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Introduction





Catherine, William and Anne Parr were born within a short four-year span, between the winters of 1511–12 and 1515–16. Close in age, they became emotionally close to each other as children, a bond no doubt strengthened by the early loss of their father. As adults, they continued to rely on each other for emotional support, as well as for more concrete reciprocities. Their lives entertwined in a way that makes it difficult to tell the story of one without the inclusion of the others. The Tudor age particularly was an age of families, great and small, aristocrat, gentry, yeoman and peasant, whose members attempted in a myriad of ways, legal and illegal, moral and immoral, to raise both themselves and the family groups to which they belonged into a higher sphere of property and influence than the one to which they had been born. Even queens were an integral part of this family social system, acting not alone but in concert with the interests of kith and kin. They were, in their own minds as well as those of their subjects, identified by their kinship groups, owing and generally acting upon an allegiance to the higher aspirations of mother, father, brother, sister, uncle, aunt and cousin. Family solidarity could and did raise an entire group by virtue of one successful individual. Men such as William Paget or William Cecil, women such as Jane Seymour or Catherine Parr, pulled in the wake of their rise whole cadres of cousins behind them. Nepotism was not a pernicious anomaly, it was a sacred obligation. By the stroke of a pen on a royal marriage license, Catherine Parr took her family where no Parr had gone before, into the highest strata of court society. That they managed to remain there after her death owed as much to their own talent and shrewdness as to their relationship with a Tudor queen of England.


A true understanding of Catherine Parr as queen comes only with an understanding and assessment of the family from which she sprang and which throughout her life she held in abiding affection. In chess, a game that Catherine played, the queen’s gambit is a move which places the queen in jeopardy, or even sacrifices her, to gain a tactical advantage for her side. To a greater or lesser extent, all of the families who provided queens for the uxorial Henry VIII engaged in this move. Henry, himself, sacrificed four queens by divorce or execution to attain a perceived advantage. For Catherine Parr, the queen’s gambit not only provided place and patronage for her family, it accelerated the pace of the reformed religion, ensured its continued integrity into the next reign and guaranteed the survival and preparation of her stepdaughter Elizabeth to preside over the glories of the Elizabethan age.


Part One of this book deals with the childhood of Catherine, William and Anne and their adult lives up to 1543. Catherine, who became queen consort of England in that year, had, by virtue both of her position and her character, the most significant impact of any of her family on the history of the last half of the sixteenth century. Part Two discusses her influence on her times and the historical significance of her life. This influence did not end with her death but reverberated through the reign of her stepdaughter, Elizabeth I, who, having observed Catherine’s strategies of queenship while growing up, used many of these same strategies to pattern her own approach to power.


Where William and Anne Parr have been generally ignored, Catherine Parr has been marginalized in much of the literature of the period due primarily to a lack of research into her life and activities and a consequent lack of understanding of her seminal importance to the power politics in the final years of Henry VIII’s reign. Married by the king solely on the grounds of her nursing abilities, so the popular story goes, romanced by her fourth husband, Thomas Seymour, when he failed in his attempts to attach the affections of the fourteen-year-old Princess Elizabeth, and generally consigned to a role draped in the crepe of religious gloom, Catherine Parr has failed to arouse the imagination of romantics. This is unfortunate, for her life contained all of the elements so beloved of romantic fiction – personal peril, clandestine romance, war, political intrigue, jealous husbands and royal matrimony. Her character, so often misconstrued, was passionate, vital and at times dangerously impulsive. More importantly, the lack of serious, sustained attention to the life and works of Catherine Parr has had the result of burying her real importance in a number of areas behind the hotly debated questions of her birthplace, her capabilities in Latin and her influence on her stepchildren.


This narrow viewpoint has created a distorted picture and afforded only an incomplete account of the politics of the latter half of the sixteenth century. For Catherine Parr was a strong-willed and outspoken woman, a committed player of power politics, an active patron of a multitude of arts taking shape in the emerging English Renaissance, a vigorous contributor to and supporter of the English Reformation and arguably the first Protestant queen of England.1 She acted as Regent-General for the nation in 1544 and fully expected to be appointed so again at her husband’s death when her young stepson ascended the throne as Edward VI. That she was not so appointed had more to do with Henry’s vagaries at the end of his life (or perhaps with the post mortem changes to his will by others) than with her own proven abilities. The queen’s belief in the moral right of Mary to be included among her father’s heirs led Catherine to mount a persistent and ultimately successful campaign to reinstate her eldest stepdaughter in the royal line of succession, an act whose consequences would echo through the critical years following Henry VIII’s death.


Catherine’s own commitment to the new religion was zealous and absolute but it was not exclusive. Both her compassion for Mary and, just as importantly, her passion for Thomas Seymour caused her to make compromises with her conscience and in the latter case, with her own good sense. Yet in the cause of her religion, Catherine was an energetic advocate. Her involvement with the great translation project of Erasmus’ Paraphrases, with the King’s Primer, with the translation of Bishop Fisher’s Psalms or Prayers, as well as the volumes published under her own name, present a clever woman diligent in her attempts to provide resource materials in the vernacular for the new religion. The list of her ecclesiastic protégés – Matthew Parker, John Parkhurst, Miles Coverdale and Nicholas Ridley – contains most of the architects of the reformed religion. In 1545, she appears to have encouraged Henry VIII to attempt the formation of a Protestant League, a radical political move for a Tudor consort and one in which her personal secretary was employed as secret ambassador to the European Protestant princes.


The increasing radicalization of Catherine’s religious and political views, and her willingness despite cultural restrictions on women to vocalize them, brought her enemies like the wily Bishop of Winchester, Stephen Gardiner, who plotted against her life and nearly orchestrated her arrest and execution in 1546. Catherine’s sexual infatuation with the mutually enamored Sir Thomas Seymour, which began before her marriage to the king and ultimately led to an ill-advised clandestine marriage just months after Henry’s death, further alienated her from her former friends at court and diminished her influence with her royal stepson, Edward VI. Although she outlived Henry VIII by less than twenty months, the actions and events of Catherine’s life were to have a ripple effect for the next fifty years.


In the area of the arts, Catherine was a patron par excellence of the evolving world of English language literature. She was the first queen of England to write and publish her own books and to become a recognised author during her lifetime and the first Englishwoman to publish a work of prose in the sixteenth century. In education, she encouraged her second husband, Lord Latimer, to found a free school at Well in Yorkshire, was a faithful patron as queen of the college of her Honour of Clare in Suffolk and supported the founding of Trinity College, Cambridge. Recipients of her patronage in the fine arts included such artists as John Bettes, Levina Teerlinc, Lucas Horenboult, Peter Richardson, and Giles Gering, musician and composer Antonio Bassano and his family, playwright and translator Nicholas Udall, as well as men in important collateral fields, such as printer-publishers Thomas Berthelet, Richard Grafton, and Edward Whitchurch, educators John Cheke, Anthony Cooke and Roger Ascham. She was also an enthusiastic patron of the nascent art of the English miniature and of English portrait painting and employed many of the major artists of the day to paint both herself and her royal stepchildren. Her love of music and dancing is well documented by the various foreign ambassadors at the English court during the time that she was queen, and her own privy chamber accounts indicate a woman who loved luxury, beautiful fabrics, stylish clothing and cleverly set jewels. This Renaissance sense of self, combined with her obvious enjoyment of sybaritic splendor, are at odds with Catherine’s popular image as a colourless and unimaginative queen.


To a lesser but still significant extent, William Parr, Marquess of Northampton, is an important figure of the age. One of three men who put Lady Jane Grey on the throne of England, a generous patron of the arts, a friend of and donor to Cambridge University, the founder of Guildford Grammar School, and prop of the Duke of Northumberland’s political overthrow of the lord protector, Northampton’s career has deserved more scholarly interest than it has heretofore received. Yet Northampton’s career in the final analysis owes less to his own efforts than to the efforts of the women in his life. Through his marriage to the outspoken and rebellious Lady Anne Bourchier, Northampton achieved the earldom of Essex. Through his sister, Catherine, he achieved the favour of the king. Northampton’s second wife, Elisabeth Brooke, suggested the marriage between Lady Jane Grey and Guildford Dudley and became so close to the young Queen Elizabeth that the Earl of Leicester grew jealous. The career of the Marquess of Northampton is an important and neglected one but it also offers a framework for the lives and careers of his three wives, the equally important and neglected Anne Bourchier, Elisabeth Brooke and Helena Snakenborg.


The extant evidence recording the incidents of the life of the third Parr child, Anne, are far more sparse than those of her brother and sister. During Catherine’s queenship, Anne acted as her most trusted advisor, while her husband, William Herbert, built a career on his familial connection to the throne. It was Herbert’s good fortune to marry Anne Parr, for this marriage secured for him the opportunity to raise himself to the first ranks of the aristocracy. In Anne Parr’s descendants, the Herbert Earls of Pembroke, the Parrs produced a fitting legacy of artistic patronage that did honour to the roots from which it sprang.


A Note On Spelling


Spelling during the Tudor period was erratic and idiosyncratic. For the sake of clarity, period quotations have been given a modern English spelling.
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The Parrs of Kendal





In 1507, a twenty-nine-year-old courtier at the court of Henry VII purchased the wardship and marriage of a fifteen-year-old heiress from Northamptonshire.1 Having taken his time to weigh up the character of the girl and possibly to give her time to become accustomed to him, he married her a year or so later. Such marriages were commonplace among the gentry in the sixteenth century and the heirs to large or even moderate estates, regardless of sex, were generally married, or at least betrothed, at puberty. It was considered essential to secure the succession of land within a recognized and accepted circle of families and in order to accomplish this, the heir to that land had to be used to dynastic advantage as soon as biologically feasible. Thus a year or so after having purchased the rights to both her person and her property, Thomas Parr of Kendal in Westmorland (1478–1517) wed the teenaged Matilda Green (1492–1531) of Green’s Norton.2 The feelings of the bride on this occasion went unrecorded.


The new Mistress Parr, always known in the family as ‘Maud’, was the daughter of Sir Thomas Green of Green’s Norton in Northamptonshire. Green was the last male heir of a family who had lived at Green’s Norton since the middle of the fourteenth century. An exceedingly wealthy man, he had made an advantageous marriage with the granddaughter of Sir John Fogge, treasurer of the royal household under Edward IV. Sir Thomas Green was a man of his times, pugnaciously conservative in religion, quarrelsome, conniving, and given to taking the law into his own hands. He ended his days in the Tower on trumped up charges of treason, dying there in 1506 and leaving two motherless daughters as his heirs. The younger daughter Maud, fourteen at her father’s death, was a girl of passionate nature and stubbornness of spirit, who possessed a love of learning and a self-confidence in her own abilities unusual in a woman of her day and age. These qualities were to help determine the course of her life. At the age of fifteen, ten months after her father’s death, Maud Green’s person and prospects were sold to Thomas Parr, a man nearly twice her age. Having married the teenaged heiress and secured her lands in the following year, he lost no time in getting her with child, thus ensuring that the Green inheritance would stay in the Parr family.


Thomas Parr, father of Catherine,3 William and Anne Parr, was the descendant of a rough and ready northern gentry clan, the Parrs of Kendal. They had been, after the Crown itself, the most influential presence in southern Westmorland since 1381. The paternal grandfather of the Parr children, Sir William Parr of Kendal (1434–1483)4, served as comptroller of the household, councillor and friend to the first Yorkist king, Edward IV, whose own grandson Catherine would later marry. When Sir William Parr died in 1483 during the tumultuous reign of Richard III, he left four small children, among them five-year-old Thomas, and a twenty-three-year-old widow – born Elizabeth Fitzhugh. Descended from Edward III and niece of Warwick, the ‘Kingmaker’, the widowed Lady Parr’s natural orbit seems to have revolved around the court. She served as a lady-in-waiting to Richard III’s queen and at the fall of the Yorkist dynasty made a second marriage with a protégé of Margaret Beaufort, mother of the new king, Henry VII, which saved the family fortunes.


Elizabeth Fitzhugh’s eldest son, Thomas Parr, father of the Parrs, seems to have inherited his easy-going, pleasure-loving disposition from his mother. When the widowed Lady Parr took Sir Nicholas Vaux of Harrowden in Northamptonshire as her second husband, Thomas soon developed close bonds with his stepfather. He grew up in Vaux’s household, content to live in the south where he had been raised, and less than eager to change his comfortable Northamptonshire residence for the crumbling stone walls of Kendal Castle, his ancestral home, located an inconvenient distance from court. Thomas, it seems, was a man of singular charm. When the fouteen-year-old Princess Margaret Tudor left England to become the queen of James IV of Scotland in July 1505, she began her journey from her grandmother’s house at Colyweston in Northamptonshire where Thomas Parr may have spent part of his youth. When she returned to England ten years later, Thomas was a member of the party who greeted her at Newcastle. By the time the party reached York, ‘her grace rode upon a white palfrey behind Sir Thomas Parr, he riding bare head … and when the said Queen was anenst the said Mayor [of York], the said Sir Thomas Parr advanced the Queen[’s] horse toward the said Mayor, saying to her grace – here is the Mayor of this city.’ By the time they reached London, almost a month later, Margaret was still clearly desirous of Parr’s company and ‘her grace did ride behind Sir Thomas Parr through Cheapside about six o’clock, and so to Baynard’s Castle …’5


By the time of his marriage, Thomas Parr was thirty years old. Like his mother and grandmother before him, both former royal ladies-in-waiting, he enjoyed the atmosphere of the court. Yet it cannot be said that his king, Henry VII, had proved a particularly good lord to Parr during the last decade of his reign. Between 1499, when he attained his majority, and 1509, the year in which Henry VII died, Parr’s chief difficulty with the crown lay in balancing his attempts at personal enrichment against the king’s notoriously aggressive policy of royal enrichment through the rigorous prosecution of his feudal prerogative, a policy that was to leave his royal heir with a full treasury at his death. Exorbitant punitive costs were imposed by the state for attaining livery of the Parr lands, for renewing long-held leaseholds, and for attaining title to his wife’s inheritance. When Henry VII died in April 1509, Parr was bound to the crown for unpaid sums totaling nearly £9,000.6 The horrendous size of this financial obligation can be gauged by the fact that the income from the Parr estates was worth roughly £150 a year. In simple arithmetic, then, it would have taken Parr nearly sixty years to pay off the bonds if he invested the entire income from his estates as they were in 1499. Ultimately, Henry VIII cancelled much of this debt to the crown but it was the threat of demanded payment that Henry VII held over Parr’s head just as he did over the heads of as many of the English upper classes as it was possible to bring into his web of control. Nor was the king content with merely the threat the bonds represented. Parr was forced to pay off at least a portion of this enormous debt (about 3,000 marks) and when he could not make the payments, various pieces of his estate were confiscated by the crown, reducing the amount of rental fees available for the repayment of the balance. Inheritor not only of his family’s lands but of his family’s burning ambition for position and title, by 1508 Thomas had nothing to show for his ambitions but a load of debt and an appointment as esquire for the body. Choosing the age-old solution of dissatisfied courtiers everywhere, he began to cultivate a friendship not with the present monarch but with his heir. In 1508 the old king’s heir was Henry, Prince of Wales, the future Henry VIII.


Born in 1491, heir to the throne at eleven, Prince Henry was all a Renaissance prince should be – attractive, affable, intelligent, an excellent sportsman and scholar, with pretensions to musical ability. He was known for his looks, his wit and his intellectual understanding. Catherine Parr’s future royal husband deplored his father’s pinchpenny economies and lacklustre lifestyle. As a young man, Henry Tudor proved to be the true grandson of Edward IV, glittering with possibility and promise. The younger men at court gravitated naturally to the lively circle around the heir apparent and among these was Catherine’s father, Thomas Parr. Like so many others, Parr waited impatiently for the death of the old king and the beginning of that golden age which the coming of the golden prince promised.


On 21 April 1509 Henry VII died, and Henry VIII became King of England. For nearly forty years and on through the reigns of his children, England was to ride the choppy seas into which Henry plowed his ship of state. Wives, children, ministers, religion, and political alliances were so many building blocks to the golden prince, to be piled up, tumbled down, used or discarded at will. What came between Henry and his desires was ruthlessly eliminated. But the true nature of the king, fashioned as it was by genetics, inclination and the raw clay of circumstance, had yet to be revealed in 1509. With Henry’s accession to the throne, the fortunes of the Parr family improved. As part of the new king’s coronation festivities, Thomas Parr was created a Knight of Bath and granted the stewardship of all the royal lands in the old barony of Kendal.7 Four months later, Henry cancelled debts to the crown amounting to 16,000 marks owed by Parr and his stepfather, Sir Nicholas Vaux, and by 1513, the king had cancelled entirely the remainder of Parr’s huge feudal debt. In November 1509, he threw in a 50-mark annuity to Parr for good measure.8 With Henry VIII’s accession to the throne, life for the Parr family not only presented altogether more attractive prospects for advancement but for revelry as well. Between 1509 and 1515, during the early years of Catherine and William’s childhood, their father and mother became active members of a court that sought to resurrect Camelot, that delighted in lavish amusements and display, in jousts, feasts and pageants, that saw Catherine’s father and uncle dressed in Kendal green playing the part of Robin Hood’s Merry Men and running ‘for a gladness to the Queen’s grace.’9 The change in mood from the gloomy court of the late Henry VII could not have been more marked. The new king’s marriage to his brother’s Spanish widow, Catherine of Aragon, had provided the new Camelot with a queen worthy of the honour, and Catherine’s mother, Maud, was soon appointed one of her ladies-in-waiting. A friendship was formed between the new queen and the young Lady Parr that lasted until Maud’s death in 1531.10


By the time she was five years old, Catherine Parr had led an itinerant childhood, the lot of many children whose parents were in service at court. Her father seemed to be content to wander from residence to residence without ever actually establishing a family seat in the south. In 1509, three years before his elder daughter’s birth, Thomas listed himself as ‘of Kendal, Harrowden, Carlisle and Kirkoswald’,11 and by 1510, he had added ‘of London’ to the list.12 In 1509 he joined his stepfather, Sir Nicholas Vaux, in an investment venture in the English Pale in France and spent some time during the next few summers across the Channel at the castles of Guisnes and Hammes.13 How many years these summer holidays continued and whether the young Parrs ever travelled to France with their father is not recorded. Shortly before her birth, Catherine’s parents had purchased or leased a house in the fashionable London area of Blackfriars. They were spending an increasing amount of time at court and wanted their own home in the city. Their family was growing as well. Their first son, with whom Maud had found herself pregnant shortly after her marriage, did not survive the vicissitudes of child mortality and the only remembrance of him was as a mourner on his parents’ tomb in St. Anne’s Church in Blackfriars.14 The Parrs’ second child, Catherine, was born in 1512, probably in the month of August,15 and was followed by their only surviving son, William, born on 14 August 1513.16 Their second daughter, Anne, the future Countess of Pembroke, was born about 1515. When Catherine’s father died in November 1517, her mother was pregnant again, but this child, like its eldest brother, did not survive infancy. The birthplaces of the Parr children, particularly of Catherine, have been hotly debated, with Kendal Castle edging out competitors in the mythology of Catherine’s life. At the time of Catherine’s birth, however, Kendal Castle was in less than sound repair and by 1572 it was derelict.17 That Sir Thomas would carry his pregnant wife on a gruelling two-week journey north over execrable roads to give birth in a crumbling castle in which neither of them had ever lived seems improbable.18


On 25 November 1510, Sir Thomas Parr received a grant of the manor of ‘Fenel’s Grove or Whitingham’s manor’ in Great Kimble (near Aylesbury) in Buckinghamshire.19 He held title to this manor until November 1512, when the Crown returned it to the family of its original owner, and in all likelihood if she did not give birth to her elder daughter in her Blackfriars house, Lady Parr did so here. With the loss of Great Kimble in the winter of 1512, and until the spring of 1516, the Parrs seem to have resided mainly in London. Then in March 1516 they were granted the manor of Lillingstone Lovell in Oxfordshire, together with the castle of Moor’s End at Potterspury near the Buckinghamshire–Northamptonshire border. Maud Parr’s father, Sir Thomas Green, had been constable of Moor’s End castle and keeper of the park, so the area was no doubt familiar to her.20 The Parrs’ continued residence at Moor’s End seems, however, to have been dependent on whether or not Sir Thomas held office in the area. In August 1517, Cardinal Wolsey notified the king that, ‘Sir Thomas Parr will probably ask for [Sir Nicholas Vaux’s] offices in Northamptonshire and if you grant it, he can resume the manor of Moor’s End which [you] granted to him, his wife and son during their lives.’21 In the event, the Parrs never did return to Moor’s End. Sometime in the year or so before his death, Catherine’s father secured the lease of Rye House in Hertfordshire.22 It was at Rye House where Catherine, William and Anne spent the formative years of their childhood. For it was here after Sir Thomas’ death in 1517 that Lady Parr and her children finally established a more or less permanent home, maintaining it until Maud Parr’s own death in December 1531.


Sir Thomas’ career at court acquired a new lustre in January 1512 when his first cousin, Lord Fitzhugh of Ravensworth, died, leaving Parr heir to a moiety of the vast Fitzhugh estates.23 At a stroke, Sir Thomas became master of half the Fitzhugh lands in seven counties, which included twenty-three manors in the North Riding of Yorkshire and the palatinate of Durham alone. Yet the baronies associated with Fitzhugh’s lands – Marmion, St. Quintin and Fitzhugh of Ravensworth – eluded him, the titles going to the senior heir, Thomas Fiennes, Lord Dacre of the South.24 Influence and income, if not title, both increased, Parr continued to look for ways to enhance his power at court. In the summer of 1516, he joined the nascent Tudor civil service when his cousin Sir Thomas Lovell,25 made him an associate master of the wards, a hitherto unknown office. In 1513, Lovell followed Sir John Hussey as the second master of the Court of Wards and Liveries, founded in 1503 by Henry VII to regulate the income from these lucrative sources of feudal revenue. At the beginning of his tenure as master, Lovell was a busy royal servant, but by the summer of 1516, he had begun to withdraw from royal affairs. It may have been the onset of the unknown illness which killed him eight years later or an inability to accommodate himself to Thomas Wolsey’s rising star that caused his partial retirement to his house at Elsing, near Enfield in Middlesex. He did not, however, give up the mastership of the wards entirely but continued to hold it until 1520.26 Nevertheless, Lovell apparently desired to share the duties of the office with an associate master and his choice fell on Sir Thomas Parr. One document, a signet bill, bearing the joint signatures of Lovell and Parr, indicates the establishment of this new office,27 and the inscription on Parr’s tomb in St. Anne’s, Blackfriars, read, ‘Pray for the soul of Thomas Par, knight of the king’s body, Henry the eighth, master of his wardes … and … sher[iff] … who deceased the 11th day of November in the 9th year of the reign of our said sovereign lord at London, in the …(Black)Fryers…’28


By the fall of 1517 Sir Thomas Parr was thirty-nine. He had been married for nearly a decade to a dynamic and intelligent woman half his age and was the father of three young children. He maintained homes in London and Hertfordshire. He was popular with the king, a master of his wards, and had served at court with such men as Sir Thomas More, but his career had not prospered as much as it might have done. Although rich in land, the title of baron had eluded him. At the beginning of November, Parr fell ill and quickly got worse. On 7 November he wrote his will leaving £400 apiece as marriage portions for his six-year-old daughter, Catherine, and his baby daughter, Anne. He provided for a younger son if the child with whom Maud Parr was pregnant should be a boy.29 If Maud produced ‘any more daughters’, Sir Thomas states rather humourlessly, ‘she shall marry them at her own cost.’ The bulk of his considerable estate descended to his only son and heir, four-year-old William, with Maud, Cuthbert Tunstall, Bishop of London, Sir William Parr of Horton, and Dr. Melton as executors.30


Sir Thomas Parr died at his London house on 11 November and was buried in St. Anne’s Church, Blackfriars, beneath an elaborate table tomb overlooked by images probably in stained glass depicting his wife, himself and their four children kneeling in prayer.31 He died in a year that was to have overwhelming consequences not only for the history of Sir Thomas’ children, but for the history of Western civilisation as well. For it was in 1517, less than two weeks before Parr’s death, that Martin Luther pinned his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg and tore the first rent in the seamless garment of European Christendom. For the moment, however, it was Sir Thomas’ death that was of primary importance to the Parr family.


Catherine Parr was barely five when her father died. That she felt his loss is certain for her widowed mother’s lifestyle suddenly became far more circumspect. The carefree days of courtly gaiety while her father was alive were over. This early loss seems to have strengthened Catherine’s feelings of responsibility for her brother and sister. For the rest of her life, as queen and after, she made certain that William and Anne had all that she could give them. With Sir Thomas Parr’s death, the family’s income was affected as well. Money had to be found to buy marriages for the children and without the royal favours which her husband had enjoyed, Maud Parr was forced to plan carefully. The head of the house of Parr was now a four-year-old child, Catherine’s little brother, and the Parr estates were of necessity left in the hands of stewards, overseen by Maud and her brother-in-law, Sir William Parr of Horton. The obvious solution to the Parrs’ altered situation was for Maud Parr to remarry as quickly and as advantageously as possible. Yet Maud Parr lived for fourteen more years and never seems to have contemplated remarriage. Fortunately for her, apparently, she had no near relatives apart from her elder sister, Anne,32 to pressure her into remarrying. On the basis of the evidence, Maud appears to have discovered what her daughter, Catherine, was to discover some twenty-six years later, that widowhood for a woman could become a deliverance from the bondage of social and familial imperatives to the freedom of self-determined action.33 Widowhood implied loss but it could also mean being set ‘at liberty’.34


If the Parr children’s father, Sir Thomas, fulfilled all of the conditions for society’s definition of the perfect man, a ‘courtier, resplendent with all the highest human powers and graces, to which only a court could give full scope,’35 as a widow, their mother strove to find ways to circumvent society’s requirements for the perfect woman: chaste, passive, submissive and silent. Although her chastity never became an issue, passivity, submission and silence were antithetical to Maud Parr’s character. For a widow still of childbearing age, celibacy became the trade-off for conditional freedom of action and a voice in her own and in her children’s lives. As Maud Parr’s influence on the early perceptions of her children cannot be underestimated, it is of primary importance to take into account the patterns of behaviour which she set down for them, particularly for her daughters. A strong, intelligent and resourceful woman, Maud discovered that widowhood, with its freedom from both parental and spousal supervision, offered her the best arena for utilizing her strengths. By the time she was twenty-five, she had fulfilled society’s prescriptions for a woman. She had borne five children and proven an admirable wife in her husband’s house. She had also shown herself a capable lady-in-waiting and an ornamental accessory at the early Henrician court. Yet Maud Parr defied the misogynistic definition of the ‘poor weak woman’,36 vessel of all human frailty, by her capable handling of the legacy left to her at Sir Thomas’ death. Although she never openly challenged cultural prejudices and deep-seated fears against ‘woman as master’, the way in which she handled her various roles, particularly in her children’s lives, reinforced their belief in a woman’s capabilities. Maud was made chief executor for her husband’s will and manager of his lands in the south. She was the chief architect of her children’s education and of Catherine’s and William’s first marriages. She founded a school in her own home, where the customs of her class sanctioned merely a supervisory role in her children’s religious education.37 She also left money to found schools which was not customary for a woman. She made her own will without interference, leaving legacies to family, servants and friends, and when she died, she was buried beneath the monument which she herself had had erected for herself and her husband.38


Maud Parr was not a woman who actively sought to change the status of women. The money left in her will for ‘the marrying of maidens’ implies a belief in marriage as the God-given destiny of the female, as well as a more pragmatic realisation that apart from the convent, marriage was the sole career option open to a gently-born girl. However, Maud’s actions as supreme authority in her own household during her widowhood partly ameliorated these socially condoned beliefs in the eyes of her children. Her daughters, particularly, received mixed messages about the role of women within the society. In the received cultural bias of the period, and prominently featured in the literature, the act of creation, biologically a female determinant, had been culturally encrypted as a male prerogative. Thus, God, generally perceived as a male demiurge, created a world order destroyed by the ambition of Eve. Arthur created Camelot; Guinevere caused its downfall. The Trojans achieved; Helen destroyed. Of interest is the fact that negative icons of female frailty, such as Guinevere and Helen, were portrayed as childless, denied in myth even their biologically creative aspects. Woman, giver of life, was culturally encrypted in a literature written and controlled by men, as the betrayer and destroyer of the very force she embodied. Catherine and Anne Parr could hardly have missed the message. Yet their mother’s actions offered them an alternative to this gloomy interpretation of the nature of woman. Books used as traditional teaching tools, including the Bible, might stress woman’s role as subordinate to man and insist upon the lesser mental capacity of the female. They might even set out the creed that all the evils of the world were due to the uncontrolled irrationality and rampant lasciviousness of women, necessarily controlled and repressed by the measured reason of man.39 Maud Parr, however, was an ever-present example as both father and mother in the daily lives of three children, who had yet to deal with society’s admonitions and prejudices at large, that such concepts had less to recommend them than those who wrote the books would have them believe.


An exposure to the subversive message of power as an achievement based not on gender but on fortune is given graphic illustration in the story told of Catherine Parr as a child. When ordered to her ‘womanly’ lessons in needlework, the young Catherine announced one day to her mother that a fortune-teller had proclaimed her ‘hands were ordained for sceptres’ and not for needles.40 That a female child could so fantasise her adult role, assuming the story’s veracity, is directly related to the role that she perceived her mother to play in the world. The mother–daughter bond was particularly strong between Maud and Catherine and probably, although not provably, between Maud and Anne. Their childhood observation of her apparent freedom of behaviour within a liberally interpreted definition of the role of widow executor in early sixteenth-century society helped to justify to themselves as adults the assertive lives they led. Catherine as queen and Anne, as the dominant member in her own marriage due to her relationship with the queen, entered as adults into that minority of women who have managed to make their voices heard in an age which gave little value to female voices.


William, too, must have been affected by the powerful role played by his mother in his childhood but at eleven, he was to enter the world of male power politics, a fact which undoubtedly eroded some of the impact of a mother-dominated childhood experience. Certainly his treatment of his first wife would imply a general acceptance of society’s definition of the proper spheres and sanctioned behavioural differences between men and women. His mother, however, he seems to have considered unquestioningly as someone apart from normal female constraints,41 a perception his sisters probably shared and one which would have considerable influence on their later interpretations of their own adult roles in society. Catherine and Anne, who did not leave home until their mid to late teens, were longer exposed to their mother’s dominant position in the household. It was Maud Parr’s pragmatic exercise of power as unchallenged queen within Catherine, William and Anne’s childhood kingdom which set the pattern for Catherine’s later exercise of power as queen within a national arena and her eager exploration of the possibilities of her position. It was Maud Parr, who laid the foundations of expectation and active achievement, of a participatory rather than a passive role in the shaping of one’s own destiny which Catherine came to embody and so passed on to her stepdaughter, the future queen Elizabeth I.
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‘Ripe and Seasonable Knowledge’





A close friend and intimate of the queen, Catherine of Aragon, Maud Parr continued upon her husband’s death as one of the queen’s most devoted ladies-in-waiting.1 Not all of her time, however, was spent at court. Ladies-in-waiting worked in shifts, with time spent at court and time spent about their own business. When regulations for the royal household were drawn up at Eltham in 1526, Lady Parr, Lady Willoughby and Jane, Lady Guildford, were assigned lodgings on ‘the Queen’s side’ of the palace, ‘when they repaired to [court].’2 If an emergency arose and the queen required the presence of all her ladies, yeomen of the chamber were sent riding post haste with letters from the queen, ‘warning the ladies to come to the court’.3 Maud, then, had time to spend with her children at Rye House in between the requirements of her service to Catherine of Aragon.


With her husband’s death, Maud realized that the responsibility of establishing her children in the world rested on her shoulders. From 1517 until the end of her life, all of her energies, and they were considerable, were focused on educating her children, in settling them in the best positions and making the most advantageous matches she could find for them. Like her royal mistress, Maud Parr appreciated the importance of education, and to further this, she gathered a small group of children in her household to share lessons with her own three. The Parr children’s two cousins, the orphaned Elizabeth Cheyney (later Lady Vaux), and Sir William Parr of Horton’s eldest daughter, Maud (later Lady Lane), appear to have been among them.4 With her cousin, the younger Maud, Catherine Parr formed a close life-long friendship, but Elizabeth Cheyney’s stubborn, outspoken nature seems to have been too like Catherine’s own for their schoolroom days to translate into a close adult friendship.5


Educational opportunities for boys and girls were differentiated by the demands of the role that each sex was expected to play in society. While both were expected to learn the tenants of their religion, that religion was frequently used as a tool to reinforce a woman’s sense of diminished self-worth, of subordination to a social order dominated by men.6 The Bible, St. Paul, the Evangelists, and later religious writers such as St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John Chrysostome, all expounded the gospel of divinely authorized female submission to the established order, not only in the unshakable belief of lesser intellectual ability but also on the grounds of woman’s fundamentally debased nature and its need for instruction, admonition and control. Catherine Parr was intimately acquainted with the writings of these men, as she must have been with both Christian and classical injunctions against the dangers of over-educating women.7 To many, the image of the scholarly woman was anathema and against the social order ordained by God.8 Yet Catherine seems to have responded to these attitudes as she later responded to those who feared that allowing the common folk to read the Bible in the vernacular would lead to heresy:






…it is a lamentable thing to hear how there be many in


the world that do not well digest the reading of Scripture


and do commend and praise ignorance, and say that much


knowledge of God’s word is the original of all


dissension, schisms and contention and maketh men


haughty, proud and presumptuous by reading of the same.


This manner of saying is no less than a plain blasphemy


against the Holy Ghost … I pray God all men and women may


have grace to become mete tillage for the fruits of the gospel,


(for) … It were all our parts and duties to procure and seek all


the ways and means possible to have more knowledge of


God’s words.9








As there is no evidence that Maud Parr provided two sets of tutors – one for her son and one for her daughters – it is to be deduced that the quality of education provided in her household was, at least until William’s departure in 1525, the same for both. Economics may have played a role in schooling William and his sisters together under the same tutors, but the quality of Anne’s continuing education after William left home in 1525 to join the household of the Duke of Richmond demonstrates that the ideal of a humanist education for her son extended in Maud Parr’s mind to her daughters. Marriage may have been the fate to which Catherine and Anne were necessarily destined, denying the girls any public forum for their scholarship, yet within the confines of that future destiny, and limited by the cultural constraints of domestic modesty and marital obedience, Catherine and Anne were to have whatever freedom and attainments a well-educated mind could give them.


As with so many aspects of Catherine Parr’s life, the quality and extent of her education have been a matter of debate among modern scholars. The majority opinion allows her an adequate if not inspired grasp of the basics10 – the quality of her Latin raising the most controversy – while a minority opinion allows her little above a rudimentary literacy.11 The evidence available points to something more than either of these schools of thought. To understand the principals under which Catherine was educated, it is necessary to investigate the architects who designed her education – her parents and her father’s cousin, Cuthbert Tunstall, Bishop of London (in 1522) and later Bishop of Durham.


Catherine’s grandfather (actually step-grandfather), Sir Nicholas Vaux of Harrowden Hall, Northamptonshire, had been placed as a child in the household of Henry VII’s mother, Margaret Beaufort, dowager Countess of Richmond.12 Margaret Beaufort was a highly intelligent and unusually well-educated woman for her time. She was interested in scholarship and devoted time and money to raising the level of education among the male members of her own class. During her lifetime, her money also helped support scholars of the new humanism which was emerging on the intellectual scene and she was responsible for a variety of collegiate foundations at Cambridge, most importantly at St. John’s College. It was from this college that so many of the religious reformers of the 1530s and 1540s – Roger Ascham, John Cheke, John Redman, George Day, William Grindal, Thomas Smith – were to come. Bishop Fisher in his Morning Remembrance recalled of Margaret that, ‘She was also of singular easiness to be spoken unto, and full courteous answer she would make to all that came unto her. Of marvellous gentleness she was unto all folks, but specially unto her own, whom she trusted and loved right tenderly.’13


On 22 March 1487, Margaret Beaufort had been granted by her son, Henry VII, several manors in Hertfordshire and Northamptonshire, among them the manor of Colyweston. Margaret liked the area around her new manor and completed the half-finished house that its previous owner, Ralph, Lord Cromwell, had begun. It was ‘a goodly, faire and stately house’, and Margaret enjoyed visiting Colyweston and did so frequently between 1487 and her death in 1503.14 At Colyweston, Margaret installed the scholar and teacher, Maurice Westbury of Oxford, and ‘certain young gentlemen’, including the son of the Earl of Northumberland, were placed in the household to be educated.15 Not only education but important future political connections were forged among the schoolboys in such an establishment as Colyweston. The manor was just over twenty miles north of Sir Nicholas Vaux’s own manor and as a Beaufort ‘graduate’, himself, it is more than likely that Vaux placed his young stepson, Thomas Parr, in the Beaufort household to study the art of being a gentleman under Maurice Westbury. Thomas Parr’s late father, Sir William Parr of Kendal, had once been Margaret Beaufort’s reversionary heir to her substantial lands in Westmoreland, known as the Richmond Fee.16 Then, too, Margaret’s third husband, Thomas Stanley, 1st Earl of Derby, had been married formerly to Eleanor Neville, the sister of Alice, Lady Fitzhugh of Ravensworth, Thomas Parr’s maternal grandmother. This complicated kinship and geographic interrelationship, combined with Vaux’s long-time friendship with Margaret, would have provided sufficient credentials to admit young Thomas into the countess’ household.


Parr has been described as, ‘a scholar in Latin, Greek and modern languages’,17 and his associate mastership of the wards implies a degree of mental acuity in addition to an important family connection, but the only remnant of his scholarship is found in a book of hours, the Horae ad Usum Sarum, given to him by his aunt, Mabel, Lady Dacre, which contains a few carefully inscribed Latin tags in an adult hand and his name carefully printed in the manner of schoolboys.18 Roger Ascham, in a letter concerning the joys of scholarship, written to Parr’s daughter, Anne, about 1547, refers to ‘the memory of your most famous father’.19 Additionally, there are Parr’s connections with Sir Thomas More to recommend him as a man with a keen interest in scholarship. More’s first wife, Jane, the mother of his children, was Parr’s niece,20 and it was to More’s household that Parr looked when seeking an educational plan for his own children.21 With the notable scholar Cuthbert Tunstall as his cousin and executor of his will and Sir Thomas More as an in-law, Parr’s interest in scholarship seems more than likely.


Catherine’s mother, if not a scholar of the classics, was nevertheless a woman capable of running her own affairs and her husband’s estates, of organizing the education and marriages of her children and of negotiating for marriage settlements on a one-to-one basis with Thomas, Lord Dacre, Lord Scrope of Bolton, and Henry Bourchier, Earl of Essex. In her will, Maud left 400 marks, a considerable sum, for the founding of schools and ‘the marrying of maidens and in especial my poor kinswomen’.22 She was fluent in French, may have read Latin, although this is not certain,23 and like her royal mistress, Catherine of Aragon, was concerned that her children have the best education that she could give them. It was probably from her mother that Catherine learned much of that reputed knowledge of simples, herbals and medicines that was to become such a feature in two of her four marriages. One tribute to Maud Parr’s interest in her children’s education comes from her husband’s cousin, Lord Dacre. In a letter of advice written in 1523 concerning his grandson, Henry Scrope, Dacre wrote: ‘… remembering the wisdom of my said lady [Parr]… I assure you he [Henry] might learn with her as well as in any place that I know, as well nurture, as French and other languages …’24 From this, it is apparent that the foundations of Catherine’s education as well as her love of learning were laid in childhood by her able and versatile mother.


Lady Parr’s careful management of her children’s education was, according to her younger daughter, Anne, based on the programme of studies that Sir Thomas More set out for his own children.25 More did not credit the generally accepted view that a woman’s mind was by nature ‘bad and apter to bear fern than corn.’ Given an equal educational advantage, ‘both [men and women] bear[ing] the name of a reasonable creature equally,’ were capable of a fruitful intellectual harvest.26 More was ‘one of a handful of Renaissance thinkers who either gave an equal education to daughters or advocated such…[thus] his was the most positive voice among male humanists during the sixteenth century in England.’27 More and Sir Thomas Parr had been born in the same year, were related by marriage and served together at court. More’s educational programme, which laid heavy emphasis on classical studies and languages for both girls and boys, was quite influential among the ambitious parents at Henry’s court. This was true among those of the upper classes for whom education, particularly the new humanist version that included daughters as well as sons, soon became a popular fashion, although the goal of education for women was not to prepare them for any career other than marriage. To produce a daughter who could read Latin, argue philosophy or discuss mathematics was a novel sensation for aristocratic parents and this trend to educate daughters was encouraged by the fact that the heir to the throne of England was a girl, the Princess Mary.


Catherine and Anne Parr grew up during a time of increasing emphasis on female education, albeit within a restricted social circle and for private enjoyment alone. This emphasis was nourished by the appearance of a number of gifted teachers whose skills and enthusiasm were passed on to their gently-born pupils. Men like Juan Luis Vives, Thomas Linacre, Roger Ascham, Sir John Cheke, and John Palsgrave held well-earned reputations for their scholarship and the innovative quality of their teaching. It has been claimed that Catherine Parr was educated at court with the Princess Mary under the tutelage of Juan Luis Vives.28 This is probably untrue for besides the fact that there is no evidence that Vives actually taught the princess personally – or ever left Spain for that matter – Catherine was four years older than Mary and in 1523, when Catherine of Aragon was hiring tutors for her daughter, Catherine, at eleven, was already well into her education.


Vives’ ‘Plan of Study For Girls’ which advised an educational curriculum that prepared girls to become informed helpmates to their husbands, competent teachers to their children and servants, and capable students of religious lessons to be learned in Scripture, viewed a woman’s education as necessarily more restricted than a man’s as her socially and religiously dictated life-calling within the family was necessarily more restricted.29 This was the prevailing view, even among the more enlightened of the new breed of teachers, yet given an apt and eager student with a precocious mind, particularly one who might some day rule a kingdom, the scholar might be tempted to overlook the sex of the student in the recognition of individual gifts worth encouraging. So theoretical dogmatic proscriptions on the advisable limits of female education were not always honoured in practice. Elizabeth I certainly enjoyed as good an education as her brother and John Aylmer’s inability to endorse the concept of equality in education for the sexes did not preclude his covering the same material with Jane Grey that he would have covered had she been a boy. Catherine and Anne Parr, also, seemingly enjoyed equal educational opportunities with their brother, certainly until 1525 and probably beyond.


Who the tutors were that Maud Parr may have engaged to educate her children is not known but she had the advice of her husband’s cousin, Cuthbert Tunstall, on which to depend. Her gratitude to him was so great that it is mentioned in her will, of which Tunstall was principal executor, where Maud leaves to ‘my good Lorde Cuthberd Tunstall, Bisshop of London … a ring with a ruby’.30 To Lord Dacre, Maud wrote in 1524, that she had a high regard for ‘the advice of my lord of London’.31 Tunstall was a clever and conservative man with a keen mind and a shrewd eye for opportunity. The illegitimate son of Thomas Tunstall of Thurland Castle and great-nephew of Sir Thomas Parr’s paternal grandmother, Alice Tunstall, Cuthbert, named for a popular local saint, had studied civil law at Oxford, Cambridge and Padua. He found a patron in Cardinal Wolsey and worked for various periods as ambassador in Brussels and Cologne. Master of the Rolls in 1516, in 1522 he was made Bishop of London, in 1523 the keeper of the Privy Seal, and in 1529, Bishop of Durham. Familiar with Latin, Greek and Hebrew, Cardinal Pole considered him ‘the best scholar in England’.32 Tunstall had been one of the three executors of Sir Thomas Parr’s will, would be principal executor of Maud’s, and was a close family friend. A central figure in the English humanist circle, Tunstall was also one of Sir Thomas More’s closest friends, an intimate of Erasmus, John Colet, Thomas Lupset, and William Grocyn, and the executor of the wills of Thomas Linacre and John Sistin. Tunstall and More were dubbed by Erasmus, ‘the two most learned men in England – both very dear to me’.33 The bishop was also a man known for his patronage of humanist scholars as well as his own scholarship, and was closely involved in the preparation of the second edition of Erasmus’ Greek Testament. Of the three presentation copies of this great work which Erasmus had printed on vellum, one was presented to Tunstall. Tunstall also wrote the first treatise on arithmetic published in England, De Arte Supputandi. He confided to his friend, Sir Thomas More, his difficulties in turning his studies among the abstractions of arithmetic into elegant Latin.






During the time I was trying to do this and the business


was making little enough progress, overcome by weariness 


I often threw down the books, hopeless of being able to


carry out what I had purposed – at times because the


subject-matter was hard to understand, at others because


many points often arose which seemed to offer no scope


either for Latin style or for eloquence … So at last, determined


on my plan I put up with its tedium, and, forcing my way


through many obstacles, noted down these extracts of one


sort and another from among a great number. And I have


been for a long time past assiduously fashioning them at


home, thinking in the end to have licked them into shape at


my leisure, after the manner of a bear with her ugly cubs.








One of the many innovative things about De Arte Supputandi is that Tunstall, who had an endearing fondness for children, recommends the study of arithmetic for both boys and girls and invites parents to:




Pass the book on to your children for them to read – children whom you take care to train in liberal studies. For to them it might be most specially beneficial … since by nothing are the abilities of young folk more invigorated than by the study of mathematics.’





Mathematics, states Tunstall, is ‘only to be understood by keen intelligence, good memory and concentration’, and offers an antidote to ‘the eloquent but addlepated phrase-maker.’ Here is an echo of Catherine’s later acerbic statement that, ‘speaking of the gospel maketh not men good Christians but good talkers.’34 Tunstall’s varied and impressive abilities were summed up by Thomas More in a letter to Erasmus in 1516, when he wrote, ‘no one is better versed in all good literature, no one is more strict in life and behaviour, yet no one whatever is a more delightful companion …’


Given the scholarly proclivities of those who had the organization of the Parr children’s education, the standard adhered to would seem to have been high. One of the books used in their schoolroom has survived, their father’s Horae ad Usum Sarum, in Latin with a few prayers in English. That it was used in their schoolroom is evidenced by the children’s scrawls and ink blots and copied words to be found in its pages. ‘If you be not a robber,’ one of the children has written, ‘there is none in all this county.’35 ‘Stella,’ another child has carefully copied out. The book is written in Latin and the children read it. Catherine has chosen the page which describes ‘Virgo Sancta Katherina grecie gemma urbe alexandria costi regis erat filia’ to inscribe her name and a short dedication to her uncle, William Parr of Horton: 






Oncle wan you do on thys loke


I pray you remember wo wrete thys in your bo[ke]


Your louvynge nys Katheryn Parr.36








On the recto side of the page is a woodblock engraving of Catherine’s patron saint, St. Katherine of Alexandria, an iconographic portrait of woman triumphant. She is shown holding a sword in one hand and a book in the other, her unbound hair streaming from beneath an elaborate crown, the severed head of her enemy overcome at her feet and the broken wheel of her martyrdom forgotten behind her. The glorious and victorious saint wears an ermine surcoat over royal robes, and, according to the text, mounted into heaven where she sits among the angels. For the young schoolgirl, Catherine, this must have been an image worthy of emulation, a point which she discloses by her choice of page in the book on which to write her name. As queen, Catherine was to chose a similar representation of her patron saint as her official emblem, issuing symbolically enough from a Tudor rose. The imaginings of all of the Parr children were formed by such images as the woodblock prints in this book of hours. A picture of the naked Bathsheba, bathing in a fountain beneath the lascivious eyes of King David, is printed under a picture of a younger David, ‘being such a little one’,37 slaying the giant Goliath. Sex and violence served up in the unobjectionable trappings of religion played their part in the forming of childish minds. These imagines echo in Catherine’s later writings, David being a special favourite, and their titillating quality no doubt had the result of encouraging the children in their study of Latin, a knowledge of the language being needed to satisfy their curiosity about the stories.


As queen, Catherine was the recipient of frequent correspondence in Latin by those who knew her, such as Thomas Smith and the Prince of Wales, and by those who served in her household, such as Francis Goldsmith. Roger Ascham corresponded familiarly in Latin with all three Parr siblings. It is unlikely that such people would have addressed correspondence, of great importance to them, to a recipient incapable of reading their words. ‘You so possess that universal glory of learning,’ Roger Ascham wrote in Latin to the queen in 1547. ‘You learn more in the important business of your station, than many among us in the great leisure of our repose, and you do that also in the grandeur of your rank where other women are willing to despise learning, and also in that age when it is more usual to cast learning out of mind before it is received.’38


Catherine’s Latin has been heavily criticized on the basis of the very few extant samples which have survived, primarily the drafts of two letters, one to Prince Edward39 and one to the Princess Mary,40 neither of which is in Catherine’s handwriting. Edward was five years old when Catherine married his father and not yet eleven when she died. A letter written in elegant, elegiac Latin would have been highly inappropriate for a five-year-old and Catherine would have formed her letter in a style comprehensible to her audience, a child. Yet given the fact that her letter to Edward is in someone else’s hand, any conclusion made regarding the queen’s own Latin must be dubious at best.


As for the letter written to Mary, it was actually written by the fourteen-year-old Princess Elizabeth, acting as her stepmother’s amanuensis, in September 1547 while Elizabeth was living in Catherine’s household.41 Catherine may have dictated the letter, although this is unlikely as there is no other example of Catherine ever having written to Mary in Latin. What is more likely is that Elizabeth used an English letter of the queen’s as an exercise in Latin translation, just as in 1545 she had used Catherine’s Prayers or Meditations for such a purpose. The letter dealt with translating from Latin to English so Elizabeth neatly turned the original English communication into Latin, providing a sample of her abilities for both her stepmother, the sender, and her elder sister, the recipient. One extant tribute by Dr. Richard Cox to Catherine’s fluency in Latin appears in a letter from Prince Edward to the queen.42 In it, the young prince describes Cox’s initial disbelief at Catherine’s obvious ability in the language. The queen’s progress in Latin and in belles-lettres commended by Edward in the same letter may, in fact, refer not to lessons such as the young prince delighted in but to the translation project from Latin into English which the queen had at that moment in hand.43


In her book, Lamentation of a Sinner, Catherine refers obliquely to her understanding of Latin, when she describes the surprise and disgust felt by those who ‘very well understand the Latin tongue’, upon hearing ‘learned men persuade to the credit and belief of certain unwritten verities, as they call them, which be not in Scripture expressed, and yet taught as doctrine apostolic and necessary to be believed.’ Her own disgust surfaces when she offers the opinion that those who understand Latin and hear such things, ‘have been of this opinion, that the learned men have more Epistles written by the apostles of Christ than we have abroad in the canon of the old and new testament, or known of any but only to them of the clergy. Which belief I did not a little lament in my heart to hear that any creature should have such a blind ignorant opinion.’44


That Catherine studied Latin is evidenced by the Horae ad Usum Sarum. Her sister, Anne, had read and ‘delighted’ in Cicero,45 and Juan Luis Vives suggested reading Quintilian, Plutarch and Cicero.46 Bishop Tunstall recommended the reading of Quintilian, Linacre, Latin translations of Homer, Aristotle, Erasmus, and the French scholar, William Bude. A priest in Tunstall’s household, Robert Ridley, collaborated with Polydore Vergil in publishing the first edition of Gildas ever printed. The book, dedicated to Tunstall, appeared in 1525 when Catherine was thirteen, and this early source of the Arthurian cycle would have appealed hugely to the teenage girl. The romance of the Arthurian cycle, however, also reiterated the message of woman’s destructive powers. Although Gildas never mentions Arthur by name, his diatribe against five princes of Britain reinforces the role of woman as destroyer. Of Gildas’ five princes, Aurelius Conanus, Vortipore, the ‘foolish tyrant of the Demetians’, and Cuneglasse of Cambria are vilified as riddled by lust and culpable of adultery, charges to which they must answer not only to their people but to God on the Day of Judgement. Vortipore’s ‘shameless daughter’, and Constantine’s mother, ‘the unclean lioness of Damnonia’, have, in the mind of the sixth-century monk, defiled their family honour and defied the higher commands of Christian morality.47 The cycle of Arthurian romance, appealing though it would have been in many ways to a teenage girl, restated in later French additions the role of woman, in this case Guinevere, as the catalyst for the end of Eden. The egalitarian round table and utopian Camelot are destroyed by the queen’s lust for Lancelot and her unfaithfulness to her husband. The sorceress Morgan Le Fey is the archetypal Lillith, beyond the charmed circle of Christian salvation, plotting from the shadows the destruction of man’s most noble and divinely inspired enterprises. In her later writings, Catherine’s imagery, determined by her growing religious evangelicalism, became almost wholly biblical, but that she was exposed as a child to the world of classical humanism, of which her parents and cousin were so much a part, and to at least some aspects of the popular literature of the cult of courtly love, seems beyond doubt.48


In addition to Latin, the young Parrs studied French, the girls probably with the aid of John Palsgrave’s French grammar published in 1525, William certainly so as he became Palsgrave’s student shortly afterward. Catherine’s fluency in French is attested to by the fact that several books in her personal library at Sudeley were printed in that language.49 Also in this library is evidence of her fluency in Italian. Her copy of Petrarch, published in Venice and thus in Italian and not an English translation, later became the property of her stepson, Edward VI.50 In addition to languages, there seems to be no reason to suppose that the Parrs did not also study the arithmetic textbook written by their cousin, Cuthbert Tunstall. It was first published in October 1522, when Catherine was ten but due to his enthusiastic endorsement of the study of arithmetic for children, Tunstall could very well have provided a study plan in that subject for the children prior to publication. Although none of Catherine’s accounts from the years before her marriage to Henry VIII have survived, the earliest account that still exists from her years as queen is countersigned by her and implies that she was in the habit, as Mistress Borough and later as Lady Latimer, of checking the household accounting and signing off on merchants’ bills, a prudent and not very surprising habit.51


A corollary to this habit of applied arithmetic was Catherine’s fascination with numismatics and chess. No less than nine items relating to coins appear on the 1549 list of her belongings, several of them purses containing ‘sundrye straunge coynes’, or ‘three frenche Crownes’, or ‘a Gilder of golde’.52 This fascination may have been fostered by Cuthbert Tunstall, an avid coin collector and correspondent of William Bude, author of a 1514 treatise on classical coins and weights, De Asse et Partibus. Coin collecting was his hobby and ancient coins his passion. ‘Tunstall,’ wrote Erasmus from Antwerp in May 1517, ‘is in the best of health, exultant in fact, because he has found such a number of old coins here.’53 As for chess, Catherine’s interest in the game may be inferred from the occasional chess images she uses in her writings, such as, ‘St. Paul doth most diligently admonish us which arts are not convenient and mete to be made checkmate with Scripture.’54 A new, faster form of the game which gave the queen unparalleled powers on the board had been introduced in Europe, probably from Spain, in the 1490s and had appeared in England by 1530. Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, and a friend of Catherine’s brother, used ‘an elaborate chess conceit’ related to this new form of the game in one of his poems.55 Whether Catherine learned to play chess as a child or as an adult, the game required that ‘good intelligence, keen memory and concentration’ that Cuthbert Tunstall declared a study of mathematics inculcated in children.


Catherine’s interest in medicine is well known. As queen, she not only concerned herself with the treatment of her husband’s ills but even questioned the Spanish ambassador regarding the emperor’s medical history.56 In this regard it is of interest to consider that Thomas Linacre, physician and classical scholar, was at work on Latin translations of Galen during Catherine’s childhood. Linacre was a close personal friend of Cuthbert Tunstall’s, whom he named executor of his estate. Linacre died in the same year that Tunstall was advising Maud on the marriage of her elder daughter and some familiarity with his work would not be very surprising in a child in whose life and circumstances Tunstall had interested himself. The Parr children, moulded by their tutors, grew to enjoy scholastic pursuits and their schoolroom achievements may be measured by their intellectual accomplishments as adults.


At Catherine’s death, that part of her personal library which travelled with her down to Sudeley Castle, contained twenty-two books printed or written in English, French and Italian, and possibly one in Latin as well.57 Her chamber accounts record that she was studying the Spanish language but whether any of the books were in this language is not mentioned.58 Only seven in the library are described specifically as religious works, among the rest being ‘a little book covered with green velvet with stories and letters finely cut’.59 Catherine’s copy of Petrarch in Italian may have been among them as well. Catherine’s younger sister, Anne Parr, has been called ‘an accomplished scholar’,60 who employed in her household John Pindar, a fellow of St. John’s, Cambridge, and was patron to another St. John’s fellow, Reginald Middleton.61 She sent her two sons to Peterhouse College, Cambridge, and corresponded in Latin on a familiar basis with Roger Ascham, who borrowed her copy of Cicero, quoted Ovid to her (an author felt unsuitable for study in the schoolroom), and praised ‘the perfection of your Latin’ and appreciated ‘your affection for me.’62 For New Year’s, 1544, Anne’s gift to the Princess Mary was ‘a book covered with silver and gilt’.63 In 1549, William Thomas, an Italian scholar and clerk of the council under Edward VI, dedicated to Anne, The Vanitee of the World, proclaiming that she excelled in virtue and bounty ‘as the diamond among the jewels’.64 The reference to her bounty no doubt implies some form of patronage relationship.


Catherine’s brother, William, also had a reputation as a well-educated young man and had studied under John Palsgrave. It has been stated as well that William studied at Cambridge under the guidance of Cuthbert Tunstall.65 Although no further information is given, this may account for the bestowal by the university of an MA degree on William on 18 March 1571. William’s principal passion was music as his patronage of the brothers Bassano indicates, a tribute to his music tutor, William Saunders, but he had not wasted his time under Palsgrave either.66 Sir Francis Bryant’s 1548 English translation of Antonio Guevara’s A Dispraise of the Life of a Courtier was, as Bryant states in the dedication, inspired by a French edition of the work which he had seen William reading. William’s intellectual abilities manifested themselves not only in scholarship but in patronage. In the spring of 1546, William gave an exhibition or scholarship to a boy named Nicholas Steward and secured a passport for him and his uncle, ‘repairing into parts beyond the seas to study.’67 Roger Ascham presented his new work, Toxophilus, to William in 1545, commenting, ‘Of all noble men you are the first and principal, very noble man, this book carries the imprint of your hands.’68 Sir Thomas Hoby, who joined William’s household in 1551, dedicated both his Travels and his English translation of The Tragedy of Free Will to Parr. Later in life, William acted as patron for Charles Bill, a probable relative of William Bill, master of St. John’s College, Cambridge, under Edward VI, and of Dr. Thomas Bill, court physician to Henry VIII and Edward VI. Charles Bill, who was born about 1552, matriculated at King’s College, Cambridge, in 1568 and was a fellow from 1571–1587. He was appointed to the post of secretary to William’s brother-in-law, Lord Cobham, and wrote a series of poems in Greek, Latin and Italian celebrating William Parr’s life and lamenting his death.69 


In 1553 William founded a grammar school in Guildford, a royal manor of which he was keeper. His commitment to the University of Cambridge was acknowledged by Roger Ascham on numerous occasions. Regarding William’s aid given on behalf of St. John’s College, Ascham wrote about 1550:






How much you alone sustain the present liveliness and future


hope of our entire University, most noble Sir, almost everyone


of us realizes with the highest benefit and acknowledges with


the greatest thanks … and in these last recent days you so


mitigated with Thomas Lever as your agent, the poverty of


many students and aroused the hope of all that this new ardour for


study, bestowed through your efforts, will generate a new fruit


of learning in these most difficult times to the immense benefit


of religion and the republic.70








In 1546, Catherine Parr wrote in a draft of her celebrated letter to the University of Cambridge,




‘you seem to have conceived, rather partially than truly, a favourable estimation both of my learning, going forward and dedication to learning … showing how agreeable it is to have, being in this worldly estate, not only for mine own part to be studious, but also a maintainer and cherisher of the learned state, by bearing me in hand that I am endowed and possessed of those qualities and respects which ought to be in a person of my vocation.’71





Her dedication to scholarship, in the tradition of that earlier patron and family mentor, Margaret Beaufort, founder of St. John’s College, is indicated in this letter when Catherine announces to the Cambridge worthies that she has encouraged the king to ‘advance [good learning] and erect new occasion’ for its promotion. This ‘new occasion’ that she was urging Henry toward erecting was, in fact, the foundation of Trinity College.72


Some historians have pointed to Catherine’s condemnation of ‘dead, human, historical faith and knowledge, which they have learned in their scholastical books’,73 as evidence that Catherine condemned learning and as a corollary was herself unlearned. Yet this position cannot be maintained against the body of evidence to the contrary. Catherine was quite literally what the University of Cambridge declares her to be, ‘a maintainer and cherisher of the learned state’. Her protests are focused on those who would put secular learning above the study of the Scriptures and substitute the wisdom of the classical academies for the wisdom apparent in ‘the boke of the crucifix’. Learning, for Catherine, was a facet of good works, instituted and earned by man’s efforts, fulfilling a human curiosity and a human need. Learning must, therefore, always take second place to God’s grace, unearned by man, undeserved by man, yet offered freely by Divine Love as the only study inherently leading to spiritual salvation. Testimonies to the queen’s own dedication to learning are numerous. Francis Goldsmith describes a mind ‘formed …for pious studies’,74 and John Bale praises her ‘natural virtue, elegant writing, and generous benevolence … truly in her can be seen the judgement of Socrates.’75 Nicholas Udall extols the dedication of the queen, who ‘with most earnest zeal, from the first hour of the day to the twelfth’,76 studied to improve her understanding of the Scriptures. Such habits are learned in childhood, and the apt pupil of a humanist schoolroom carried a love of study and a love of learning with her throughout her life even though the curriculum of her private moments altered as her religious ideas developed and the focus of her interests changed.
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Civil War in the Household of the Duke of Richmond





In the summer of 1525, the educational and living arrangements for the Parr children were suddenly changed. While thirteen-year-old Catherine and ten-year-old Anne remained at home under their mother’s tutelage and supervision, the eleven-year-old heir of the family was provided with a brilliant opportunity – a place in the household of the king’s only (although illegitimate) son, the Duke of Richmond. This opportunity was secured through the offices of young William’s uncle, Sir William Parr of Horton.


Although the Parr children grew up without a father in the household, in a sense this vacuum was filled by their uncle. It has not perhaps been fully appreciated how completely this uncle filled the role left empty by his brother’s early demise. He was to the young Parrs, Catherine, William and Anne, an active and devoted surrogate father. All of them maintained close ties to him throughout his, and their, lifetimes, and Catherine’s sense of loss at his death in the fall of 1547 is recorded in a letter written to Sir Edward North on behalf of one his servants. ‘… it hath pleased almighty god,’ she wrote, ‘to take unto his mercy my our entirely beloved uncle the late Lord Parr of Horton’1 Her slip of the pen, writing ‘my uncle’, when for four years as queen all of her official correspondence had been couched in the impersonal royal ‘we’, shows more of her emotion than perhaps she knew. Her brother was also particularly close to Sir William, spending long periods at his home in Horton in the late 1520s and 1530s.


At heart, Sir William was very much the country squire, addicted to hunting, overseeing his cony runs and quarrelling with his neighbours. Knighted at Tournai during Henry VIII’s less than brilliant foray into France in the summer of 1513, Sir William’s early career was very much as the family lieutenant of his elder brother, Catherine, William and Anne’s father. While Sir Thomas Parr was involved in overseeing his Cumbrian and Yorkshire estates, Sir William took care of family affairs in Northamptonshire,2 but he was far from being a careful man of finance as his later career was to show. He had no head for accounts and little interest in balanced books. He lived in a constant state of debt and during the 1530s wrote numerous pleading letters to Thomas Cromwell, then Lord Privy Seal, complaining frequently and volubly of his poverty. It appears from the evidence that Sir William was not so much poverty-stricken as disorganized, and while he could with great courage storm a Scottish castle‘right dangerfully’ and could ride ‘further and in more danger’ than most, money, debts, bookkeeping and accounts left him frustrated and helpless.3 It was to be Sir William’s sad misfortune that his career came to depend far more heavily on his bookkeeping abilities than on his ability to storm besieged castles. He was a man whose overriding sense of family duty and family honour forced him into the very life that he would gladly have relinquished for the pleasures of the hunt and a quiet life at Horton.4


Sir William Parr was a client of Thomas Wolsey’s and it was Wolsey who secured for him in 1525 the highly desirable position of chamberlain to the newly formed household of Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond. Born in 1519, Henry Fitzroy was the illegitimate son of Henry VIII and Elizabeth Blount, a lady-in-waiting to Catherine of Aragon. At the time of Richmond’s birth to Bessie Blount, Henry and his queen had been married for ten years and had no living son to show for it. Catherine’s unfortunate history of miscarriages and stillbirths had left the king with but a single heir, his three-year-old daughter, Mary. Given the high rate of infant and child mortality at the time, Mary’s chances of reaching adulthood could be reckoned no better than fifty-fifty. Henry’s great joy at being presented with a living son, even an illegitimate one, was the direct result of his painful awareness of the fragility of his line. After ten years of marriage he must have had grave doubts of his wife’s ever producing a living male heir. The future he intended for the royal bastard can be deduced from his actions during Richmond’s first years of life. By the age of six, Henry Fitzroy had been created Duke of Richmond and Somerset and Earl of Nottingham, with precedence over all other dukes save the king’s legitimate issue, of whom, other than Princess Mary, there were none. He had been made lieutenant and knight of the Order of the Garter and on 18 June 1525, he was appointed lieutenant-general of the north and keeper of the city and castle of Carlisle.


During the next four years, offices were heaped upon the child – lord high admiral of England, Wales and Ireland, a commission as warden-general of the marches toward Scotland, the lord-lieutenancy of Ireland. No one viewing the lands, offices and titles lavished on Richmond could doubt that the king had plans for the boy and every year that passed without the birth of a legitimate male heir increased the likelihood that these plans included the crown of England. After all, Henry had two such notable precedents to ponder as the rise of his grandmother’s family, the Beauforts, the illegitimate (although later legitimised) descendants of John of Gaunt, not to mention his father’s paternal line, the Tudors, who were the offspring of an alliance of questionable legality between Katherine of Valois, widow of Henry V, and her sometime clerk of the wardrobe, Owen Tudor. The possibility that Henry VIII might legitimise Richmond and name him his heir remained a very real one until the boy’s premature death on 22 July 1536.5


The household of the Duke of Richmond, created by his godfather, Cardinal Wolsey, in 1525, was an interesting one. All of the families who were to become the core of the new religion party and who were to be the major architects of the policies of the turbulent years of the 1540s and early 1550s, had representatives in Richmond’s household. Many of Catherine Parr’s future friends and enemies were gathered together here. Arthur Plantagenet, Viscount Lisle, stepfather to John Dudley, future Duke of Northumberland, was named the young duke’s lieutenant. Queen Jane Seymour’s brother, Edward, the future Lord Protector of England, was Richmond’s master of the horse. Catherine Parr’s uncle was Richmond’s chamberlain. Lady Jane Grey’s father, Henry Grey, the future Marquis of Dorset, was Richmond’s schoolfellow, as was Catherine Parr’s brother, William, the future Marquis of Northampton. Sir Edward Baynton, brother-in-law of Queen Anne Boleyn, also seems to have placed his son, Andrew, in the care of Richmond’s tutors, and other possible students included the future Earls of Cumberland and Rutland, and Lord Dacre and Greystoke.


Having achieved this desirable appointment as chamberlain,6 Sir William Parr no doubt rubbed his hands in joy at the thought of the opportunities for enrichment and advancement that awaited him and his. As second in command of the duke’s household with control over the household finances, he was in a position to enrich himself, provide for friends and relatives and offer rewards to personal retainers and clients. Both Wolsey and the king were far away in London and the titular head of the household was six years old. From Parr’s later complaints, it appears, too, that Wolsey had told Parr at the time of his appointment that partial remuneration for the position would come in the form of offices granted from the duke’s estates by the duke, himself, when they fell vacant. Certainly such an expectation would have been normal and understood as standard operating procedure by all parties. As events were to prove, however, service might have its rewards, but they are not always what – or as much as – one might hope. In Parr’s case, service to the duke meant responsibility for the ordering and accounting of household expenses. It was not a duty for which he was well fitted by temperament or ability. In addition, Sir William, by virtue of his office, was expected to serve on the ducal council which it was hoped would offer some sort of promise of order in the ever turbulent north. Parr grew tired of both duties very quickly,7 particularly when the rewards that he must have expected to fall into his lap proved extraordinarily elusive.


When on 26 July 1525, the child Duke of Richmond and his new household left London on their way to take up residence at Sheriff Hutton in Yorkshire, they spent the first night of their journey north with the Parrs at Rye House. Maud Parr welcomed the young duke to her home and it was reported back to London that, although he was not feeling in the best of health, the little boy ‘was marvellously well intreated and had good cheer.’8 Given Maud Parr’s ambitions for her children, it is unlikely that she would have passed up the opportunity of presenting them all to the duke, and it was probably here that young William joined the duke’s household as one of a group of gently-born boys destined to share Richmond’s lessons and play in Yorkshire. Under his mother’s coaching, William set himself to win the affections of the slight and apparently delicate duke and succeeded handsomely. By the time the party reached Yorkshire, young William and young Henry Fitzroy were best friends. If this child ever came to the throne, the Parrs were determined to see young William Parr standing on one side of him.


Nepotism in the Tudor era, as Professor Hurstfield has pointed out, was ‘a moral duty rather than a vice.’9 Publicly Parr deprecated the need for this. ‘The common rule of favourites,’ he is quoted as saying, ‘is to bring in all their relatives about them, to adorn and support them. But a wall that hath a firm bottom needs no buttress, and that which wants it, is often rather tossed down than upheld by it.’10 Privately, this selfless commitment to duty translated itself into aggressive action on behalf of the family interests. The opportunistic Parr of Horton soon found places in the duke’s household not only for his nephew and namesake but for cousins and Parr family retainers as well. Sir James Leyburne, steward of the Parr estates in Kendal, joined the duke’s entourage as did young Nicholas Throckmorton.11 Throckmorton and his seventeen brothers and sisters were the abundant progeny of Catherine Vaux, half-sister of the late Sir Thomas Parr. Catherine Vaux had been married to Sir George Throckmorton of Coughton in Warwickshire, and together they produced a family far beyond the means of Sir George to provide for. Increasingly, they began to look to Catherine’s brother, Parr of Horton, to do something for their brood.12 He obliged them by taking young Nicholas into the Duke of Richmond’s household to serve as a page. Though his mother was grateful for this patronage, Nicholas, himself, was less enthusiastic. He particularly resented Richmond’s high-handed treatment of him.






Soe with her (my mother’s) Brother I was safely plac’d


Of almes he kept me in extremitie,


Who did misdoubt a worse calamitie … 


By parents’ heast, I served as a page


To Richmond’s Duke, and waited, still at hand,


For feare of blowes, which happen’d in his rage.13








Richmond apparently favoured his royal father in temperament and Throckmorton, seeing his cousin, young William Parr, placed as one of Richmond’s companions, may have resented his own position as a mere page. Yet having ultimately been promoted to gentleman of the household, Throckmorton remained in Richmond’s employ until the duke’s death in 1536.


Further references to Parr of Horton’s attempts to promote his own family began to surface almost as soon as the ducal household had established itself at Sheriff Hutton Castle. The size of the household had been set by Wolsey. In addition to the duke, his officers and councillors, Richmond’s establishment contained some 34 gentlemen, 46 yeomen, 3 pages, 63 grooms and 79 gentlemen’s servants. In October 1525, as the household was settling in, Parr secured permission to take on an extra yeoman. Three months later, Richmond’s tutor complained to the king of members of the household who were ‘entertaining friends and servants above their allowance and in finding (places for) Sir William Parr’s house’.14 Five days later, the complaint was reiterated and accusations made that much food and money were being wasted in entertaining Parr’s friends and providing for Parr’s own family. Sir William’s actions in attempting to pack Richmond’s household with as many of his family and clients as possible were in no way unusual. This was commonly done at all levels of society by those who had sufficient influence. Richmond’s master of the horse, the young and exceedingly ambitious Sir Edward Seymour, had found a position among the gentlemen ushers for his own cousin, Christopher Wentworth.15 It was not so much Parr’s ambition that was at fault as the heavy-handed nature of his methods. No one apparently thought the worse of him for such flagrant nepotism apart from the Duke of Richmond’s tutor, Richard Croke.


Richard Croke was a native of London, born about 1489 and educated at Eton and King’s College, Cambridge, where he took his BA in 1510. Croke was a master of Greek who had had to struggle mightily for the funds with which to pursue his education. His scholarship was good enough to impress Erasmus and about 1513 Croke left England to study and teach on the Continent. He was a success as a lecturer in Greek at Leipzig. The major scholars of the day, such as Reuchlin and Hutien, corresponded with him. George, Duke of Saxony, became his patron. Everywhere he was honoured and respected. For a self-made man who had fought his way out of the abyss of anonymous poverty, the illustrious peaks of scholarship and respectability to which he had ascended on the Continent were heady and to some extent deceiving. Thanks to his Continental reputation as a scholar, Croke found employment back home in England as Greek tutor to the king. Croke was an ambitious (‘I am insane enough to covet the doctor’s laurel’), contentious, and suspicious man, who continually suspected others of plotting against him (‘I could not forbear visiting the master of my college in order to understand the lies Smith has been telling … ’; ‘I have been maligned to the bishop [of Lincoln]’). His favouritism in the classroom was chronic and resented (‘require half a page of Lucian of each of the two boys … Denton, who is my favourite, will be industrious. The other must be driven’)16 Croke’s sense of self-importance had grown with his reputation and when in 1525 he was appointed tutor to the king’s only son, he must have felt deep satisfaction at being entrusted with the education of the possible heir to the throne. This satisfaction did not last long.


From the first, Croke was at loggerheads with most of the duke’s household, particularly Sir William Parr and his cronies, the clerk comptroller, Richard Cotton, and his brother, George Cotton.17 Parr and his circle were bluff, gregarious, self-interested men to whom riding to the hunt was a far more important and noble activity than learning the verbs of a long-dead language. These men belonged for the most part to the gentry and knew it, and Parr at least had little patience and much contempt for men whom he felt came from the lower classes.18 Croke, for his part, was a fussy and pedantic scholar, with a touchy pride about his origins and a high opinion of his achievements and his position. He felt that it was his responsibility to make the rules for the education of the duke. Parr and his circle, who in fact controlled the household, gave way to the attitude best calculated to enrage the tutor. They alternately laughed at him or ignored him altogether. What was worse, they taught the young Duke of Richmond to do the same.


Five months after the arrival of the duke’s household at Sheriff Hutton, letters from Croke began to bombard the king and the cardinal. Croke wanted royal reinforcement of his position and his authority. He accused Parr and the Cotton brothers of using the duke’s household funds for their own entertainment and amusements, of ignoring their duties and encouraging the duke to play truant from his lessons. Parr, accused Croke, failed to attend to either the household or the council and spent all of his time hawking and hunting. The disgruntled tutor even took to keeping a record of the number of days that Parr was absent altogether from Sheriff Hutton.19 Dr. William Tate, another member of the council, supported Parr in the dispute, and Croke furiously reported this bias. The tutor was angry and indignant when Parr ‘told the duke of Richmond in my presence and ordered him when Cotton was absent never to be alone with me or listen to me except when reading.’ Parr had, continued Croke, ‘appointed his young nephew to say matins and vespers with the Duke of Richmond and has thus got the duke to pay no attention to … requests or threats … His disposition will be spoiled by such masters who care only for their own pleasure and profit.’20


Yet it is hardly to be wondered at that a six-year-old boy would prefer to hunt and hawk with his older friend and hunt-loving chamberlain than to recite Greek verbs with an overly ingratiating and punctilious tutor. This household civil war soon spread to the group of boys surrounding Richmond. Among them were the heir of the second Marquis of Dorset, Henry Grey, and ‘a boy named Scrope’, who was probably John Scrope, son of Henry, Lord Scope of Bolton. Young John Scrope was Parr of Horton’s cousin and took delight in taunting the tutor and his pets. Croke wrote to Wolsey on 25 May 1527, complaining that Scrope ‘excites the [other] boys against me and calls me names and has ill-treated a boy of good disposition sent by the king, who lives with me.’21 Croke retailed again in tedious detail how he had been prevented from forcing the boys to rise before daylight and from holding lessons at night. Yet he failed to fathom these boys’ dislike of him. Although Richmond obviously preferred the company of the Parrs to that of his tutor, Croke was very careful never to accuse the royal bastard of ill will. Like most disaffected minorities, he saved his accusations and his vitriol for the ‘evil councillors’ around the seat of power.


What the king and Cardinal Wolsey thought of the complaints of this great Greek scholar who was proving incapable of controlling both his own temper and a group of rowdy schoolboys is not a matter of record, but no doubt it was close to impatience. After all, Croke was not Richmond’s only tutor. William Saunders, who had once been a servant of Wolsey’s, was at Sheriff Hutton teaching the duke and his companions singing and the virginals. John Palsgrave was there teaching French. No one apparently had a problem with them. Nor, although Croke was convinced of the contrary, were his supposed enemies dispatching messages to London attacking him. Not one letter from Parr complaining of Croke’s querulousness survives and Parr was not a man to keep quiet in a quarrel.22 It seems logical therefore to assume that Croke and his problems meant nothing at all to Sir William Parr. He had only contempt for the tutor and could not even be troubled to deny Croke’s accusations of misconduct.


An important aspect of this feud, bearing on future religious attitudes among the boys around the duke, was its anticlericalism. ‘Cotton,’ Croke complained, ‘allows buffoons to sing indecent songs and to abuse the clergy’ in front of Richmond. ‘The boys laugh … and the grooms protect them from punishment.’23 This anticlericalism in Richmond’s household is apparent from the beginning. Even as the household was settling in at Sheriff Hutton, John Uvedale, the duke’s secretary, reported to Wolsey that he believed Parr and others desired the duke to build a larger chapel and institute more elaborate religious celebrations. Parr, who had never been a particularly religious man, indignantly denied any such pious notion. Not for him, he proclaimed, ‘a chapel like the Lords Darcy and Latimer’, two of the pillars of piety in the north.24 The anticlerical atmosphere in the household of the duke, originating with Parr, the Cottons and their cronies, produced in the succeeding generation the core of the English reformed party.


Then, during the summer of 1529, there was a changing of the guard in the household of the Duke of Richmond. Croke was relieved of his onerous duties as chief tutor to the duke and returned, with thanks and an appointment as Nottingham pursuivant at arms, to Cambridge.25 In the departed Croke’s place, John Palsgrave was appointed chief tutor. Palsgrave was a different man altogether from Richard Croke. He was a warm-natured, erudite teacher, who regarded learning as a pleasure in which to indulge rather than a duty to be performed. He was England’s foremost scholar of French and had been tutor to the king’s sister, Mary, Duchess of Suffolk, during her apprenticeship as Queen of France. She held him in very high esteem. At Palsgrave’s appointment to Richmond’s household, he had the courtesy to write to the duke’s mother, now the wife of Sir Gilbert Tailboys, and describe the care that the king had for her son:




‘… the King’s grace said unto me, in the presence of Master Parr and Master Page [Richard Page, member of Richmond’s council], ‘I deliver’, quod he, ‘unto you three, my worldly jewel; you twain to have the guiding of his body, and thou, Palsgrave, to bring him up in virtue and learning.’26





Such a flattering commission brought out the best in Richmond’s new chief tutor:




And to make the child love learning, I never put [him] in fear of any manner [of] correction, nor never suffer him to continue at any time till he should be wearied, [Palsgrave wrote to his friend, Sir Thomas More] but devise all the ways I can possible to make learning pleasant to him, insomuch that many times his officers wot not whether I learn him or play with him, and yet have I already brought him to have a right good understanding in the principles of the grammars both of Greek and Latin.27





Considering that one of the wise saws of the age was that ‘a boy wears his ears on his back – the more he is beaten, the better will he learn,’ a merry approach to study was a novel, even revolutionary idea. ‘I understand by Sir William a Parre,’ Palsgrave remarked to More, ‘that the King’s Grace demanded of you and Dr. Stevens (Stephen Gardiner, at this time royal secretary), whether you thought it convenient that the Duke of Richmond should learn Greek and Latin both at once … And I remember that you showed me once how a little Latin should serve so the said Duke might have French.’28 This was an interesting point of view from one of the two ablest scholars in England and partially accounts for young William Parr’s fluency with that language.


Yet Palsgrave, too, faced the difficulty of weaning the duke from his passionate attachment to hunting, learned in the company of the Parrs.29




‘… on my faith I knew never a more singular wit, neither rich nor poor, than he hath, and albeit that he hath already and every day shall have more and more sundry callers upon him to bring his mind from learning, some to hear a cry at a hare, some to kill a buck with his bow, sometime with greyhounds and sometime with buckhounds … to see a flight with a hawk, some to ride a horse, which yet he is not greatly combryed with because of his youth.’30





Palsgrave persisted in his attempts ‘to make the child love learning’, and succeeded in a far more constructive way than had Richard Croke.


If Croke’s complaints about him raised little interest in London, Sir William Parr’s own ineptitude as chamberlain began to catch up with him in October 1528. He was ordered to court by Wolsey to show what had been done ‘in the executing of the king’s high commandment … for the reducing of my lord of Richmond’s household to some better order and less charge than the same hath been at heretofore.’31 In a way, this was rubbing salt in the wound, for in spite of Parr’s attempts to enrich himself and his relatives at the duke’s expense, he had not gained a great deal in the three years he had been in Richmond’s employ. This unpalatable fact was apparently made quite clear to Richmond, himself, by his disaffected employees who had already complained to Wolsey of the appointment of ‘divers persons not in the duke of Richmond’s service to various offices in the duke’s gift [which] has much discouraged his servants.’32 Richmond was pressured by his council to write to his father about such discouragements and on 21 July 1528, he sent a letter protesting the granting of offices in his gift to other than his own household servants. Cardinal Wolsey had told him expressly, continued the boy duke, that, ‘it is your wish that when any offices fall vacant, I should dispose of it considering the great number of my servants who have no other reward.’ Parr and the council supported Richmond’s protests in their own letter, which described the animosity aroused by the practice of granting these appointments to other than those in the duke’s household, to ‘the great grudge and discomfort of all his servants; they be almost despaired to obtain or get any promotions by his service.’33


The king was not particularly interested or impressed by these pleas, and Parr was left fuming in Yorkshire over the offices and other perquisites that he had hoped to snap up and had in effect been led to expect and yet were being denied him. He was left with all the drudgery of his position while the rewards were granted out in London by the king and the cardinal. One case in point were the stewardships of two parcels of Richmond’s lands held by Sir William Compton of Compton Wynyates. A close friend of Compton, Parr of Horton had been made a trustee for some of Compton’s own lands in Northamptonshire and Yorkshire. When Compton died in 1528, Parr lobbied for the reversion of the stewardship of Richmond’s lands, which Compton had held in Dorset. These included the manor of Canford, Corfe Castle, and a 100-shilling per annum stipend. Encouraged to be master of his own by the members of his household who stood to gain, the nine-year-old duke granted this stewardship to Parr. The grant was immediately overturned by the king and the stewardship given to Sir Edward Seymour. Richmond – and Parr – protested in vain. 
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