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The poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that once, on this earth, once, on this familiar spot of ground, walked other men and women, as actual as we are today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but now all gone, one generation vanishing into another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like ghosts at cockcrow.


G. M. TREVELYAN, An Autobiography and Other Essays (1949)

















Introduction


Zaragoza, the Cathedral. 11 June 1531





Salvador Felipe stood at the doors of the great cathedral in Zaragoza and began to read aloud. It was mid-June, 1531, and the infernal summer heat that replaces the biting winter winds of Spain’s central Ebro Plain must have been settling in. The cathedral had been packed for Sunday morning mass and Felipe should have had a good crowd when he raised his voice to name the king of England, Henry VIII. The English king, Felipe announced, was being summoned before a tribunal in the city. If he wanted to hear what others were saying about him, then Henry must appear at the cathedral cloisters on the following Wednesday. If the king did not wish to come himself, he could send a legal representative.


The summons was extraordinary. Monarchs were not the kind of people to be dragged against their will before the ecclesiastical courts. Even this far away, though, many people would have known that England’s king was proving to be anything but ordinary. His name was already well known to people here in the capital city of the kingdom of Aragon. He was, after all, married to the woman who introduced the kingdom’s name into English history – Catherine of Aragon. She had left her native land long ago, but people had not forgotten she was the daughter of two great Spanish monarchs – Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabel of Castile.


Catherine was now at the centre of one of the greatest scandals being gossiped about across Europe. Henry no longer wanted his wife of twenty-two years. He wanted, instead, a clever and ambitious young Englishwoman called Anne Boleyn. Henry was doing all he could to get rid of Catherine, but his wife was proving a formidable opponent. Catherine had dug in her heels. She was fighting for her marital rights with intelligence and, above all, rock-like obstinacy.


This was why Miguel Jiménez de Embum, abbot of the powerful Cistercian abbey at Veruela, fifty miles away at the foot of the imposing Mount Moncayo, had called the tribunal. He was acting at the request of Paulo di Capisuchi – dean of the Vatican appeal court of the Rota – and, so, ultimately, of the pope. His task was to gather evidence for and give his opinion on what in England was already known as ‘the great matter’. This was not a divorce, as it is understood today, though many people used that word to describe it. It was, rather, an attempt to have the pope declare Catherine’s marriage illegitimate from the very beginning. Henry’s determination to wriggle out of a marriage that was as much about European politics as anything else was felt keenly by some proud Spaniards. She had, after all, been a model wife and queen consort. Her husband had even left his kingdom in her hands while he fought in France. As queen regent in his absence, she had inflicted an historic defeat on his Scottish enemies.


Few people would have felt more deeply for Catherine than those listening to Felipe, who was the tribunal’s herald, in Zaragoza. The cathedral’s handsomely decorated walls, with their blue, turquoise and green ceramic tiling inlaid into elaborate patterns of mudéjar brickwork, were proof of the city’s wealth and importance. Zaragoza sat on the bank of the broad, fast-running River Ebro and at the heart of the kingdom once ruled by her father. Catherine was of the most illustrious Spanish stock. Her mother, the mighty and pious Queen Isabel, had been ruler in her own right of the even greater kingdom of Castile. Her parents had conquered the last remnants of Moorish Spain and brought their kingdoms together to form a new and powerful country. Ferdinand and Isabel having died, this was now ruled by Catherine’s nephew Charles, the grandly titled Holy Roman Emperor whose lands stretched across swathes of Europe. With this pedigree, Catherine was not a woman who could be cast aside lightly. Nor was she the kind to allow herself to be unceremoniously dumped onto the matrimonial rubbish heap. Her tenacious defence had already seen the case moved from a court in England to the Rota. She had, in fact, kept Henry from getting his ‘divorce’ for the past four years.


Salvador Felipe read out the citation in Latin. Then he read a translation in Spanish. He pinned the precious original document to the cathedral’s door. After an hour, he took it down, replaced it with a copy and left. With this, the legal formalities were done. If the English king did not appear – and it was, in any case, impossible for him to do so at three days’ notice – they would start without him. The evidence, inevitably, would be centred on the queen’s sex life as a young bride. This was key to the whole question.


Zaragoza was not the only place where hearings into Catherine’s marriage were being held. One had already, most famously and dramatically, been called at Blackfriars in London two years earlier. The English witnesses there backed their king against Catherine. They claimed she could not have remained a virgin during her previous, five-month marriage to Henry’s elder brother Arthur – who left her a widow at just sixteen. The fact that his wife had slept with his brother was enough, by Henry’s reckoning, to prove their own marriage unlawful in God’s eyes. It was true that the pope had given written permission for them to wed. But the pope had been wrong. The Bible, Henry insisted, told him as much. It also left him free, or so he claimed, to marry again. His bride-to-be, Anne Boleyn, was waiting impatiently for her wedding day.


Something entirely different, however, was said in Zaragoza. The witnesses there included people who had travelled with the fifteen-year-old Catherine three decades earlier on her terrifying sea journey from northern Spain to Plymouth to join her future family. Their full testimony, transcribed into Latin and buried in a yellowing, parchment-covered manuscript that sat in the monastery’s archive for centuries, has either been unavailable or largely ignored until now. The hundred-page original – or at least the copy held by the monastery – was moved to Madrid in the nineteenth century. It has sat in the archive of the Real Academia de la Historia ever since. It appears to be the only surviving record of what the witnesses for Catherine, who were heard in several other places, said during the ‘divorce’ proceedings.


The voices in the manuscript tell a different story from that narrated by the English witnesses. In their version of events, Catherine’s first wedding night was a disaster. The robust young Arthur painted by the English as swaggering out of her bedroom in the morning, flushed with adolescent pride, is transformed into a sickly, traumatised fifteen-year-old. The Spaniards saw a young man overwhelmed by his failure to fulfil the mighty marital, sexual and dynastic obligations present in that big, formal, wedding-night bed.


It is, of course, possible that these Spaniards lied, or dressed up the truth, to protect their beloved princess. It is also possible that they did not. Either way, they were no more or less likely to be lying than the witnesses in England. That makes their testimony as valid as that of those who claimed to have met an ebullient Arthur demanding beer to quench the thirst of a night of hard love-making. Their words add, if not a definitive tilt, then some extra grains of sand to one side of the moral balance on which Catherine is habitually weighed. That balance measures whether she was the pious victim of a cruel, selfish husband or a consummate liar hiding behind an apparently saintly exterior. Judgements of her have swung backwards and forwards from one extreme to the other over the centuries – and still divide people today. A woman whose life and decisions were crucial to the murderous religious upheavals and revolutionary changes that swept through sixteenth-century England leaves few people indifferent.


The Spanish witnesses also add details to some other events in Catherine’s life. Their voices have been included in this author’s attempt to approach Catherine, at least initially, via her native Spain and her Spanish family rather than through her Tudor in-laws.


Catherine can, of course, be measured on many more scales than just that which deems her either truthful or deceiving. The most important traits of her character have, in fact, little to do with honesty or falsehood. What really matters about her is the strength of that character. A protected childhood amid a family of intense, self-demanding Spanish women does much to explain where this came from. Catherine grew up to become a woman of deep, even exaggerated, intensity. The complex and unhappy early English years, with their constant illnesses, eating problems and stern written instructions from the pope to avoid the self-harm of excessive fasting, give the first few clues to that nature. These were the reactions of a young, perfectionist woman who found herself lonely, lost and unloved in a foreign land.


That same intensity and perfectionism explain, too, both her success and popularity as a queen consort and her final embrace of potential martyrdom. Exactly how close Catherine got to execution and (in her terms) martyrdom, we cannot be sure. She was not alone in believing that a violent end awaited her and, of course, Henry showed few qualms about beheading later wives. What is abundantly clear, however, is that she was ready – even happy – to die for her own cause. That, by the measure of her time, is an example of extreme passion. For, in her day, passion was a matter of love, faith, suffering and, above all, of religious conviction. A woman of Catherine’s convictions and education would have learned that the greatest example of unfettered love was that suffered by Jesus Christ before and during his own martyrdom. Christ’s ‘passion’, indeed, was something she would have dwelt on during her own hours of devotion. To someone like Catherine, then, there was nothing more passionate or virtuous than dying for one’s faith – even though, in the sixteenth century, most Christian martyrs belonged to a dark and distant past. Catherine also had the mettle that would have allowed her to take her peaceful defiance all the way to the executioner’s block. Such people are, at most times in history, a rarity.


For this writer, who is not a Roman Catholic, it is Catherine’s intensity of character that sets her apart. It makes her much more than a passive victim caught in the tumultuous river of history. Catherine of Aragon, in short, made her choices. She was fully aware of the extreme consequences these could bring both for her and for England. Her strength lay as much in what she did as in the knowledge of what may have happened as a result. Henry VIII, indeed, never met a tougher opponent on, or off, the battlefield.


Catherine’s importance to English (and European) history is beyond doubt. It is not just that she lasted as long as Henry’s five other wives put together. Her husband’s reign introduced four remarkable women to England’s story: Catherine of Aragon and her daughter ‘Bloody’ Queen Mary; and Anne Boleyn with her daughter, ‘Good’ Queen Elizabeth. ‘From this contest, between two mothers and their daughters, was born the religious passion and violence that inflamed England for centuries,’ says the historian David Starkey. Reformation, revolution and Tudor history would all have been vastly different without Catherine of Aragon. Without her, England might be a very different place today. As a shy Spanish teenage bride, awaiting her boyish groom in a large English ‘bed of state’ in 1501 – thirty years before the tribunal met in Zaragoza – Catherine could not have been aware of any of this. That moment, however, is where this story starts.


Giles Tremlett, Zaragoza, 20 September 2009

















1 Bed


London, the Bishop’s Palace. 14 November 1501





The Spanish girl with the long, light auburn hair lay in bed waiting. It had been an exhausting day. She had been on show, watched by thousands of pairs of foreign eyes, since she first stepped out of the Bishop’s Palace and into the cold, early winter morning air of London. She had done what was bid, maintaining her composure during the interminable hours of wedding ceremony and mass. She, the bride, had walked elegantly across the raised walkways and stages in the cathedral, turning from one side to the other to show herself to the sea of staring faces below. Onlookers had gawked down from windows and rood-lofts to get a view of her in her white silk Spanish dress with its strange, hooped skirt. Cheering crowds had gathered on the streets and, inside, the tumult had been such that some found it hard to follow what was happening. Her new in-laws were delighted.


Her day, however, was by no means over. The bedroom at the Bishop’s Palace bustled with activity. It had been busy, already, for the best part of two hours. A Spanish countess and an English duchess had, previously, fussed together over the making of the bed. An English earl had come to make sure they had done the job properly. He had even tested it out himself, trying out one side then the other to make sure it was comfortable enough and properly made. This, after all, was no ordinary bed. It was, as one chronicler of this most publicised of events put it, a ‘bedde of estate’.


Watched by the assembled company of women, the girl stepped into the bed. There was no privacy. Her helpers made sure that she was ‘reverently laid and reposed’. And, so reposed, she awaited the pale, thin-lipped and auburn-haired fifteen-year-old she had just married.


The young man with whom she had spent much of the day, but who she had barely ever spoken to, then entered the room. A train of ebullient friends, flunkies and officials entered with him. She could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she had seen this serious, gentle-eyed youth before. His name, however, had been part of her life for as long as she could remember. He was ‘Arturo’, Arthur, a prince from the land that had given the world the exotic legends of Camelot. He was also, as eldest son of Henry VII, heir to the English throne. One day, it was assumed, she would be his queen.


Those with Arthur had spent the best part of the afternoon drinking, dancing and seeing to their own ‘pleasure’ and ‘myrthe’. It is safe to assume that the young man had drunk his share of wine and ale as well. Arthur’s younger brother – an energetic, excitable, robust and ruddy-cheeked ten-year-old prince called Henry – was probably deemed too young for this later stage of the proceedings. Young Henry had been the one who, earlier, had taken her hand and led her out of old St Paul’s Cathedral along the raised platform above the ‘tumult and multitude’ of people packed inside. One of the company recalled that they found Catherine lying under the coverlet ‘as the manner is of queens in that behalf’ – whatever he meant by, or knew about, that. Then, with a gaggle of people still watching, Arthur climbed in beside her. The book of royal etiquette stipulated, admittedly for the slightly different circumstances of the marriage of an English princess, that the groom should be ‘in his shirte, with a gowne cast about him’.


The couple would have rested their heads on a special sheet covering the pillows. Layers of straw, canvas, a feather mattress (all suitably rolled on and beaten to get rid of bumps) and tightly stretched sheets lay beneath them. More sheets, blankets, rugs and, perhaps, a coverlet of ermine were above. The bed itself should have been a tester bed, with its posts supporting a full or half canopy above their heads. There may also have been curtains.


Beside the girl’s bed the bishops and prelates were reciting in Latin. This, at least, was a language she could understand. Much of the rest of the day’s comings and goings outside the cathedral had been conducted in English – a language she was only just getting used to hearing. Most of the chatter in her chamber now would also have been in English – though a few would have known to address her in Latin or in French, a language which she could just about use herself. Few, excepting her own retainers, would have spoken the familiar Spanish of her home.


There must have been something comforting about the bishops’ incantations. For the girl knew about prayer. Priests, as both tutors and confessors, were the men she had come to know best in her fifteen years. Now they were praying for her to remain safe, in this bed, from the demons of the dark, English night. The missal indicated the words they should use. ‘Custodi famulos tuos in hoc lecto quiescentes ab omnibus phantasmaticis daemonum illusionibus: custodi eos vigilantes ut in praeceptis tuis meditentur dormientes, et te per soporem sentiant: ut hic et ubique defensionis tuae muniantur auxilio,’ they would have intoned. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – familiar Old Testament spiritual war-horses – were called on to add their power to the blessing.


The bishops’ presence here, sprinkling holy water on the princely bed, meant that the most important part of the day was due to begin. The young couple’s duty, the priests were expected to remind them, was ‘crescant et multiplicentur in longitudine dierum’ – to ‘grow and multiply throughout the length of your days’. Soon the bishops withdrew. Fortified by a goodbye swig of wine and spiced sweetmeat, the noisy young men, the court functionaries, the bossy governess and all the rest left the newlyweds alone.


Catalina, still getting used to hearing the sharp consonants of her name softened to the English word ‘Catherine’, was one month off her sixteenth birthday. She was, or certainly should have been, a virgin. That, anyway, was what the ambassadors sent by her parents, Isabel and Ferdinand, the powerful Reyes Católicos – the ‘Catholic Monarchs’ – of Spain, had proclaimed to her father-in-law and his court just twenty-four hours earlier. Her husband, Arthur, prince of Wales and heir to the throne of England, may have been younger, but his fourteenth birthday was already thirteen months behind him. Catherine herself had been of a marriageable and (by presumption, at least) sexually mature age for even longer. The wedding treaty had stipulated a marriage after Arthur’s fourteenth birthday. By the mores of their time, then, they were old enough for what should have happened next. Had not her father-in-law, King Henry, been conceived when his own mother, Margaret Beaufort, was still just a twelve-year-old girl?


This was, in fact, what it had all always been about. There had been years – most of her young lifetime – of waiting. Months of journeying across the mountains, valleys and sierras of her homeland had been followed by two attempts to get across the storm-battered sea to England. Weeks were spent processing through a strange, dark and damp land. Finally, with a display of pageantry never before seen in London, she had got married. All that had a single purpose. Her task was to join her native Spain to her newly adopted England. She was to do that by bearing children – preferably male – who would carry not just the blood of the Tudors but also that of the royal houses of Castile and Aragon. That task was meant to start in her very public wedding bed in the Bishop’s Palace, just as soon as the onlookers had disappeared.


Did they or did they not set about the business of ‘multiplying’ that night? Did lust, hope or simple duty bring their young bodies – and, perhaps, their spirits – together? Or was it all too much for a pair of exhausted, inexperienced, overwrought or over-excited teenagers? Did they even know exactly how to perform what was expected of them? Only Catherine and her slight, serious-looking young husband ever knew what happened next. Did she find him to be of ‘good and sanguine complexion’, as one of his friends remembered him that night? Or was he, underneath the gown and shirt, as startlingly ‘weak’ and ‘thin’ as one Spaniard who travelled with Catherine later described him? At the hearing years later in Zaragoza, Spanish witnesses who served Catherine in England were firm about his impotence. Arthur sneaked out of her room early, ‘surprising everyone’, with Catherine later pointing to a young boy in her service and muttering to her ladies that ‘I wish my husband the prince was as strong as that lad because I fear he will never be able to have [sexual] relations with me.’


How, indeed, did they communicate their desires? Latin, learned from primers and practised with tutors and priests, was the only language they really had in common. How did that Latin sound, now, in the intimacy of a shared bed?


Even Doña Elvira, the bossy and troublesome lady mistress who Catherine had brought with her, seems not to have snooped on them – though she would later claim to know exactly what did, or did not, happen that night. Perhaps Elvira, who acted as governess and iron-fisted ruler of her household, was the source of later Spanish claims that there had been no virgin’s blood left staining the sheets.




*





The question of what took place here on top of straw, canvas and feathers would become, a quarter of a century later, a battle-ground around which changes of epic proportions occurred. For the boy died before he could become king, leaving Catherine of Aragon a childless, sixteen-year-old widow. She went on to become the first wife of his young brother, Henry VIII. Much later, Henry would ask the pope for permission to abandon her because of her sexual encounters with his brother. His chances of obtaining a successful annulment, then, hung on the idea that something had actually happened in that wedding bed.


Sex, royalty, power and European politics all met on the nuptial mattress. The essential ingredients of what her twenty-first-century countrymen would come to call a culebrón, a soap opera, were all here. Gossips and intellectuals from Bristol to Bologna all had their views on whether the girl and the boy had fulfilled what was meant to be their destiny and whether she had sinned by marrying her husband’s brother. It was only then, as the supposed details of her sex life were aired in open court in London and Zaragoza, that Catherine gave her own version of that night. She insisted that nothing at all had happened. Catherine, who tried so insistently to be perfect, had failed in her marital duties. Her Spanish family, amongst others, had hoped for more.

















2 Queen


Toros de Guisando. 19 September 1468





The four bulls of Guisando were lined up on an exposed esplanade where the foothills of the Gredos mountains fall south towards the vast plain of central Spain, the meseta. Huge granite beasts with long backs, they stood in obstinate, stony silence, as they had done for centuries. If the four Toros de Guisando, a first sculptural suggestion of the long and complex relationship of Catherine of Aragon’s homeland with the ox and the bull, remain a mystery today, then they must have seemed supernaturally strange in the year 1468.


The potency of this image brought two groups of riders to this spot on a cool, clear September morning seventeen years before Catherine’s birth. They had come, after all, to make peace. The bulls were to be silent notaries to an agreement, hammered out in advance, settling the future of Castile. A kingdom long racked by bloody internal squabbles was making yet another attempt at putting out the fires of civil war. The setting had been chosen carefully. Even in the late fifteenth century, politics and presentation went hand in hand.


The king arrived, as kings do, with as much pomp as could be summoned up in open countryside beside a small brook several miles from the nearest town or village. There were fanfares of trumpets as Enrique IV of Castile led a small army of some thirteen hundred men to the site where the stone bulls stood. Enrique was a striking man. Tall, blonde and well-built, he had broken his nose as child. The accident left him with an adult face that made him look, depending on who you listened to, like either a terrifying lion or a foolish monkey.





His rival was somewhat more low-key. She was, exceptionally, a woman. This was not a time when queens regnant, or those who aspired to the position, were either plentiful or particularly welcome in Europe. This unusually fair-haired and pale-skinned Spanish woman ‘with eyes between green and blue’ rode not a horse, but a mule. The animal, in turn, was led by a priest. There was, however, no attempt at humility here. The woman riding the handsomely and expensively harnessed mule was a king’s daughter, Isabel de Trastámara. She was seventeen years and four months old and fast becoming wise beyond her age. She was both half-sister to Enrique and challenger for his crown. A train of some two hundred horsemen followed her. The man holding the mule’s reins was Archbishop Carrillo of Toledo, primate of Spain – a formidable warrior priest and one of the wealthiest and most powerful political players in the land. He was also Isabel’s chief ally. The records do not say whether he was wearing the same scarlet cloak with a white cross that he was said to wear over his armour when leading his men into battle. The evening before, late into the night, he had tried to change the princess’s mind about making peace. That morning, after celebrating mass, Isabel had handed him a written pledge that she would make sure her brother and the strongmen who controlled him did not punish Carrillo for his loyalty to her. He, and his lands, would remain safe.


Isabel had chosen peace. The conditions were by no means all favourable to her, but they were worth it for the one major concession they included. She was to be proclaimed her half-brother’s heir – the future queen of Castile. ‘If I do have this right, give me the brains and energy to, with the help of Your arm, pursue and achieve it and bring peace to this kingdom,’ she said, before setting out. The ‘arm’ she referred to was not the very worldly and occasionally sword-wielding arm of the archbishop but that of the entity who ultimately judged and decided everything in her world – God.





Isabel had become Enrique’s challenger by chance. Her father, the weak and malleable Juan II, placed her well down the order of succession on his death in 1454. Above her were not just Enrique and her full brother Alfonso, but also the future children of both. Castile’s violent nobility, headed by the Grandes or Grandees, had long played a terrible game with their monarchs in which it was those behind the throne who mattered as much, if not more, than whoever was sitting on it. Enrique was, in any case, one more in a line of monarchs who had long proved ineffectual. His nickname, ‘The Impotent’, was garnered from what appeared to be a complete inability to consummate his marriages – and the resulting cuckoldry to which he was submitted by his second wife, Queen Juana. The nickname could just as well, however, have referred to his inability to control his kingdom.


In one of the least dignified moments of his reign, an effigy of the king dressed in mourning had been placed on a mock throne on scaffolding erected outside the imposing, crenellated walls of Avila. There, on a summer’s day in 1465, a group of the country’s most powerful men – including the archbishop of Toledo – ritually humiliated the effigy in front of a crowd of jeering onlookers. A toy crown was torn off his head. The sceptre and sword were wrenched from his hands. The marshal of Castile, Diego López de Estúñiga, then knocked the dummy to the ground, hurling foul-mouthed abuse at it. The heavy-booted nobles had then set about this king substitute, kicking him and stamping on his limp body to angry cries of ‘¡A tierra, puto!’, ‘Down on the ground, you bastard!’ They did not like this king. So they invented one of their own. Their pretender was Enrique’s half-brother Alfonso – aged just eleven years old.


Amongst the many rumours circulated about Enrique (often by those chroniclers who Isabel paid to make sure her version of history was the one that survived) was that he was homosexual. That may have been what the chronicler Galíndez de Carvajal meant when he slyly reported that: ‘[The king] had around him men who followed his customs.’ Medieval Spain was not, in this respect, a sexually tolerant place. True or false, the rumours did not help his standing as monarch. They might, however, have been overlooked had he shown himself a stronger ruler or managed that other essential job of medieval monarchs, the siring of a male heir. Women certainly formed part of his sexual universe. He had a formal mistress at court and boasted, perhaps too much, of his use of prostitutes. He only seemed capable of proper sexual excitement, however, in certain limited – and, possibly, fetishistic – circumstances. Whatever it was that satisfied him sexually, it was not his wives. When he and his first wife, Blanca de Navarra, were divorced after thirteen years of cohabitation, Enrique admitted they had never consummated the union. This, he suggested, was the result of bewitchment. His physicians certainly managed to provoke, by their own physical manipulation, a successful royal orgasm. The result was deemed disappointingly ‘watery and sterile’. His other problem, according to a near contemporary, was that his penis was thin at the base but bulbous at the tip, making it difficult to maintain upright. Clumsy attempts at artificial insemination, which involved the queen using a thin golden tube to introduce the semen, failed.


Not surprisingly, Queen Juana’s pregnancies were widely assumed to have nothing to do with Enrique. His daughter Juana, for example, was known as ‘La Beltraneja’ after her supposed father – the king’s best friend, Don Beltrán de la Cueva. This had been the excuse used to mount the challenge against him in Alfonso’s name. The heir to the crown was not of royal blood, the rebellious nobles argued, and the monarchy was in danger. Civil war ensued. Fifteen-year-old Isabel, forced to decide between her brothers, had chosen Alfonso. From the age of ten onwards, she had been obliged to live at Enrique’s court. She and her brother Alfonso were, Isabel later said, ‘forcibly and inhumanely wrenched from the arms’ of her Portuguese mother ‘when we were just children’.


It had not been so much Enrique that she disliked, but his wife. Her sister-in-law Juana was remembered by Isabel in later life as a wicked stepmother figure who destroyed her childhood happiness. Juana’s jealous rages were infamous. A chronicler of the time recalled a particularly nasty attack on Enrique’s mistress, Doña Guiomar, with a heavy, wooden-soled platform shoe, or chapín. ‘When she saw her [the queen] swore with vile words and, grabbing her by the hair, hit her many times on the head and shoulders with a chapín,’ he wrote.


The plague was sweeping through Castile. Isabel and Alfonso had spent a few months happily reunited with their mother in Arévalo. They had even had time to celebrate Alfonso’s birthday with momos, mummery, in which a happy Isabel played the role of a classical muse. Alfonso may have been trying to escape the plague when he suddenly fell ill in Cardeñosa, north of Avila, in July 1468. He died quickly, provoking rumours that he had been poisoned. Alfonso left no children. Isabel, as a result, found herself immediately hailed as his successor and as Enrique’s challenger.


The mantle of monarch-to-be may have been thrust upon her, but it fitted Isabel remarkably well. By refusing Carrillo’s entreaties not to do a deal with Enrique at Guisando, she was already showing a streak of independence from the self-seeking nobles and bishops who backed her. Obstinate conviction, a family trait that would be passed on to her daughter Catherine of Aragon, was already showing through. If the rebellious nobles thought she would be easy to control and manipulate, they were wrong.


The peace she was about to agree with Enrique contained several elements. He would remain king. She would be his ‘first legitimate heir’, displacing the six-year-old Juana la Beltraneja. The queen had ‘used herself uncleanly for the past year’ and would be packed off to Portugal. In fact, she was already several months pregnant by a new lover, Don Pedro de Castilla. This last humiliation – for, while kings were free to have mistresses, their wives were bound to be faithful – may have helped spur Enrique to reach a deal with his half-sister. Their agreement also supposed that the crucial decision about who Isabel should marry would be made jointly. In the meantime, Isabel would take the title, and rich estates, of princess of Asturias – a title equivalent in importance to the English monarchy’s prince of Wales.


The meeting by the Guisando bulls was carefully stagemanaged. Each side followed the script hammered out on previous days between their negotiators. First Antonio de Veneris, the papal legate, wiped the historical sheet clean by declaring all previous vows of allegiance to be invalid. Then Isabel and her followers declared their recognition of Enrique. She stooped to kiss her brother’s ring, but he lifted her up and – in a piece of gallantry almost certainly written into the script – hugged her instead. An embittered Carrillo was allowed to be the last to declare his allegiance to the man against whom he had rebelled. Brother and sister trotted off together. The civil war was over – for the time being, at least.


Both sides later broke key parts of the agreement. Enrique did not even try to get the Cortes, Castile’s parliament of nobles, clerics and city representatives, to ratify Isabel’s status as heiress to the crown – despite his promise to do so. Isabel, in turn, ignored Enrique’s right of veto over her marriage partner. She followed her ‘free will’ by secretly choosing her own husband, Ferdinand, heir to the crown of neighbouring Aragon. It was from him that their youngest daughter, Catherine of Aragon, would gain the second part of the name by which she went down in history. Enrique later backtracked completely, reaffirming Juana la Beltraneja’s legitimacy and position as heiress. The troublesome, violent nobles, meanwhile, continued to foment chaos and jostle for position. None of this would change the outcome of events. For, when Enrique died six years later, it was the deal struck at Guisando that won through. The meeting before the bulls changed the destiny of Spain. It would, through the chain of events it helped unfold, also shape the destinies of Isabel and Ferdinand and, of course, of their daughter.


Catherine’s parents married under precarious circumstances. Isabel had to flee the town of Ocaña, where she had been held as a virtual prisoner while Enrique tried to fix a marriage to some distant, non-threatening prince. England’s Richard III was on his list of candidates. As she fled from Enrique’s men, Ferdinand rode incognito from his father’s kingdom in Aragon across the potentially dangerous open plains of Castile. The young couple who were so desperate to marry had never even set eyes upon one another before.


Both, however, knew the political value of marriage. Both knew, too, that their respective futures as monarchs of two nations covering most of the Iberian peninsula would be immensely bolstered by a partnership sealed with wedding vows. They met at Valladolid in October 1469. The only image Isabel had ever seen of Ferdinand was a roughly engraved medallion. It showed a young, bearded face and little more. Reports that Isabel identified him from her window amongst a group of eight approaching riders and gleefully shouted: ‘That is he! That is he!’ are too far-fetched to believe. Like many apocryphal stories, however, they hide an inner truth. For Isabel was to declare in her dying days that marrying the wayward and scheming Ferdinand – who Machiavelli admired – was the best thing she had ever done.


They were married on 19 October 1469 in a chapel at the palace of a local dignitary, Juan de Vivero. That same night the marriage was consummated. This time there were no doubts. Isabel and Ferdinand’s first sexual intercourse was performed with a crowd of people waiting anxiously by their door. The sheets from the wedding bed, stained with a virgin’s blood, were carried into the packed chamber next door and, to the sound of trumpets and drums, displayed for all to see.


When Enrique the Impotent died five years later, few mourned. His had been, by many measures, a miserable life. Even on his deathbed he was reportedly bullied by people asking him to reaffirm the name of his real heir. His emaciated body was unceremoniously carted off on wooden planks.


Isabel wore the black of mourning to the funeral mass that she presided over at San Martín’s church in Segovia. When she stepped into the square outside, however, she removed her gown to reveal a brightly coloured and richly decorated costume. ‘The queen suddenly appeared in a very rich outfit and adorned in resplendent jewels of gold and precious stone that enhanced her singular beauty,’ the chronicler Alfonso de Palencia recalled.


This was an act not just of theatre, but of political intent. For the costume was, quite obviously to those who saw it, that of a queen. Isabel was in a hurry. A stage had been erected in the square outside the church. Trumpets sounded and drums rolled. There and then, in front of her own supporters, she had herself proclaimed Queen of Castile. There were rivals to see off – not least her own beloved husband, who was away in Aragon.


He was disturbed to hear that she had processed through the town preceded by her maestresala, Gutierre Cárdenas, ‘holding a bared sword in his right hand, gripping it by the tip with the handle up – in the Spanish fashion – so that all, including those furthest away, could see that the person coming towards them was she who could punish the guilty with royal authority’. It was a gesture of power, backed by an overt threat of violence, that no one could remember a Spanish woman ever using before. Some in the crowd muttered their concern at the sight of it. Ferdinand also worried that it was unfitting for a woman. ‘Tell me if, in the past, there has ever been an example of a queen who has had this symbol – a threat of punishment to her vassals – borne before her?’ he asked Palencia and others who were with him when he was told about his wife’s audacity. ‘I have never heard of a queen who usurped this masculine attribute.’


The woman who has a good claim to be the most important monarch in Spanish history started her reign with characteristically bold gestures. The youngest of Isabel’s four daughters, the as yet unborn Catherine of Aragon, would be described by a contemporary as ‘the one who most resembled her mother’.

















3 Birth


Alcalá de Henares. 15 or 16 December 1485





The town of Alcalá de Henares, set on a dusty, unprotected plain to the east of Madrid, is a place of extremes. In the summer it is baked dry by the unforgiving Castilian sun. In winter it freezes. A pale sun shines weakly from a clear pastel sky, losing its battle against the harsh, obstinate chill. The slightest breeze pierces all but the best-wrapped bodies.


The winter of 1485, the year of Catherine of Aragon’s birth, was not just cold but unusually rainy. That may have made it slightly warmer than usual but the damp would have helped the cold settle into the bones. Alcalá, with its thick red brick and pale stone walls and its solid defensive towers, was a safe place for Isabel. It was close to the centre of her kingdom. This still needed the constant attention of a queen who had slowly strengthened her power over its previously unruly nobility. It was also a good place to give birth.


It had been an exhausting year. Isabel and Ferdinand had started it in Seville, comfortably installed in the Royal Alcazares – the Moorish palace complex enlarged a hundred years earlier by one of Isabel’s predecessors, Pedro the Cruel. The Alcazares, with their patios and gardens, were one of the jewels in the Castilian crown. This had been immeasurably enriched by its encounter with the sophisticated tastes of the Muslim world. A hybrid architecture emerged in the parts of Spain conquered by the Christians – especially where a sizeable population of subjugated Muslims, known as mudéjares, remained. Christian patrons like Pedro and Isabel employed craftsmen of Moorish origin and a distinct mudéjar architecture had evolved in Christian Spain. The delicate stucco lattice work, decorative masonry and colourful ceramic tiles that surrounded Isabel in Seville all owed their inspiration, if not their creation, to the Moors. Friezes on the walls, in both Gothic and Kufic script, were a reminder that Spain had been divided between Christian and Muslim kingdoms for the past seven centuries. The Patio de las Doncellas, or Courtyard of the Maidens, owed its name to a terrible legend claiming that the Moorish kings who lived here had once demanded an annual tribute of one hundred virgins from local Christians.


Isabel spent the winter before Catherine’s birth preparing for the campaign against the last remaining Moorish kingdom, centred on Granada. This Muslim-ruled territory covered almost all of the southern Mediterranean coast of the Iberian peninsula, including the ports of Malaga and Almeria. The queen enjoyed planning her wars and had recently become a convert to the use of artillery. She had ordered large quantities of gunpowder from Sicily, Flanders and Portugal. Foundries were turning out rudimentary cannons. Munitions were also being prepared for the new artillery pieces which her armies would use to besiege Moorish towns and castles.


There were reminders, too, that the Muslim territories of north Africa were only a hundred miles away from Seville across the Straits of Gibraltar. An embassy arrived from Fez, bringing her not just words of peace but also silks and perfumes. The world of Isabel, into which Catherine would shortly be born, was one in which the sophistication nurtured and conserved in the Muslim world was never far away. It was a light that had kept shining in Spain during Europe’s harshest and most brutish medieval days.


Isabel and Ferdinand left Seville in a hurry in March 1485. The plague, that great medieval scourge, had arrived. The court – peripatetic as ever – moved with them to Cordoba, further up the River Guadalquivir. Here, again, there was plenty to remind Isabel of Spain’s Moorish past. The vast bulk of Cordoba’s huge mosque still dominated the city. The monarchs lived close by in another mudéjar building, the Alcázar de los Reyes Cristianos, complete with Arab-style baths and gardens. Huge waterwheels creaked loudly as they raised water out of the river to irrigate the farmland. The city itself remained a melting pot of peoples, as Christians mixed with mudéjar Muslims and a thriving, long-standing Jewish community.


Isabel’s determination to conquer the kingdom of Granada was far stronger than her husband’s. In the summer of 1484 she had stubbornly set off to make war without him. Ferdinand wanted to do battle with the French, foes of his own family’s kingdom of Aragon. A long-running squabble over ownership of the border regions of Roussillon and Cerdagne required their attention first, he argued. She had left him a few of her soldiers to help, but had taken the rest south. Eventually, however, he had come to join her and lead the troops into battle.


In this dual monarchy, where the two ‘Catholic Monarchs’ ruled together in Castile, Isabel’s weakness was that she was a woman. That meant that, in Aragon, she was just a queen consort. Her strength was that she was the hereditary monarch of the bigger, richer and far more populous kingdom of Castile. Aragon had just a quarter of Castile’s estimated population of between four and five million people. Isabel’s husband may have ruled her heart, but she often helped rule his actions. ‘The queen is king and the king is her servant,’ commented one surprised foreign visitor, with a degree of exaggeration. ‘He immediately does whatever it is that she decides.’


In fact, their relationship was a lot more subtle and finely balanced. In order to avoid a potentially violent battle over who should govern Castile, they struck a mutually beneficial deal. The agreement was summed up in a device which shares linguistic origins with the English word tantamount. ‘Tanto monta, monta tanto, Fernando [Ferdinand] como Isabel, Isabel como Fernando.’ This means either that they ‘amounted to the same’ or, simply, that they did not care which of them gave the orders. All, in any case, was to be done in both their names. In practical terms, she weighed heavily in the internal affairs of Castile while he dominated absolutely in Aragon. She may have helped plot wars, but he generally led the troops. He also carried the weight of foreign policy – of which their daughters’ marriages were a key part.


It was, in short, a form of shared sovereignty in which they issued orders jointly but never formally, or administratively, united their two kingdoms. That rankled, initially, with Ferdinand. His own kingdom of Aragon did not allow women to rule. Those who did inherit the crown had to hand over power to their husbands. The advantages of being joined to Castile, however, were too great to ignore. He was not going to put that at risk by challenging his wife’s inherited right to rule. As a result, Isabel’s daughters were brought up by a mother who was entirely exceptional for her times. She was, in fact, the most powerful woman in Europe. A few decades after her death, a Venetian enumerated the recent female monarchs in Europe. They included Anne of Hungary, two Joans of Naples and ‘others in diverse states’ but none could match Isabel’s importance. Not until her granddaughter, Mary Tudor, was crowned in England or, more particularly, when the latter was succeeded by her half-sister Elizabeth I, did Europe see any woman comparable to her.


In 1484 Isabel had won the argument over what their dynamic new dual kingdom’s prime military target should be. Fighting the Moors was better business than fighting the French. It kept the meddlesome nobles busy, provided lands to reward them with and increased her own wealth, patronage and strength. It was also morally justifiable, indeed virtuous. For the Granada War was a holy crusade explicitly backed by the pope. And Isabel, at least in her own mind, was nothing if not holy.


The thirty-four-year-old queen became pregnant early in 1485 but, despite a long history of miscarriages, was not about to give up on her crusade. So it was that, through the summer, she continued to drive the campaign against Granada forward.


Isabel was not the sword-wielding, front-line female warrior imagined by some. That story belongs to Joan of Arc. She was, however, a recognised mistress of some of the more important arts of war. Strategy, logistics, planning, even field medicine, were her specialities. She was her own army’s quartermaster general, as well as its inspiration and morale-booster. During the late spring and summer of 1485 she moved from Cordoba to Baena and then Jaen, following the campaign closely. She fretted terribly at the defeat of an army that ventured into a Moorish ambush in the valley of Velillas. To her great satisfaction, however, her engineers with new artillery and stocks of gunpowder then proceeded to batter the fortress at Ronda into submission and take more than ninety other Moorish castles and settlements. The decade-long war for Granada was only in its third year, but already it looked as though a final victory might be achieved.


The season’s warring came to a close with celebrations in Jaen in September. The fighting could wait, now, until the weather cleared again in the spring. The court made its slow, cumber-some way north past the last few olive groves of Andalucia and on to the plains of La Mancha in October. The royal family installed itself in the great fortified palace in Alcalá de Henares that had been recently reformed by Cardinal Mendoza. There, ten days before Christmas 1485, Catherine of Aragon was born – the last of five children.


Isabel, it is to be presumed, remained as courageous and self-controlled as ever during childbirth. ‘I have been informed by the ladies who serve her in her chamber that, neither when in pain through illness nor during the pains of childbirth … did they ever see her complain, and that, rather, she suffered them with marvellous fortitude,’ one visitor to her court reported later. The child herself was a welcome, if hardly unique, addition to a family with just one male heir and three other girls. She was given the same name as her English great-grandmother, Catherine of Lancaster.


Isabel and Ferdinand’s chroniclers, who sometimes had to present their work for royal approval or correction, dutifully reported the event, but showed little excitement. This was, after all, a fifth child and a girl. She hardly looked set to play a part in settling any future succession to the crowns of Castile or Aragon. ‘The monarchs would have been happier with a boy, because having just one male heir was a worry to them,’ noted a chronicler.


The one person to pay more than just passing reference to the infant Catherine’s arrival was Gonzalo de Baeza, Isabel’s tesorero, her treasurer. More than any chronicler, it was Baeza who kept a steady eye on Catherine as she grew up. Infantas, as Spanish princesses are known, cost money from the day they were born, or even earlier. And Baeza kept track of it all. It is from his carefully kept accounts books that we learn she was baptised by the bishop of Palencia and that her christening gown was made of white brocade, lined with green velvet and trimmed with gold lace. It was Baeza who paid for the varas (a length of about two and half feet) of fine olanda linen from Holland that was used for her nightshirts, bibs, sheets and pillowcases and for the thicker naval linen from Brittany from which sheets were also made. There was scarlet Florentine cloth to make little tunics and cummerbunds. The newborn child got two pounds of fresh cotton to stuff a newly-made mattress for her crib. The latter does not appear in the accounts, probably making it a handme-down. A little brass basin was bought to wash her in and, in a court which cared about smell, a small perfume sprinkler became one of her first possessions. There was a new bed for the maid who watched over her – though the latter, Elena de Carmona, fell ill and had to be sent home to her southern town almost immediately. There was also a wet nurse. These traditionally played a key role not just in feeding children but, once weaned, in bringing them up. It was an important job and the wet nurse was meant to be ‘good looking and of good stock, with plentiful milk’. Catherine’s brother Juan became so attached to his that he considered her ‘like a mother’ and, more confusingly, once wrote asking to marry her.


Baeza gives us a tiny glimpse into Catherine’s start in life. Her birth was a happy, if largely unremarkable, event at an otherwise unremarkable time. The celebrations coincided with the Christmas festivities. The cardinal of Spain gave a party for the nobles and ladies of the court. There was jousting and more partying in the chilly, muddy streets of Alcalá. There would be more warring to be done the following year but the monarchs took their Christmases, and their leisure, seriously. Catherine of Aragon spent her first Christmas in the warmth of a court, and a monarchy, at rest.

















4 Betrothed


Medina del Campo. 14 March 1489





The English— ambassadors Thomas Savage and Richard Nanfan had never seen anything quite like it, or certainly not in the receptions given to their foreign counterparts at home. It was a March evening in the Castilian town of Medina del Campo – a time of year when bright but chilly days merge quickly into icily cold nights. The ambassadors were here to meet the royal couple who headed what was rapidly becoming one of Europe’s most powerful monarchies. It was not just Isabel and Ferdinand they wanted to see, however. They were also here to cast their eyes over a tiny princess, their daughter Catherine.


The ambassadors had spent two days at their comfortable lodgings, hung with fine tapestries, in the town. They had finally recovered from an arduous trip that started two months earlier in the port of Southampton and had twice seen them driven back to English ports by unruly winds and fierce storms. There had been much crying ‘to God and to all the saints in Paradise’ when they came close to drowning in the Bay of Biscay. In the dead of night their ship was blown over sideways by a gust of wind, taking in ‘so much water that she was quite under water and all on one side for a while, and the great sail almost entirely steeped in the sea’. On land things had scarcely been any better. For a week they took refuge from a snow storm in the northern Spanish port town of Laredo. Finally they scaled the exposed slopes of the Cantabrian cordillera on the road towards Burgos and Medina del Campo. Along the way they braved the wrath of a feisty Spanish landlady who at first ordered them off her premises and into the cold for being ‘so bold as to come into her house without her leave’. They were, she told them in no uncertain terms, ‘great devils’ and ‘bawdy villains’. She took their money, however, and, after a miserable night, they ‘rose very early’ and fled.


Now, finally, they were in one of the main wool and textile centres of the meseta. Medina del Campo was the great trading town of Castile, with fairs that attracted goods and people from across Europe. In the comfort of this small walled city, over-looked by an imposing castle, they were due to meet the Spanish king and queen. Fifteen years after Isabel assumed the throne and a decade after her husband inherited his father’s crown in Aragon, news of the couple’s expanding kingdoms and growing strength had spread across the whole of Europe. The dual nature of the Spanish monarchy, nevertheless, still intrigued the English visitors.


‘Perhaps some may blame me that I speak of “kings” (in plural), and some people may be astonished, and say, “How! Are there two kings in Castile?”’ observed the herald Roger Machado, one of the English ambassadors’ party, when he wrote down his impressions of that journey. ‘No [I say], but I write “kings” because the king is king on account of the queen, by right of marriage, and because they call themselves “kings”, and superscribe their letters “By the king and queen”, for she is the heiress [of the throne].’


These were atypical monarchs for their – or almost any – time. They were also, however, people who had to be taken into consideration by any other self-respecting European king. England’s Henry VII, another monarch to have emerged from the confusion of a violently fractious kingdom, already rated them so highly that he was eager to make one of the strongest sorts of alliance that could be formed outside warfare. The founder of the Tudor dynasty would betroth his eldest son and heir, Arthur, to the Spanish royal family’s fourth daughter, Catherine. It did not matter that the former was just two years old or that the latter was three. Alliances were sealed by such promises. These could always be broken, as they often were, but this was the best sort of promise to offer. It was why Dr Savage, a future archbishop of York, and Sir Richard Nanfan were here. The Spaniards were not so needy of an alliance with an apparently shaky new dynasty like the Tudors, but they had a surfeit of daughters and were determined to put them to good use. ‘If your highness gives us two or three more daughters in twenty years’ time you will have the pleasure of seeing your children and grandchildren on all the thrones of Europe,’ a prescient Fernando del Pulgar, who went on to become an official chronicler of her reign, had told Isabel many years before. With four healthy daughters, there were now enough to include the English in their plans.


At seven o’clock in the evening, as dusk fell, the messengers from the king and queen arrived at their quarters. Two bishops, a count, the comendador of an order of knights involved in the battle for Granada and a string of other nobles, officials and ‘great persons’ appeared. These were no ordinary messengers, but this was no ordinary meeting. The same queen who had shed the black of mourning and dazzled the people of Segovia with her brilliant, regal robes had not lost her knack for turning on the powerful resources of political theatre. Her visitors, quite simply, had to go home impressed. They were to be given a dizzying initiation into the dramatic ostentation which, as chroniclers of the time repeatedly found, the Castilian court turned on so suddenly and explosively when called upon to overawe important guests.


A torch-lit procession took them to the doors of the royal palace where the monarchs, restless and peripatetic as ever, had established their movable court. The modest palace in Medina del Campo, where Isabel would die fifteen years later, was a compact network of halls, courtyards and galleries. They were conducted into a ‘great room’ where, as Machado breathlessly reported, ‘they found the kings … seated under a rich cloth of gold’. In the centre of ‘this great cloth of state’ was an escutcheon quartered with the arms of Castile and Aragon. The monarchs both wore robes ‘woven entirely of gold’. The king’s was lined with the finest sable fur. It was the queen, however, who provoked a literary gasp of awe from Machado. The spectacular clothes and jewels she wore that evening – and the other outfits worn over the following days as the ambassadors were entertained with feasts, jousts, bull-fights and dances – were worthy, in his mind, of minutely detailed reporting.


Over her robe of cloth of gold Isabel wore ‘a riding hood of black velvet, all slashed in large holes, so as to show under the said velvet the cloth of gold in which she was dressed’. The hood itself was decorated with a broken line of finger-sized, oblong-shaped blocks of gold thread encrusted with jewels ‘so rich that no one has ever seen the like’. A white leather girdle with a pouch, which seemed somewhat masculine to Machado, was decorated with a ‘balass ruby [from Persia] the size of a tennis ball, five rich diamonds and other precious stones the size of a bean’.


The queen’s heavy jewellery dazzled as much as her dress.




She wore on her neck a rich gold necklace composed entirely of white and red roses, each rose being adorned with a large jewel. Besides this she had two ribbons suspended on each side of her breast, adorned with large diamonds, balass and other rubies, pearls, and various other jewels of great value to the number of a hundred or more. Over all this dress she wore a short cloak of fine crimson satin furred with ermine, very handsome in appearance and very brilliant. It was thrown on [negligently] cross-wise over her left side. Her head was uncovered, excepting only a little coiffe de plaisance at the back of her head without anything else.





Machado, a man with a keen eye for the monetary worth of clothing and jewellery, estimated that the queen was wearing some two hundred thousand crowns’ worth of gold.





This was blatant power-dressing. Each ruby, each diamond and every stretch of rich cloth or fur reinforced the idea of Isabel’s absolute superiority over all those who surrounded her. In fact, in the strictly defined society of Isabel’s Castile, sumptuary laws prevented others from outdoing her in her glory. These laws regulated everything from the use of silk and brocades to the gold-or silver-plating of swords and spurs. No one was to outshine the royal family.


The formal hand-kissing and speech-making that followed was slightly spoilt by the fact that the man appointed to speak on behalf of the Spanish monarchs, the ancient Diego de Muros, bishop of Ciudad Rodrigo, had lost most of his teeth. The English visitors strained their ears, but failed to understand the Latin words that babbled past his toothless gums and out between his lips. This was, in any case, a minor inconvenience compared to that suffered by a previous English ambassador, Thomas Langton. He had been sent to see the monarchs in Madrid in 1477. They were, at the time, still establishing themselves and battling for supremacy in a civil war against supporters of Isabel’s challenger for the crown – Juana la Beltraneja. On that occasion a special scaffold had been erected for the ambassador. It collapsed mid-speech, catapulting Langton to the ground. The dutiful ambassador picked himself up, dusted himself off and carried on as if nothing had happened.


Such diplomatic faux pas were now unthinkable in the Castilian court. Nothing was to be left to chance with the new embassy. The next twelve days of negotiating and entertainment were planned with absolute precision. The ambassadors were alternately charmed, amused, overwhelmed and conducted to the negotiating table. They also got their first glimpse of the young girl who Machado would refer to as either ‘the princess of England’ or the ‘princess of Wales’, Catherine of Aragon.


The three-year-old had missed out on the jousting and banquets, though her elder siblings Juan and Isabel had danced for the ambassadors with their Portuguese teachers. At the jousting, Machado found Queen Isabel wearing a Spanish mantilla ‘all spangled with lozenges of crimson and black velvet, and on each lozenge was a large pearl … [and] a rich balass ruby the size of a beechnut’. It was, he sighed, so impressive that ‘no man ever saw anything equal to it’. Two rubies, ‘the size of pigeon’s eggs’, and a large pearl deemed worth twelve thousand crowns hung as pendants from her head-dress. Such was the display of jewels on necklaces, mantilla and clothes that Machado’s normally acute sense of pricing was defeated. ‘So rich was the dress she wore that day that there is no man who can well imagine what could be the value of it,’ he wrote.


The ambassadors’ first meeting with Donna Catherine, as Machado also called her, appears to have been stage-managed to look like a simple family affair. The ‘richly dressed’ queen (an overwhelmed Machado had exhausted his powers of description by this stage) and Ferdinand, together with the elder three children, led them into a gallery hung with fine tapestries. Here they found little Catherine and her sister María, then aged six, both as lavishly dressed as their mother. They had with them their junior court of fourteen maidens (aged fourteen or younger) ‘all of them dressed in cloth of gold, and all of them daughters of noblemen’. Catherine was still too young to dance for her visitors, but little María gamely took the floor with ‘a young lady of her age and size, and led her to dance’.


This brief encounter is one of only a handful of childhood sightings of Catherine in the chronicles of the time, excepting Treasurer Baeza’s financial accounts. She was, like the rest of her family, on display. Like any three-year-old, however, she had little of import to say for herself. Machado himself made no attempt to describe the future queen of England. The Spanish ambassadors who had been sent to London the previous year were more fulsome when taken to view the tiny Arthur both asleep and naked. ‘He appeared to us so admirable that whatever praise, commendation, or flattery anyone might be capable of speaking or writing would only be truth in this case,’ they wrote.


The following day the ambassadors caught another glimpse of Catherine, this time in a less formal atmosphere. It was a day of fun and games, with the visitors being introduced to that most Spanish of activities, the bull-fight. This already rated alongside jousting and other games of chivalrous mock-warfare – especially a game called cañas inherited from the Moors in which sticks replaced arrows and lances – as entertainment for the country’s nobility. The bull-fight of the time was more like a mounted version of the bull-run (of the kind still practised, on foot, in Pamplona or, on horseback, in the Castilian town of Tordesillas) than the cape-waving affair of today. The riders attacked the bulls with lances. This could be particularly gory and Isabel was so upset by one bull-fight, where two men and three horses died, that she changed the rules. She demanded that upside-down cow-horns be glued over the points of the bulls’ horns, so that they curled harmlessly backwards. On this day the bull-fighting was combined with mock skirmishes and running with dogs ‘in the way they fought with the Saracens [i.e. the Moors]’. Isabel brought Catherine with her to watch and, it seems, she showed herself an affectionate and attentive mother. Machado certainly thought he had witnessed a new and different side to the Castilian queen. ‘It was beautiful to see how the queen held up her youngest daughter,’ he recalled.


Two days later, after a hard final session of bargaining, the Treaty of Medina del Campo was signed. England and Spain sealed their alliance. France, which had backed La Beltraneja in the battle for the Castilian crown, was effectively discarded as a Spanish ally. Both the English and Spanish monarchies had reasons for quarrelling with France. England and Aragon had territorial squabbles with her. Isabel, for her part, had long ago declared France to be a place that was ‘abhorrent to our Castilian nation’.


The ambassadors said their goodbyes to the monarchs and little Catherine later that day, though it was the Spanish royal family who left Medina del Campo first. They were off, once more, to wander their kingdoms, though their first stop was to be a visit to Catherine’s maternal grandmother – whom Isabel visited regularly – at nearby Arévalo.


The ambassadors went off laden with gifts. These included a Spanish war-horse, a smaller Moorish jennet, a couple of mules, yards of silk and sixty marks of silver each. ‘People speak of the honour done to ambassadors in England; certainly it is not to be compared to the honour which is done to the ambassadors in the kingdom of Castile, and especially in the time of this noble king and queen,’ concluded Machado, perhaps displaying the Iberian pride, and blood, that his surname suggests. Henry VII, it is to be presumed, was informed that his son’s future parents-in-law were suitably impressive and powerful. Spain was a great ally to have against the age-old enemy of France. Catherine of Aragon was a good catch. The three-year-old princess’s future path was set.

















5 Infanta


Burgos. 18 March 1497





Catherine stood on the stage in the great hall at the palace in Burgos, dressed like a little queen. She was now eleven years old and, like her mother and elder sister María, was wearing a brocaded cloth-of-gold gown and a gold-decorated crimson scarf set off by a black mantilla. For as long as she could remember she had been, at least in theory, not just a Spanish infanta but the princess of somewhere called Gales, or Wales. The agreements made in Medina del Campo still stood. Later in the year they would be reaffirmed, a two-hundred-thousand-scudos dowry agreed on and her departure set for the day when her betrothed finally came of age – by turning fourteen. One day, just three years off, she was due to travel to a foreign land and be received as the bride-to-be of a crown prince.


Now, though, it was her turn to do the receiving. Her eighteen-year-old brother Juan, heir to his parents’ crowns, was to marry Margaret of Austria. In a court as given over to ritual and formal ostentation as that of Isabel and Ferdinand, the arrival of a daughter-in-law – a future queen consort – was inevitably going to be a pomp-laden affair. The Spanish monarchs liked the natural drama of dusk. Night was falling as Margaret’s cavalcade was ushered into Burgos. Welcoming candles burned in the windows of houses. More than a thousand torches, mounted on stands, lit the streets.


The ambassadors from the other European kingdoms and principalities had been called in. One of them, the Venetian ambassador, spotted Catherine on the tiered stage set up in the palace’s grand hall. The royal family was carefully arranged in order of importance. Catherine was one step down from her sisters María and Isabel, but one up from her illegitimate half-sister, also called Juana. The latter was daughter to one of Ferdinand’s mistresses and seems to have been born before his marriage (though more illegitimate children would be born later). Around this time the artist Juan de Flandes painted what is thought to be Catherine’s portrait. His stylised painting shows a serious-looking young Catherine holding a rose in her hand. Reflected light glistens brightly on her most striking feature – the coppery hair that is pulled tightly back from a neat centre parting.


Margaret climbed the steps to the palace to meet the waiting Isabel. She attempted to kneel but was lifted up by her mother-in-law. The choreographed pomp, with sixty of Isabel’s ladies in their full finery queuing up to kiss the new princess’s hand, certainly impressed the Venetian – who went into raptures over the queen’s maidens. We do not know what Catherine made of it. She certainly knew, by then, that she too would eventually go through something similar. Did she imagine herself in Margaret’s shoes? Perhaps she only had eyes for Margaret’s glamorous French-style clothes. Her sister-in-law had appeared in a dress of gold brocade and crimson lined in ermine, topped off by a black felt hat and accompanied by some very large pearls.


Margaret’s arrival formed part of a wider master-plan of dynastic alliances. Isabel and Ferdinand used their abundant stock of children to cement these alliances. Their eldest daughter Isabel had already wed the heir to the Portuguese throne, Afonso. By the time of Margaret’s arrival, however, she was a widow. Isabel’s children, like the queen herself, were passionate and dramatic about their marriages. They added a charge of emotional intensity which superseded the artificial and theatrical norms of courtly love or the more pragmatic expectations of political wedlock. The younger Isabel had thrown herself into mourning after her husband died in a riding accident. She cut her hair off and vowed to mourn him for the rest of her life. ‘She does not want to know another man,’ reported the Italian humanist Peter Martyr. An excess of fasting and vigils (a common reaction to bad times amongst Isabel’s daughters) had left her ‘thinner than a dried-out tree’. Her parents had other plans for her, however, and seven years later she would marry her late husband’s cousin, another future Portuguese king, Manuel. She died soon after that, while doing her ultimate duty – giving birth to a male heir. For now, however, she continued to wear ‘a widow’s habit’, making a striking contrast at Margaret’s reception to her sisters in their bright clothes. Margaret’s father, Maximilian, was the Holy Roman Emperor. With another sister, Juana, already married to Maximilian’s heir, Philip of Burgundy, and Catherine pledged to the English heir, Ferdinand’s European network was firmly laid out.


Juan’s relationship with Margaret fitted the pattern of marriages in Catherine’s Trastámara family. It was a political alliance, but the newly-weds threw themselves into it with unexpected ardour. The amount of time they spent in bed together worried the court physicians. They fretted that the prince was too young and weak for such exertions. The lust he felt for his wife worried even Juan himself, who had to be told by his confessor not to feel guilty about it. Fun-loving Margaret had an acute sense of humour. She had been brought up at the French court, where she had been temporarily betrothed to Charles VIII. Her second betrothal, to Juan, also looked as though it might come to nothing when the ship carrying her to Spain hit a storm in the troublesome Bay of Biscay. Margaret used the occasion to coin her own wry epitaph, should she fail to make it to Spain alive.








Here lies Margot, the willing bride,


Twice married – but a virgin when she died.











Although, by this time, Juan had his own court, the family to which Margaret – who was to be a loyal friend to Catherine in years to come – was attaching herself remained constantly on the move. Catherine’s childhood, as a result, was that of a wanderer. The sixteen Christmases she spent in Spain were celebrated in thirteen different cities.


Catherine’s development over these years of continuous travel is best traced through Baeza’s punctilious accounts. Mostly these contain the orders of material for her clothes. Amongst all the dress-making and materials, however, there are small, occasionally endearing, snapshots of Catherine as she grows up. Thus it was that, some time during her first year of life, Baeza paid for ‘a bust [or statue] made of wax of the infanta’s weight, using thirty pounds of wax’ and for ‘the work making it and the paint for the face’. He did not, unfortunately, say whether the wax figure was meant to be a life-sized toy or a gift, perhaps to some church. The following year Catherine took her first steps and was given ‘a little push-cart, to show the infanta how to walk’. She also began to have a sweet tooth, with Baeza marking down regular orders both for quince jelly and for the sugar and rose-water needed to make a syrupy drink known as azúcar rosado, or ‘rose honey’. By the age of five she was getting cloth to make doll’s clothes and received a ducado coin to give on Easter Friday. Gold jewellery, including a head-band and four bracelets, arrived the following year. By nine she had a chess set and her first high heels (the wooden stacked chapines that kept young ladies’ feet out of the mud). Her second lot of chapines, received two years later, were of two different heights – recorded as being ‘three fingers’ or ‘a hand’.


Catherine’s retinue of servants and ladies-in-waiting grew year by year. As an infant she already had her own maid, bedmaker and doorman. She had slaves, too. One appeared in the 1491 accounts, with three lengths of woollen cloth ordered up to clothe her. A slave from the recently colonised Canary Islands, probably a native Guanche, needed dressing the following year. Slaves were by no means uncommon in fifteenth-century Spain. The Flemish illustrator Christoph Weiditz, visiting Spain two decades later, drew pictures of Moorish slaves with iron chains attached to their waists and legs. Two slave girls, including a Moorish girl known as Catalina, would eventually accompany Catherine to England. The slave girl Catalina, in fact, became such a close part of her world that she would be treated as a vital eyewitness to later events in Catherine’s life.


As Catherine grew, the little ‘infantas’ chamber’ she shared with her sister María became increasingly sophisticated. María was the sister Catherine must have been closest to, and they often appeared in Baeza’s books as a single lot. The two infantas also began to accumulate chambermaids and uniformed footmen. The former were ruled over by her governess, Ynes de Vanegas. By the age of eleven Catherine had half a dozen young damas, or ladies-in-waiting, of her own. Vanegas’s own daughter, who would become a loyal companion and friend to Catherine during her English adventure, would have been one of them. A year before Catherine was due to travel to England to marry she was given her own almoner, a priest to oversee her charitable giving. He was an Englishman, John Reveles. Baeza recorded her giving him a mule.


In between came expenses for the acémilas, the pack beasts used by Catherine and her sister María. The beasts plodded along, criss-crossing Spain from Valladolid to Jaen, Seville to Cordoba, Madrid to Burgos or Cavia to Tortosa. Catherine, too, plodded with them.


Travel was by no means comfortable. The royal family moved on horses and mules, or were carried on platforms borne by animals or men. Attempts to introduce four-wheeled carriages, which Margaret of Austria brought with her, fell foul of the steep mountains, rugged tracks and thoroughly battered remains of Spain’s Roman roads. ‘They are for flat terrain,’ one senior royal servant remarked with evident disdain. Isabel and Ferdinand’s court moved so often that a quarter of its spending went on transport. The acémilas trudged along in great trains behind them carrying their goods in bundles and chests.


Isabel’s accounts books show that Catherine started riding – or at least balancing on top of – her own mule at the age of six. A large, padded mule saddle held together with golden nails and covered in silk cushions and blankets was ordered for her then. The saddle had crossed poles attached to it, presumably so that she, and it, could be lifted on and off or so that she could simply be carried along by bearers. These trips were not always easy. Spain is chopped up by mountain ranges and long, broad rivers. There were dangerous moments as they scrambled through mountain passes or waded through fast-flowing water. The mule ridden by her elder sister Juana stumbled and was washed down-stream as the family waded across the River Tagus at Aranjuez in 1494. Juana clung bravely to her saddle and, when rescued by a stable-boy, was ‘red as a rose’ and ‘with great spirit’.


Travelling like this, it would have been impossible for Catherine not to have noticed the great variety of peoples in her parents’ lands. Regional dress was so pronounced – especially amongst women – that Isabel herself reputedly sent ahead for clothes in order to look the part in each region. ‘One day she would appear in Galicia as a Galician and the next in Vizcaya as a Vizcayan,’ a Spanish historian wrote a century later.


Amongst other things, Catherine must have seen members of Spain’s large population of mudéjar Muslims and of the smaller, but equally well established, population of Jews. Did she notice, one wonders, when the latter disappeared after their mass expulsion on three months’ notice in 1492? ‘About their number there is no agreement, but, after many enquiries, I found that the most generally accepted estimate is fifty thousand families, or, as others say, fifty-three thousand. They had houses, fields, vineyards and cattle, and most of them were artisans,’ an Italian Jew wrote a few years later. ‘They sold their houses, their landed estates and their cattle for very small prices, to save themselves. The king did not allow them to carry silver and gold out of his country, so that they were compelled to exchange their silver and gold for merchandise of cloths and skins and other things.’ Perhaps Isabel explained it to Catherine using the words that, according to the same source, she used to the Jewish negotiators who tried to get the expulsion edict overthrown. ‘Do you believe that this comes upon you from us? The Lord hath put this thing into the heart of the king,’ she supposedly said, unloading the responsibility onto her husband and, ultimately, God. In fact it was probably Isabel, or the priests close to her, who lobbied most vigorously for the expulsion. One legend has Torquemada, prior of the convent of Santa Cruz, stepping in to prevent Spain’s Jewish community from being allowed to buy its way out of the edict by paying a large tribute. ‘Judas Iscariot sold his master for thirty pieces of silver,’ he allegedly raged at the monarchs as he waved a crucifix at them. ‘Your highness would sell him anew for thirty thousand. Here he is, take him, and barter him away.’ Anti-semitism and ethnic cleansing, then, were both part of Catherine’s early experience of an intensely intolerant and unforgiving world.


Isabel, like nearly all European monarchs of her time, squabbled with the church about temporal powers. The queen was, however, a great reformer. She did much to rid the Spanish church of the corruption and venality that was leading people to question the clergy’s authority elsewhere in Europe. She accepted absolutely, however, the spiritual authority of priests like Torquemada. The first time Isabel confessed to Friar Hernando de Talavera, for example, she was shocked that he remained seated rather than kneeling in front of her as previous confessors had done. ‘We should both be on our knees,’ the queen told him. ‘No señora, I must be seated while your highness kneels, because this is God’s tribunal and I am his representative,’ Talavera replied. ‘This is the confessor that I have been looking for,’ Isabel said afterwards. The stricter her religion was, the better she liked it – even if that meant rooting out and burning heretics or chasing away Spaniards of other faiths. This was the religion that Catherine, who received her first breviary aged ten, learned at her mother’s knee.


Catherine must also have known about the work of the Spanish Inquisition, whose autos-da-fé – with their colourful processions of the guilty attended by both clergy and nobles – were public spectacles. In fact, the Inquisition was hard to avoid. Shortly before she arrived in Zaragoza in June 1498, for instance, three heretics were burnt at the stake on the orders of an Inquisitor who held up to six autos-da-fé in the city every year. An infanta led a protected existence but court chatter must have passed on some of what was going on beyond the boundaries of the royal household. Even those who had direct contact with the royal family could fall foul of the Inquisitor. One of Ferdinand’s doctors, Maestre Ribas Altas, was reputedly burnt at the stake for sketching himself onto a tiny picture of the crucifixion ‘in such a way that it seemed the santa Imagen, holy image, was kissing his bottom’. The barbarity of punishments – burnings at the stake included – was standard for the time.


The queen’s children drank deeply of her anti-semitism and zealous hatred of heresy. Before marrying her second husband, Manuel of Portugal, Catherine’s sister Isabel demanded – apparently without consulting her mother or father – that he cleansed his country of ‘heretics’. She would not travel to Portugal until he had done so. Manuel promptly signed an edict of expulsion and, after the forced conversion of most of them, the Portuguese Jews (who included many Spanish refugees) officially ceased to exist. Would Catherine have done the same? We do not know, not least because Edward I had expelled England’s own Jews two centuries earlier.


Muslims had their own ghettos, the morerías, in many of the cities that had long been Christian. In eastern areas such as Aragon and Valencia they were essential to local agriculture, with Muslim farmers paying a quarter of their crops to the local Christian lords. ‘He who has no Moors, has no money,’ was a popular saying recorded by the German traveller Hieronymus Münzer. Christoph Weiditz sketched them in the first half of the sixteenth century, the women’s legs wrapped in strips of cloth and their faces half-hidden, at least in public, by veils.


Catherine must also have seen some of the least pleasant sights of a country where justice was often rough and vengeful. Did she, like Münzer during his five-month trip in 1494 and 1495, ever come across a group of men hanging from the tall stone posts that stood at the gates to many Spanish towns? ‘On leaving Almeria we saw a column made of stones, with six Italian Christians hung from it by their feet, for sodomy,’ wrote Münzer. He saw the same thing, for the same reason, outside Madrid. ‘Two men were hanging, with their testicles tied to their necks,’ he said.


Movement was constant. The family slept in up to a dozen different towns, cities or monasteries in a month as Catherine’s parents used their travels to assert authority over their lands. That meant listening to petitions and administering justice wherever they went. Palaces, monasteries, the houses of nobles or army camps were all part of the nomadic experience. In one camp, just outside Granada, Catherine and the entire family had to flee after a maid slipped with a candle and fire swept through their tents. With so many people travelling with the court, provisions could be difficult to find. Even the most basic logistics could go wrong in a country where the land was not always productive and water could be scarce. A black slave and two yeomen died from, of all things, thirst on one trip when eight-year-old Catherine was travelling to visit her maternal grandmother at Arévalo.


The court had, of course, an intimate life as well. In fact, the magnificence and pomp recorded by others was the exception rather than the rule, at least for Catherine. These were state occasions, grand shows put on in the hope that others would remember or record them. They were, in other words, royal propaganda. Everyday life was not like that.


Isabel was a surprisingly attentive mother. Her daughters, especially, were kept close. The queen jokingly referred to her stern eldest daughter, also called Isabel, as ‘my mother-in-law’, but when the two met for the first time after her second marriage they threw protocol to the wind. Mother and daughter hugged so hard that they fell to the ground. Her beloved son Juan, meanwhile, was addressed affectionately as ‘My Angel!’, even when being reprimanded. With Juana (whose erratic behaviour gained her the unfortunate nickname of ‘La Loca’, or ‘The Mad’) Isabel was at her most possessive. She certainly tried to keep her in Castile after she had returned from Flanders with her husband in 1502. This provoked one of those scenes for which Juana became sadly famous, when she stood out on the open ramparts of the La Mota fortress ‘like an African lioness in a fit of rage’ until 2 a.m., shocking all who saw her. Isabel’s relationship with Catherine was less troubled but equally close, with Isabel constantly putting off her youngest daughter’s departure for England. The similarities in their characters suggest a warm and, from Catherine’s side, admiring relationship. They shared an intensity and rock-like obstinacy that some people, to their later chagrin, failed to spot behind an apparently sweet and calm facade.


That same intensity had a darker, self-destructive side. Sometimes it turned against them. Catherine’s mother fell into deep depressions and suffered terrible bouts of jealousy when her husband strayed. ‘She loved after such a fashion, so solicitous and vigilant in jealousy, that if she felt that he looked on any lady of court with a betrayal of desire, she would very discreetly procure ways and means to dismiss that person from the household,’ said a contemporary humanist, Lucio Marineo. Her daughters were aware of Isabel’s battle to rein in her jealous feelings. They, too, would struggle with similar demons. ‘This passion is not found only in me,’ Juana said later. ‘My lady the queen … was equally jealous. But time cured her highness of it, as I hope to God it will for me.’


Isabel worked especially hard on Catherine’s schooling. The little girl seems to have started learning to read and write at six, when she received her first letter-case. This may have arrived early, for seven was the accepted age at which the crucial skills of reading, writing and Latin started being learnt in a household where the education of daughters was taken with an unusual and remarkable degree of seriousness.


Queen Isabel had had little formal education herself but, in typically determined fashion, she had taught herself Latin as an adult. Her children learnt it young with the help of the same talented woman Latinist, Beatriz Galindo, ‘La Latina’, who had taught Isabel. Catherine learned the language well enough to converse in it. For a long time after her arrival in England, indeed, she appears to have felt more comfortable with Latin than English. Isabel embraced the new humanist learning arriving from Italy, and hired Italian tutors for her children, with Alessandro Geraldini – who would accompany her to England – overseeing Catherine’s education. She and her sisters became, as a result, four of the most learned women in Europe. Her learning certainly impressed those, like the Dutch humanist Erasmus, who met her later in England. Though well-known as a serial flatterer of potential patrons, he offered the highest sort of praise – by putting her on the same level as men. ‘The queen is well instructed – not merely in comparison with her own sex,’ he commented, ‘and is no less to be respected for her piety than her erudition.’ Courtly skills were balanced alongside the Latin and a ‘domestic studies’ programme of sewing and needlework. These included falconry, horse-riding and hunting. Music, and learning to play instruments, formed a crucial part of that programme. So, too, did dancing lessons. She and María had Portuguese dance teachers and the dancing at Isabel’s fiestas could go on until the small hours of the morning.


Surprisingly, considering that her spouse had been decided on when she was three, no attempt was made to teach Catherine English. A full three years before her departure Catherine’s future mother-in-law, Elizabeth of York, suggested she make the most of Margaret’s presence to learn some French. Latin would be of limited use in England and Spanish of no use at all, she warned. The twelve-year-old Catherine should also get used to drinking wine, Elizabeth suggested, as English water was undrinkable. Quite what Isabel, a noted teetotaller, made of the advice, we do not know. Three years later Elizabeth let it be known that she was glad Catherine had learnt some French. There was no mention of how the wine-drinking was going.


Isabel was highly preoccupied with her daughters’ moral and religious education and, if her library is a guide, they would have spent time studying the lives of saints and other devotional works. The Carro de las donas, by the Franciscan monk Francesc Eiximenis, was one of a number of ‘how to raise your daughters’ manuals that sat on the royal bookshelf.


Eiximenis was relatively progressive in that he did not consider women intrinsically – or even in imminent danger of becoming – envious, greedy or gossipy. That did not prevent him from displaying many of the prejudices of the time. He firmly believed, for example, that sparing the rod was spoiling the child. Bad girls should be beaten. ‘Punish them and wound them on the back with some switch rather than on the head,’ he advised, in an attempt to minimise the damage. Girls should carry rosaries and spend a part of each day praying. Contact with boys, Jews or Moors was bad for them, and they must refuse food offered by non-Christians. Girls, the manuals generally agreed, were to be discreet and contained, and exercise self-control. Weaving, sewing and prayer were appropriate pastimes. Their greatest enemy was ‘the madness of love’.


Catherine learned little, therefore, about the opposite sex. Her mother was a stickler for decorous behaviour. The queen was determined to protect both her own reputation and that of Catherine, her other daughters and her ladies. Isabel’s former sister-in-law, the scandalous Queen Juana, was held up as the model of all that a woman should not be. Apart from her own marital infidelities, Juana had also been infamous for her bawdy ladies-in-waiting. These carried daggers, displayed deep cleavages and had a tendency to ‘accidentally’ stumble when dismounting their horses, thus exposing large amounts of thigh painted with fashionable white make-up.


In Isabel’s fastidious court, men and women stayed apart. Catherine slept in Isabel’s chamber, along with her sisters. Doctors and other men were not allowed into the quarters until all of them, and the ladies-in-waiting who also slept there, were up and dressed. The women also ate apart in the intimacy of Isabel’s chambers. The infantas and their mother only emerged from this feminine bunker to eat with others when there were important visitors, in which case the full spectacle of the public court went into action.


Even then, the sexes ate at separate tables. Catherine got a glimpse of how things could be different when honoured visitors arrived from other, less segregated, courts. Isabel was happy to drop the rules, for example, when a French embassy visited in 1492, though she got a reprimand from her stern old confessor, Friar Hernando de Talavera, for doing so. Isabel reminded him that she had done the same for embassies from England, Portugal and Burgundy. ‘We weren’t doing anything new,’ she retorted. Talavera also complained of excessive dancing at another reception. His complaints do, at least, suggest that the court knew how to have a good time, if only when his back was turned. On Margaret’s arrival, however, Isabel issued instructions to avoid the ‘familiarity, common treatment and informal communication used by queens and princesses in Austria, Burgundy and France’. There would, instead, be ‘gravity … as was the [common] usage in Spain’.


Segregation was not restricted to the royal table. Roger Machado noted that, as guests at a house in Plasencia, his party had to eat on their own. Their host preferred his wife’s company. ‘It is not the custom in this country that women ever come and eat in company with strangers,’ Machado explained.


A Burgundian who passed through the Castilian court asked one woman why she showed such apparently cruel indifference to three would-be lovers who hung on her every word and gesture. ‘We do as we want while we are waiting to marry, treating them like this,’ she explained, ‘because once we are married they lock us up in a room in a castle. That is how they get their revenge on us for having such a good time when we were single.’ Some Spaniards who went to Burgundy when Catherine’s sister Juana married were shocked by the loose morals and wasteful extravagance. Burgundians, the word came back, ‘honour drinking well more than living well’.


Segregation did not mean that there was no fun to be had at her mother’s side. Tales of chivalry were told or sung after dinner with Isabel herself sighing at the tragic bits. Amongst other things, Catherine would have heard the retelling of old battles from the war in Granada. She must also have heard the famous romantic legends of the land she was destined to travel to. Arthur, the Round Table, the Holy Grail, Lancelot and Merlin were all characters in the rich chivalrous imagination of the Spanish court. They were there in Isabel’s books and on her tapestries too.


Sterner members of the court disapproved of the racy romantic adventure stories contained in the so-called Books of Chivalry. One court official damned them as ‘useless, fabulous, full of lies and based on lust, love and boasting … causing weak-breasted women to fall into libidinous errors and commit sins they would not otherwise commit’. They were the same books that later helped drive the fictional Don Quixote mad. Isabel also had a copy of the archpriest of Hita’s earthy and occasionally profane Libro del Buen Amor, ‘The Book of good Love’. Board games, chess, word games and cards were played. There was music, too, at the table. This may have been devoted to chivalry or courtly love when Isabel was there, but did Catherine ever hear the bawdy ‘Dale si le das’ from the Cancionero de Palacio, the extensive ‘Palace Songbook’, with its sly references to pubic hairs and the sexual organs of man and woman, carajo and coño? Musicians were always on hand. They were, indeed, amongst the best paid people at court. Spain already boasted a long tradition of troubadours and popular songs coming especially from north-west Galicia and the Muslim territories of al-Andalus.


Music was by no means the only contact the young Catherine had with Islamic culture. Centuries of living side by side left Christian Spaniards with a taste for certain luxuries more readily associated with the East than with a comparatively backward medieval Europe. Even Isabel occasionally wore clothes with Moorish decorations, and her husband sometimes carried a Moorish sword. Catherine herself was ordered a medio sayo morisco, a sort of Moorish waistcoat, to wear when she was two. A royal penchant for silk cushions, for pillows and rugs was another piece of the court’s Moorish inheritance.


Apart from anything else – and despite the exhortations of Eiximenis – Catherine would have been in regular contact with Moorish slaves and servants. The court’s own Moors were amongst the first to be converted to Christianity after the conquest of Granada. Catherine and her sisters held on to their slave girls when they moved away to marry. Juana’s Moorish girls reportedly bathed her and washed her head so much that her husband worried for her health.


Hygiene was a preoccupation of Spain’s Arab-influenced communities, which included those Christians and Jews who had lived under Muslim rule. Castile produced one of the most prized soaps in Europe, known in England as Castell soap. Hard and white, like many modern soaps, it was made from olive oil and was, in origin, another Arab gift to Spain. The Spanish hygiene manuals of the time were full of advice on everything from hair-washing and nose-blowing to tooth-brushing and avoiding the curse of bad breath. Isabel’s court even had a specialist alimpiador de dientes, or tooth-scrubber. It is impossible to say, however, to what extent the royal family took advantage of the impressive bath-houses in the palaces captured from the Moors.


Smell was another major concern. The court’s perfumadores made sure it was as sweetly scented as possible. Again, the Moorish influence was evident. Their bottles and jars contained rose-water, amber, musk, balsam, scented clays and woods and the scent of orange or lemon blossom. The court also kept a civet cat. The perfumadores extracted a sticky, white, acrid-smelling musk-like substance from the apocrine gland by its anus.


If Catherine’s daily life was infused with the subtle influence of al-Andalus, there can be little doubt that her most vivid memories of home would be of that most Moorish of cities, Granada. This was the last, if not the only, place in Spain that she could really call home. For here, in the red-walled oriental magnificence of the city’s Alhambra complex of palaces, Catherine spent the final years before she embarked on her English adventure.
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life into the shadowy figure of a stubborn and finally hervlc wo-ln.
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