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Introduction


All books, arguably, are journeys of discovery for their authors, but none more so, perhaps, than this one. The task of recreating Tudor England through the medium of 100 objects was, to say the least, daunting. Merely selecting and locating the objects concerned, let alone researching and interpreting them, and synthesising them thereafter into a coherent and representative whole, involved not only time but the acquisition of a whole new level of expertise in a range of unfamiliar and frequently abstruse – even arcane – areas. Neither knitting, beekeeping, plumbing nor furniture-making, nor a whole host of other areas from midwifery to magic, were areas in which I could lay any claim to expertise before my writing began. But what appeared initially to be a task fraught with challenges and pitfalls would ultimately prove to be as fascinating as it was fulfilling, and the basis for what became the most consistently enthralling project I have undertaken.


As the book unfolded, a whole material world gradually emerged from the shadows, which has all too often been ignored by more formal social histories of the period. In unravelling the story of individual artefacts, countless other threads, linking these items to the broader contemporary world, emerged at every turn. The result, I hope, is a surprisingly comprehensive and rich panorama, which captures both the allure and anomalies of the age whose spirit it attempts, however humbly, to evoke.


My immeasurable thanks are due to all those individuals who assisted so readily and generously in offering suggestions and advice, and particularly those who supplied the images that help bring each chapter to life so vividly. As always, the team at The History Press – and particularly Mark Beynon and Lauren Newby – have been a model of helpfulness, matched only by the efforts of my wife, whose patience was frequently tested, but never more than when I became lodged, seemingly interminably, in a cramped priest hole, with daylight waning, tension mounting and a long drive home ahead.


To all concerned, I raise my glass at journey’s end.
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Silver-gilt boar badge from Bosworth Field


In the high summer of 1485, the entire political future of a troubled and comparatively insignificant kingdom on the damp and misty fringe of Europe hung in the balance. By that time, those old enough to have witnessed the winding course of the thirty-year contest between the two rival branches of the Plantangenet line that we now call the Wars of the Roses had grown wearily accustomed to its interminable twists and turns. Though the fighting was sporadic, the armies small and the material losses inconsiderable, the crown had nevertheless become little more than a political football as Henry VI lost his throne to Edward IV at Towton in 1461, only to retrieve it in 1470 with the help of Edward’s former henchman, Warwick ‘the Kingmaker’, before losing it once more to his vanquished enemy eight years later. With Edward’s eventual death in 1483, moreover, and the subsequent succession of his brother, Richard III, the dynastic merry-go-round began yet another giddy circuit when Henry Tudor, great-grandson of a fugitive Welsh brewer wanted for murder, made his way to Market Bosworth in England’s midland heart to stake his own flimsy claim to primacy. At the head of some 8,000 men and outnumbered by two to one, he would nevertheless triumph in a particularly foul and inglorious fray fought on blood-soaked fen and moorland, which left the crown of his enemy’s butchered corpse to be rudely plucked from a thicket.


Yet despite the crucial importance of the battle which marked the dawn of Tudor England, the precise location of ‘Bosworth Field’ had remained a matter of debate for centuries until the chance discovery of the object pictured here. It was not until the late 1990s, in fact, that a team of archaeologists and historians began to look afresh at local place names and conduct soil tests for historical wetlands that revealed crucial new evidence locating the battle at Sutton Cheney in Leicestershire, some 2 miles away from where it was traditionally considered to have taken place. Employing original accounts that described the battlefield as marshy, local farmland was systematically scoured with metal detectors, though it was not until the final week of a six-month extension to the 1999 survey that a single 30mm lead ball was located and a series of groundbreaking discoveries began to unfold. Indeed, after a full season of further work, thirty lead munitions – far more than from all the other fifteenth- and sixteenth-century battlefields in Europe put together – were uncovered, along with the remains of swords and buckles, silver coins from Burgundy, and a variety of shot fired from handguns.


As if to quell the misgivings of any remaining doubters once and for all, however, there finally emerged the most iconic and conclusive object of all those discovered on Bosworth Field: a silver-gilt boar, the location and nature of which, beside the site of Fen Hole, not only confirmed the battle site but evoked the most poignant of images. For the boar was Richard III’s own emblem, given in large numbers to his supporters, and while most of these badges were of base metal, this one is silver-gilt, and could only have been given to a knight or someone of even higher status. The recipient was therefore in all likelihood a knight in the king’s own retinue and someone who may well have ridden with him in his final desperate cavalry charge, launched as victory was slipping from his grasp in a vain bid to kill his protagonist and win the day. In the process, we are told, the king not only killed the Lancastrian standard bearer and threw down another man but personally attacked Henry Tudor, who kept him at bay until help came. Thereafter, however, the king’s small body of knights was driven back remorselessly until he himself was cut down when his horse became stuck in a mire – not far at all, it seems, from the small medieval marsh where this object was retrieved – and the succession of England’s first Tudor king was finally assured.
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The first state bed of Henry VII


In the twenty-four years that followed his crushing victory at the Battle of Bosworth Field, Henry VII both confirmed and consolidated the Tudor dynasty’s grasp on power by a canny combination of sound finance, tough justice and peace abroad. Above all, however, he married wisely and procreated vigorously. Elizabeth of York, his swiftly acquired bride, was the eldest daughter of Edward IV, and the resulting union of the red and white roses was the surest possible safeguard against any further scheming by his enemies. For the new queen was not only sprung from the requisite royal stock but fertile. Within a year of her marriage she had borne a son, Arthur, and five years later a second boy, the future Henry VIII, would follow. Prince Arthur, the so-called ‘rosebush of England’, was in effect the living embodiment of lasting union between the once contending houses of Lancaster and York, leaving the queen’s other surviving offspring, including two daughters, both as handy insurance policies against the vagaries of sixteenth-century medicine and as priceless bargaining chips in the game of European diplomacy. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that if Tudor England was founded on the field of battle, it would thrive or falter on the fortunes of the royal marriage bed.


The uncanny identification of Henry VII’s ‘first state bed’ in 2010 therefore ranks as arguably one of the most evocative and significant early Tudor discoveries of all time. Found by chance in the car park of a Chester hotel after being dismantled and discarded, it was sold at auction for £2,200, as a Victorian bed, to an antique furniture restorer. When the restoration had been completed, however, the eagle-eyed craftsman duly contacted the chief executive of the World Monuments Fund Britain, suspecting that the object actually belonged to the Tudor period. And though the bed’s origins remain a matter of some academic debate, dendrochronology confirms that the wood was indeed cut in Germany in the 1480s, while written records trace the bed back to at least 1495, when the king went to Lathom to visit the Stanley family, who had been instrumental in securing his victory at Bosworth. Even more intriguingly, however, the headboard depicts Henry VII and his queen as Adam and Eve transmuted into Christ and surrounded by the fruits of paradise, which would appear to symbolise the couple’s imminent hopes for an heir. Notwithstanding the later addition of an inscription from the Matthew Bible of 1537, there is compelling evidence to suggest, therefore, that the bed was actually created at the time of the first Tudor’s marriage on 18 January 1486. If so, it is wholly plausible that not only Prince Arthur but Henry VIII, too, was subsequently conceived thereon, raising the bed’s value, according to experts, to some £20 million.
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The Winchester round table


In light of his slender claim to the throne, it was small wonder that the first Tudor should have taken such pains to emphasise his legitimacy. For, quite apart from the lowly fugitive past of his great-grandfather, Henry VII had other embarrassments to contend with. His paternal grandfather Owen, for instance, had found fortune and influence only by seducing Henry V’s French widow after some years’ service as an official in her household. And while Margaret Beaufort, the mother of the victor of Bosworth, was descended from John of Gaunt, it was only from what contemporaries discreetly termed the ‘wrong side of the blanket’. Equally significantly, the same Parliament that eventually legitimised her and her children had done so only on the express grounds that they should be barred from the throne. Besides which, if Henry VII’s claim to the throne came in any case through his mother, it was strictly speaking she rather than he who should have been crowned in 1485. With such a tangle of impediments, it was therefore only the general squandering and sullying of royal blood in the fourteenth century, coupled with the desperation of the hour, that had eventually thrust Henry Tudor to the pinnacle of the Lancastrian cause, and this was something that neither he nor his successor would lightly forget.


In consequence, the Tudor court was awash from the outset with a relentless torrent of high- and low-level propaganda. It was no coincidence, of course, that Henry VII was responsible for introducing the term ‘majesty’ into the English language or that, in so doing, he consciously developed the practices of pageantry and invested the notion of Tudor kingship with a mystique all of its own. Processions, the shouting of loyal salutations, the doffing of caps and reverent genuflexions in the royal presence all formed part of the same tireless theme that such spectacle was designed to drive home. Meanwhile, grooms, pages, servers and sundry menials were all attired in the Tudor livery of white and green embossed with the Tudor rose. Indeed, lest any should doubt or forget the might and splendour of England’s new dynasty, there were also roses in the chains and necklaces worn by the king and queen, on the wooden ceilings and tiled floors of all royal dwellings and even on the gilded harnesses of royal horses. For the same reason, Arthur, the first Tudor prince, was named specifically after the legendary king, with his Welsh connections, and the choice of Winchester as the boy’s christening place was deliberately intended to reinforce the new dynasty’s ancient connections.
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But it was Henry VIII’s decision in 1522 to emblazon the round table at Winchester with his own image that symbolised more than any other act the new dynasty’s determination to stake its claims to primacy. By that time, the king had already liquidated the two main surviving claimants to his throne from the House of York, clinically dispatching Edmund de la Pole in 1513 after he had spent seven helpless years imprisoned in the Tower, and treating Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, to the fleeting hospitality of the gallows eight years later. In these circumstances, then, with a visit from Emperor Charles V pending, the second Tudor duly took the ultimate step of symbolically linking his kingship with the legendary Arthur himself and the illustrious knights of ancient Britain’s dim and distant past.


The table concerned, which hangs today in the Great Hall at Winchester, is in fact nothing more than a forgery created around the year 1290 to celebrate the marriage of one of Edward I’s daughters. It has a diameter of 5.5m, is built from English oak and weighs 1,200kg; it originally had twelve legs and seating, ostensibly, for the twenty-four knights of the round table as well as the king himself. But at the time of its construction, it was common throughout Europe for festive events known as ‘round tables’ to be staged where royal courts engaged in feasting, dancing, and jousting, and attending knights assumed the identities of Arthur and his followers. Indeed, the earliest event of this kind appears to have been held in Cyprus in 1223, while René of Anjou even erected an Arthurian castle for a similar extravaganza of 1446.


Even so, the Winchester round table appears to have been both widely renowned and respected. ‘At Venta Symeno alias Winchester in ye castle most famously knowne, standeth fixed ye table at the walle side of ye kinges Hal, which (for ye majesty of Arthure) they cal ye round table’, wrote John Leland in The Assertion of King Arthur (1544). Caxton, too, mentioned the Winchester table in his preface to Malory’s Morte D’Arthur and seemed to regard it as authentic, though fame and fashion are fickle, and later generations would prove altogether less reverential. Indeed, no doubt because of its resemblance to a dartboard, the table was ultimately used for target practice by Roundhead troops in 1645, and only in 1789, when the entire object was repainted, were the bullet holes finally filled.





[image: Illustration]


Paul Fraser Collectibles






4


Letter to Pope Clement VII


requesting the annulment of Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon



Ultimately, it would take much more than propaganda to remedy Henry VIII’s dynastic insecurity. It would require a male child that could not be had, and a divorce that could only be obtained by a breach with Rome. When, on 18 February 1516, Catherine of Aragon’s procreative exertions had borne their first lasting fruit with the arrival of Princess Mary, there had been renewed hope. Clutching the girdle of her patron saint and namesake, and kept ignorant of her father’s recent demise for fear that grief might affect the final passage of her pregnancy, she had finally emerged from a difficult labour with at least the partial satisfaction of a daughter. But the queen’s harrowing catalogue of previous failures remained a cause of considerable disquiet for her impatient husband. A stillborn daughter had already fallen from her womb in 1510 and at the end of November 1514 she had also given birth to a premature child, ‘a prince who lived not long after’. Indeed, before the Princess Mary’s birth, Catherine had brought forth four sons in all, none of whom survived longer than a few weeks. And only a year or so later, the king’s infidelities had begun to make their mark.


In the years that followed, Anne Boleyn tightened her grip upon Henry’s affections; Thomas Wolsey’s best efforts to bring about an equitable solution short of an outright break with the Holy See would result in his disgrace and downfall in 1529. But on 18 January of that same year the King of England was still sufficiently optimistic to write to his ‘most dear friend’ the Cardinal of Ravenna, in a spirit of co-operation and goodwill, announcing the imminent arrival in Rome of his mistress’s father, Thomas Boleyn, Earl of Wiltshire. The earl, whom the king saw fit to describe as ‘Our most beloved kinsman’, was to serve as ambassador in the Holy City to Emperor Charles V in yet another effort to break the deadlock that had dogged all previous divorce negotiations, and the cardinal was ‘vehemently’ begged ‘to attend to him with the same courtesy and grant him in all things the same trust as if Your Most Reverend Lordship heard Us speaking in person’. At the same time, the recipient was entreated to continue in his ‘most fair determination to please Us’ and also ‘to make bold use of anything in Our power whenever it seems useful or honourable to Your Most Reverend Lordship’.


Ultimately, however, both the cardinal’s good offices and Boleyn’s diplomacy would prove no more fruitful than Thomas Wolsey’s own, and nineteen months later a group of eighty-one English noblemen and clergy, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, were prepared to attach their seals to another letter, composed in an altogether less amiable tone. Sent from London on 13 July 1530, it would take two months to arrive in the Pope’s hands, and warned, with what would prove to be prophetic candour, that ‘a refusal of annulment would require recourse to extreme measures for the good of the kingdom which we would not hesitate to take’.
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Edward VI, base silver shilling


Anne Boleyn was quickly come and gone, and on 12 October 1537, that ‘most precious jewel’ of a healthy son was born at last to Henry VIII’s third wife, Jane Seymour. The mother, however, would soon be cold in the grave from a grievous post-natal infection, and only nine years later, this self-same ‘boy of wondrous hope’ was left a vulnerable orphan cast adrift amid the surging sectarian and faction-ridden currents of mid-Tudor politics. First, under the partly right-minded but wholly wrong-headed stewardship of his uncle and Lord Protector, Edward Seymour, England would continue its agonising descent into the foreign wars and economic upheaval begun by his father. Then, after Seymour’s ousting in 1549, the desperate quest for stability under John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, became all too often the pretext for injustice and repression. As England finally succumbed to France in March 1550 with the Treaty of Boulogne, its new Church veered leftwards to an ever more radical brand of Protestantism, and the corridors of power continued to heave with faction and ambition, while in the wider world the unfamiliar scourge of inflation racked the common people and strained social bonds to the limit. To cap all, even nature herself seemed to assume an unforgiving aspect towards Edward VI’s embattled kingdom, as ‘sweating sickness’ cut two consecutive swathes through high and low alike in 1551 and 1552.


Yet it was probably the ‘hideous monster of base moneys’ and inflation that most affected common people in their everyday struggle for survival. The practice of debasing the coinage by reducing its precious metal content had in fact been instituted by Cardinal Wolsey in 1526, but escalated drastically with the so-called ‘Great Debasement’ of 1542. Suspected by many economists to be the master plan of Thomas Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton and the king’s principal secretary, the aim was to increase the supply of money available to the Crown for war with Scotland and France without recourse to Parliament. To begin with, Henry VIII kept secret what he was doing, collecting all the silver and gold that was paid in to him as loans and benevolences, and issuing it out again from the Mint, mixed with alloy, so that he was able to pay out about a quarter as much again as he received. In consequence, however, the silver coins struck from 1542 to 1551 steadily sank in value. In March 1542, for example, the silver content of English coins averaged 75 per cent of each coin’s face value. But by March 1545 the value of the silver content had fallen to 50 per cent, and by March 1546 to 33.33 per cent. Indeed, even before the end of Henry VIII’s reign the surface layer of silver had become so thin that it would invariably wear off revealing the copper below, especially in the area of the king’s nose, giving rise to his nickname ‘Old Coppernose’.
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Even so, during the course of the next reign the practice escalated still further, leading to soaring food prices and incalculable disruption to trade as English coins became increasingly unacceptable abroad. In contrast with Henry VIII’s expansion of the money supply to £126,000, Edward’s Lord Protector, the Duke of Somerset, managed to increase it by £1,000,000 and, as a result, prices rose from the 1547 index point of 116.4 to a figure of 202.3 in 1551. ‘The evilness of money,’ declared the radical preacher Hugh Latimer in 1548, ‘hath made all things dearer,’ and the silver coin pictured here could not capture more aptly the economic, social and indeed political malaise of mid-Tudor England. Struck at the Tower Mint only one year after Latimer’s lament, it was worth no more than a quarter of what a similar coin had been before the repeated debasements of the previous reign. And at the coin’s centre, appropriately enough, resides a lone boy, encumbered by a heavy crown. Only from 1551 onwards under the leadership of John Dudley did currency reforms begin, but they would not be completed until 1560 during the reign of Elizabeth I, and not before two rebellions had torn young Edward’s realm asunder.
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Kett’s oak


On an otherwise inconsequential stretch of dual carriageway between Hethersett and Wymondham in Norfolk stands a bent and blasted oak tree. Weary from its centuries-long duel with prevailing headwinds and propped up against collapse by functionally minded municipal workmen, it nevertheless continues to defy the noxious fumes and jarrings of passing rush-hour traffic and remains a gnarled yet poignant block of living Tudor history, as the steadily corroding plaque at its base makes clear. For this is ‘Kett’s oak’, so named after the heroic local farmer who, in the summer of 1549, is said to have set out from this spot at the head of a rebel host en route to Norwich in a tragic quest for social justice.


The previous decade had seen a crisis in English agriculture as the rising population increased the impact of landlords’ determination to fence off their lands and thereby deprive the less wealthy of their traditional grazing rights on open pasture. Some landowners, too, were not only ‘enclosing’ their land in this way, but forcing tenants off their farms so that they could ‘engross’ their holdings and convert arable land into pasture for sheep, which had become more profitable as demand for wool increased. With the majority of people depending on agriculture for their livelihood, and the added burdens of inflation, unemployment, rising rents and declining wages to contend with, outbreaks of unrest were inevitable, and Norfolk was to be stricken by the most serious of all.


Robert Kett himself, ironically, had at first been intended as a target of the rebels, but when they duly descended upon his land, the 57-year-old yeoman farmer, far from resisting, joined their cause and swiftly emerged as leader of the budding insurrection. Indeed, the following day, Tuesday 9 July, Kett and his fellow protestors set off for Norwich, gathering support from nearby towns and villages along the way before setting up camp at Mousehold Heath and drawing up a list of twenty-nine demands, which the government rejected so resolutely that violence became inevitable. In the late evening of 21 July, therefore, realising that without access to the supplies of Norwich his followers would starve, Kett duly decided to attack, and by the next day England’s second city was in his hands after thousands of rebels charged down from their camp at Mousehold at first light and began swimming the River Wensum between the Cow Tower and Bishops Gate. Though the city’s defenders loosed volleys of arrows into the rebels as they crossed, the attack could not be thwarted, and as a running battle ensued, the same government messenger who had been sent to declare Kett an outlaw was forced to flee for his life after attempting to address the insurgents in the Market Square.
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Yet the rebel victory could not be consolidated indefinitely; after the defeat of a force led by the Earl of Northampton, the government subsequently dispatched the Earl of Warwick at the head of 14,000 men, including German, Spanish and Welsh mercenaries, to wreak an awful revenge. By 24 August, indeed, the earl had forced an entry into Norwich, and was soon reinforced with a further 1,500 German Landsknechte – a ruthless and hard-bitten mix of mercenary hand-gunners and pikemen. Faced by such a formidable army, even Kett’s redoubtable fighters, who had already burned large sections of the city and recaptured parts of it initially taken by Warwick, had no choice but to abandon their camp at Mousehold and head for open country and a final stand against what would prove impossible odds.


So it was that on the morning of 27 August 1549, 3,000 peasant rebels were basely slaughtered by well-armed, well-trained professional soldiers at a place called Dussindale, which has never been successfully identified. The morning after the battle, moreover, a number of Kett’s followers were hanged outside Norwich’s Magdalen Gate and at the so-called ‘Oak of Reformation’, which had served as their camp headquarters. Kett himself, meanwhile, was captured at the village of Swannington the night after the battle and taken, together with his brother William, to the Tower of London to await trial for treason. Found guilty, the brothers were returned to Norwich at the beginning of December, whereupon Robert was hanged from the castle walls on 7 December 1549 and William from the west tower of Wymondham Abbey on the same day. Estimates of deaths among Warwick’s mercenary army, by contrast, vary from 300 to as few as thirty.


Can we be sure, however, that Kett’s oak really is what long tradition claims? To complicate matters, there are some suggestions that the tree may not have been the initial meeting place of the Norfolk rebels but rather the site where a number of them were eventually hanged. Confusingly, too, another ‘Kett’s oak’, now over 800 years old, stands near Ryston Hall, not far from Downham Market, apparently marking the point where, according to Francis Blomefield’s eighteenth-century History of Norfolk, Matthew Parker, the future Archbishop of Canterbury, preached to the rebels and exhorted them to lay down their arms, ‘which nearly cost him his life’. But if written sources are ambivalent on the matter, oral tradition, for better or worse, has stood firm over four and a half centuries and continues to endow the solitary ancient tree just outside Wymondham with a special significance and poignancy all of its own.
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Lady Jane Grey’s prayer book


According to the anonymous Chronicle of Queen Jane, Lady Jane Grey made her way to trial at the Guildhall in the City of London on 13 November 1553 bearing two books – ‘a black velvet boke hanging before hir, and another boke in hir hande open’. But neither the first nor the second, which is likely to have been her favourite prayer book pictured here, would have the slightest influence in protecting her from subsequent events. Found guilty of falsely signing a number of documents as ‘Jane the Queen’, she was sentenced to be ‘burned alive on Tower Hill or beheaded’ as Mary Tudor, the rightful queen with whom she had contested the throne for a mere nine days, saw fit. Just under two months later, on the morning of 12 February 1554, Jane Grey was certainly carrying this very same dark blue leather prayer book as she mounted the scaffold for her appointment with the executioner’s axe – an appointment that had been postponed for three days in the vain hope that she might submit to the efforts of the queen’s chaplain, John Feckenham, and save her soul by renouncing Protestantism. ‘Being nothing at all abashed’, we are told, ‘neither with feare of her owne deathe, which then approached’, or ‘the sight of the ded carcase of hir husbande’, which had been carried by horse and cart past the rooms where she had been awaiting her own ordeal, Jane bore herself at the end with exemplary courage. Only the two gentlewomen accompanying her, we are told, ‘wonderfully wept’.


But perhaps the most poignant moment of all came in the final moments before the execution when the 16-year-old victim passed her prayer book to Sir Thomas Brydges in the expectation that he would give it to his 61-year-old brother, Sir John, the Lieutenant of the Tower of London, who had supervised Jane’s incarceration and, ‘though much addicted to the old religion’, had grown deeply fond of her. Within were messages of farewell both to Sir John and to Jane’s father, who would himself be feeling the ample weight of the axe upon his neck only eleven days hence. The book, it seems, had not only been given to her in early September 1548 by the former queen, Katherine Parr, as she lay dying of puerperal fever after the birth of her only child, but had actually been written by that same lady while still in good health. The handwriting upon its 143 vellum leaves is conclusively hers, just as the slightly faded message beginning at the bottom of the page reproduced here is undoubtedly Jane’s:
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Forasmuche as you haue desired so simple a woman to wrighte in so worthy a booke, gode mayster Lieufenante therefore I shalle as a frende desyre you, and as a christian require you, to call vpyon God, to encline youre harte to his laws, to quicken you in his waye, and not to take the worde of trewethe vtterlye oute of youre mouthe. Lyue styll to dye, that by deathe you may purchase eternall life; and remember howe the ende of Mathusael, whoe as we reade in the scriptures, was the longest liuer that was of a manne, died at the laste. For, as the Precher sayethe, there is a tyme to be borne, and a tyme to dye; and the daye of deathe is better than the daye of our birthe. Youres, as the Lorde knowethe, as a frende, Jane Duddeley.





Though she had been spared at first after the failed attempt to bar Mary Tudor from the throne, the subsequent Protestant rebellion of Thomas Wyatt the Younger in January 1554 had finally sealed Jane’s fate – though unlike her father, the Duke of Suffolk, who had played a prominent role in events, she bore no responsibility. Instead, the rising had been precipitated by Queen Mary’s planned marriage to the future Philip II of Spain, which had sparked a half-cocked outburst of opposition centred upon Kent, resulting in a march on London and leaving the government with little choice other than to carry out the verdict against both Jane and her husband, the Duke of Northumberland’s son Guildford Dudley. Yet Jane’s message to her father remains a moving expression of resignation and devotion, notwithstanding his bullying role in forcing her to comply in the first place with Northumberland’s scheme to install her as queen after the death of Edward VI. ‘Although it hath pleased God to hasten my death by you, by whom my life should rather have been lengthened’, she told her father forgivingly, ‘yet can I patiently take it, that I yield God more hearty thanks for shortening my woeful days, than if all the world had been given unto my possession, with life lengthened at my own will’.


Ultimately, when her final minutes arrived, Jane would grant her executioner forgiveness and plead to be dispatched quickly. Referring to her head, she asked whether it would be taken off ‘before I lay me down’, to which the axeman answered no. Then, after blindfolding herself and failing to find the block with her hands, she cried for assistance before eventually repeating Christ’s last words, as recounted by the evangelist Luke, and commending her spirit into God’s hands. The message to her father, meanwhile, was duly passed on by Sir John Brydges as promised, though only on condition that the lieutenant might afterwards retain the prayer book itself as a memento. Today it resides in the British Museum.
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John Cook
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Mary Tudor’s wedding chair


Stand with your back to Winchester Cathedral’s west wall today, and you will find yourself at the very spot where Mary Tudor, daughter of Catherine of Aragon, waited in the last nervous moments before she began her procession to marry Philip of Spain on 25 July 1554. The soaring magnificence of the nave would surely have given the queen renewed confidence in her own power and that of her realm, though even by this time the political and emotional imbalance between herself and her spouse-to-be was apparent. At 37, Mary was eleven years older than the groom, and Philip considered her little more than ‘our dear and well beloved aunt’, even revealing to one of his Spanish confidants, almost casually, that the marriage itself had been ‘made for no fleshly consideration’. The queen too, for that matter, had initially harboured reservations about the match on the grounds that the groom was ‘likely to be supposed amorous, and such is not my desire, not at my time of life, and never having harboured thoughts of love’. But she had come in due course to hanker for him, and while Mary pined and doted, her bridegroom maintained the icy objectivity of the calculating Habsburg power-broker that he undoubtedly was, viewing the queen and her realm as little more than handy political counters in his ongoing struggle with France and tireless crusade for the embattled Catholic faith.


Even so, Mary’s long walk to the wedding stool pictured was certain to have been a journey of especial joy and satisfaction. She had witnessed, after all, the disgrace of her mother and experienced bitter rejection of her own at the hands of her father, Henry VIII. She had also seen the old religion, which had become her only consolation during her darkest years, dismissed, discarded and derided over almost two decades. Finally, after the death of her Protestant brother Edward, she had been made to endure an anxious struggle for the throne that was rightfully hers. Now, however, she was to wed at last a prince of her mother’s homeland in a realm that was already restored to its ancient faith by her succession. Fittingly, therefore, the cathedral’s nave and quire were magnificently adorned with cloth of gold and gaudy banners hanging high above from brackets that remain in place to this day. For further effect a raised walkway and dais had been constructed so that the couple could be seen by the thousands of onlookers who packed the building. Clad in white, gold and purple cloth, they were intended to look as though they were floating along their elevated walkway, with the arching backdrop of the nave above them.


The chair at which Mary was given away, meanwhile, had been specially constructed for the occasion and was matched by an identical one for Philip, which has since disappeared. Of comparatively simple construction and never intended to survive for posterity, it had nevertheless been suitably upholstered in leather and fine fabric, and as she took her place upon it there were royal fanfares and other music specially composed for the occasion. It was the first time, indeed, that horns, wind and other instruments were used in an English religious service. And the fact that there were two identical chairs of state with matching canopies was a subtle indication of a crucial political fact that none were meant as yet to know – that Philip was to be made King of England in his own right rather than as consort by marriage.


The same historic chair, which can be found today in Winchester Cathedral’s Triforium Gallery, had therefore symbolised a fact of extraordinary political significance. As a result, England would soon follow Spain into war with France, and in losing Calais sacrifice her last remaining Continental foothold. Mary, too, would pursue her Protestant enemies with a determination that mirrored Spain’s notorious Inquisition and in doing so extinguish the dominance of the ‘old religion’ on these shores once and for all. Ultimately, some 284 Protestant martyrs would lose their lives in Mary’s fires, while a further 800 or so sought shelter in exile abroad, only to return in the next reign as Protestantism emerged once more, phoenix-like, to stage its final triumph under Elizabeth I.
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Jewelled salamander pendant


recovered from the Spanish galleas Girona, 1588



By the close of the sixteenth century the Tudor dynasty had not only established a lasting national religion but also secured the kingdom’s independence from foreign domination. Victory over the Spanish Armada and the vanquished fleet’s subsequent destruction by powerful westerly winds in September 1588 marked the beginning of the end of Philip II’s threat, as up to 5,000 men perished by drowning, starvation and slaughter at the hands of English troops after their shipwreck on the Irish coast. Some survivors were concealed by the local population, but few were taken into Irish service and fewer still returned home. In the end, indeed, only sixty-seven ships and fewer than one in three men survived, many of whom were near death from disease by the time of their return, as food and water ran low and the cramped, insanitary conditions took their inevitable toll. Thereafter, many more died in Spain, or on hospital ships in Spanish harbours, from diseases contracted during the voyage. When Philip II learned of the result of the expedition, he was reported to have declared that he had ‘sent the Armada against men, not God’s winds and waves’. Nor was his opinion likely to have been denied by any English man or woman. ‘God’s Protestant wind’ had, it seems, blown decisively, and the exquisite salamander pendant pictured remains a powerful reminder of its potency.





[image: Illustration]


Ulster Museum


Recovered from the wreck of the Spanish galleas Girona, which sank on 26 October off Lacada Point near the Giant’s Causeway on the north Antrim coast, the gold pendant set with rubies reflects the full glory of an imperial Spain bloated with bullion from the New World, and bears striking testament, too, to the skill and influence of native American craftsmen. For while large numbers of native gold ornaments were melted down, the ideas of those craftsmen were retained, which explains the residing appeal of jewels in the form of animals throughout the sixteenth century. In 1526 Hernán Cortés, conqueror of the Aztec empire in Mexico, had recorded that among the ornaments shipped to his homeland was a ‘winged lizard’. In legend, moreover, the salamander was believed to possess the magical property of being able to survive and extinguish fire – something which made it an exceptionally appropriate good luck charm for any voyage on a wooden fighting vessel and may well explain its appearance on the Girona, since the ill-fated galleas was no ordinary treasure ship. On the contrary, by the time of her destruction she was carrying not only the officers of two other craft but the surviving leaders of the Armada itself, who had been chosen from the noblest and wealthiest families in Spain.


In consequence, the ship foundered with an extraordinary store of precious objects on board, many of which provide a fascinating testament to the nature of contemporary Spanish culture. Alongside items of purely ornamental personal decoration, such as gold chains and buttons, for example, a good deal of the sumptuous gold jewellery recovered bore emblems of the religious orders of chivalry. A gold cross, inlaid with red enamel, of a Knight of the Order of Santiago de Compostella belonged to the ship’s ill-fated captain Don Alonzo Martinez de Leiva, one of the youngest and most admired of the fleet’s commanders, who had been named its Commander Designate in the event of Medina Sidonia’s death. A gold ring with the initials ‘IHS’ on the bevel, the symbol of the Jesuit Order, was also among the hoard, as was a splendid Agnus Dei reliquary containing wax pellets blessed by the pope at the start of the ‘grand enterprise’ and believed to command miraculous powers of protection. Madame de Champagney’s so-called no tengo ring, meanwhile, was being worn by her 21-year-old grandson, Don Tomas Perrenoto, at the time of his drowning, and hundreds of gold and silver coins were likewise discovered, along with silver candlesticks and silver-gilt tableware designed to grace the table of those very ship’s officers, priests and grandees who had so confidently set sail in August from A Coruña with the express intention of putting paid to Tudor England once and for all. No tengo mas que dar te – ‘I have nothing more to give you’ – runs the full inscription on Perrenoto’s ring, which would prove, of course, all too tragically prophetic.





[image: Illustration]


Reproduced by permission of the 18th Earl of Pembroke and Montgomer, y and the Trustees of the Wilton House Trust. Photographer Tim Goodman.
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Lock of Elizabeth I’s hair


This lock of hair, preserved at Wilton House, near Salisbury in Wiltshire, is said to have been given to Philip Sidney by Queen Elizabeth I in 1572. One of the most prominent figures of the Elizabethan age, Sidney was not only brother to the Countess of Pembroke but a renowned poet, courtier and soldier who in the same year travelled to France as part of the embassy to negotiate a marriage between the queen and the Duc D’Alençon. Aged just 18 at the time, the young courtier was one of a select band who captured the queen’s affection and good offices, though only eight years later he would incur her displeasure by urging his ‘most feared and beloved, most sweet and gracious sovereign’ that a French marriage ‘will be unprofitable to you’. Forced to retire from court after subsequently challenging the Earl of Oxford to a duel, which the queen personally forbade, Sidney eventually succumbed to a bullet wound in the thigh at the Battle of Zutphen in 1586, offering his water bottle to a wounded comrade as he lay dying, since ‘thy necessity is greater than mine’.


The treasured lock, meanwhile, would eventually find its way to the country seat of the Earls of Pembroke, where it resides today. At the age of only 39, Elizabeth was clearly greying rapidly, though the characteristic red tinge, which is always associated not only with the queen herself but with the Tudor dynasty in general, is plainly visible. Whether her troubled earlier years and the rigours of rule had already taken a heavy toll is uncertain, but religious dissent, plots and threats from abroad were already ongoing sources of pressure, which would escalate as her reign progressed. And by the end of her rule the queen’s physical decline was much more apparent still, so that by December 1597, when she was described by the French ambassador André Hurault-Sieur de Maisse, the image of womanly perfection that her propagandists had sought so assiduously to project was no longer remotely intact. ‘On her head,’ wrote de Maisse, ‘she wore a garland and beneath it a great reddish-coloured wig, with a great number of spangles of gold and silver, and hanging down over her forehead some pearls, but of no great worth.’ On either side of her ears, meanwhile, ‘hung two great curls of hair, almost down to her shoulders and within the collars of her robe, spangled as the top of her head’. But it was her face, which the ambassador described as ‘very aged’, that reflected the impact of the years so forcefully. ‘It is long and thin,’ he recorded:


[image: Illustration]


Google Art Project




And her teeth are very yellow and unequal, compared with what they were formerly, so they say, and on the left side less than on the right. Many of them are missing so that one cannot understand her easily when she speaks quickly.





What was already becoming evident in 1572, therefore, was by 1597 a plain, manifest and glaring fact of nature. Her teeth, moreover, had long been a problem, causing a German visitor to comment upon their blackness – ‘a defect,’ he added, ‘that the English seem subject to, from their great use of sugar’. And in December 1578, predictably enough, she found herself ‘so excruciatingly tormented’ with toothache that she was forced ‘to pass whole nights without rest’. Though urged by her physicians to have the painful teeth removed, it was not until the Bishop of London, John Aylmer – ‘a man of high courage’ – had one of his own extracted in her presence that the ‘Fairie Queen’ was ‘thereby encouraged to submit to the operation herself’, notwithstanding the fact that Aylmer himself ‘had not many to spare’.


By the late 1590s, moreover, the queen’s political mystique was fading in parallel with her physical appearance. The triumph over the Armada had given way to military disappointment and war-weariness, as a result of Drake’s disastrous campaign against Spanish America in 1595 and his death from dysentery off the coast of Panama the following year. Troubled relations with Parliament, rebellion in Ireland, inflation, bad harvests and mounting challenges to the religious settlement also took their toll upon the so-called ‘Cult of Gloriana’ which has nevertheless moulded modern-day perceptions of Elizabeth so successfully. Indeed, by the time of her death in the bedraggled early hours of 24 March 1603, she had already been sunk in ‘dullness and lethargy’ and refusing all medicine since January.
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