowly establishing himself on the periphery of the royal court. Early in 1521, while he was employed by Cardinal Wolsey, Seymour had his first exposure to the religion of the new Protestant reformers, whose ideas would later influence his own beliefs and pave the way for the Edwardian Reformation. Between January and May the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, presided at the Imperial diet at Worms on the Rhine, an assembly that denounced the views of the Protestant reformer, Martin Luther. That spring, on the recommendation of Henry VIII and Wolsey, Charles admitted Seymour to his service as a gentleman of his court at Worms. There is no record of what Seymour’s role entailed but it is certain that Wolsey expected him to act as his eyes and ears, reporting news from the Imperial court. Seymour must have become aware of the issues surrounding Martin Luther and the new evangelical theology during his time at Worms. Could this have been the point at which he began to consider these new ideas?


Seymour and Charles were of a similar age, which may have helped foster friendship between them. Certainly the emperor was ‘well pleased’ with him, suggesting a good relationship between the two men that may have had some bearing on Seymour’s future amity towards Charles.9 The two men would meet again. After witnessing the English victory over Boulogne in 1544, Seymour visited Charles in Brussels to negotiate his support for Henry VIII against the French.


Seymour’s first experience of war came in August 1523 when Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, led an invasion into France. This provided a valuable opportunity to learn about warfare, not least the importance of having a common goal and reliable allies, and the hazards of conducting a campaign as winter started. The venture was a joint assault against Francis I by Henry VIII, Charles V and Charles, Duke of Bourbon. The 14,000 Englishmen were joined by 7,000 men from the Low Countries and a further 10,000 Germans who were to march into France from the east. The expedition proved fruitless. Bourbon’s revolt was betrayed and Charles V did little towards the enterprise. The English plan to take Boulogne was abandoned and Suffolk’s forces instead marched towards Paris. The army took Montdidier on 28 October and marched to within 50 miles of the capital but by then it was late in the season, the weather was becoming harsh and the Germans were deserting. The invasion was abandoned and the army withdrew, leaving the French to reclaim the towns that the English had taken on their advance. As an invasion it had been a failure but Seymour proved his worth and he was one of fourteen men to be knighted by Suffolk at Roye.10 In the future, the experience he had gained would be of great value when he led the English army to war.


The following year Seymour received his first appointment at the English court when he was made an esquire of the king’s household.11 It was a relatively minor position and such appointments were often honorary, requiring only occasional attendance at court. However, it further enhanced his social status in Wiltshire where he was establishing himself as a man of authority. In January 1525 he was appointed a justice of the peace in his home county and at a later date also for Somerset. With no standing army or police force, the king was reliant on the local nobility and gentry to maintain order throughout the country. Justices had the power to examine and imprison minor criminals and to send more serious cases to the assizes. As the sixteenth century progressed government involvement in subjects’ lives grew. The responsibilities of the justices increased as their judicial and administrative duties widened and they endeavoured to enforce the many regulations issued by the privy council. These covered a myriad of issues from food prices and the maintenance of local highways to the periodic collection of subsidies, and, in the case of the coastal counties, the maintenance of coastal defences and warning beacons.


Seymour’s first appointment of note came when, aged 25, he was appointed Master of the Horse to the king’s bastard son, Henry Fitzroy.12 Born in 1519 to the king’s mistress, Elizabeth Blount, Fitzroy was at that time the king’s only living son and when he was 6 years old Henry chose to acknowledge him as a member of his family. On 18 June 1525 Fitzroy was created both Earl of Nottingham and Duke of Richmond and Somerset, an unprecedented double dukedom that made him the premier duke in the land. A month later he was appointed Lord Admiral of England. There was immediate speculation that the king would make the new 6-year-old duke his heir but Henry had not given up hope of a legitimate son. Although the likelihood of sons with his queen, Catherine of Aragon, was remote (she was then aged 40) there was the possibility that if she should die before the king he might father an heir with a new wife. Nevertheless, a titled son, even one who was illegitimate, could still be useful as a pawn in marriage. So the titles Henry gave to Fitzroy were not the usual royal family titles of Cornwall and York. They were instead connected with the house of Tudor. The king’s father had held the title Earl of Richmond and his great-grandfather, John Beaufort, had been Duke of Somerset.


Historically, royal relatives had acted as figureheads and representatives of the monarchy but Henry VIII had no brothers or legitimate sons. When Richmond was also appointed Warden General of the Scottish Marches and president of the newly resurrected Council of the North it became apparent that the king planned to exert his royal authority in the north through his son. At the same time he sent his 9-year-old daughter, Mary, to Ludlow to head the Council for the Marches of Wales. By appointing his children to these posts Henry retained some semblance of control in the extremities of the kingdom and avoided placing extensive power in the hands of local magnates. Richmond took no part in council business although as the king’s representative in the north of England he welcomed all visiting noblemen and dignitaries. Much of his time was spent at lessons he shared with his young companions and in riding, hawking and archery.


Richmond was to live at Sheriff Hutton in Yorkshire. He left London with a large retinue in July and after a leisurely progress reached his destination at the end of August. It was intended that he should have a large household appropriate to his position and titles, with kitchen staff, officers and servants for the public chambers and a privy chamber staff as his personal servants. Among them was his Master of the Horse, Edward Seymour.


The office of Master of the Horse had originated in the royal household but a similar post existed in all large houses. With horses as the only means of travel, other than on foot, stables were of vital importance. Seymour was responsible for all aspects of transport and oversaw everything from the management and financing of the stables and staff to the provision of horses for riding, hunting, jousting and even baggage horses for pulling carts when the household moved. It was a privileged position of significant responsibility. Richmond’s safety was paramount to the king and Seymour would be expected to ride close by to supervise him, helping him to hone his riding skills while restraining him from attempting any feats that might endanger his life. Given the possibility of Richmond one day becoming king, this appointment in Yorkshire gave Seymour the opportunity to earn the boy’s favour. However, it also removed him from court and hence from the king, the immediate source of patronage.


It was during his time at Sheriff Hutton that Seymour came into contact with a young man who would later play a prominent role in his life. For many years the lives of Edward Seymour and William Parr would be intertwined. William, the only son of Thomas Parr and his wife, Maud, was just 12 years old when he joined Richmond as one of his companions. His father had died in 1517 when William was 4, and he and his two sisters, Katherine and Anne, had grown up in the care of their mother. The Parr family were northern gentry who had established themselves as wealthy, influential landowners in Kendal, Westmorland. They were also well connected at court where Maud was a lady-in-waiting to the queen, Catherine of Aragon.


Being part of Richmond’s household was a golden opportunity for both Seymour and Parr, offering the chance to become acquainted with boys who might one day become men of influence. Among the young duke’s other companions were Henry Grey, who later became Earl of Dorset and father of Lady Jane Grey; Henry Clifford, the future Earl of Cumberland; and Thomas Fiennes, who became Lord Dacre. This period may, too, have been when Seymour first became acquainted with Richard Page, Richmond’s vice-chamberlain, who would later become Seymour’s stepfather-in-law.


It is unclear how long Seymour remained at Sheriff Hutton but in 1527 he returned to France for a time as a member of Cardinal Wolsey’s retinue. Wolsey was to be Henry VIII’s representative at a meeting with Francis I and he took it upon himself to act in all ways as king. His cavalcade resembled nothing less than a royal progress. Ahead of the cardinal, Seymour rode among a great number of gentlemen all dressed in coats of black velvet with chains of gold about their necks. Following behind Wolsey came a great array of servants wearing livery coats with an image of a cardinal’s hat emblazoned upon them. Although Wolsey may have chosen to ride upon a mule for the image of poverty and modesty it portrayed, this beast was adorned in finest crimson velvet with stirrups of copper and gilt.13 The company travelled at a sedate pace, taking a week to cover the journey from London to Dover from where they took a ship to Calais and continued on to meet Francis at Amiens on 5 August. A peace treaty was agreed between the two countries. However, other negotiations for a marriage between Princess Mary and Francis’s second son, the Duke of Orleans, as well as Wolsey’s proposal that he deputise for Pope Clement while he was a captive of Charles V, came to naught.


Henry VIII was sufficiently impressed by Seymour to appoint him as an ‘esquire of the body to the King’ in September 1531 with an annuity of 50 marks.14 The position gave unrivalled access to Henry, helping him to dress and undress and attending to his needs, both day and night. Seymour’s position at court was sufficiently elevated for him to present a New Year gift to the king a few weeks later – a sword with a gilt handle and the word ‘kalendars’ upon it – and to receive a gift of money in return. He was among the royal retinue when Henry, accompanied by Anne Boleyn, met Francis I at Calais in 1532 and the following June he served as carver to the Archbishop of Canterbury at the banquet held after Anne’s coronation.15 It was a great honour to be chosen as carver to some great personage and all gentlemen were taught the skills of this complicated ritual where all beasts and birds were carved and presented in a different manner. He was not the only member of his family to be appointed on this occasion; his brother Henry was also chosen to attend at table as a server. Henry never attained the rank or influence of Edward and Thomas. He spent some time at court and served as carver to Queen Katherine Parr but for much of his life he lived in the country. His sister, Jane, appointed him as steward and bailiff of several manors and after her death he continued to manage these properties.16


Edward Seymour had begun to acquire land and property that would eventually form part of an enormous portfolio providing him with a large annual income. All land in England belonged to either the Church or the king but much of the crown land and property was granted to people either for their own use or to be managed on behalf of the king. In July 1517 Seymour and his father had been appointed joint constables of Bristol Castle, responsible for maintaining the castle in a fit state. He also received an appointment to be steward of two manors in Somerset and Wiltshire which he administered through a bailiff but which would have provided certain perks. Although the income from the land was intended for the king, stewards received rewards such as the right to fish in the rivers upon the land or to hunt a fixed number of deer each year or to cut a quantity of timber for their own use. Other parcels of land granted to Seymour were managed for his own benefit. In 1528 he received property from several religious houses dissolved by Cardinal Wolsey, and following the downfall of Wolsey he was granted three manors in Yorkshire.17 When great men fell there were rich pickings for those in favour with the king.


Seymour also began acquiring land from other men, effectively buying the right to use land that had been granted to them by the king. He was aggressive in his land acquisition and adept at trying to manipulate legal loopholes for his own benefit, causing one witness to complain that ‘it is hard trusting to his courtesy, for he hath small conscience’.18 One particular dispute between him and Arthur Plantagenet, Viscount Lisle, which began in 1533 and continued for nearly four years, demonstrates both the complexity of land ownership and Seymour’s focused ambition. Lisle had the right to use land that his first wife, Elizabeth Grey, had inherited. Upon Lisle’s death the land was to pass to John Dudley, her son by her first marriage to Edmund Dudley. However, John sold his claim on the estate to Seymour who agreed to pay Lisle £140 per year as rent to use the land during Lisle’s lifetime. Seymour, though, persevered to gain complete control of the land. Lisle was always short of money and in 1536 he took out a loan using the land as a bond for repayment. Unbeknown to Lisle the loan was secured by Seymour so that, when Lisle was unable to repay the sum by the due date, he was put into Seymour’s debt. The king’s chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, and the Lord Chancellor, Thomas Audley, who acted as arbitrators between the two men, considered that Seymour had handled Lisle ‘very craftily’ but were unable to resolve the dispute. Seymour eventually agreed to extend the payment date but Lisle again missed the deadline. Seymour was determined to have the estate and as Cromwell realised, ‘this man will be by no means entreated’. When Lisle eventually sent the money three weeks later Seymour refused to accept it and took immediate and complete control of the land.19


Seymour was to be involved in a further land dispute with the Lisles in 1538. On that occasion, however, it was Lisle’s second wife, Honor Bassett, who opposed him on behalf of John Bassett, her son from her first marriage. Henry Daubeney, who had a claim on land that should rightfully have reverted to John Bassett, transferred his rights to Seymour, preventing Bassett taking ownership. Lady Lisle appealed to the king to rule in her son’s favour and, after Seymour and Daubeney were spoken to by the king and Cromwell, they were so ‘shaken up’ that they promised to meddle no further. There may, however, have been rather more to this altercation than just land ownership. There is a suggestion that Seymour (who by this time was Earl of Hertford) used his influence to have Daubeney elevated to Earl of Bridgewater. In return Daubeney arranged for Somerset to inherit some of his lands after his death.20


By 1535 Seymour’s first wife was dead and he was free to marry again. His first marriage to Katherine Fyloll, the daughter of a Dorset landowner, was not a success and had ended years earlier. Seymour had been only 14 when the couple married in the spring of 1514. Until he reached the age of 21 they had lived in his father’s household, John Seymour having agreed to provide them with ‘as well meat, drink, learning and lodging, as apparel convenient for their degree’. John also gave the couple lands worth £40 a year and Edward was to inherit further land to the value of 100 marks when his father died. With surprising prescience, the marriage agreement drawn up by their respective fathers had foreseen the possibility that the union might fail. If Edward Seymour should ‘disagree with the marriage’ within three years and the marriage be dissolved, John agreed that he would pay Katherine a dowry of 200 marks to remarry.21


In the event the marriage lasted longer than three years but sometime after that Edward Seymour was given cause to question the paternity of his eldest son, John, who was born in 1518. Rumour started that the boy’s father was Seymour’s own father, John – a possibility since Katherine lived in the same house as her father-in-law and Edward had been away at university. Certainly, there was a child called John who was recognised as being Edward Seymour’s illegitimate brother and who later served as a gentleman-pensioner for Queen Elizabeth. However, there is no firm evidence that the two children were one and the same.22 Edward chose not to divorce Katherine but to put her into a convent. It was a decision apparently supported by her father, William Fyloll, who gave her £40 a year for life ‘as long as she shall live virtuously and abide in some honest house of religion of women’. William also decreed that Seymour was to have no part of the £40.


There was a serious estrangement between William Fyloll and Katherine and Edward Seymour. William stipulated that ‘for many diverse causes and considerations’ neither Katherine, Edward nor their two sons, John and Edward, should receive any land or property from his estate. In his will, made on 14 May 1527, he left most of his estate to his nephew, Sir Thomas Trenchard. However, in expectation that his two daughters and their husbands would challenge this, he left strict instructions that his executors were to pay no attention to them. There was serious concern about the state of the old man’s mind. In 1530, on account of his ‘having many sundry and inconstant fantasies in his latter days’, his will was set aside by an Act of Parliament. Sir William’s Fyloll’s land and manors were then shared between Katherine, her sister Anne, their mother and their husbands.23


Seymour’s second wife, Anne, was the daughter of Sir Edward Stanhope, of Rampton in Nottinghamshire. Through her mother, Elizabeth Bourchier, Anne was descended from Edward III. Considering the young age at which he entered into his first marriage, Seymour’s first bride had been chosen by his family. However, as a man in his 30s, his second bride was undoubtedly his own choice. Anne was about ten years younger than Seymour who, by the time of their marriage, was well established at court. Although not handsome, later portraits depict his face as serious and refined; however, the firm set of his mouth suggests a man not to be trifled with. His marriage to Anne appears to have been successful although in 1549 Anne was shaken when her husband lost his temper with her. For the first time she experienced the full extent of his wrath. Seymour had mistakenly believed that Anne had betrayed secrets to Lady Fitzwilliam; he was furious and ‘she had never so much displeasure of her husband since she was first Sir Edward Seymour’s wife’.24


The couple had married by 9 March 1535 and had eleven children: Anne, who had been born by early 1536; Jane, born in 1537, and Henry in 1538 (both of whom died in infancy); Edward in 1539, who became Earl of Hertford; Henry and Margaret, born in 1540; Jane, in 1541; Mary and Catherine. Two more children were born after Seymour became Lord Protector: a son born in 1548 was also named Edward, probably in honour of his godfather, the king; and finally, in 1550, at the age of about 40, Anne Seymour gave birth to Elizabeth.25 Four of the children died unmarried but through the remainder, and the two sons by his first marriage, Seymour left a long progeny.


Uncertainty about the paternity of the eldest son from his first marriage raised the possibility of disputes over the inheritance of his estates. To resolve this issue Seymour was granted an Act of Parliament in 1540 by which he disinherited John.26 All his property was to be inherited by the heirs from his marriage with Anne or any future wife. However, in the event that there were no such living male heirs, the property was to pass in the first instance to Edward, his second son from his first marriage, and secondly to his two brothers, Henry and Thomas and finally to his daughters. Anne Seymour has been much maligned throughout the centuries as being proud, haughty and controlling but the assertion that it was at her insistence that Seymour established such an inheritance is unfounded. Ensuring the future of large estates was not an unusual activity and Seymour was trying to protect the interests of his new family.




2


Brother of the Queen


At the beginning of 1536 there was nothing to set Seymour apart from the other ambitious men close to the king. Suddenly this all changed and his star was in the ascendant, not through his own actions but because his sister, Jane, caught the eye of the king. Jane had joined the court at some time around 1529 as a lady-in-waiting, first to Catherine of Aragon and then to Anne Boleyn. There is no record of when Henry first considered her to be a potential amour. He would undoubtedly have seen her at court among the queen’s ladies and Jane could have been at Wulfhall when Henry visited the house during his progress in September 1535, either among Anne’s retinue or helping her parents to host the royal visitors. The king unexpectedly visited the Seymours again the following month. As the progress neared its end, an outbreak of plague near Guildford caused him to change his itinerary and spend one night at their house at Elvetham. It was an enormous undertaking to accommodate the king with his huge entourage and the Seymour family had just five days to prepare for this visit.1


Henry had quickly become disillusioned with his second bride and still needed an heir. As early as October 1534 the Imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, wrote of a young lady at court favoured by the king, although he did not name her.2 In January 1536, soon after Catherine of Aragon died, Anne miscarried a boy child. The news was devastating for the royal couple, and for Anne it was the beginning of her downfall. She might have survived as queen if she had retained the support of the king’s chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, but the two had disagreed over how the assets from dissolved monasteries should be used. The refusal of the emperor to recognise her as queen was also hampering Cromwell’s efforts to strengthen Henry’s relationship with Charles V.


Anne had failed to deliver the only thing Henry wanted – a son – and he took this second miscarriage to be a sign of God’s disfavour with their marriage. Once again he convinced himself that if he was to have a son, he must take a new wife. To remove a second queen from the throne would not be easy, but in the meantime Jane proved to be a useful distraction. In early February, Chapuys identified her as the lady who had captured the king’s attention and in March Henry sent her a letter with a purse full of sovereigns. Jane responded in a most modest manner – or was it a scheming response? – by kissing the letter and returning it unopened with the purse and a message to the king. Falling to her knees she implored the messenger to tell Henry that she was:




a gentlewoman of good and honourable parents, without reproach, and that she had no greater riches in the world than her honour, which she would not injure for a thousand deaths, and that if he wished to make her some present in money she begged it might be when God enabled her to make some honourable match.3





It was a clever reply leaving the real meaning of Jane’s response unclear. Was she referring to some future husband other than the king or had she set her sights on the crown? If her intent was the latter it was a perfect response and the effect upon the king was that his love and desire for her was ‘wonderfully increased’. Henry did not want a mistress; he needed a new wife, and to prove that his intentions were honourable he declared that henceforth he would only speak with her in the presence of one of her relatives. With this in mind, and as a means of meeting with Jane in secret away from the eyes of the court, the king moved Cromwell from his chamber close to the royal apartments at Greenwich Palace and lodged Edward Seymour and his wife there. Henry could reach this chamber unobserved from the privy apartments and meet Jane chaperoned by her family.


Jane has been portrayed as meek and virtuous but there is a sense of almost Machiavellian scheming by her and her family as she waited to oust the crowned Queen of England. They had seen what the Boleyns had achieved; all the Seymours needed to do was bide their time. Henry had married one commoner, why should he not marry a second? Was Jane planning her own course or was she being guided? She undoubtedly favoured the idea of marriage to the king – it is difficult to believe she would have gone along with the scheme if she had been truly against the idea. However, when Edward Seymour and his family realised there was a possibility of Jane wearing a crown they supported, guided and encouraged her. The opportunities and rewards for her family would be enormous. Chapuys believed, too, that Jane was being guided by certain members of the court. For example, Sir Nicholas Carew, the Master of the Horse, was one of a number of Catholics who wanted to see Anne removed, Mary restored to her position as a princess of England and heir to the crown and the return of England to the papacy. They believed that, as queen, Jane could bring this about and they encouraged her not to give in to the king’s advances except in marriage.4


Their hope of restoring Mary was futile, though, and later caused Jane to make a serious mistake. Mary had been declared illegitimate when Henry divorced Catherine of Aragon and her title changed to Lady Mary. Shortly before they were married Jane suggested to the king that Mary should be restored as princess and hence recognised as Henry’s daughter and heir to the crown. The request was met with the rebuttal that she was a fool and should look to the future of the children they would have together, not to any others; a reminder, perhaps, to her family and friends that Jane did not have unbridled influence with the king.5


Seymour was reaping the benefits of his sister’s success. On 3 March 1536 he was made a gentleman of the privy chamber.6 The gentlemen worked in shifts and when he was on duty Seymour was expected to be in the privy chambers by 7 a.m. each morning to dress the king. He waited upon him and kept Henry company during the day and then at night he took his turn at sleeping on a pallet in the king’s chamber, ready to answer his monarch’s summons at any time. His easy access to the king provided countless opportunities to praise his sister’s virtues.


By the end of April Cromwell was ready to move against Queen Anne after gathering evidence that she had been overly familiar with members of the court. Anne was well practised in the game of courtly love, of flattery and flirting, and it was easy for her enemies to concoct accusations of unseemly behaviour. On 2 May Anne and her brother George, Viscount Rochford, were arrested and taken to the Tower. Although she was probably unprepared for the seriousness of the charges against her, Anne knew she had been ousted from her husband’s affections. While she waited in the Tower for her trial, she wrote to Henry that if she was proven to be guilty he would be at liberty ‘to follow your affection already settled on that party, for whose sake I am now as I am; whose name I could some good while since, have pointed unto, your grace being not ignorant of my suspicion therein’.7 On 15 May, she and her brother were tried and found guilty of treason on the grounds of their supposed incest together. Anne was similarly found guilty of adultery with Henry Norris, Francis Weston, William Brereton and Mark Smeaton. Rochford was beheaded at Tower Hill two days later and on 19 May Anne was executed at Tower Green. The way was clear for Jane and her brother to step into their shoes.


Events moved quickly for Jane. On 17 May the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, had pronounced the marriage of Henry and Anne to be null and void. Two days later he granted a dispensation for Henry and Jane to marry because they were fifth cousins and on 20 May the couple were betrothed. On Tuesday 30 May the king married his third wife privately in the small queen’s closet at Whitehall. Seymour was now the king’s brother-in-law and three days later, as the king and his court made a stately procession along the Thames to Greenwich, Seymour watched from the royal barge as his sister made her first journey as queen, travelling in her own barge, surrounded by her ladies.8


On 4 June, the great religious festival day of Whitsunday, Jane was proclaimed queen at Greenwich and began what was to be her very short reign.9 One of her first engagements was to receive Chapuys, after which the ambassador met with Seymour. One can only wonder at the latter’s thoughts as Chapuys explained to him the benefits for England and all Christendom if Mary were to be restored to her rightful position. Chapuys left the meeting believing that Seymour would do all in his power to achieve such an end but it is more likely that Seymour had expectations of a future nephew of his, rather than an ardent Catholic, being heir to the throne of England.10


There was concern at the speed with which the king had divested himself of one wife and acquired another. For many, though, the news was greeted with joy because the marriage had brought the king ‘out of hell into heaven’. Sir John Russell praised Jane: ‘she is as gentle a lady as ever I knew, and as fair a Queen as any in Christendom’. This was rather at odds with Chapuys’s description of Jane as ‘of middle stature and no great beauty, so fair that one would call her rather pale than otherwise’. A portrait of Jane by Holbein depicts a composed young woman with fair skin and hair, a little plumpness about her chin, a tight mouth and a slightly over-large nose. The picture shows her wearing a gown with gold embroidery and a kirtle and sleeves made of cloth of silver. She is adorned with jewels, including an IHS pendant, and sets herself apart from her predecessor by wearing a traditional English hood rather than the fashionable French style introduced by Anne Boleyn. She was not as clever as Anne, being of no ‘great wit’ although she had ‘good understanding’, but then Henry had no desire to have another wife who would argue and dispute with him.11


Edward Seymour’s future looked assured – his sister was Queen of England and he was related to Henry VIII. Just a week after the marriage he received his greatest recognition so far when he was created Viscount Beauchamp of Hache in Somerset, granted for service ‘done and to be done; as also of his circumspection, valour and loyalty’.12 The honour, a reward for past efforts and an incentive for future service, was undoubtedly allied to his sister’s elevation and was accompanied by an annuity of 20 marks a year and a sizeable grant of land and manors in Wiltshire. Seymour’s choice of Beauchamp resurrected the title that had died out nearly 200 years earlier, when his ancestor, Lord John Beauchamp, had died without an heir, and added an element of ancient lineage to his new position. The attribute of ‘circumspection’ foreshadowed the cautious approach he displayed during his early years as a military commander although it was a quality that eluded him during his final years in power.13


Seymour’s brother, Thomas, was not faring as well in achieving recognition at court, although it was a general principle that the older sibling should have primacy. In 1530 he had accompanied Sir Francis Bryan, who served as ambassador at the French court, and acted as his courier carrying despatches across the Channel to and from the king.14 When Jane married Henry, Thomas followed his brother in being appointed a gentleman of the privy chamber but there was to be no title for him yet.


In the pecking order of precedence Beauchamp (as we shall now know him) ranked above the barons, not only at court but also in Parliament where he soon made his first appearance. On 7 June, in readiness for the opening of Parliament, the court travelled from Greenwich to Whitehall. It was a magnificent spectacle as the long procession of barges made its way up the Thames. Along the river ships fired their guns and as the flotilla came close to the city it was met by two barges of musicians blowing trumpets and playing shawms and sackbutts. The barges passed by the Tower, where the walls were hung with streamers and banners, to the accompaniment of 400 guns fired in celebration to mark the triumphant arrival of a new queen. It was in stark contrast to the day, less than three weeks earlier, when the old queen had been beheaded. On through London Bridge the boats continued, the musicians still playing, until they reached the steps of Whitehall.


The following day Jane stood in the gatehouse at the palace to watch her husband and brother ride out with the other lords to the opening of Parliament. Preceding the king and bearing his cap of maintenance was the Duke of Richmond.15 This was possibly the last time the young man was seen in public for within seven weeks the king’s only son had died from a lung infection. Although Henry had not declared Richmond to be his heir there had always been the option to do so; with him gone the king’s need for Jane to give birth to a son was even greater.


Beauchamp’s status continued to rise. He was appointed Chancellor of North Wales and he purchased the office of Captain and Governor of Jersey from Lord Thomas Vaux for £150.16 This was a royal appointment but occasionally the king would allow such posts to be sold. For the English, Jersey was an important defensive position, close to the French coast, and a trading centre that could prove lucrative for the governor. Among Beauchamp’s predecessors in the post was his brother-in-law, Sir Anthony Ughtred, who had died in 1534. Beauchamp’s sister, Elizabeth, and Ughtred had lived at Mont Orgueil Castle in Jersey but Beauchamp chose to govern through a lieutenant. With his sister as queen he had no wish to be isolated in Jersey, away from the opportunities that the court offered. His new intimacy with the king created tensions between himself and some members of the court and being absent would have left the way clear for his enemies to talk against him. Rivalry was intense and there were always men who resented the success of others. In particular, Beauchamp had attracted the antipathy of Anne Boleyn’s relations, the Howards. After years of being the premier family at court while Anne was the royal favourite they now saw their place usurped by the Seymours.


Plans were made for Jane to be crowned queen. James Nedam, the king’s surveyor, arranged for work to be carried out during September ‘against the Coronation of Queen Jane Seymour’. The great hall and kitchens at Westminster Palace underwent alterations; railings were made to stop the people pressing forward as the procession moved along King’s Street between the palace and Westminster Abbey. Inside the abbey a raised walkway and platform were constructed so the watching people could more easily see the ceremony.17 Letters were ready to be delivered, informing the recipients that they would receive the Knighthood of the Bath in honour of the event. The coronation was planned for 29 October – the Sunday before All Hallows’ Day – but at the end of September it was postponed because of plague at Westminster where people at the abbey had been infected. Jane never was crowned queen. Any plans for a coronation the following year were overtaken when she became pregnant. However, the people were treated to another grand spectacle just before Christmas when the court moved from Westminster to spend the festive season at Greenwich. The Thames was frozen solid; no boats could sail so the royal party travelled on horseback through the city. People came out to watch as Henry and Jane, attended by a great company, passed along streets hung with ‘rich gold and arras’. Along the route stood abbots, priests and friars wearing copes of gold and holding crosses, candlesticks or censors to cense the king and queen as they rode by.18


Yet even as they stood there, the way of life of these churchmen was under threat. Henry’s struggle to divorce Catherine of Aragon and marry Anne Boleyn had set him on a path that would lead to the reformation of the Church in England. The Act in Restraint of Appeals in 1533 had allowed for the royal divorce to be settled in England rather than in the papal courts. The following year Henry had declared himself Supreme Head of the Church in England, removing himself and his subjects from the control of the pope. Further statutes increasingly brought the clergy under royal authority and gave the king power to reform Church doctrine. In 1536 the ‘Ten Articles’ maintained that only three sacraments – the Eucharist, baptism and penance – were necessary for salvation. The abolition of less important holy days had the effect of reducing the number of holidays the people could enjoy, and a move to diminish the value of images in worship was followed by the dissolution of the smaller monasteries. Although this was ostensibly because these communities were corrupt and their monks could provide much-needed members for the larger religious houses, the real reason was because the king needed money. The Church owned vast wealth in both land and valuable items of plate and jewels.


The monasteries were important centres of local life providing succour when necessary, employment and education. Their closure would be sure to affect the lives of local people. Some religious communities were spared with the help of patrons and by the outlay of cash. St Mary’s convent in Winchester secured reprieve by paying the king 500 marks and giving Beauchamp a manor to enlist his support in their cause.19 Over the next few years, however, Beauchamp’s sympathy for the monasteries would wane.


Many people believed these changes to their Church and religion threatened their lives and even their future in heaven. The Church was a major part of their world. The services, festivals and holy days dictated the daily and annual rhythm of their lives. Life was hard and people lived constantly under the shadow of death. The Church offered eventual salvation from all the troubles of life. As the king soon found out, many of his subjects were determined to protect their religion.


At some point during 1536 Beauchamp was among a group of seventeen peers summoned to Westminster to a ‘council’ meeting.20 No reason for this gathering is given in the records. However, it was an unusually large number of noblemen to be summoned and it is possible this was a ‘great council’, called because of a threat of rebellion. Historically, when medieval kings of England needed advice they had called together many of the peers of the realm as a great council. However, by the sixteenth century the monarch relied increasingly upon a small group of trusted advisers, only some of whom were nobles. In October 1536, as rebellion spread through the northern counties, the king may have felt it necessary to revert to a monarch’s traditional advisers and seek counsel from his noblemen. They were the men upon whom he depended to re-establish order throughout the kingdom.


In Lincolnshire, as the populace suffered from poor harvests, tax collection and the loss of the monasteries, the people and priests rebelled amid rumours that visiting commissioners would confiscate church plate. The commissioners were seized and riots spread throughout the county as the local gentry joined the revolt. However, with the king’s refusal to consider the rebel demands, his threat of extreme punishment and the approach of the royal army, within a few days the rebels were persuaded to beg for pardon and disband. But by then trouble had spread to Yorkshire. This Pilgrimage of Grace, as the rebels termed it, was a well-organised revolt led by a lawyer, Robert Aske, and involved over 30,000 men including members of the nobility. The rebels never sought open warfare. Their complaint was not directly against the king, to whom they professed undying loyalty, but against his policies – the recent measures of taxation, dissolution of the monasteries and the changes to the Church and their religion. The Dukes of Suffolk and Norfolk and the Marquis of Exeter, Henry Courtenay, were sent to settle the rising. However, their armies were heavily outnumbered and all the king could do was agree to negotiate on the rebels’ demands. The rebel forces dispersed with the promise of a pardon and expectations of their grievances being addressed. However, Henry waited and in early 1537 after minor riots broke out in the north he used these as an excuse to retaliate. Nearly 200 rebels, including some of the leaders, were executed.


During all this trouble Jane asked a favour of the king. The effect of her request upon Henry must have caused a sense of alarm in both her and Beauchamp and made them realise the fragility of her position. One day she went down on her knees before her husband and begged him to restore the abbeys. His response was reminiscent of the earlier warning he had given her regarding Princess Mary. She should not meddle in affairs of state, he said, and should remember the fate of her predecessor, ‘which was enough to frighten a woman who is not very secure’.21 Until Jane had produced the son that Henry craved, Beauchamp knew that his sister’s position – and his own – was tenuous.


So it must have been a great relief when, in early 1537, he learned that Jane was expecting a child. On 27 May a Te Deum was sung in St Paul’s Cathedral to celebrate the ‘quickening’ of the child – Jane had felt the future prince or princess move inside her. In the streets bonfires were lit and hogsheads of wine were provided for the people to join in the celebrations. Beauchamp and the rest of England prayed for a boy. As Charles Wriothesley, one of the heralds, recorded in his Chronicle: ‘I pray Jesus, and it be his will, send us a prince’.22 It was a time of concern and excitement for Beauchamp as well as his sister – concern that the pregnancy should have a happy conclusion and excitement at what the birth of this baby would mean for him. Earlier that year he had celebrated the birth of his second daughter, Jane, who had been baptised in the chapel at Chester Place in February. Such events were accompanied by a magnificent display of pomp and wealth and his status was now so high that it was rumoured the king had lent him the royal font for that occasion. The baby’s position as the queen’s niece was also reflected in the selection of prestigious godparents – Queen Jane, Princess Mary and the King’s right-hand man, Cromwell – and the choice of the name Jane.23


Beauchamp’s elation at his family’s progress at court had been heightened further by his own appointment on 22 May to the king’s council.24 He was to be one of the handful of men on whom Henry relied for advice and who were responsible for effecting his instructions for governing the country. This was Beauchamp’s most prestigious appointment so far and was undoubtedly due to his relationship to the king. Council appointments usually accompanied specific offices at court, but at that time Beauchamp held no official position.


The Seymour family had become people of consequence and any connection with them was highly sought. After her husband, Sir Anthony Ughtred, died in 1534 Beauchamp’s sister, Elizabeth, had returned to England from Jersey. She had little money and was reliant on her friends for accommodation. However, by 1537, her position as the queen’s sister made her a very desirable match, causing Sir Arthur Darcy, who lived in the north of the country and may have considered asking her to be his wife, to comment that ‘some southern lord shall make you forget the north’. That was, indeed, what happened. In March Elizabeth wrote to the king’s chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, asking for help. This may have prompted the proposal that she take Cromwell’s son, Gregory, as her second husband. At the beginning of August she and Gregory were married.25 It was a good match for both sides, allying Gregory and his father with the queen’s family and the future King of England while relating the Seymours to the king’s right-hand man.


On Sunday 16 September Jane took to her chambers at Hampton Court Palace to await the birth. As was the custom, she was closeted away from the world in a darkened room attended only by women. Beauchamp, like the king, could only wait in ignorance of what was taking place in the chamber, aware that the outcome could determine the future of his sister, himself and his family. If Jane and the child should die, as was all too common in the sixteenth century, his family’s hopes and his elevated status at court would be at risk.


After a long and difficult labour which lasted for two days and three nights, Jane gave birth to a son at 2 a.m. on Friday 12 October. Beauchamp was uncle to the next King of England and the future of the Tudor dynasty was secure. Jane’s position as Henry’s wife was assured and her brother could expect further honours from the king. Beauchamp’s elation at hearing the news was evident in the generous payment of 20s that he gave to Robert Moulsey, who brought him word of the birth.26 The baby prince was named Edward to celebrate his birth on the eve of the feast day of St Edward the Confessor, King of England five centuries earlier. Heralds were despatched and letters sent out announcing the birth of a son ‘conceived in lawful matrimony’ between the king and queen.27


England erupted in celebration. At 8 a.m. a Te Deum was sung in every parish church in London, all the bells were rung and fires were lit in the streets. Members of the king’s council, the French ambassador, judges, the Lord Mayor and aldermen and city craftsmen all joined in the celebrations at St Paul’s Cathedral to praise God ‘for joy of our prince’. A great fusillade of guns was fired from the Tower. In the evening, festivities began again. New fires were lit around which the people banqueted on fruit, drinking from the hogsheads of wine that had been set around the city for ‘poor people to drink as long as they listed’. There was a cacophony of sound as musicians played, two thousand shots were fired from the Tower and all the church bells rang out until 10 p.m.28


Three days later, on 15 October, the baby was baptised in the chapel at Hampton Court. It was an elaborate piece of court ceremonial. A great procession moved from the prince’s apartments along the gallery to the great watching chamber and great hall and down to the chapel. The route was lit by torches and at the door of the chapel a porch covered in cloth of gold had been constructed. Gentlemen, clerics and the choir led the way, two by two, followed by knights, councillors, ambassadors and nobles in ascending order of status. Beauchamp and his brother Thomas both took part in the ceremony but again it was Beauchamp who took the place of honour. Thomas was among the gentlemen supporting a canopy held aloft over the Marchioness of Exeter as she carried the young prince. Beauchamp carried the 4-year-old Lady Elizabeth (as the young princess was titled after her mother’s execution) who held the richly garnished chrysom. As was the custom, the king and queen did not attend the baptism. When the ceremony was finished and the congregation had enjoyed spices, wafers and wine the procession re-formed and made its way to the queen’s chamber where Jane was still recovering. Here the baby received the blessings of his parents.29 Henry VIII would never know that this son, for whom he had striven so hard, would not be the progenitor of a long Tudor dynasty or that this would be the last baptism of a Tudor baby.


The following Thursday, Beauchamp received his reward for his sister’s success when he was created Earl of Hertford in the presence chamber at Hampton Court. The award was accompanied by a grant of £20 per annum to help him live in a manner befitting an earl.30 In 1539, when he next took his seat in Parliament, Hertford was one of only fifteen earls, with just two dukes and one marquis holding more senior rank. He was among the premier nobles of England, a fact that may have rankled with his brother Thomas, who, on the day of Hertford’s creation, was made a knight by the king. Throughout their respective careers Hertford was to outrank his brother substantially in both title and position. Ultimately Thomas’s resentment of this would lead to his downfall and death. But that was in the future. For a short time everything was perfect for the Seymour family … until disaster struck.


The queen was still recovering from the birth when, on Tuesday 23 October, she had a ‘natural lax’; she seemed to improve, but that night she took a turn for the worse. The king had intended to ride to Esher on the Wednesday but delayed his journey due to the queen’s condition. The physicians hoped that if she slept through the following night she would be past danger but by 8 a.m. Jane’s confessor was with her to administer the last rites.31 For Hertford and his family it was a catastrophe. All their hopes for the future were dashed. If the king remarried they could be supplanted. Suddenly their privileged position was at risk.


Jane died late at night on 24 October, having been queen for less than seventeen months. However, she had achieved what neither of her predecessors had done – she had left a prince of England. Some people believed her death was caused by her attendants allowing her to take cold and to eat such ‘things that her fantasies in sickness called for’. In reality, the probable cause was septicaemia following either puerperal fever or a massive haemorrhage.32 The king had displayed no sadness at the loss of his previous wives but after Jane’s death he moved to Westminster where he ‘mourned and kept himself close and secret a great while’.33


Jane’s body went through elaborate preparation before her funeral. The wax chandler removed the entrails, which were interred in the chapel at Hampton Court, and treated the body ‘with searing, balming, spicing and trammeling in cloth’ before it was sealed in a lead chest encased in a wooden coffin. For five days a watch was kept around the coffin as it lay beneath a hearse in the presence chamber. On 31 October, accompanied by a long procession, it was carried through the great watching chamber and galleries, all hung with black cloth, to the chapel where it was laid beneath another hearse. The hearse, a large wooden frame, was adorned with wax candles, and banners and pennants declaring Jane’s rank as queen. Here, each day, masses were said and at night priests and gentlemen ushers kept watch by the coffin before being replaced by the queen’s ladies early each morning.


On Monday 12 November Jane’s body was carried to the chapel at Windsor Castle on a chariot draped with black velvet and drawn by six horses, accompanied by a long procession of heralds, noblemen, gentlemen, ladies, clerics and servants. On the coffin lay an effigy of Jane ‘richly apparelled like a queen’ with a gold crown. In her right hand was placed a gold sceptre, on her fingers were rings set with precious stones and upon her feet were shoes of cloth of gold. That night the mourners stayed at Windsor and the following morning Jane was buried in St George’s Chapel. As was traditional, the king did not attend the funeral; the chief mourner was his daughter, Mary, and although Hertford was summoned to Hampton Court to join the cortege neither he nor his brother played any part in the ceremony. After the funeral, as everyone moved to the castle for a sumptuous banquet, in London a bell was tolled in every parish church for six hours starting at noon.34


Jane was dead but she had served her purpose. Henry VIII had a son and heir. In the future he would exchange marriage vows with three more wives but at his death it was Jane beside whom he chose to spend eternity.
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The Quiet Years


With Jane gone, Hertford’s position at court changed. His meteoric rise came to an abrupt halt and he received no further honours or rewards on account of his late sister’s position. He remained a prominent figure but from now on advancement would come through his own merit. For the next five years, with no opportunities to prove his worth, his progress at court slowed. Following his sister’s death he was described by one correspondent as ‘young and wise, of small power’ but he was still considered to be a man of influence and some people went to great lengths to maintain a friendship with him.1 Viscount Lisle was deputy governor of Calais, an important appointment but one that placed the holder far from court and the prospect of advancement. It was useful to have contacts at court from whom help could be sought and, in spite of their earlier disagreements over land, Lisle’s wife was desperate to maintain a good relationship with Hertford. On one occasion Lady Lisle had sent him a gift of a caged bird from Calais but before the bird could be delivered it was killed by a cat. Hertford apparently took the loss ‘right grievously’ whereupon Lady Lisle sent her own bird although she ‘would not do the same for any lord in England, except the King’. However, the amity between the two families was not shared by Lisle’s steward, John Husee. He mistakenly believed that Hertford might be made governor of Calais and informed his master that he would never wish to see Lisle serving as deputy to Hertford. Lady Lisle’s daughter, Katherine Bassett, also preferred to keep her distance from the Hertfords, refusing the offer that her mother had sought for her to serve in their household.2


Importantly, Hertford was favoured by the people who really mattered and he remained high in royal esteem. In 1538 Husee reported to Lisle that Hertford had accompanied the king during the presentation of New Year gifts in the presence chamber. That year, for the first time, the courtiers also presented gifts to Prince Edward and Hertford gave his new nephew a piece of gilt plate. His wife, too, joined in the traditional exchange of gifts and one year she gave the king a shirt that cost 100s.3 This enormous sum suggests that the shirt was intricately embroidered, perhaps in ‘black-work’ or even in gold thread. The king reciprocated, sending New Year gifts in return.


In the March 1538 the king and Cromwell stood as godfathers at the baptism of Hertford and Anne’s first son, Henry. They each gave a cup as a gift for the baby, and Cromwell paid 30s as the customary reward to the midwife and nurse. The child died during infancy, however, and it was the earl’s second son, Edward, who later became his heir. Edward was baptised at Beauchamp Place in London, with the dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk as his godfathers.4
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