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Preface to the 2021 Edition


The Making of the Tudor Dynasty evidently retains its value as a narrative and assessment of the Welsh, French and English heritage of King Henry VII and the Tudor royal family. Since the reprint (2013) of the revised edition of this book (2005), little has been published to modify the main themes of the story. However, several recent studies based on original research provide additional contexts. To begin with, A.D. Carr’s The Gentry of North Wales in the Later Middle Ages (Cardiff, 2017) locates Henry VII’s ancestors in Welsh society of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Towards the end of the story, M.A. Hicks’s Richard III: the Self-Made King (New Haven and London, 2019) is an authoritative study of the king who faced Henry Tudor at Bosworth Field. In between, A.F. Sutton, ‘England and Brittany, 1482-86: Politics, Trade and War’, Nottingham Medieval Studies, 62 (2018), 137-82, reviews the evidence for the years when Jasper Tudor and his nephew Henry were in exile immediately before the invasion of 1485. And finally, S. Evans, ‘Inventing the Bosworth tradition: Richard ap Hywel, the “King’s Hole” and the Mostyn family image in the nineteenth century’, Welsh History Review, 29/2 (2018), 218-53, examines one example of memory and myth in relation to the decisive battle itself.


Ralph A. Griffiths
December 2020




Preface to the Reprint of the New Revised Edition


This reprint of the revised edition (2005) of The Making of the Tudor Dynasty preserves the distinctive character of the book as a coherent account of the conjunction of English, French and Welsh noble families that was central to the Wars of the Roses and the accession of a new dynasty in 1485. Since 2005, relatively little has been published of direct relevance to the story. Excavations took place during 2005–9 in the Leicestershire countryside to locate more precisely the site of the battle of Bosworth, but P J. Foss, a skilled interpreter of this historic landscape, is sceptical that the finds allow a more confident location of the actions on the battlefield: ‘Bosworth at Redemore: Focus and Context’, The Ricardian, XXIII (2013), 37–57. In 2012 a skeleton was discovered on part of the site of the Franciscan friary in Leicester (now a small car-park) that is alleged to be the remains of King Richard III, but a frenzy of excitable commentary has not led to more extensive excavation and, therefore, a more measured historical forensic examination of remains. No reliable or significant historical conclusions have so far emerged in either case. And yet a number of historians have hastened to produce books on the reign of Richard III and Bosworth (and new editions of earlier books) which are largely repetitive and derivative, and incorporate as fact what has been popularly reported. More dependable is P. W. Hammond, Richard III and the Bosworth Campaign (Barnsley, 2010), with its interesting dedication ‘To all who fought at Bosworth Field, on whichever side they fought’; while the vivid political narrative of C. Skidmore, Bosworth: The Birth of the Tudors (London, 2013), interleaves a review of the sources for Henry Tudor’s exile in France and his invasion in 1485.


As to the broader themes of the present book, M. Bennett (in ‘Table tittle-tattle and the Tudor view of history’, in K. Dockray and P. Fleming (eds), People, Places and Perspectives: Essays on Later Medieval and Early Tudor England (Stroud, 2005), 155–66) reveals the fascination in the early sixteenth century with the unlikely and clandestine marriage of Queen Katherine of Valois and the Welshman Owen Tudor which proved a turning-point in dynastic history. The importance of their son Jasper as Henry VII’s stalwart uncle is reflected, after 1485, in E. Cavell (ed.), The Heralds’ Memoir, 1486–1490: Court Ceremony, Royal Progress and Rebellion (Donnington, 2009). King Henry’s use of selective memory and attachment to his ancestry in imagery, symbolism and public display in support of his new regime is further illustrated in building and manuscript by C. Hicks’s study of King’s College, Cambridge, The King’s Glass: A Story of Tudor Power and Secret Art (London, 2007), and S. McKendrick, J. Lowden and K. Doyle, Royal Manuscripts: The Genius of Illumination (London, 2011). On the other hand, C. S. L. Davies (‘Tudor: What’s in a name?, History, 97 (2012), 24–42) challenges historians’ exclusive and misleading use of ‘Tudor’ to characterize not only the quarter-Welsh Henry VII and his descendants, but also the age in which they lived.


Ralph A. Griffiths
July 2013




Preface to the New Revised Edition


In preparing this new edition, the opportunity has been taken to make some corrections and amendments. Many of the chapters in the first part of the original book required little alteration, whereas research and writing, prompted in part by the five-hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Bosworth, have been taken into account in later chapters whilst not significantly altering their structure. In particular, A.V. Antonovics, M.C.E. Jones and M. K. Jones have provided some further details of Henry Tudor’s and his uncle Jasper’s years in Brittany and France, and C.S.L. Davies has clarified the political and diplomatic significance of Anglo-Breton-French relations before their invasion in 1485. M.K. Jones and M.G. Underwood have placed our knowledge of Lady Margaret Beaufort on an eminently sound footing. As to Bosworth itself, there has been an unquenchable desire to write about the opposing forces and the ground on which they may have tramped. In the absence of new evidence, conjectures based on suppositions have scarcely advanced our understanding – with the notable exception of the writings of M. Bennett, P.J. Foss and C.F. Richmond. The recent announcement of a major Heritage Lottery grant may enable archaeologists to identify the battlefield and its environs – and discourage further hyperactive imaginings. Studies and editions of later medieval Welsh poetry – the poetry of the gentry – are bringing an assessment of Welsh attitudes to the Tudors more closely within our reach. All these advances have been noted in the section on ‘Further Reading’ at the end of this second edition.


More importantly perhaps, recent writings on fifteenth-century England and Wales allow the context of ‘The Making of the Tudor Dynasty’ to be appreciated more vividly: the adjustment of north Wales society to English conquest and government; the circumstances in which the Welsh and the English formed a more integrated society; and the provincial dimensions of aristocratic and dynastic conflicts in the Wars of the Roses. At the same time, the peculiar features of the Tudor family and its relationships are a salutary reminder of the significance of accidental and fortuitous factors in history: a queen falling in love with an esquire, three extraordinary marriages, the slender thread of a posthumously-born only son, and the conjunction of domestic and international politics – all combined to create a new royal dynasty.


Most of the illustrations included in the original edition have been retained. They have now been supplemented by several new images (numbers 3, 4, 5, 11, 14, 17, 19, 21, 22, 24, 25) provided by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, to whose staff gratitude is due.


Ralph A. Griffiths
February 2005




Preface to the First Edition


The genesis of this book is not altogether conventional. A few years ago, Dr Colin Richmond and I spent an informative afternoon tramping the alleged site of the Battle of Bosworth. At the ‘Battlefield Centre’, large and splendid reproductions of the famous sixteenth-century portrait of King Richard III were on sale. A request for a large and splendid reproduction of Michael Sittow’s equally famous (and contemporary) portrait of King Henry VII produced a copy that was a fraction of the size of the Ricardian portrait, and an expression of genuine regret that no one ever asked for Henry’s picture at Bosworth. Dr Richmond seemed less worried about this state of affairs than I was. Round about the same time new investigations into several aspects of the early history of the Tudor family made it possible to contemplate an authoritative, coherent account of the earliest Tudors, including the Bosworth campaign itself. Already in 1971 my former pupil, Dr Roger S. Thomas, had completed a distinguished doctoral thesis on Jasper Tudor which revealed the central role of Henry VII’s uncle. Several of the following chapters (especially Chapters 4–7) are so heavily indebted to sections of Dr Thomas’s work that it is right that his name should appear as this book’s co-author. Other aspects of the Tudor saga – notably, Henry Tudor’s years in France, the events of 1485, and the impact of Henry’s antecedents on his rule as king – needed fresh examination.


In the course of constructing from these various strands an account that is both popular and scholarly, I have incurred a substantial number of debts which it is a pleasure to record. My special thanks go to several of my colleagues, Stuart Clark, George Evans, John Hall and Prys Morgan; to Ian Arthurson, Michael Jones (Bristol) and M.C.E. Jones (Nottingham); to Terry James (Dyfed Archaeological Trust); to I. Llwyd Williams (Bangor); to K.H. Rogers (County Archivist of Wiltshire) and John Reeves (Royal Commission on Historical Monuments, Salisbury); to Ann Rhydderch (Gwynedd Archives Service), M.J. Moore (Leicestershire Museum Services), and the Curators of Chichester District Museum; to the Directeurs des Services d’Archives du Morbihan (Vannes) et d’Ille-et-Vilaine (Rennes); to Mary Lewis (Wales Tourist Board), Lisa Markwell (Country Life) and the Archdeacon of St David’s; and to the Earl Cawdor. I am especially grateful to Roger Davies for his indispensable help with most of the illustrations; to David Robinson, who generously produced the maps; to the Secretaries of the Department of History of the University College of Swansea for typing the manuscript with their customary expedition; and, once again, to the staff of the College’s Library whose good-humoured co-operation is to be valued more highly than the infernal technology with which they have to work. Finally, my appreciation goes to Alan Sutton, Peter Clifford and their colleagues, whose loyalties to Richard III and the Yorkists have not prevented them from publishing in record time.


Dr Thomas and I have jointly seen this book through the Press.


R.A.G.
St David’s Day, 1985




Prologue


Since the Battle of Bosworth 500 years ago, the royal dynasty of the Tudors has consistently attracted more popular and scholarly interest and admiration than any other dynasty in British history. And on the European stage, only the Bourbons and the Habsburgs have rivalled it. The resplendent figures of King Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth I dominated their own age and still fire the imagination of novelists, film and television producers, historians and popular writers, while ‘England under the Tudors’ continues to have an extraordinary fascination for countless school children and their history teachers.


The peculiar origins of the Tudors and the improbable saga of their rise and fall and rise again during the 250 years before Bosworth have attracted far, far less attention. It is true that patriotic writers and biographers of an earlier age and romantic novelists of our own day have presented some of the earliest Tudors to the public. Certain episodes in the Tudor story caught their interest above all others. The victory in battle of Henry Tudor, a penniless exile, in 1485 and his seizure of the English crown against all the odds make for stirring reading as both history and romance. The wanderings of Henry’s uncle, Jasper, after his defeat at Mortimer’s Cross in 1461, his steadfast loyalty to his young nephew, and the risks he ran in upholding the royal house of Lancaster – all this is inspiring as fact and as the basis for fiction. The courtship and marriage of Jasper’s father, Owen Tudor, and Katherine, princess of France and queen of England, exemplifies the love-story of the queen and the pauper that has long been a central theme of European romantic literature. And the valiant support which earlier Tudors gave to the ambitious Welsh prince, Owain Glyndŵr (Shakespeare’s Glendower), in his vain struggle to create an independent Welsh state has excited a number of writers, particularly in Wales and especially in commemoration of the six-hundredth anniversary of his uprising at the outset of the twenty-first century. But there has been no coherent and authoritative account written of the saga as a whole, uncluttered by invention and wishful thinking. Little in history is inexplicable if the evidence survives, and the fortunes of the earliest Tudors provide an instructive as well as fascinating backdrop to their entrance on to the European stage in 1485.


As we shall see later, it was probably Henry Tudor himself who, after 1485, brought together and publicised some of the information that was then available about his ancestors. He did so partly for his own interest and partly to demonstrate that his family – particularly his grandfather, Owen Tudor – was not as lowly or disreputable as his enemies maintained. His court historian, the Italian Polydore Vergil, wrote an account of Henry’s early life and adventures in Brittany and at the French court which has not been bettered since it was published in the mid-sixteenth century. Vergil’s pages became a quarry from which other Tudor writers took their information, including information about Henry’s early exploits, in order to flatter and extol the Tudor monarchs.


The first book to be devoted solely to the heroic exile of the first Tudor king was based squarely on these early writers. The First Booke of the Preservation of King Henry VII, though unfinished, was published in 1599 and dedicated to Henry’s aged grand-daughter, Queen Elizabeth, the last of the dynasty. Whereas some writers had been using the events of the fifteenth century to criticise the authoritarian régime of the old queen, this anonymous author chose to emphasise the illustrious quality of the dynasty by recording Henry’s fortitude in exile prior to his great victory over Richard III. Retelling this story in 1599 may have been connected with the anticipated accession of James VI of Scotland, who was impatiently waiting in the wings for Elizabeth to die. James was the great-grandson of Margaret, the eldest daughter of King Henry VII. When he inherited the Tudor crown in 1603, several writers harked back to the beginnings of Tudor rule, by way of comparison, instruction or contrast.


An interest in the Tudor genealogy would underpin James’s claim to Elizabeth’s throne, and in 1604 a Welsh antiquary-clergyman, G.O. Harry, published The genealogy of King James I, king of Great Brittayn, where is also handled the worthy descent of his Majesty’s ancestor Owen Tudyr. The British associations of the Tudors’ Welsh antecedents helped to celebrate a monarchy that now embraced the British Isles. Henry Tudor’s own name was called into the service of the new dynasty in 1610 with the appearance of The vision and discourse of Henry the 7th concerning the Unitie of Great Brittaine. In this period, too, the romantic imagination of the English renaissance flowered alongside the professional writing of analytical history. Michael Drayton’s elegant version of imaginary letters exchanged by Owen Tudor and Queen Katherine was the basis of Hugh Holland’s extravagant poem, Pancharis: the first Booke. Containing the Preparation of the Love between Owen Tudyr and the Queene. Holland was a poet-scholar from Denbigh who intended presenting his work to James I. More sober and scholarly was Francis Bacon’s famous History of the Reign of King Henry the Seventh, which first appeared in 1622. This had little to say about Henry’s early life and even less about his ancestors, but its assessment of Henry’s character and the nature of his rule – an assessment that has been remarkably influential ever since – did at least explain his parsimony by alluding to the poverty of his youth. As to the Battle of Bosworth, in 1629 Sir John Beaumont tried to reconstruct the action of 22 August 1485 and to identify the participants, but how much invention and tradition are mingled with reliable information in his account, and in what proportions, cannot now be known.


After the first generation of Stuart rule, the interest subsided and disillusion with the Stuarts and their kingship set in. When fascination with Tudor forebears revived, it did so especially in France, after Charles II and James II had forged strong links with Louis XIV and the French court. Bacon’s work was translated into French in 1673, but it was Owen Tudor’s dalliance with Katherine of Valois that the French literary public savoured most. This love-story inspired a romantic historical novel, Tideric, Prince de Galles, which was published in Paris in 1677; it was quickly translated into English and published the following year in a London that was enjoying the cultural freedom of the Restoration. Another highly fictionalised account of their relationship appeared in Paris in 1696. At the same time, after James II had been forced from his throne and fled to Paris, his Tudor ancestors attracted a certain amount of political interest abroad. J. Marsollier’s Histoire de Henri VII, Roi d’Angleterre, ‘surnamed the wise and the Solomon of England’ (Paris, 1697), was dedicated to the duke of Maine and Aumale. This book stressed the ex-king’s Tudor descent from Katherine of Valois, his steadfast religion and his principles, and how, as the representative of an illustrious dynasty, he merited the aid of France to help him recover his throne.


The Enlightenment and the accession of the Hanoverian dynasty led to a lengthy neglect of the romantic and political potential of the Tudor story, although several travellers in Wales and some Welsh antiquarians teased out of the countryside nuggets of fact and tradition about the earliest Tudors. It was not until the Victorian age that interest really revived. The stimulus was Agnes Strickland’s biographies – based on fact and fiction – of the queens of England, among them Katherine of Valois and Henry VII’s consort, Elizabeth of York. First published at the beginning of Victoria’s reign, these studies retained their popularity for long after and provided ample material for the Victorian novelist to use. The story of Owen Tudor, the poor untutored Welshman, and the ardent young widowed queen, Katherine of Valois, attracted most attention. By contrast, the reputation for coldness, reticence, even dullness, which Henry VII was gradually acquiring at the hands of modern historians deterred the novelists, and the reputation of the fifteenth century as an age of political decadence and civil war diverted scholarly attention away from Jasper and Henry Tudor. After two world wars, the romantic strain has returned with vigour, exploiting the story of Owen and Katherine in particular. Since 1954 several plays and novels have appeared regularly from the pens of English and Welsh authors. In the 1970s alone at least five large books on this theme were published, with the promise of more to come. Few works of authentic historical scholarship have concentrated on the fortunes of the Tudors before 1485, although the authoritative biography of Henry VII by S.B. Chrimes (first published in 1972) gives due regard to the value of Polydore Vergil’s account of Henry’s early years.


It might be expected that the passion for the Tudors would have been greatest in Wales, especially among patriotic and nationalist writers. And so it was until the twentieth century. But Henry VIII’s Act of Union, marking the incorporation of Wales in an English state and accelerating the Anglicisation of Welsh life, also proved an embarrassment, even a betrayal. To the doyen of political nationalism in contemporary Wales, Gwynfor Evans, in his Aros Mae (1971), translated into English as The Land of My Fathers, the accession of a part-Welsh dynasty in 1485 was a wrong-turning for Wales and for Welsh people.


From whatever perspective they are viewed, the earliest Tudors and the part they played in the making of England’s royal dynasty hold a fascination and a significance that requires explanation.




1


Servants of Welsh Princes


The first Tudor monarch, Henry VII, was one-quarter Welsh, one-quarter French, and half English. Yet it is his Welsh blood that identified him to contemporaries and to posterity. And it is by his great-great-grandfather’s Welsh Christian name of Tudur (Anglicised as Tudor) that he and his descendants are known. Not that these Welsh ancestors of his had much princely blood in their veins, but their family first sprang to prominence in the service of the most ambitious and constructive of Welsh princely houses.


During the first three-quarters of the thirteenth century, the Welsh rulers of Gwynedd, whose principality included the rugged fastnesses of Snowdonia as well as the fertile lowlands of Anglesey, strove to create a powerful and organised fledgling state. Changes that were taking place in the monarchies of Western Europe – in their forms of government, their methods of administration and their rulers’ powers – were well known in Wales, not least through the English example. Under Llywelyn ab Iorwerth (1202–40), known as Llewelyn the Great, a capable, determined and ruthless prince, Gwynedd became (for Wales) a comparatively strong principality. Indeed, it claimed the allegiance of all other Welsh princes and its ruler later adopted the style and dignity of Prince of Wales. Llywelyn controlled almost all of Gwynedd by 1202 and when, ten years later, in 1212, he negotiated a treaty with the king of France, he claimed to speak for other Welsh rulers too. He was instrumental in forcing King John to submit to the demands of the English barons at Runnymede, and Welsh demands were included in the Magna Carta sealed there in 1215. Llywelyn the Great was able to maintain his and his principality’s strength and independence until his death twenty-five years later in 1240.


It was in these decades of vigorous political development in North Wales that the Welsh ancestors of King Henry VII achieved a prominence that made them one of the most influential and respected of Welsh families in the thirteenth century. They hitched their star to the prince of Gwynedd, making themselves indispensable as councillors, servants, diplomats and soldiers in a polity which, like that of other European rulers, came to rely on an ‘aristocracy of service’. The earliest Tudors were a family of such aristocrats. They augmented and consolidated the family fortunes along the way.


Despite their vital importance to the prince of Gwynedd, none of Henry Tudor’s forebears married into the princely line. Rather were they trusted lieutenants of Llywelyn the Great and his successors. In England such distinguished servants of the king could have expected an earldom. In North Wales, repute, property and power were their anticipated reward. Not that it was a record of uninterrupted progress towards position, wealth and power, for the rise of Gwynedd was frequently beset with enemies and obstacles: other Welsh princes were jealous and resented the rulers of Gwynedd; English kings were suspicious and opposed their claims; and English barons with lordships in the march (or borderland) of Wales were hostile. An ambitious Welsh family in the service of the prince of Gwynedd would be well advised to keep one eye on Gwynedd’s rivals and opponents, and perhaps even be prepared to engage in political manoeuvre, in order to preserve what it had gained from good service in North Wales. All this the ancestors of the Tudor monarchs achieved, often with conspicuous success and rarely with serious lapses. When the principality of Gwynedd was destroyed by King Edward I in 1282–3, this family managed to re-emerge with much of its influence, if not its reputation, intact.


The earliest Tudors of all lived near Abergele, in the district (or commote) of Rhos in the region east of the River Conwy known as the Four Cantrefs (or, in Welsh, the Perfeddwlad), much of which later became the marcher lordship of Denbigh. In their origins they were modest landowners in the countryside east of the Conwy and not far from the coast. When this region was brought under the control of Gwynedd by Llywelyn the Great himself, some of the family entered the personal service of their new lord. It is even possible that one or two members of the family were employed by Llywelyn’s predecessor at the end of the twelfth century. Cynfrig ab Iorwerth is the first of their stock who is known to have found a niche in the rudimentary administration of Gwynedd. His sons and grandsons followed in his footsteps with astonishing regularity. We can only speculate about the abilities and intelligence of Cynfrig’s descendants, but whatever their qualities they were constantly employed by the thirteenth-century rulers of Gwynedd. Indeed, Cynfrig and his relatives formed the largest single family group of servants used by the princes in their various enterprises. If Cynfrig had made the initial and crucial mark, it was his son Ednyfed Fychan (Ednyfed the Younger) who acquired the greatest reputation of all his family and who ensured that his sons and grandsons had a place in the government and society of North Wales that was second only to that of the princely house itself.


Ednyfed Fychan was in Llywelyn the Great’s service by 1215 and he never left it before Llywelyn’s death in 1240. He was often in the prince’s company; he witnessed Llywelyn’s charters, and for a long time he was seneschal or steward (or, in Welsh, distain), the most important administrative, political and judicial official whom the prince had. He was in this exalted position by about 1216, if not earlier. As such he represented Llywelyn in negotiations with the English king, Henry III, certain English marcher lords, and other Welsh princes, bishops and ecclesiastics. He was the prince’s alter ego, answerable only to Llywelyn himself and exercising a very considerable authority on his behalf. Ednyfed was no less highly valued in war. In the sixteenth century there was a tradition that he had once (perhaps in 1210) led the prince’s forces to battle against the earl of Chester and other supporters of King John; he was said to have presented three bloody English heads to Llywelyn after the victory – heads which supposedly were represented on the arms of Ednyfed Fychan and his family thereafter. The qualities which Ednyfed displayed in exploits like these enabled him to aim high in his search for a wife. He married Gwenllian, a daughter of the famed Lord Rhys ap Gruffydd (who died in 1197). Rhys not only created a personal dominion for himself in South-West Wales (or Deheubarth), but he was regarded elsewhere as the leading Welsh prince of his day. To be linked with such a reputable lineage enhanced Ednyfed Fychan’s own standing. Even King Henry III acknowledged him to be an outstanding Welshman, and when Ednyfed passed through London in June 1235, apparently en route to the Holy Land and the crusade, the king arranged to send a silver cup to his lodgings as a token of respect.


Llywelyn the Great died in 1240. As the elder statesman of Gwynedd, Ednyfed Fychan played a key role in arranging the succession of the prince’s son, David (1240–6). And in an age when the authority of rulers depended on personal ability and good advisers, no one was better qualified than this experienced and loyal servant to play a guiding role at the new prince’s court. When Ednyfed himself died in 1246, ten years after his wife, the annals that were then being compiled at St Werburgh’s Abbey in Chester recorded the event as if it were a turning-point in the history of Gwynedd and North Wales more generally. Ednyfed was remembered as the justiciar of Wales, a title which ranked him with those great justiciars or royal lieutenants who were employed by English monarchs to act in their stead when they were out of the kingdom or otherwise unavailable. It was a fitting tribute to the great servant of Llywelyn the Great and David ap Llywelyn.


Cynfrig ab Iorwerth had had two other sons besides Ednyfed Fychan: Heilyn and Goronwy. They too appear to have served Prince Llywelyn and Prince David, though not with the brilliance of their brother. Their public actions seem to have been concentrated in the eastern part of Gwynedd, in the countryside of their ancestors, east of the Conwy. They and their descendants never won the prominence, repute or affection felt in North Wales for Ednyfed’s brood (Wyrion Eden).


Ednyfed Fychan had at least six – more probably seven – sons. The fact that every one of them followed their father in serving Gwynedd’s princes, often attaining positions that he had filled, is in part testimony to the high regard in which Ednyfed himself was held and the skill with which he advanced the careers of his relatives. We must recognise, too, that it may reflect their own capabilities. Goronwy and Gruffydd ab Ednyfed were old enough to join their father at Prince Llywelyn’s court, and to support Ednyfed in negotiations with the earl of Chester round about 1222. Gruffydd, however, perhaps through youthful indiscretion, deeply offended Llywelyn by making slanderous remarks about the prince’s wife, an illegitimate daughter of King John whom Llywelyn had married in 1204. Gruffydd was thereupon forced to flee to Ireland. In fact, he was the first member of the family known to have quarrelled with his prince. Despite Gruffydd’s disgrace, Ednyfed’s position was unchallenged, and his other sons reaped handsome rewards. Several of them reached manhood during the short reign of Prince David (1240–6). The young prince may have welcomed the opportunity to draw younger people close to him as well as to rely on his father’s old minister. Indeed, in negotiations with several marcher lords in 1241, Tudur ab Ednyfed was acknowledged to be the prince’s steward even during Ednyfed’s lifetime, though it may only have been a temporary promotion to strengthen his role as a negotiator. Ednyfed’s son Rhys was also in Prince David’s service by 1241.


The second breach in the loyalty of Ednyfed Fychan’s family to the princes of Gwynedd occurred ironically as a result of their service to the princes. In November 1245 Tudur ab Ednyfed was captured by Henry III in North Wales and he was sent as a hostage to the Tower of London, possibly as a guarantee of Prince David’s submission to the king. David’s own brother, Gruffydd, had also been a hostage in the Tower, but in 1244 he was killed while trying to escape. In the following year, Tudur was conveyed by stages to London, first by the Anglophile lord of Southern Powys, Gruffydd ap Gwenwynwyn, and then by John Lestrange, a Shropshire baron who had been the king’s justiciar of Chester until shortly before. He was then handed over to the sheriff of Oxfordshire’s men for the final stage of the journey under escort to the Tower, where he was placed in one of the inner buildings. When he was released in September 1246, the year in which both Prince David and Ednyfed died, he had to leave two of his sons as hostages in the Tower, though they do not seem to have suffered the worst rigours of imprisonment. As a further price of his release, Tudur was forced to swear fealty to Henry III, and he did homage to the king for his lands in North Wales which were now confirmed to him. He also received from the king gifts and more land, including the township of Maenan in the Perfeddwlad. Tudur ab Ednyfed had declared himself to be a loyal subject of King Henry III, an act which was bound to damage his relationship with the ruler of Gwynedd. Henry and his advisers were evidently eager to attract influential Welshmen to their side and in the years that followed Tudur received yet more property from the beneficent king. Indeed, Tudur was used as an envoy by King Henry in the truce negotiations in 1259–60 with Prince David’s nephew and successor, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd; and eventually Tudur’s son, Heilyn, was released from the Tower of London in February 1263.


This change of allegiance by Tudur ab Ednyfed meant that he broke the tradition of service in Gwynedd which his father and grandfather had begun half a century earlier. It may not have been conviction that induced Tudur to throw in his lot with the English king. Royal gifts and land grants were doubtless enticing, but the continued confinement of his sons in London was the most powerful factor. In any case, with the death of both Prince David and Ednyfed Fychan in 1246, an internal power struggle had begun for control of Gwynedd. This may have made the future of Ednyfed’s family seem less certain and a closer relationship with King Henry a sensible precaution. However that may be, after 1263, by which time Llywelyn ap Gruffydd had emerged as the undisputed master of North Wales (and Heilyn ap Tudur had been released from prison), Tudur ab Ednyfed felt able to resume his career in Gwynedd.


When Llywelyn ap Gruffydd (known as Llywelyn the Last after his death) established his personal ascendancy in Gwynedd in 1255, all of Ednyfed Fychan’s sons were old enough to enter his service and eventually they all did so. They became the agents of a régime which re-established a large Welsh principality extending from the Llŷn peninsula in the far west to the River Dee in the east, with client Welsh lordships to the south in Powys, Cardiganshire and Carmarthenshire, and conquests as far as Montgomery in the east and the borders of Glamorgan in the south. Territorially, Llywelyn exceeded even his grandfather’s achievement. He re-asserted Gwynedd’s claim to lordship over all other Welsh princes and by 1258 he was confidently styling himself Prince of Wales. In the Anglo-Welsh treaty concluded at Montgomery in September 1267, Henry III himself recognised and accepted Llywelyn’s position. The sons of Ednyfed Fychan had played a central part in it all. The eldest, Goronwy, had stepped into his father’s shoes as steward by 1258. He continued to fill this crucial office for another ten years, dispensing justice at the highest level, negotiating with the English king and with the marcher lords, the bishop of Bangor and other Welsh princes. Like his father before him, he led the armies of Gwynedd on campaign, and in February 1263 took them as far as Gwent against the great marcher lords of the south. When Goronwy died on 17 October 1268, one Welsh chronicler recalled his courage and distinction in arms, as well as his wisdom and integrity. Goronwy was a true son of his father and the grief which the chronicler felt at his passing was ill-concealed.
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Table 1: Ednyfed Fychan and his sons


Ednyfed Fychan’s second son, Gruffydd, eventually returned from Ireland and disgrace. By 1247 he could be found in Prince Llywelyn ap Gruffydd’s company; he witnessed his charters, negotiated with Henry III in 1256, and perhaps he initially acted as steward to the new prince in preference to his elder brother Goronwy. As for Tudur ab Ednyfed, he resumed his career in North Wales, despite his enforced association with Henry III. After 1263, he not only witnessed Prince Llywelyn ap Gruffydd’s charters and assisted Llywelyn in disputes with the bishop of Bangor, with other Welsh princes and certain marcher lords; but after Goronwy’s death in 1268, he succeeded to the stewardship and for a further decade monopolised what was indisputably one of the most powerful positions in Llywelyn’s principality.


The two youngest of Ednyfed Fychan’s sons, Rhys and Cynfrig, followed divergent careers. Cynfrig, who had his paternal grandfather’s name, was also in Prince Llywelyn’s service by 1256, engaged in the same diplomatic and judicial work as his brothers. But Rhys, whose name recalls his maternal grandfather, seems to have fallen out with Prince Llywelyn. Although it is not possible to say that the descendants of Cynfrig ab Iorwerth monopolised the chief office of the princes of Gwynedd, the stewardship, without a break from at least 1216 to 1278, Ednyfed Fychan and several of his sons certainly controlled it for long stretches of that time. Their family steadfastly served Llywelyn ab Iorwerth and his two successors with distinction. Even the occasional rupture in relations with one prince or another hardly detracts from a record that was second to none among the dominant families of North Wales in the thirteenth century.


Outstanding service of this order merited rich rewards, and patronage was the surest way to attract and retain such loyalty. Our knowledge of the extensive grants of land which were made to members of Cynfrig ab Iorwerth’s progeny comes almost entirely from the fourteenth century, when townships and properties were still being identified by local administrators as once belonging to Ednyfed Fychan and held by him on the most generous of terms. His family’s homeland lay east of the River Conwy in modern Denbighshire. Most of the land granted to Ednyfed by the princes of Gwynedd was situated in Anglesey (especially at Penmynydd and Trecastell) and in Caernarfonshire west of the Conwy. These properties, which were granted to him and his heirs, had special rights and privileges attached to them, in place of traditional kinship obligations and customary services to the prince. It is likely that these lands were granted to Ednyfed Fychan before 1240 by Llywelyn the Great. In addition, Ednyfed bought other land in the Perfeddwlad (notably Rhos Fyneich), and he was also granted an estate in Cardiganshire. Ednyfed’s sons added to the family possessions in more modest ways; for example, at the time of his allegiance to Henry III, Tudur acquired estates in Flint and Dyffryn Clwyd. These scattered lands, akin to the estates of a nobleman in England, placed the family of Ednyfed Fychan among the wealthiest landowners of North Wales, with all which that implied in terms of local significance and influence.
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Map A: Estates of Ednyfed Fychan and his sons in North Wales. The commotes shown are those in which the estates were situated.


As elsewhere in medieval Europe, the link between the Church and the State in North Wales was a direct one. The bishoprics of Bangor and St. Asaph lay entirely within the principality of Gwynedd at its widest extent, and therefore to some degree they were under the princes’ control. Moreover, those who served the princes in secular matters often had relatives who did so in the religious sphere. Yet another of Ednyfed Fychan’s sons can probably be identified with Hywel, bishop of St Asaph from about 1240 until his death in 1247. If so, the bishop’s nephew, Llywelyn, Gruffydd ab Ednyfed’s son, was most likely prior of Bangor some years later. And the family seems to have been among the early benefactors of the Dominican Friary which was founded near Bangor by 1251; Goronwy ab Ednyfed may have donated land to the friars in the vicinity of what is now Penrhyn Park. Indeed, Goronwy, who is known to have been buried somewhere in Bangor, may have been laid to rest in the new friary – just as, in the next century, several of Ednyfed’s descendants regarded it as their mausoleum.


The place of this family among North Wales society is reflected in the poems which several thirteenth-century poets wrote in their honour and the eulogies that marked their deaths. Ednyfed Fychan’s passing in 1246 was recorded with deep sorrow, and Elidir Sais, one of the leading poets of the first half of the thirteenth century, affected to have mourned at the graveside:




Above the fresh grave of Ednyfed have I been,


My tears streaming.





Ednyfed’s daughter was fêted in verse by Einion ap Gwalchmai, while on the death of her brother Gruffydd, Dafydd Benfras expressed a more public regret. Goronwy ab Ednyfed was the subject of odes of praise by both Bleddyn Fardd and Prydydd Bychan. To them he was ‘the rampart of Gwynedd’ and ‘the wall of the city’, an heroic figure whose martial exploits in the defence of Gwynedd were matched by a wise and noble character – qualities which were echoed on his death by the chronicler of the Welsh princes.


This remarkable family enjoyed the trust and gratitude of three princes of Gwynedd. Ednyfed and his sons were given power, wealth and pre-eminence which spread their fame beyond the borders of Gwynedd to the marcher lordships, the Welsh principalities of the south, even to the English court. They survived political troubles in Gwynedd itself as well as the severe tensions which arose from time to time between Gwynedd, the king of England and other lords in Wales.




2


A Question of Allegiance


THE CONQUESTS OF EDWARD I


There had been times – admittedly few of them – in the thirteenth century when some members of Ednyfed Fychan’s family had wavered in their devotion to the princes of Gwynedd and threw in their lot with the English king. These were occasions when personal and family interests took precedence over loyalty to their princely masters. The principality of Gwynedd was a very recent creation and its frontiers were still liable to shift. The homeland of Ednyfed Fychan’s family in the Perfeddwlad periodically fell into English hands, and so it was natural that those with roots in the countryside east of the Conwy should find their loyalties tested or even torn. After Edward I ascended the English throne in 1272, their instinct for survival became sharper and Ednyfed Fychan’s offspring eventually deserted the Welsh cause.


After the resounding success of King Edward in his first war against Prince Llywelyn in 1276–7, common prudence suggested that the family at least establish a channel of communication with the great Edward in case further misfortune befell Llywelyn in the future. As early as the 1240s, Ednyfed Fychan’s son Tudur had emerged the wealthier from his enforced association with Henry III. Now, several of Ednyfed’s descendants made their peace with King Edward and benefited accordingly. During the recent conflict, Ednyfed’s grandson, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, a Dominican friar who was probably prior of Bangor, acted as intermediary between his brother Rhys, who had been one of Prince Llywelyn’s servants, and the king. The aim was to reconcile Rhys and two of his kinsmen with the English. These three men may have taken part in a plot to desert the prince and defect to Edward. When Prince Llywelyn was induced to make the treaty of Conwy with the king in 1277, he promised to free Rhys from captivity and restore him to his position. Afterwards, Rhys entered the king’s service and his relations with Prince Llywelyn became very strained. On one occasion, while he was at Llywelyn’s court at Aberffraw in Anglesey, he was fined £100 for disobedience and contempt. Thus, when Edward I launched his second Welsh war in 1282, Rhys and his brother, Hywel ap Gruffydd ab Ednyfed, joined the king on campaign in North Wales. As the English were crossing the Menai Strait after landing in Anglesey, they were attacked by Prince Llywelyn’s men and Hywel was among those who were slain.
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Table 2: Ancestors of Owen Tudor
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