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PROLOGUE


IN 1708, WORKMEN LAYING the lining for a new chimney at the old mansion house in Minster Lovell, west Oxfordshire, made a grisly discovery. They had inadvertently opened a large vault that had been sealed for many years and, upon removing the brickwork, were astonished to find inside the room, sitting upon a chair and leaning upon a table, the whole skeleton of a man. The table had been furnished with a book, paper and pens and set aside from the table was a cap and clothing in a decayed state. Upon exposure to the air, the skeleton promptly disintegrated into a pile of dust, which scattered in the draught that wafted into the newly opened vault.


Any educated local of the early eighteenth century would have been familiar with the history of this particular old house and would have immediately deduced that the skeleton could be that of only one man – Francis, Viscount Lovell – and that this man had last been seen alive on 16 June 1487. That the skeleton disintegrated into dust was in some ways a fitting allegory to how elusive Lovell, a previous owner of the house, had been in the latter part of his life. The claim that the body was likely to be his was supported by a letter, dated 9 August 1737, from William Cowper, clerk of the parliament, to Francis Peck, antiquary. Cowper recorded that the skeleton had been found with pen and paper and was richly apparelled, lending credence to the notion that the dead man had been part of the upper echelons of society. Cowper’s account was later taken up by John Percival, 1st Earl of Egremont, who, in 1742, fleshed out the story by adding the detail that the skeleton had, in fact, remained whole until exposed to the air.


If we are to believe that the skeleton was that of Francis, Viscount Lovell, who was this man whose corpse had evaded discovery for over two hundred years? Lovell had once been extremely important, rising so high in society that he became a close friend of one king and was feared by another. Indeed, he had even created his own king, successfully crowning as ‘Edward VI’ a boy now better known as Lambert Simnel. Lovell was a man whose unshakeable loyalty to the legacy of his friend, King Richard III, had brought about the battle of Stoke Field, a vicious encounter that resulted in excess of 7,000 deaths over four hours one sunny morning in June 1487. This was the first and most bloody challenge to the new Tudor regime and ultimately proved to be the last battle to be fought during that turbulent period of conflict known as the Wars of the Roses. The challenge was severe. Indeed, at one point, it seemed as if it might topple the new king, Henry VII, and reverse the result of the battle of Bosworth, reducing the Tudors to a brief episode in history. However, it was not to be and, by noon on 16 June 1487, it was Lovell himself, the sole leader of the Yorkist army, who with reluctance turned his horse away from the field of battle and the ongoing slaughter at the Red Gully, and rode into the obscure footnotes of history.


This was not the first time that Lovell had left a battlefield amidst the carnage of defeat. Two years earlier, at Bosworth, he, along with Richard III, had been proclaimed dead by the heralds and the grand pursuivants in their richly embroidered tabards. Notice of his death was clearly premature, for within six months of the battle, Lovell the ghost had re-emerged from sanctuary at Colchester to haunt the new king, Henry VII, and to actively plot his overthrow.


Even so, after Stoke Field there were to be no more comebacks for Lovell, or for any of those who had supported Richard III and sought a Yorkist restoration. Over 4,000 men who had taken to the field in this cause were now dead – roughly half of all those that Lovell and his fellow commanders had led into battle earlier that morning. Those who survived desperately sought to escape Tudor vengeance as they were hunted throughout the length and breadth of England and Wales. The full majesty of the law was brought to bear and the dread parliamentary punishment of attainder (the loss of land, wealth possessions and title) was applied to the rebels whose very blood was now deemed tainted, depriving future generations of rank and status. Those who had been loyal to Richard III’s legacy and who had hoped that rebellion would restore their fortunes now found their party broken and themselves facing a very bleak future indeed.


But what of Francis Lovell? What became of him as he despondently rode away from Stoke Field having suffered his second defeat within two years? His family certainly believed well into 1488 that he was alive. Indeed, his wife Anne and her mother, Lady Fitzhugh, sent her husband’s close friend, Edward Frank, released in October that year from the Tower of London, to look for Lovell in the north of England, but Frank was to return empty-handed. On 19 June, Lovell was presumably still alive because, on that date, James IV of Scots issued a letter of safe conduct to Lovell and four other named persons, plus their servants, to enter Scotland for one year. It is thought possible that he took up this offer and crossed over the border into Scotland as there is testimony from a ‘simple and pure person’ given before the Lord Mayor of York in 1491 that he had met Lovell in Scotland. However, no other historical source corroborates this and no other witnesses have been identified. In truth, it is difficult to imagine that, having issued a safe conduct, James IV would not have entertained Lovell openly at his court, yet the records of the Scots court make no mention of Lovell or of any of his party. In the ongoing cold war between England and Scotland, it would have made little sense to possess a trump card in your hand and not allow your opponent to see it. Similarly, one can be sure that, if Lovell had been at liberty in Scotland, he would have made efforts to contact Margaret, Duchess of Burgundy, sister of Edward IV and Richard III, as had a number of his colleagues.


We can, however, be sure of one thing – that, having escaped from the battle of Stoke Field, Lovell had no thought of giving up the struggle to restore a Ricardian candidate to the throne. After all, Richard’s ‘true’ heir, his nephew, Edward, Earl of Warwick, was alive and there were still some sympathisers who had been unable to declare their hand prior to the battle of Stoke Field. With this in mind, it is quite plausible that Lovell could have retired to his boyhood home of Minster Lovell, close to the river Windrush, to rest and recuperate and wait for the hue and cry to die down. Here in his erstwhile home, now granted to Jasper Tudor, the new king’s uncle, Lovell would be hidden in the last place that his enemies would look. It has been argued that this is improbable since Lovell, having been absent for the previous two years, would not have had time to rebuild necessary loyalties and personal attachments in what would have been his family home. This fails to take into account that Lovell (after August 1485, the most wanted man in England) had been able to traverse the country undetected and seemingly at will, a feat he could only have accomplished with a network of dependable support. Likewise, there is nothing to suggest that Jasper Tudor, who had only been present in England (let alone at Minster Lovell) since the summer of 1485, had been able to replace the loyalty that had been owed to the Lovell family for generations with a loyalty to himself. Indeed, the very nature of the mystery of Francis Lovell’s final disappearance is evidence of the profound loyalties that he could inspire in others. Despite the blandishments of Henry VII and the offer of a reward, no one ever came forward to betray Lovell’s final fate. Thus, the dessicated remains discovered in 1708 could indeed be those of Francis, Viscount Lovell, the last champion of York.




1 THE GHOST


‘Lovell our dogge’


FRANCIS LOVELL HAD BEEN a significant presence around Richard III for the previous two years (1483–1485), enjoying high office and the confidence of the king. This was hardly surprising since they had been friends since youth, both having been part of the household of the great Earl of Warwick, known as ‘the kingmaker’. They had first made each other’s acquaintance about 1465 and almost all sources state that they had been close friends ever since. This relationship was acknowledged by Charles Ross in his seminal biography of Richard III:


Francis Lovell was Richard’s closest friend, a relationship (like that of William Lord Hastings with Edward IV) enshrined in his position as Chamberlain of the royal Household which involved close and regular contact with the king.1


This proximity and intimacy with the king was to bring Lovell the only notoriety for which he is remembered. In 1484, a supporter of the then exiled Henry Tudor pinned to the doors of St Paul’s cathedral a famous piece of doggerel: ‘The Catte, the Ratte and Lovell our dogge rule all England under the Hog’.2 This infamous barb lampooned Richard III’s government by likening his principal ministers to animals: the cat (William Catesby); the rat (Sir Richard Ratcliffe); and the dog (Francis Lovell). The hunting dog was a familiar sight on the badge of Lovell’s family, the Talbot, hence the caricature succinctly and effectively encapsulated the sense of moral outrage and opposition that many Londoners felt towards both Richard III, disparagingly referred to as ‘the Hog’ after his badge of the white boar, and those who had most influence about him, debasing them all to the status of domestic animals.


Unfortunately for Lovell, this very successful piece of anti-Ricardian doggerel endured and has become a shorthand for the way in which he is remembered – with all the attributes of a dog who slavishly follows his master. As a close associate of Richard III, Lovell’s memory (such as it is) has been reduced to being a mere adjunct to Richard, standing at the king’s shoulder, his best friend throughout his life, yet barely possessing any historical presence himself. The fascination with Richard III, his actions and complex personality, so dominates the historiography of his reign that little attention is given to other members of his court and government who, like Lovell, retain merely a shadowy presence, becoming figures of substance only in the dry legal documents of Henry VII’s first parliament in November 1485 where they were declared traitors and attainted. The dread punishment of attainder was something all nobles feared for, apart from the loss of lands, titles and position, a traitor’s very blood was deemed tainted, removing any opportunity for their heirs to restore name, honour or title in the future. At the parliament of 1485, Lovell was by far the most prominent supporter of Richard III still alive and at liberty: as such, he was very high on Henry VII’s list of condemned traitors.


In fact, prior to that parliament, Lovell had already been declared dead, for, in the immediate aftermath of Bosworth, Henry VII had issued a proclamation in which it was announced that Francis, Viscount Lovell, together with Thomas, Earl of Surrey, and John, Earl of Lincoln, had all been slain. The proclamation read by the heralds was knowingly disingenuous and designed to forestall any further Ricardian resistance by clearly stating that all of the previous king’s principal supporters were now dead and thus unavailable as rallying figures. This promulgated the first political lie of the new Tudor dynasty. By inference, it demonstrates the importance the new Tudor regime placed upon the person of Lovell. Rather than regarding him as a mere adjunct to Richard III and of little significance, Henry VII and his advisors recognized him as the most senior Ricardian to have escaped the field at Bosworth and who was now at large and capable of causing trouble in the future. Rather than some ghostly remnant of Richard’s reign, Lovell was recognized by Henry VII as the only surviving Ricardian at large with true leadership potential; and so it was to prove as Lovell became the most elusive irritant and effective opponent of the young Tudor dynasty.


Henry VII’s official historian, Polydore Vergil, described Lovell as ‘an irresolute fellow’,3 a portrayal that was to prove a gross and costly underestimation of Lovell’s abilities. For a man declared already dead, Lovell appears to have had an uncanny ability to move undetected around the country at will. Indeed, for an ‘irresolute fellow’, he demonstrated a remarkable tenacity, moving during 1485/86 from Essex to northern Lancashire and ultimately to Yorkshire, all the while actively fomenting rebellion and plotting treason with his former colleagues in Worcestershire, Breconshire and Yorkshire, culminating in a physical assault on the person of Henry VII at the St George’s day feast in York. This was a remarkable sequence of activity for a man already ‘dead’ and a rude shock to Henry VII, bringing home to him the precariousness of his position on the throne.


With the failure of his first attempt to remove Henry VII, Lovell seemed to vanish once more, yet he never wavered in his opposition to Henry or in his adherence to both the memory of Richard III and his loyalty to what he saw as the House of York’s legitimate claim to the throne. To this end he planned the most dangerous conspiracy that the Tudors would face until the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1538. The Lambert Simnel conspiracy still engenders some ridicule as the name appears slightly ridiculous to an England used to more mundane biblical names. The pseudonym was adopted to allow the conspirators to move ‘Lambert’ around the country without revealing his real identity, while also using a name that would be sufficiently memorable for those involved in the plot to recognize clearly who was being discussed, probably with tongue firmly in cheek. In actuality, there was very little that was remotely amusing for Henry VII, for this conspiracy was an exceptionally dangerous threat to him and the only truly domestic threat he would have to face in his entire reign. As a conspiracy, it was audacious in its inception – the impersonation of a true Yorkist prince, Edward, Earl of Warwick, by a commoner called John (‘Lambert Simnel’), whose true identity only came to light after the rebellion had been defeated at the battle of Stoke Field (1487). The conspiracy was meticulous in its planning, and its recruitment and execution demonstrated leadership on a European scale. Despite the fact that the deception almost succeeded, Lovell’s reputation was once again overshadowed by memories of his dead co-conspiritors: this time, the young John de la Pole, Earl of Lincoln, and the flamboyant German mercenary, Martin Schwartz. English folk songs would long commemorate the death of Martin ‘Swart’, and it was said that a weeping willow grew on the spot where a stake had been driven into the dead Lincoln’s heart. For Francis Lovell, there is no memorial other than an enduring mystery as he disappeared from historical fact forever.


On 16 June 1487, Lovell rode away from Stoke Field into obscurity, never to be seen alive again. His memory faded – an inevitable result of being on the wrong side of history as the first opponent of Britain’s most glamorous royal dynasty. The new regime had at its command all of the new nefarious arts of Renaissance propaganda; these reached their apogee in Holbein’s masterful depictions of Henry VIII, who, as ‘bluff king Hal’, became a figure truly larger than life. The Tudor’s divine right to rule was reinforced in public consciousness by the concept of Elizabeth I as ‘Gloriana’, whilst the Armada portrait of Elizabeth portrays her, not as the Virgin Queen, but as someone at the very apex of victorious regal majesty. These monumental portrayals of the giants of the Tudor dynasty eclipse those, like Lovell, who came before, rendering them almost invisible. However, this is to view history from the wrong end of the telescope. We should not assume that the triumphs of the Tudors were inevitable and inescapable; they were not. Certainly, between 1485 and 1487 the future of the Tudor regime was sometimes precarious, and it was the new king, Henry VII, who was viewed as the usurper by opponents. Francis Lovell was the man who could have changed history and to admire him only for his loyalty is to misrepresent his achievements. Charles Ross wrote of Lovell that ‘of his ability we know nothing. Of his loyalty there can be no question, and it persisted after Richard’s death.’ 4 Yes, Lovell continued to fight for a Ricardian heir to the end, but his loyalty was very much matched by his abilities, which have been overshadowed by more glamorous contemporaries and the subsequent trauma of religious discord. Whether or not the bones found in that Oxfordshire vault that day in 1708 truly were those of Francis Lovell, the time has come to flesh out his reputation, to undertake the task of overturning history’s assessment of the man, and to judge him, not only for his loyalty, but also for his actions and achievements.




2 FAMILY, YOUTH AND WARDSHIP


WE DO NOT KNOW the precise date on which Francis Lovell was born, nor indeed do we know much about his formative years. In this respect, Francis Lovell is not unique, as very little of consequence was habitually recorded on the boyhood and youth of most noblemen at this time. Francis Lovell appears, if at all, only as a name in the legal documents that were put in place as a result of his wardships, firstly in the household of the great Earl of Warwick and later in that of the de la Pole family. From these documents we can deduce his lifestyle and whereabouts, but we cannot know how the forces around him moulded the adult Lovell. Consequently, much of Lovell’s childhood must of necessity be viewed through the prism of the turbulent lives of others, allowing us only a glimpse of the boy himself.


The Lovell family


Francis Lovell came from a long-established baronial family, which had received individual summons to parliament since 1297. The name ‘Lovell’ is derived from the nickname Lupellus (‘wolf-like’), implying characteristics that would have been appreciated far more in the thirteenth century than today. The nickname Lupellus, a common soubriquet applied to those with avaricious traits, was supposedly first applied to Robert, Lord of Breheval, who was a retainer of William the Conqueror. The nickname was then shortened into the easier French pronunciation of Lupel until finally morphing into the more anglified Lovell.


The first of Francis Lovell’s antecedents to be summoned to parliament was John de Lovell, Baron Titchmarsh, in Northamptonshire. John de Lovell married twice and, with his second wife, Joan de Ros, had two sons – John and William Lovell. John, 2nd Baron Lovell, married Maud Burnell, the great-niece of the Bishop of Bath and Wells. Maud brought with her the Burnell estates, which included Acton Burnell, in Shropshire. As followers of Aymer de Valence, Earl of Pembroke, John Lovell served in the Scottish campaigns of Edward I, dying at the disastrous battle of Bannockburn (1314), where his brother William was captured. Aymer de Valence became the guardian of John Lovell’s son, another John, who was born in 1314.


John, 3rd Baron Lovell, was never summoned to parliament so technically was not a lord. However, he was a close friend and companion of Edward I, fighting at Crécy and the siege of Calais. He died in somewhat mysterious circumstances in 1347, and there is some later evidence to suggest that he had been murdered. He was succeeded by his son, John, 4th Baron Lovell, who died young in 1363 and was succeeded in his turn by his brother, also named John, 5th Baron Lovell. This John married Maud Holland, whose dowry doubled the estates of the Lovell family and allowed John to style himself John, Lord Lovell and Lord Holland. The Holland family brought about an indirect link to the Crown as Robert Holland’s younger brother had been the husband of Joan the ‘Maid of Kent’, who later married Edward ‘the Black Prince’. John, 5th Baron Lovell, was first summoned to parliament in 1375. He carved a career at court, but in 1388 he was expelled by the enemies of Richard II. John built a new and comfortable castle at Wardour and, unusually, commissioned a book, The Lovell Lectionary, fragments of which still survive, allowing us to have one of the earliest biographical pen portraits in the English language. In 1405, he was made a Knight of the Garter. In 1408 he died and was succeeded by his eldest son, John, 6th Baron Lovell, who married Eleanor De La Zouche of Leicestershire. The 6th Baron Lovell died in 1414, leaving as his heir, William, 7th Baron Lovell, who, as a minor, became a ward of Henry Fitzhugh of Ravensworth in North Yorkshire. Lord Fitzhugh arranged for William to marry Alice Deincourt, one of the two co-heiresses of the Deincourt and Grey of Rotherfield baronies. The other co-heiress was Margaret Deincourt, who married the active Lancastrian politician Ralph, Lord Cromwell, who rose to be treasurer under Henry VI. After spending some of his younger years fighting in France, William, unlike his brother-in-law Ralph, preferred a quiet life. William seems to have confined himself to building a magnificent house at Minster Lovell in the English Renaissance style, the precursor of the Elizabethan mansion.


William Lovell’s decision to concentrate on his own building projects and to leave to others the world of high politics was perhaps wise. England throughout the 1440s and the 1450s was wrought with noble factionalism and antagonism as the government of the young and ineffectual Henry VI sought to grapple with a series of an insuperable and interconnected problems. Chief amongst these was the legacy of his father Henry V, the victor of Agincourt who had, through his marriage to Catherine of Valois, been recognized as king of France but who had died before being crowned in France. Thus, it was his infant son Henry VI who had been crowned king in Paris in 1429. The coronation of Henry VI should have been the high point of English endeavours in France, but it was, in fact, an attempt to hold back a resurgent French nationalism galvanized by the leadership of the peasant girl, Joan of Arc.


Despite Joan having been captured and burnt at Rouen in 1431, her actions had spurred on France to set in motion an increasingly effective military campaign. The English, now on the defensive, were forced back into Normandy, abandoning, in the face of increased French pressure, Paris and the Île-de-France. A peace conference at Amiens in 1435 had represented the last realistic English opportunity to negotiate from a position of strength. With the death of John, Duke of Bedford, and the Duke of Burgundy switching sides, the English position in Normandy became more and more precarious. English forces were outnumbered and increasingly deprived of adequate resources.


Part of the problem, not understood fully at the time, was the collapse of English revenues from the export of wool and the contraction of agricultural revenues. In a delayed reaction to the effects of the Black Death and the decrease in the population, there had ultimately been a contraction in the whole European economy. The English tax-base, heavily reliant on the export of wool, had collapsed by roughly two-thirds, leaving the English government unable to finance an increasingly unsuccessful and financially crippling war on the continent. Throughout the 1440s, various strategies and commanders were tried in France to little avail and, apart from the presence of the king’s cousin Richard, Duke of York, and the Earl of Shrewsbury in France, most members of the English nobility preferred to remain in England rather than take part in a war left to those with a vested interest in France.


After a disastrous campaign in 1442/3, John, Duke of Somerset, was withdrawn from command as was Richard, Duke of York, who then was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. A policy of peace was adopted with the marriage of Henry VI to Margaret of Anjou, but in 1449 the truce was broken by the English who, now ill equipped and outnumbered, had to face a sequence of overwhelming French campaigns in Normandy. In less than a year, the province, which had been in English hands since 1417, was lost in ignominy; the final English defeat took place at Formigny, and Rouen was surrendered.


To a stunned English populace, brought up on the victories of Edward III and Henry V, defeat was unthinkable unless treachery and treason were involved. The fact that the English position had become increasingly untenable once France, with its greater wealth and population, was united was a truth that interested no one. Neither was the reality that Henry V’s victories had left his successor an unrealistic and untenable legacy. Instead, England looked for scapegoats and first in line was the king’s chief minister, William de la Pole, who was murdered as he travelled into exile, followed by Edmund Beaufort, brother and successor of John, Duke of Somerset. In the summer of 1450, the south-east of England rose in rebellion under Jack Cade, leader of the commons of Kent, demanding a change in the king’s ministers whom the rebels accused of being in the pay of France.


During Cade’s rebellion, Richard, Duke of York, returned unbidden from Ireland and accused the king’s government publicly of treason and demanded that he should become the king’s chief minister. Henry VI, as was his right, resisted and appointed his cousin Edmund, Duke of Somerset, as chief minister, sidelining York. York accused Somerset of complicity in the surrender of Normandy where he had been in command and, as the rivalry between Somerset and York became increasingly bitter, many others felt, like William Lovell, that the best course of action was to abdicate from national politics. This had been achievable for William Lovell, who died in 1455, but it was to be an altogether different proposition for his son, John, Lord Lovell, 8th Baron and father of Francis Lovell, the survivor of Stoke Field.


The rivalry between the Duke of York and the Duke of Somerset reached a crescendo in 1455 at the first battle of St Albans, the start of what we now call ‘the Wars of the Roses’. From 1453 to January 1455, Henry VI suffered from a debilitating attack of catatonic schizophrenia that paralysed the Lancastrian government and brought into the office of Protector, the king’s cousin, Richard, Duke of York. In January 1455, Henry VI recovered his senses and it was, his contemporaries said, as if he had woken from a dream. Upon his recovery, he questioned the appointment of York and insisted on the return of his cousin, Edmund, Duke of Somerset, as his chief minister and leading councillor. The subsequent exclusion of the Yorkist nobles – the duke of York and the earls of Warwick and Salisbury – from the government of the realm further destabilized English politics. When in May 1455 the king sent out a summons for a parliament to be held at Leicester, the Yorkist lords feared action would be taken against them and diminish their status and that of their families. During the spring of 1455, the Yorkists and their allies began to assemble their retainers and followers to prevent the king holding the proposed parliament. Both sides met at the town of St Albans where the earls of Warwick and Salisbury, with the Duke of York, were able to eliminate their personal enemies, the Duke of Somerset, the Earl of Northumberland and Lord Clifford. 


This naked outbreak of factional violence had a significant and unsought impact on the life of John, 8th Lord Lovell,1 who, through marriage, found his colours firmly nailed to the Lancastrian mast. John had married Joan, the daughter of John, Viscount Beaumont, who was steward to Henry VI’s queen, Margaret of Anjou, and a high-ranking councillor. Beaumont was a longstanding servant of the House of Lancaster and had been created the first English viscount on 12 February 1440; he was also a Knight of the Bath and had served as Constable of England between 1445 and 1450 and Great Chamberlain since 8 July 1450. His record of service to the House of Lancaster and his proximity to the queen made him a prominent and committed Lancastrian supporter. His estates in the East Midlands were close to those of his son-in-law, John Lovell, and another councillor colleague, the Duke of Suffolk. His court connections and experience made Beaumont the leading Lancastrian figure in the Thames Valley.


His son-in-law, John Lovell, seems to have wanted to lead a generally uncommitted life at this time, preferring to spend time on his estates, especially at the newly built Minster Lovell in Oxfordshire, nurturing his young family, Francis and his two daughters, Joan and Frideswide. Unfortunately for John Lovell, politics and his close connection with his father-in-law drew him further and further into the Lancastrian camp – so much so that in 1460 he was one of the lords who tried to hold London against the Yorkist forces led by Warwick, Salisbury and Edward, the young Earl of March, and in March 1461 was present on the Lancastrian side at the battle of Towton, victory at which confirmed the Earl of March as King Edward IV. Despite being present at this crushing defeat, John Lovell made his peace with the new Yorkist king and thereafter retired to his estates. Quite possibly, he felt his presence in the Thames Valley was needed by his wife whose father had died in the rout that followed the battle of Northampton (1460). From this point on, John Lovell managed to lead a quiet life, rarely attending court or being found in the company of the new monarch. He died of natural causes in February in 1465, leaving his nine-year-old son, Francis, as his heir.


A ward of the Crown


The death of his father changed Francis Lovell’s life forever. Being heir to five baronies, he became an extremely valuable commodity and as a tenant-in-chief of the Crown, his wardship and upbringing were now at the disposal of the king. It is unlikely that Edward IV knew Francis Lovell prior to his father’s death. The Lovells shared no kinship or political links with the House of York. It is possible that Edward’s father, Richard, Duke of York, may have known Francis’ grandfather through shared service in France, but there do not appear to be any residual links between the families, although both possessed estates in Northamptonshire, with the York castle of Fotheringhay and the Lovell barony of Titchmarsh both being centred there.


For Edward IV, the death of the 8th Baron Lovell was a gift horse whose mouth he was not going to examine too closely, representing as it did an extremely valuable source of income that could potentially be in royal hands for the next twelve years – until Francis Lovell reached his majority. The Lovell estate, comprising the five baronies, was the largest estate below comital rank in England, easily being one of the twelve greatest inheritances in the country. Furthermore, the estates were strategically important, concentrated as they were in Oxfordshire, Northamptonshire and Berkshire, dominating the Thames Valley and protecting the western approaches to London and controlling the Thames bridges at Radcot and Abingdon.


Coming within the orbit of the Nevills


Edward IV did not keep the proceeds of the Lovell estates in his hands for very long, for in the autumn of 1465 Richard Nevill, Earl of Warwick, first cousin of the king and the most powerful noble in England, was granted £1,000 per annum from the issues (rental income) of the Lovell estates to ‘maintain’ the king’s brother, Richard, Duke of Gloucester, who was at that time being raised within the earl’s household. The young Richard, as a royal duke, would have required financial resources commensurate with his status and prestige and beyond that even of the wealthy Earl of Warwick. Thus, by means of the Lovell grant, Edward was able to ensure that his brother was lavishly maintained as behoved his status whilst transferring the cost of this to somebody else – in this case, the young Francis Lovell. The grant also enabled Warwick to enjoy the reflected glory of bringing up his royal cousin whilst discharging a chivalric obligation to both his king and a kinsman, at no expense to himself. Needless to say, neither the young Francis nor his mother Joan appear to have had any say in the matter.


This fact reflected the reality of feudal law as well as indicating that, with the loss of both his grandfather and his father, the young Francis was shorn of powerful protectors or kinsmen, leaving the Lovells, as Lancastrian loyalists, at the mercy of a Yorkist king with no connection to the family. The death of Beaumont and his subsequent attainder deprived the young Francis of a powerful intercessor at court and, after the death of his father, the only one whose voice would have been likely to be heard. Without his Beaumont kin able to press for wardship, Francis’ future was now at the mercy of the king. Whilst Warwick had been granted £1,000 from the issues of the Lovell estate, there was no formal grant of either Lovell’s wardship to Warwick, as has been assumed, nor was there any grant giving him control over the estates. Whilst Warwick was entitled to obtain his expenses regarding the raising of the king’s brother in his household, he was not given wardship over Francis Lovell or the Lovell estates until the autumn of 1467. Rather, it seems to have been an ad-hoc arrangement with Edward IV responding to a specific problem and addressing the situation by royal warrant rather than by official legal processes and the issue of a crown patent.


For Edward, this had the advantage of solving the problem of his brother’s upbringing and education at a suitably prestigious household with no financial burden for him to shoulder. This would certainly appear to be in keeping with what we know about Edward IV’s character in his predilection for finding the easiest option and for playing fast and loose legally with vulnerable inheritances. The traditional view is that Edward sought to offer a reward to Warwick commensurate with his status and his achievements on behalf of the new king. Warwick’s control of the Lovell estates would expand his influence from the West Midlands into the southern Midlands, from Warwickshire into Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Berkshire. These had been areas into which Warwick had already expanded in 1461–2 when he had been granted the valuable Butler lordships at Newport Pagnell, Great Linford and Little Linford. The acquisition of the Lovell estates would have greatly enhanced his influence in this region and buttressed Warwick’s own possessions in these counties. This had been seen as another example of Warwick’s venality and his monopolizing of patronage but, rather than look to Warwick for Lovell’s preferment, we should look at the actions of Lovell’s step-grandmother, Warwick’s aunt by marriage, Katherine Nevill, daughter of Ralph, 1st Earl of Westmorland, and Joan Beaufort. In 1430, Katherine had married John, Duke of Norfolk, and was now Dowager Duchess of Norfolk and Viscountess Beaumont. She was one of the most long-lived and powerful women in medieval England, holding vast estates in her own right; she was rich and important enough to act independently and to be able to influence both her nephews, the Earl of Warwick and the young king. It is far more likely that she was responsible for the placing of the young and vulnerable Francis in Warwick’s household and offering the protection of her kinship network. With the Beaumont lands sequestered, apart from her moiety (or marriage portion), Katherine would have felt responsible for her stepdaughter and her grandchild Francis’ well-being.


The main concern of both Katherine Nevill and Francis’ mother, Joan, would have been to protect the Lovell estate from partition and despoilment, both of which could easily occur, even under royal wardship. To ensure this, they needed allies to act in their interests and what better allies could there be but one of the most dominant and greatest families in the realm – Katherine’s own family, the Nevills? Very quickly after Warwick obtained the issue of the Lovell estates, a more formal alliance was negotiated. In February 1466, Francis Lovell, then aged eleven, was married to Anne Fitzhugh, daughter of Henry Fitzhugh and Warwick’s sister, Alice Nevill. The Fitzhughs were family who had been ennobled in 1321 and were renowned for their military service. Their principal seat was Ravensworth castle in North Yorkshire. Henry Fitzhugh, the 3rd baron, had been a Knight of the Garter under Henry IV and had served as Constable of England at the coronation of Henry V. William Fitzhugh, the 4th baron, had been associated with the Earl of Salisbury in the government of the north during the 1440s and 1450s and it would appear that, at this time, the Fitzhughs came into the orbit of the Nevills of Middleham, to whom they then became committed supporters. Sometime in the early 1450s, Salisbury’s daughter Alice married Henry Fitzhugh, 5th baron (1429–72). Their daughter Anne was born, like Francis Lovell, sometime in the mid-1450s, and when the marriage was celebrated in February 1466, it is unlikely that either the bride or the groom had reached puberty and so it is doubtful that the marriage was consummated prior to both reaching the age of fourteen.


The marriage to Anne Fitzhugh was exactly the type of marriage any member of the Lovell family would have negotiated. (Indeed, a previous marriage between the two families had taken place in the fourteenth century.) In this marriage to the Fitzhughs, the Lovells were marrying into a rising baronial house of respectable antiquity, and one with significant connections. Most importantly, the marriage cemented the young Francis Lovell’s links with the most powerful family in the country. For Katherine and for Warwick, the match demonstrated the power of Nevill goodwill and the value of the connections at court that the Nevills possessed. For Henry Fitzhugh, who had eleven children to marry off, the match bound him tighter to Warwick, who had demonstrated that he could offer good lordship and was able to discharge his responsibility to his kinsman. Hence, the marriage of Francis Lovell to Anne Fitzhugh represented a significant change in Francis’ circumstances. It took him away from his mother’s household at Minster Lovell and away from the Thames Valley, into the household of a noble whose name was a byword for magnificence, splendour, generosity and, above all, power.


In the household of ‘the Kingmaker’


Richard Nevill, Earl of Warwick, had an income and a status that raised him high above any other in the realm with the exception of the king. From his two earldoms of Warwick and Salisbury, he possessed an income in excess of £7,000 per annum, plus a further income of £8,000 from the great offices of state such as Great Chamberlain of England, Captain of Calais, Keeper of the Seas, Warden of the Cinque Ports, Warden of the West March and Constable of Dover Castle. This level of income allowed Warwick to retain a large household of over 200 permanent members, with over 150 personnel in attendance at any one time. The outlay on such a large household included the wages payable to such important figures as Lord Fitzhugh, the Deputy Warden of the West March, down to the gardener and janitor at Middleham. A large number of northern gentry were in receipt of fees and wages from Warwick of upward of £10 per annum, paid out of the receipts and rentals of Middleham Castle where a further thirty men were employed as domestic servants.


It is commonly held that Middleham Castle in north Yorshire was Warwick’s principal residence and base. Whilst it has been said that it was his favourite residence, it was by no means where he spent most of his time. Warwick’s household maintained standing estate committees to oversee the day-to-day running of his affairs at Warwick, Middleham, Cardiff, Carlisle and Calais. His council met frequently at London and the earl often celebrated Christmas at Coventry. Therefore, it is a mistake to assume that either Richard of Gloucester or Francis Lovell would have spent the majority of their time in the north. Warwick’s household was peripatetic and after December 1465, when Warwick signed a truce with Scotland, he spent less and less time in the north, which had largely been pacified, leaving its governance in the hands of deputies such as Henry, Lord Fitzhugh, and Sir William Parr.


Warwick’s household followed the earl in whatever role his great offices required him to perform. This meant a continual movement between his Yorkshire castles, Warwick and Cardiff, not to mention his residences of Le Herber in London, the Captain’s Castle at Calais, and Carlisle. A contemporary account in Bale’s Chronicle of London recorded that ‘he was named and taken in all places for the most courageous and manliest knight living’.2 In the same source he was also described as ’Richard the Earl of Warwick of knighthood lodesterre’ (i.e., the North Star of knighthood). Warwick, although renowned for his courage, was actually a mediocre military figure: it was in the field of politics that he excelled. Audacious and daring, Warwick was always capable of arousing the passions of the people and engaging popular support for his enterprises. The Burgundian chronicler Chastellain said of Warwick:


and for certain, among the great men of the world, this man is to be counted one of those, it seems to me, of whom one may write grandly and nobly, so much by reason of their prudence and valour as for their success.3


It is important to remember that, since the late 1450s, Warwick, as Captain of Calais, had enjoyed a European reputation, intimately connected with both the French and Burgundian courts. In fact, Warwick had met both Charles VII and Louis XI of France and Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, and his son Charles, Count of Charolais. His European reputation had been enhanced by Edward IV’s use of Warwick as an ambassador, and on all of these journeys abroad he would have been accompanied by a retinue of not less than two hundred attendants.


Domestically, Warwick, as befitting such a prominent figure, entertained on a stupendous scale. At the apogee of Nevill power, in September 1465, for the enthronement of his brother George as archbishop of York there were two to three thousand guests for celebrations that lasted a whole week. During that time, the guests, who included the great and good of the north of England, prominent Nevill retainers and the mayor of the Calais Staple ate their way through 25,000lb of beef, 24,000lb of mutton and 15,000lb of pork, plus deer, pike, partridge, herons, peacocks, porpoises and seals. This was followed by a dessert course that included custards, tarts and jellies, all washed down by 100 tuns of wine and 300 tuns of ale.4


Francis Lovell would have joined Warwick’s household at roughly the same time as Edward IV’s brother, Richard of Gloucester, either in 1464 or (more likely) 1465. Richard would have probably been two years older than Francis Lovell (Lovell’s exact date of birth is unknown) and would have known Warwick significantly longer. Both boys would have been treated the same: in the fifteenth century a boy of noble descent was expected after seven years of age to join a male-dominated household as a clear sign that childhood was over. Here his education would truly begin with training in courtesy, hunting and, eventually, the military arts. Education was deemed to be a ‘franchise’, the inculcation freely and independently of those qualities deemed appropriate to those who benefited from the combination of good birth and virtue. This was the essence of a noble education, which consisted of courtesie (behaving towards others in the correct courtly manner), largesse (open-handedness, generosity and magnanimity), loyaute (loyalty, which was freely offered to those ranked above and below) and prowesse (courage, valour and the performance of feats of arms on the field of battle). These would have been essential requirements for both Richard and Francis, who would be called upon to attend formal banquets as servers and to act in attendance on Warwick on public occasions. Their behaviour and manners had to be impeccable – anything less would reflect badly on the earl’s honour.


These elements were the building blocks in the formation of the noble character and provided an essential foundation for moving easily within noble society. In addition to his education, a young noble was expected to undergo training, which started at fourteen as a squire and included the honing of riding skills and learning to master horse and weapons for the hunt. Lovell would have had years of experience of wearing armour to acclimatize his body to it, but at sixteen the serious medieval business of training for war began. Writing in 1455, the Northumbrian soldier John Harding wrote: ‘At 14 boys should learn to werray and to wage war, to joust and ride and of castles to assayle.’ 5 This was the education required for a boy to enter into the estate of a man.


There is no reason to doubt that between 1465 and 1468, whilst growing from boys into young men, Francis Lovell formed a close and enduring friendship with Richard of Gloucester. This was a friendship that would survive the rising tensions that arose between Warwick and Edward IV. Both boys would have become increasingly aware of Warwick’s estrangement from Edward from 1466 onwards when the tensions that began to drive a wedge between the two cousins became more noticeable and the subject of increasing rivalry at court. Indeed, it is hard to believe that these tensions would not have become apparent to the two boys, or that they were unaware of the personal politics involved.


Family politics


It has been suggested that the estrangement between Edward and Warwick arose after Edward’s marriage in secret to Elizabeth Woodville in 1464. Contemporary sources state merely that the two fell out over foreign policy issues, specifically over friendship with France. Edward was determined to pursue his own policy of alliance with Burgundy, a course of action with which Warwick vehemently disagreed. Warwick also had a justifiable grievance with Edward over the marriage of his two daughters. Edward’s queen, Elizabeth Woodville, had a large and impecunious family that were married into the highest noble families in England, snapping up such potential husbands as Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, and Lord Maltravers, the heir of the Earl of Arundel. By 1467, the only marriageable candidates of suitable rank and age left for Warwick’s two daughters Isabel and Anne to marry were the king’s brothers, George, Duke of Clarence, and Richard, Duke of Gloucester.


George was born in Dublin on 21 October 1449, the fifth son of Richard, Duke of York, at that time the richest man in England and Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. George was the third son of the duke to survive to adolescence and grew to be a witness to the political turbulence that wracked England between 1455 and 1471. At a young age he had seen how the extreme turns of fortune’s wheel had affected the closest members of his family. Twice his father had become Protector of the realm; twice he had been removed. During Henry VI’s periods of mental instability, Richard, Duke of York, had been victorious in battle only to lose in politics, driven into exile across the Irish Sea, leaving his wife and younger sons, George and Richard, to be humiliated at Ludlow castle, which was sacked by his enemies.


In 1460, the duke had returned in triumph after his party, led by George’s first cousin, the Earl of Warwick, had triumphed at the battle of Northampton, at which Lovell’s grandfather, Viscount Beaumont, a principal commander, had died beside Warwick’s personal enemy, Lord Egremont. George had then witnessed his father try to claim the throne for himself, describing himself as ‘the true and legitimate heir of the kingdoms of England and France and of the lordship and land of Ireland’.6


Unfortunately for Richard, Duke of York, he did not have long to enjoy the recognition of his claim, which a rather partisan parliament had awarded him in October 1461. Henry VI’s queen, the redoubtable Margaret of Anjou, furious that her son Edward had been disinherited, launched a campaign against the Yorkists and defeated and killed Richard, Duke of York, at the battle of Wakefield on 30 December 1460. York’s claim to the throne now descended to his eldest son Edward, Earl of March, who, backed by his father’s retainers from the Welsh Marches, defeated the Welsh Lancastrians led by Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke, and the Earl of Wiltshire, at the battle of Mortimer’s Cross on 12 February 1461. George and his brother Richard were not there to see this remarkable turnaround since their mother Cecily, Duchess of York, had despatched her two younger sons to the care of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, who placed them under his protection at Bruges. George’s position changed immeasurably on 4 March when his brother Edward pronounced himself king – a claim he was to make good on the bloodiest battle fought on British soil (with over 20,000 dead), Towton Field. Here, on 29 March 1461, Edward defeated the principal army of the House of Lancaster and firmly established his right to the throne. George returned from Burgundy, no longer merely the third son of the Duke of York, but heir presumptive to the king of England. 


On Edward’s coronation, George became Duke of Clarence, emphasizing the new dynasty’s links with Lionel, Duke of Clarence, Edward III‘s second son and through whose descent the York family claimed the throne. By 1463 George had been ennobled as ‘George Duke of Clarence and lord of Richmond, lieutenant of our most dread Lord king’s land of Ireland’. In 1463, although still underage, George became a Knight of the Garter and had vast estates conferred on him, making him one of the richest magnates in England. 


Elizabeth Woodville


At this time the agent of Clarence’s nemesis was residing in Northamptonshire in the person of a Lancastrian widow named Elizabeth Grey (née Woodville), whose husband John, Lord Grey of Ferrers, had been killed in 1461 at the second battle of St Albans, fighting for Henry VI. Edward IV had become besotted with her and, motivated by ‘blind affection and not by the rule of reason’, had secretly married Elizabeth in May 1464.


Elizabeth Woodville was not the parvenu of popular legend; nor was she in any sense an appropriate choice for a king to take as his bride, bringing neither wealth nor status to her marriage. The marriage was eventually made public by Edward before the Great Council at Reading on 14 September 1464. The issue was only brought to light because Edward had to make a firm decision as to whether or not to marry the continental princess Bona of Savoy, a marriage alliance for which the Earl of Warwick and Edward’s diplomats had been assiduously working for the previous six months. There is no contemporary evidence that Clarence shared or expressed any of the dismissive attitudes towards the Woodvilles prevalent at this time; on the contrary, it was Clarence who escorted Elizabeth into Reading Abbey for her presentation as queen. Regardless of her lack of status, Elizabeth was now Edward’s wife and had a proven record of fertility (already having two sons). It could be expected that Clarence’s position as heir apparent would soon be over as the new king and queen would obviously hope to have a family of their own very soon. Whilst an addition to the new royal family would have been welcome, Elizabeth Woodville had five brothers and six sisters who now had to be provided for in a manner befitting relatives of the king from scant royal resources. Edward promoted Elizabeth’s father to an earldom, making him Earl Rivers and also Lord Treasurer, where it was hoped that he could enrich himself from the profits of office to compensate for the lack of a landed estate. Five of Elizabeth’s sisters married peers or the heirs of peers: Margaret married the Earl of Arundel; Eleanor married the heir of the Earl of Kent; Mary married the heir of Lord Herbert; Jaquetta married Lord Strange; Anne married Viscount Bourchier; and Katherine Woodville snapped up the greatest prize of all, marrying Henry Stafford, the young Duke of Buckingham, one of the very greatest and richest landholders in the country. Elizabeth’s brothers could also look to preferment from the king, but Edward’s resources and available offices were insufficient to effectively endow all of the queen’s relatives.


On 26 May 1465, Clarence presided over the coronation of the new queen, who now took her place beside her husband on the throne. The marriage exacerbated tensions that had begun to emerge in the Yorkist polity by 1465–6. Edward had become king as head of a faction of the nobility, the most important part of which in the early 1460s had been the Nevill family, led by the powerful Earl of Warwick and his brothers, John, Lord Montague, and George, Bishop of Exeter. Warwick, Montague and George had been the most consistent supporters of the House of York and their resources and abilities had been crucial in transforming the Yorkist faction from rebels to royalty. This loyalty had been magnificently rewarded in 1461–2, but by 1464–5 strains in the relationship were beginning to show. Edward had come to the throne aged nineteen and, in many respects, was under the wing of his more experienced cousin, Warwick, who was fourteen years older and already carving a European reputation as a naval commander and politician. Edward had apparently been content early in his reign to allow Warwick to oversee large swathes of policy. This began to change as the last embers of Lancastrian resistance were stamped out in Northumberland and along the Scottish border, and Edward began to rely on a coterie of servants of his own choosing, who were totally dependent upon him. These new men – William Herbert, William Hastings and Humphrey Stafford – now began to intrude into areas of royal policy that Warwick had previously regarded as his own. Edward, as king, begged to differ and arguments over foreign policy became symptomatic of rifts between the two men in the royal council. Adding to these tensions was the requirement for patronage and improvement that the queen’s family now required; the cornering of the marriage market by the queen’s sisters and family was particularly galling for the Earl of Warwick. 


Disagreements and tensions


Warwick’s disenchantment mirrored that of Clarence who, whilst having a large income and landed endowment, felt himself excluded from any real role and remote from the levers of power that were increasingly in the hands of Edward’s friends and Woodville relatives. Clarence may have felt that the Yorkist party, which had placed his brother on the throne, thus fulfilling their father’s ambition, had been sidelined. The York/Nevill party of the late 1450s, which had been based on mutual interest and family ties, was now being superseded by the king’s new friends, not only the Woodvilles, but also William Hastings and Humphrey Stafford, who now counted for more in Edward’s counsel than the old family relationships built up in the past. In one sense, it could be argued that as Edward matured, it was perhaps inevitable that he would develop an independent policy and move away from Warwick’s tutelage. Equally, as king, it was wise for Edward to broaden the base of his support and to offer reconciliation to old Lancastrians and those who had not originally supported him. Yet Edward’s treatment of Warwick was, at best, unthinking, and, at worst, a breach of the good lordship that his services on Edward’s behalf had given him a right to expect. It also failed to address Warwick’s concerns as a father looking out for the best interests of his daughters.


The issue of the marriage of Warwick’s daughters brought relations between the earl and king into sharp relief. Given that it was by now extremely unlikely that Warwick would have any more children, Warwick’s daughters were the greatest and the most prestigious heiresses of their day as the only offspring of England’s premier earl – indeed, England’s Caesar. As such, his daughters could have expected to make matches with the very highest in the land, such as the young Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham. By 1465, Warwick’s eldest daughter Isabel was now fourteen and at an appropriate age for marriage. However, the Woodvilles’ sweeping of the marriage board, severely curtailed Warwick’s opportunities for a suitable husband for his daughter. As Warwick would have seen it, this reflected poorly on his honour and would have impacted on his good lordship, for if he was unable to obtain an appropriate marriage for his own daughters, what was he likely to achieve for a more distant relative or client?


The two obvious candidates for marriage suitable in terms of rank, prestige and family connections were the king’s brothers: George, Duke of Clarence, and Richard, Duke of Gloucester. However, Edward was steadfastly against these matches. The reasons for his opposition today are unclear, but probably revolved around his objection to allowing his overbearing cousin to further increase his influence over his younger brothers. By far the greater problem for Edward was that he had no alternative candidates to offer. As for Warwick, he became resentful of the promotion of Elizabeth Woodville’s family and the increasing influence of the king’s new favourites, in Edward’s councils. He recognized the unpalatable fact that, once he lost power and influence at court it would become increasingly difficult to retrieve the situation. In seeking new ways to retain influence, Warwick looked towards George, Duke of Clarence. Playing on Clarence’s disenchantment, Warwick was able to offer him an alternative to his brother’s indifference while also be able to free himself from what he saw as an increasingly remote king seemingly intent on alienating those who had been closest to him. Warwick was prepared not just to flatter Clarence, but to dangle before him the opportunities of both marrying his daughter Isabel and uniting with Warwick to obtain a greater say in the governance of the realm and, using Warwick’s power and influence, carve for himself a greater role at his brother’s court. Attempts at reconciliation between Edward and Warwick took place throughout the summer of 1468 and into 1469. Ultimately, these attempts collapsed because Warwick could not recognize Edward’s standing, not just as his cousin, but as his king. This dissension between Warwick and Edward IV erupted into a renewal of civil war in 1469 when Warwick fomented rebellion in the north. As Edward’s favourites, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, and Humphrey Stafford, Earl of Devon, raised an army to suppress the northern rebellion, they were met by Warwick’s forces at Edgecote in Oxfordshire, where they were both defeated by Warwick and executed without trial. Unsurprisingly, an attempted reconciliation between Edward and Warwick collapsed and Warwick, politically isolated, but now accompanied by Clarence and his daughter Isabel, fled to Calais and then to France.


During the rising tensions over the previous two years between the Earl of Warwick and the king, there is no suggestion that Edward initially wished to remove Richard of Gloucester from Warwick’s household. At sixteen, Richard was as yet too young to play an independent role in politics, a situation that would exist until Warwick and Edward’s relationship deteriorated beyond repair. During 1467/8, Edward and Warwick clashed more frequently; a by-product of this was the eventual removal of Richard from Warwick’s household. With the increasing closeness of Warwick and Clarence, Edward could not risk his other brother also falling under the earl’s spell. While tensions arose between Warwick and Edward, there is no suggestion that the relationship between Warwick and Richard was anything other than amicable. However, the friendship of Francis Lovell and Richard would have been severely tested during 1468 when Richard was finally removed from the earl’s household on the instructions of the king. This left the friends on different sides of a personal and political divide. As relations between Edward and Warwick deteriorated, it would have become obligatory for Francis, now aged fourteen, to follow his lord into opposition of both his king and his friend. With the collapse of Warwick’s rebellion in 1469, Francis and his wife Anne joined her father, Richard, Lord Fitzhugh, at Ravensworth in North Yorkshire. Fitzhugh, acting as Warwick’s deputy, had been involved in Robin of Redesdale’s rebellion, but after the collapse of Warwick’s attempted overthrow of Edward’s government and his subsequent departure to France with Isabel and Clarence, Lord Fitzhugh was left to make peace with a resurgent Edward IV.


On 11 July 1469 at Warwick’s base at Calais, George, Duke of Clarence, and Isabel Nevill were married by George Nevill, Archbishop of York, in the presence of the bride’s mother and father, and the following day Warwick, in their name, issued a manifesto criticizing the king. At this point, Clarence, then aged twenty, broke with his elder brother and began to pursue an individual political course. The manifesto issued by Warwick, Clarence and George Nevill, Archbishop of York, accused the queen and her Woodville kin of enriching themselves at the expense of others. By associating himself with this criticism of the royal family, Clarence, whether through youthful inconstancy or a feeling of being under-used by his elder brother, firmly nailed his colours to the mast, siding with the older Yorkist nobility and those he saw of his blood. Much has been made of the supposed weakness of Clarence’s character, apparently coming under the influence of the glamorous and overweening presence of Warwick. Yet it could be argued that here was a prince of the House of York remaining true to those families who had stood with it on the field of battle and shed blood for the cause. Clarence may also have calculated that there would be no place for him at a Woodville-dominated court where he was excluded from those offices to which he felt his birth entitled him, but which were now exercised by the lesser relatives of the queen. Warwick offered through marriage to his daughter Isabel a tangible reward: a great inheritance and a political path to power, backed by the old family coalition.


Clarence’s actions in joining with Warwick tipped the scales against Edward IV’s government, which now had to recognize that a broad-based support for the manifesto criticizing the Woodvilles existed. Before Edward could mobilize, he was confronted by a series of well-planned and co-ordinated rebellions in different parts of the country. By a sequence of forced marches, Warwick and his retinue were able to eliminate his political opponents. The queen’s father, Earl Rivers, and her brother Sir John Woodville were captured by Warwick and executed out of hand. Edward IV, bereft of support, was made captive.


Warwick, along with Clarence, tried to govern through a captive Edward who was the earl’s ‘guest’ at one or other of his strongholds in the north of England. However, this attempt to govern by proxy with a Nevill-dominated council was a failure. Faced with mounting dissension from Lancashire to East Anglia that proved beyond Warwick’s resources to deal with, the political initiative reverted to the king and Edward, free once more to act independently, turned the tables on Warwick and Clarence, forcing them to flee before the king’s officers in October 1469. Warwick, along with Clarence and his now heavily pregnant wife Isabel, fled first to Calais. Here, Warwick was still the captain; even so, they were denied entry by Warwick’s deputy. Under gunfire from the fortress, the seventeen-year-old Isabel went into labour in a small skiff; tragically, the baby was still-born or died soon after birth. Faced with little alternative, Warwick took his small fleet and a number of captured Burgundian merchant ships to the mouth of the Seine to seek political asylum with the French king, Louis XI. The subtle Louis, known as ‘the spider’ for his web of diplomatic activities, saw an immediate opportunity and invited Warwick to meet him at the capital of Normandy, Rouen.


Warwick ‘the Kingmaker’ changes sides


In Rouen, at the suggestion of Louis, Warwick was persuaded to consider a political volte-face of the first magnitude and to try to regain his position at the centre of English politics with a breathtaking alliance with the exiled Lancastrian queen, Margaret of Anjou, who Warwick had done so much to undermine during the previous decade. This represented a politically audacious ‘U’-turn bordering on rank hypocrisy since Warwick had played such a large role not only in usurping the rule of her husband Henry VI, but also disinheriting her son, Edward of Lancaster. At the cathedral of Angers, the capital of the duchy of Anjou, an extraordinary reconciliation took place between these two irreconcilables. They were now prepared to look past their mutual antipathy and sign a treaty of alliance as a first step to achieving power in England, but only after Margaret had kept Warwick on his knees for two hours before acknowledging him. The alliance was to be sealed by the marriage of their respective children – Edward of Lancaster and Warwick’s younger daughter, Anne Nevill. Warwick agreed to help Margaret to recover the throne for her mentally incapacitated husband, Henry VI, in place of Warwick’s cousin and now rival, Edward IV. The restoration of Henry would inevitably see Edward of Lancaster restored to his position of Prince of Wales with Warwick’s daughter becoming princess of Wales and later queen of England. Whilst this arrangement pleased Warwick, it filled his new son-in-law George, Duke of Clarence, with apprehension and doubt. The Treaty of Angers pushed him further from the throne and the centre of power, as a Yorkist in a new Lancastrian court; it also seriously jeopardized his own position and his estates, which had been carved out of the duchy of Lancaster lands and the estates of those attainted Lancastrian nobles who were sure to accompany Margaret of Anjou and her son on their return to England. The Lancastrian guarantee of Clarence as third in line to the throne after both Henry VI and Edward of Lancaster (and any offspring he and Anne Nevill might have) was so tenuous as to be practically worthless. Neither was Clarence mollified by the prospect of gaining his brother’s duchy of York, a reward that would be offset by the loss of the Lancastrian estates he currently enjoyed and would inevitably have to disgorge. During the autumn of 1469, at Angers, Clarence’s position was not an enviable one. 
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