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In memory of Mum, of course.


I know you would be proud of me.
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LADY WILTSHIRE:


Dearest Anne!


My child! – Your Highness’ pardon, my old lips


Will never learn th’ unwonted reverence;


Still clings the old familiar fondness round me.


QUEEN:


Dear mother, have I ceased to be your child


Being a Queen?


– Anne Boleyn, A Dramatic Poem, Henry Hart Milman
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	Timeline











	1480:


	Likely the year that Elizabeth Howard is born to Thomas Howard and Elizabeth Tylney







	August 1485:


	Thomas Howard is arrested after the Battle of Bosworth. Following this, Elizabeth Tylney takes her children from their home of Ashwellthorpe Manor to the Isle of Sheppey







	1489:


	Thomas Howard is freed from the Tower of London and returns to his family, who travel to Yorkshire to live in Sheriff Hutton Castle







	1498–1500:


	Sometime at the end of the fifteenth century, Elizabeth marries Thomas Boleyn. They go on to have several children, three of which survive to adulthood: Mary, Anne, and George







	1509:


	Henry VII dies and Henry VIII is crowned King of England. Elizabeth Boleyn begins serving in the household of Katherine of Aragon







	14 December 1512:


	Muriel Knyvett, Elizabeth Boleyn’s younger sister, dies in childbirth at Lambeth Palace







	1513:


	Elizabeth’s younger daughter, Anne, is sent to Mechelen to serve in the household of Margaret of Austria







	February 1514:


	After success at the Battle of Flodden, Thomas Howard is restored to the peerage as the Duke of Norfolk







	18 February 1516:


	Princess Mary is born to Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon. She is the couple’s only child to survive to adulthood







	4 February 1520:


	Mary Boleyn marries William Stafford







	June 1520:


	Thomas, Elizabeth and Mary attend the Field of the Cloth of Gold near Calais. It is likely that Anne and George were also in attendance







	Early 1522:


	Anne Boleyn returns to the English court after serving Queen Claude in France for several years







	1522:


	Sometime this year, Elizabeth Boleyn seems to have left Katherine of Aragon’s service







	18 June 1525:


	Thomas is made Viscount Rochford, and Elizabeth Boleyn is made Lady Rochford







	Early 1526:


	This is traditionally thought to be the beginning of Henry VIII’s romantic pursuit of Anne Boleyn







	Early 1528:


	Anne and Elizabeth Boleyn begin attending court together, with Elizabeth acting as Anne’s chaperone







	8 December 1529:


	Thomas Boleyn is made the Earl of Wiltshire, and Elizabeth Boleyn is made the Countess of Wiltshire







	29 May 1533:


	Anne Boleyn is crowned Queen of England







	7 September 1533:


	Anne Boleyn gives birth to Princess Elizabeth







	7 January 1536:


	Katherine of Aragon passes away at Kimbolton Castle







	30 January 1536:


	Anne Boleyn miscarries a son







	2 May 1536:


	Anne and George Boleyn are arrested and taken to the Tower of London







	17 May 1536:


	George Boleyn is executed on Tower Hill, along with William Brereton, Francis Weston, and Mark Smeaton







	19 May 1536:


	Anne Boleyn is executed at the Tower of London







	3 April 1538:


	Elizabeth Boleyn passes away at the Abbot of Reading’s Place in London







	12 March 1539:


	Thomas Boleyn passes away at Hever Castle







	July 1543:


	 Mary Boleyn passes away




















A Note on Spellings and Currency


For the sake of readability, I have modernised most of the spellings and adapted punctuation when quoting from primary source material. I have left currency in its contemporary format without modern equivalent currency.









Introduction


Although she was a member of two of the most famous and influential families of her time, Elizabeth Boleyn, mother of the infamous Queen Anne Boleyn, did not make the same mark on history as the more well-known figures she was surrounded by. Most people, whether they’re familiar with history or not, would be able to name Anne Boleyn, King Henry VIII, Thomas Cromwell, or Katherine of Aragon. And yet many people likely do not know the name of Anne Boleyn’s mother.


There are many reasons for Elizabeth’s obscurity, but the main one is that little direct evidence survives from her life. Eric Ives, in his academic biography of Anne Boleyn, allowed for the fact that she was ‘at court, in Katherine of Aragon’s entourage’, caveating this with ‘though we know less of her activities’.1 In her joint biography of George and Thomas Boleyn, Lauren Mackay stated that ‘evidence is scarce concerning Elizabeth’.2 M.L. Bruce described her as ‘a somewhat shadowy woman about whom history tells us far too little’ who, after rumours of her scandalous relationship with Henry VIII died down, ‘retires once more into oblivion’.3 Lacey Baldwin Smith called her ‘nothing but a name in history, possibly of great emotional influence, but totally undocumented’.4


Recovering Elizabeth’s life has been an exercise in piecing together fragments in an attempt to tell her story. At certain points, she is clearly visible – we can place her somewhere, on a specific date – and other times, she disappears from the record for months or years at a time. Gaps in the historical record have been filled with speculation, and where I have speculated, I have made that clear in the text. Where I can be certain, or almost certain, of Elizabeth’s whereabouts and actions, the citations bear this out. By weaving supposition and citation, this biography is an attempt to draw together the fragments left behind, to create a whole picture.


It’s impossible to follow Elizabeth every step of the way through her life. The woman you will meet in the pages of this book is stitched together from brief mentions in court records and dispatches, but she is, inevitably, a poor imitation of the real thing. She is not quite the shadowy figure from history you might already know, but she is not fully realised either. Time has buried her. We don’t have her words, her face, her thoughts. Her actions suggest her inner world, but her feelings and opinions can only ever be guessed.


A lack of evidence has inevitably led historians to speculate about Elizabeth’s character. When her personality is discussed at all, it usually falls into two categories. Bruce suggested that she was ‘an apparently gentle, self-effacing woman’, based on the fact that she seems to have had little impact on events at court.5 Conversely, in his doctoral thesis on Thomas Boleyn’s career, William Hughes Dean suggested that ‘as a Howard she might have had an inordinate interest in money and power’ and possibly ‘a tendency toward coldness, some avarice’, due to her shunning her daughter Mary later in life.6 Which reading is most like the real Elizabeth Boleyn? Where the sources allow, this book will try to answer that question.


Despite her noble status and closeness to some of the most studied and well-known events in English history, Elizabeth has suffered the same fate as many women in the early modern period. She has faded into the background of the events she was directly involved in, due to a lack of surviving sources. This book will suggest that she must have been more embroiled in the political machinations at court than has been previously allowed, but these can only ever be tentative suggestions.


It must also be mentioned at the outset that Anne Boleyn looms large in this narrative, but this will not be a retread of the minutiae of events at the Henrician court during her life. Anyone interested in Anne’s mother will be familiar with the political machinations of the Great Matter. Where necessary, this narrative touches on those topics, but the research presented in this book is an attempt to bring Elizabeth out of obscurity and tell her story, so it will not delve deeply into the complex political manoeuvrings of the Tudor period. That is not this story’s purpose. This is an attempt to finally draw Elizabeth out of the shadows, as much as it is possible to do so.


Often, the sources do not change from century to century, unless new sources are discovered. All that changes is our perspective on the sources, the ways in which we study them, and the stories we want to go looking for. Whose stories do we tell, and retell, and retell? Whose stories do we consider important enough to go searching for?
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A Daughter of the House 
of Norfolk


It was autumn, 1485. Perhaps the darkness of the early evening was already settling when Elizabeth Howard, barely 5 years old, was lifted into a carriage by one of her mother’s ladies. Her three older brothers, Thomas, Edward, and Edmund, and little sister Muriel, were already sitting inside. And then off they rode, into the dimming light, the boys – old enough to understand how unusual this was – badgering their mother about where they were going. Their mother had, until a few months ago, been the Countess of Surrey, but was now simply Elizabeth Tylney, wife of a convicted traitor, Thomas Howard. She was still wearing the trappings of her former position, of course, as were the children. The Howards would always maintain an air of old money and aristocracy, even at their lowest. They had soft furs and sumptuous velvets and itchy wool to stave off the worst of the bitter cold as they travelled from Norfolk to London to beg for the life of the erstwhile Earl of Surrey.


Thomas Howard had fought until the end. He was standing beside the body of his father, John, 1st Duke of Norfolk, who was lying on the ground with an arrow sticking out of his skull, when he finally dropped his sword onto the blood-soaked ground and surrendered to the forces of Henry Tudor, the victor of Bosworth Field.1 But there would be little mercy granted to the traitors to the crown who had fought for King Richard III. The former king’s corpse was slung over the back of a horse, naked, any artifice of kingship stripped away in defeat and death. There would be no pardon for Thomas Howard, who was ‘greatly familiar with King Richard’.2 His father had been present at the former king’s coronation.3 Worse still, he had been one of Richard III’s ‘especial and trusty friends of the nobility, which he judged much more to prefer and esteem’.4 The sins of the father were visited on the son. Thomas was marched from that corpse-ridden, mud-churned, gore-dampened field and imprisoned in the Tower of London.5


And so, Elizabeth Tylney was throwing herself on the mercy of the new king, Henry VII, a stranger to the people of the country he now ruled, whose kingship was yet to unfold. History would tell of his crown being plucked from a hawthorn bush by one of the two Stanley brothers and placed onto his head – legend or fact, the story which began the Tudor dynasty that would last for a hundred years certainly reads like a fairytale. Now, it was the man who wore this crown to whom the former countess would have to appeal.


As she and her children travelled from the quiet countryside and ever closer to the bustling melting pot of London, perhaps she reassured them. They were going to seek sanctuary in the precinct of St Katharine’s by the Tower, she might have told them.6 She would try to get an audience with their father, who was being held in the Tower of London, which stood beside St Katharine’s.


Elizabeth Tylney was no stranger to losing husbands. She had already been widowed once before, having lost her first husband, Humphrey Bourchier, fourteen years earlier in the Battle of Barnet.7 But this loss would be different: her second husband was facing a traitor’s death, which would be the ruination of his family. She needed to do her duty, to intercede on behalf of her husband, not just for his sake, but for their children. And seeing him would give her the measure of their situation – had he been tortured or mistreated? What was the likelihood that he would be executed?


While Elizabeth Tylney worried over their uncertain future, her children were probably staring out at their first glimpses of London. It is easy to picture her eldest daughter Elizabeth looking out of their litter as they were taken through the bustling precinct surrounding St Katharine’s. It stood to the east of the Tower of London, and as she looked out, the younger Elizabeth would have gazed at ‘small tenements and homely cottages’ and streets teeming with more people than she had ever seen – English and foreigners alike.8


A woman and her five children, clad in all their finery, must have made an unusual but not unfamiliar sight at the church door – the sisters of St Katharine’s were used to giving sanctuary to anyone who came knocking, as was their Christian duty. So, Elizabeth and the children were ushered into the candlelit warmth and safety of the hospital, and the door was closed behind them.


But Henry VII was in no mood to grant the former Countess of Surrey permission to see her husband. The audience was not allowed, so the Howards went on the move again. Back into the litter they clambered, or perhaps the older children climbed onto hastily purchased horses, with the toddler Muriel helped by servants. However they left, they began their next journey to Minster on the Isle of Sheppey, an island north of Kent.9 This would grant them easy passage out of the country, if they needed to flee further from the new king’s wrath.


On 3 October, Elizabeth Tylney dictated a letter to her acquaintance John Paston, pleading for his aid. A secretary hastily scrawled her words, and the fear in her voice was palpable as she spoke. Sometime after fleeing from her home, she had learnt that her servants had been discharged for having ‘had unfitting language of the King’s Grace’.10 Sir John Ratcliffe, Lord Fitzwalter, with an entourage of roughly twenty men, had dismissed the servants and attempted to seize the Howards’ home, Ashwellthorpe Manor, in the name of Henry VII.11 ‘Cousin’, she beseeched, ‘I trust that you and all the gentlemen of the shire, which had had knowledge of mine lord’s servants, can say that heretofore they have not been of that disposition to be loose of their tongues, when they had more cause of boldness than they have now.’12 Her servants were on the brink of ruination, along with the family – they would not have been so recklessly foolish as to speak ill of the new king while the lord of the manor languished in the Tower.


The former countess evoked her kinship ties with John de Vere, 13th Earl of Oxford, who had ‘promised to be a good lord to mine lord [Howard] and me, whereof I pray you to put him in remembrance’. Oxford had ‘won mine lord’s service as long as he liveth’, and she was ‘his true bede woman’. She signed the letter in her own hand – ‘your faithful cousin, E. Surrey’ – and sent the bearer on his way.13


Paston seems to have intervened on her behalf, because Fitzwalter and his entourage left Ashwellthorpe. The king had no claim to it – Thomas’s properties were seized upon his arrest, as was customary, but Ashwellthorpe Manor was ‘in the right of his wife’.14 This was her home, and she had successfully defended it for her children. With the immediate danger now passed, the family began their long journey home. Finally, they reached the rural peace of Ashwellthorpe Manor in Norfolk. In a magnanimous move which would thankfully become characteristic of the new king’s reign, Thomas Howard was pardoned four months later in March 1486.15 But he would not be freed from the Tower for another four years.


So, the young Howard children spent several years with their father imprisoned. As they grew older, at some point Elizabeth Tylney likely explained their situation in more detail, probably telling family stories to her daughters, Elizabeth and Muriel, as her elder sons had no doubt heard them before. If her mother did not tell her, then Elizabeth would have nonetheless eventually learnt that the Howards had been second only to the crown, before everything had been taken from them.


The family could trace their origins back to the thirteenth century, with their founder William Howard.16 However, the groundwork for their fortune was truly laid when Sir Robert Howard married Lady Margaret Mowbray, daughter of Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, in 1420, sixty years before Elizabeth was born.17 This would be the foundation of the family’s fortunes for generations to come, as Lady Margaret Mowbray was descended from Edward I and Margaret of France. It was through the Mowbray line that the Howard family were the co-heirs to the Mowbray estates.18


On Elizabeth’s maternal side, she was descended from the Tylney and Cheney families. Her mother was the sole heiress of Sir Frederick Tylney, heir of Sir Philip Tylney, and Elizabeth Cheney of Ditton, Cambridgeshire.19 They boasted their beginnings in the reign of Edward the Confessor – Frodo Tylney had held lordships in Norfolk and Suffolk, as well as lands in Bury Abbey, by the time Domesday Book was written.20 Meanwhile, the Cheney family could trace their roots to the fourteenth century, with the family’s founder Sir Roger Cheney, who owned the manors of Cassington in Oxfordshire, Drayton Beauchamp in Buckinghamshire, and the Grove in Chesham, as well as many other lands and properties, at the time of his death in 1414.21 When her first husband died, Elizabeth Cheney remarried, this time to Sir John Say in November 1446, and became Lady Say.22 Through her two marriages, Elizabeth Cheney would eventually become the great-grandmother of three of Henry VIII’s wives: Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard via her first marriage, and Jane Seymour via her second.


In more recent history, John Howard, Elizabeth’s paternal grandfather, who died at Bosworth, had been a sewer (food taster) at the coronation of Queen Elizabeth Woodville, wife to Edward IV, on 26 May 1465.23 It is often claimed that Elizabeth Tylney carried Elizabeth Woodville’s train at her coronation, but in fact, the queen’s train was carried by Anne Neville, Duchess of Buckingham.24 Elizabeth Tylney also does not appear to have served Elizabeth Woodville, though her first husband, Humphrey Bourchier, was a steward in the queen’s household.25


John Howard had enjoyed a successful career during the reign of Edward IV, serving as a knight of the body, treasurer of the household, and Keeper of the Wardrobe.26 He was ‘the king’s bannerer’ at the funeral of Edward IV in April 1483, where he ‘rode […] upon a courser draped with black velvet with diverse [escutcheons] of the king’s arms, with his mourning hood upon his head’.27


The Howards had continued to thrive during the reign of Richard III. John Howard had been created the 1st Duke of Norfolk and Earl Marshal by Richard III on 28 June 1483. His son Thomas, Elizabeth’s absent father (likely growing more distant to her with every day that passed) had been created Earl of Surrey.28 Elizabeth Tylney had received 10 yards of scarlet livery for Richard III’s and Anne Neville’s coronation on 6 July 1483.29 She had also been gifted two long gowns – one blue velvet trimmed with crimson satin, the other crimson velvet trimmed with white damask.30 She had stood behind Anne as the queen dined, ‘holding above her head a cloth of pleasance whenever she ate or drank’.31 When the young Elizabeth had been barely 2 years old, John Howard had visited the family at Ashwellthorpe in July 1482, and gifted his grandchildren ten shillings.32 A touching image of a loving grandfather who would never see his son’s children grow up.


But despite this grand and ancient lineage, now Elizabeth Tylney was left to manage her husband’s affairs in his absence, secure at least in the knowledge that he was only a prisoner at the king’s pleasure, and not going to die a traitor’s death. It now fell to her to arrange her children’s education alone, to prepare them for what she could only hope was a life of privilege to which they were already accustomed. But how could she not have mourned? Her husband was alive, but, for all intents and purposes, he was dead. His lands had been forfeited after his arrest, and there was no sign that he would be freed as the years dragged on.


The Wars of the Roses faded into history, though the bloodshed, violence and brutality were never far from memory. Under her mother’s watchful eye, Elizabeth grew into a teenager, and received a typical education for a girl of her social standing, alongside her younger sister Muriel. There is no direct evidence for her education, but she would go on to have a successful court career, so it can be assumed that she learnt how to read and write in English, Latin and French, the latter of which she may have had some skill in, as her future husband was a gifted French speaker.


Though the family were disgraced, Elizabeth Tylney hoped that her daughters would one day make good marriages. They were well versed in the skills of noble ladies: good manners, sewing, embroidery, singing, dancing, and playing music. It is possible that Elizabeth had a natural skill for embroidery, as she would later embroider gifts for Henry VIII. The sisters also learnt the necessary skills for managing their own households: mathematics, accountancy, delegation, and basic healing remedies. They had a robust physical education, shooting with bows and arrows, horse-riding, hunting, and hawking in the grounds of Ashwellthorpe, the home that had nearly been taken from them.
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The Castle of Sheriff 
Hutton


In January 1489, Thomas Howard was finally released from the Tower of London after swearing an oath of allegiance to the new king.1 Four months later, the Earldom of Surrey was restored to him, as were several manors. However, many of his father’s lands, and the lands which had belonged to the Mowbray family, were still withheld, keeping his income restricted to money he could earn from royal service. This held him in the tight financial grip of the wily king, as so many noblemen were, ensuring his loyalty to the Tudor regime.2


Surrey barely had time to reunite with his wife and children before he and his family were sent to Yorkshire to restore order after a rebellion and the murder of Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland.3 He would remain there for the next decade, living in Sheriff Hutton Castle.4 This was once a favoured home of Richard III; now, in a twist of irony, the Howards, who had fallen so far as penance for their service to him, would take up residence there. It would be here that Elizabeth would spend her teenage years.


Now it is in ruins, but just over 500 years ago, Sheriff Hutton Castle befitted the former royalty who called it home. The Howards would have crossed a courtyard past the ‘houses of office’. The building itself rose tall against the skyline – three ‘great and high towers’ with an imposing gatehouse in the middle. Beyond that stood five or six more towers and a huge stone staircase leading up to the hall. The antiquarian John Leland, who saw the castle when it was still standing, claimed that he ‘saw no house in the north so like a princely lodgings’.5


It was in this hall that the family would have dined. On Fridays, and during fasting week, they ate fish, while on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays, they did not have breakfast or supper. A typical dinner, served at ten in the morning, consisted of two courses, perhaps including a boiled capon, beef, veal, a pie, and custard, with a second course of rabbits, tart, and venison. Supper, served at five in the afternoon, might have consisted of boiled mutton’s neck, beef, calves’ feet, a shoulder and breast of mutton, and a capon, followed by rabbits, chickens, quails, and a venison pasty.6 This was the rich fare of the wealthy, eaten at a large oak dining table with servants standing by to fill goblets with wine, the room lit with flickering golden candles.


Outside of the circle of women in her mother’s household, Elizabeth’s life in Yorkshire was likely constrained to the grounds of the castle. Sheriff Hutton was about 10 miles away from York, where Richard III was still recalled fondly, and the family of the new king’s Lieutenant of the North would likely not have been particularly welcome in the city. Elizabeth’s days were therefore filled the same way other noble girls’ days were, with reading, praying, embroidery, dancing, card games, and music. When the weather allowed, she made use of the park her father held in the grounds, riding, hunting game, practising archery, taking walks, and playing bowls.7


Girls of her station would have read texts like The Book of the Knight of the Tower, originally written by Geoffrey de la Tour-Landry in the fourteenth century for his three daughters.8 This instructional manual for young women of high birth offered lessons on the importance of piety, fasting, obedience, and humility. One chapter on how women should behave ‘courteously and meekly’ advises, ‘After, daughters, ye must be meek and courteous, for there is none so great a virtue to get the grace of God and the love of all people.’9 She would also have owned devotional books, such as books of hours and psalters, although unfortunately no evidence of her personal book ownership survives.


The family’s life continued as normal until 4 February 1495, when Thomas Howard the younger married Anne of York, the queen’s sister, at Westminster Abbey.10 It was an elaborate ceremony, attended personally by Henry VII, who gave Anne away at the altar, and offered the couple a gift of 6s 8d.11 Surrey was present at his son’s wedding, and it is likely the rest of the family were, too.12 This was certainly a very illustrious match for Thomas, and demonstrates that the family’s fortunes were on the rise once again.


We know nothing certain about Elizabeth’s relationship with her infamous eldest brother, Thomas Howard the younger, later 3rd Duke of Norfolk. His portrait, painted by the court painter Hans Holbein in 1539, which survives in the Royal Trust Collection, depicts him with a prominent nose, a weathered face, and dark eyes – a Howard family trait. He also inherited the family’s pride and ruthless ambition, which was notable even for the Henrician court. Perhaps his ambition truly began here, with his marriage to the queen’s sister.


Leaving Thomas in London, Elizabeth Tylney and her daughters were back at Sheriff Hutton Castle in May 1495, when the poet John Skelton visited the family. The countess was a patron of Skelton prior to the poet becoming Prince Henry’s tutor.13 He later recounted his visit in his poem Garland or Chapelet of Laurel.14 It is from this poem that the women occupying Sheriff Hutton come into view. Skelton tells of how Elizabeth Tylney, Elizabeth and Muriel Howard, Anne Bourchier, Margery Wentworth, Margaret Tylney, Jane Blenner-Haiset, Isabel Pennell, Margaret Hussey, Gertrude Statham, and Isabel Knyght weaved a crown of laurel for him.15 Many of the women in this group were connected by blood, matrimony, or their own later marriages.


Anne Bourchier was Elizabeth and Muriel’s half-sister from their mother’s first marriage to Humphrey Bourchier.16 Margery Wentworth, Elizabeth Tylney’s niece, would go on to be the mother of Jane Seymour.17 Margaret Tylney’s sister-in-law Agnes would go on to become Elizabeth and Muriel’s stepmother.18 Jane Blenner-Haiset was the daughter of Sir Thomas Blenner-Haiset, an executor of the will of Thomas Howard, 2nd Duke of Norfolk.19 Finally, Isabel Pennell was Margaret Tylney’s niece.20 This intricate and varied interconnectedness serves to highlight the close familial and marital spheres in which Elizabeth, and the other women of the entourage, moved. It was common for girls from noble families to live in the households of higher-ranking women during their youth, in order to finish their education and make good social connections.21


The poem also offers us our first glimpse of Elizabeth herself, and she appears in flattering flashes. Skelton describes a young woman ‘of virtue and cunning’, ‘freshly enbeautied with many a goodly sort of womanly features’. If the Trojan prince Troilus had seen her, Skelton wrote, he ‘would have set his whole delight’. Still a teenager, her ‘flourishing and tender age’ was ‘pleasant, demure, and sage’.22


Unfortunately, no portraits of her are known to survive, so we can only guess at her appearance. Female courtiers were often considered attractive, and vicious rumours would also later swirl about Elizabeth’s dalliance with Henry VIII, so she was likely beautiful. If her looks adhered to the beauty standards of the day, then she was likely blonde and pale-skinned with light-coloured eyes. However, her daughter Anne has come down to us in the popular imagination with brunette hair and piercing eyes, which she may have inherited from her mother, so perhaps Elizabeth had dark hair, set off by an English rose complexion.


During the day, her modesty was kept intact by an English gable hood which covered her hair – a triangular headdress with short lappets framing either side of her face, and a long veil hanging down the back of her head. As a noblewoman, Elizabeth’s gable hoods would have been adorned with sumptuous fabrics: colourful silks and velvets stitched with gold or silver thread, which caught the light and sparkled. She would have worn several heavy layers: a shift, a kirtle, a petticoat, and a gown. Every day, she would have brushed her hands against the warm, soft, fabrics of the aristocracy; her gowns were velvet and silk, richly coloured with dyes of red, green, blue, and black. In the winter, she wore furs to keep warm, and in the summer, she pinned up the veil of her gable hood to keep cool. This was the luxury of the nobility, and it was extravagance that she was accustomed to enjoying.


The world teetered on the precipice of the sixteenth century, and Elizabeth Howard stood on the cusp of adulthood. Full of promise under the steadying hand of the new king, England could finally leave the Wars of the Roses behind and look to the Tudor dynasty to lead it confidently in the new century. The Howards were looking to the future, to marriages for their unwed sons and daughters, to clawing back some of their former glory under this new regime. As a young woman of around 15 in 1495, Elizabeth never could have imagined or foreseen her role at the very heart of the events that were about to unfold over the next two decades.
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Wife of Thomas Boleyn 
Esquire


The end may have been sudden, a quick illness that no one could have prepared for. Or maybe it was more drawn out, a slow and heartbreaking decline, as the family waited for the end that they knew was inevitable. It is impossible to know, but on 4 April 1497, Elizabeth Tylney passed away.1 She had written two wills, one in February 1472 and the other four months later, after she had married Thomas Howard. In death, she conveyed half of her manors and lands to Surrey and the other half to her sole heir from her first marriage. She made no mention of provisions for her two unmarried daughters from her second marriage – Elizabeth and Muriel – and in her second will she withdrew the £100 she had previously promised to her daughters Margaret and Anne, for unknown reasons.2


For centuries, it has been believed that she was laid to rest in the nun’s quire of the Minoresses without Aldgate in London, as per the wishes in her will.3 However, her true gravesite is lost to time. The nun’s quire is in fact the final resting place of Elizabeth Talbot, Duchess of Norfolk, the wife of John Mowbray, 4th Duke of Norfolk, and the mother of Anne Mowbray, the child bride of Richard of Shrewsbury, the younger of the two sons of Edward IV, known to history as the Princes in the Tower.4 It was Elizabeth Talbot who wished to be buried in the nun’s quire.5 Her will was confused with Elizabeth Tylney’s, and so it was assumed that Elizabeth Talbot’s final resting place was in fact Elizabeth Tylney’s. The fact that she had written a will as a married woman is, in itself, unusual, and she would have needed her husband’s permission.6


Seven months after his wife’s death, on 8 November, Surrey stood in the chapel of Sheriff Hutton and placed a wedding ring onto the finger of his new bride, Agnes Tylney, his former wife’s cousin, and a lady of her household. He had been granted papal dispensation to marry her on 17 August 1497, and the banns were read just once.7 Perhaps Elizabeth and Muriel were standing in the pews in stony silence. Were they upset or horrified by their father’s hasty remarriage to someone so close to their mother, a relative barely older than Elizabeth? Did they wonder if their new stepmother had been their father’s mistress? It would have explained the improperly quick marriage. Their father had replaced their mother within a year. Whatever they thought, and however they felt now sharing a home with Agnes, they would not have to stay in Sheriff Hutton Castle for much longer.


It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when the Howards travelled south. Surrey was still in Yorkshire in March 1498, collecting subsidies from the city of York.8 This seems to be his last recorded act as Lieutenant of the North. His replacements as wardens of the middle and east marches ‘of England towards Scotland’, Ralph Grey and William Heron, were appointed in midsummer – June – the following year.9 Surrey had certainly returned south by November 1499, when he was present for the trials of Edward, Earl of Warwick, and Perkin Warbeck, the pretender who claimed to be Richard of Shrewsbury, one of the Princes in the Tower.10 His presence at the trials would therefore suggest that the family left Yorkshire between March 1498 and November 1499.


Upon arriving in London, they likely moved into Norfolk House, which once stood on Church Street in the borough of Lambeth, a short distance by barge from Greenwich Palace. The grounds were enormous, encompassing over 25 acres of land across several fields.11 After a decade of living in Sheriff Hutton Castle, it must have been an odd change of scenery and lifestyle for Elizabeth, who was now around 18 years old. She must have grown used to life in the countryside, and could probably only remember visiting London once for her elder brother’s marriage to Anne of York, if indeed she was there. She likely had very little memory of her family’s frightening journey after the Battle of Bosworth.


It is possible that Elizabeth began attending events at court during this period. It has even been claimed that she served in the household of Elizabeth of York.12 However, there are no signs of her in the court records before 1509, and she was not a permanent member of the queen’s entourage. The idea that Elizabeth served in the household of Elizabeth of York seems to be an entirely modern belief by historians, with no basis in primary source evidence.


Though Elizabeth apparently wasn’t a member of the queen’s household, we catch glimpses of her sister in the records. Muriel’s status as a viscountess following her first marriage seems to have granted her the position of an ‘extraordinary’ member of the queen’s entourage, or a great lady, a high-ranking woman who only attended important state occasions, such as weddings, funerals, and royal processions.13 She was present at Elizabeth of York’s funeral on 23 February 1503. The women in attendance were described as ‘ladies and gentlewomen of the court’, suggesting that by then she was a familiar presence.14 She was chosen to accompany her father, stepmother, and William and Thomas Boleyn in escorting the king’s youngest daughter, Princess Margaret, to Scotland to marry James IV in June 1504.15 She would also have attended Princess Mary, Henry VIII’s sister, during her preparations to marry the future Charles V in 1507, had the betrothal not been called off.16


It has been suggested that the Howards planned to marry Elizabeth to Henry Bourchier, 2nd Earl of Essex, after John Howard was granted wardship of him by Richard III.17 However, after Surrey’s imprisonment, this arrangement – if indeed there ever was one – came to nothing, leaving her free to marry elsewhere. Sometime towards the end of the fifteenth century, she met the man who would later become her husband.


Thomas Boleyn was roughly 20 years old, and his own court career had begun in earnest in 1497. He was talented in the holistic way a Henrician courtier needed to be in order to succeed: gifted in Latin and French, athletic, regularly jousting, hunting, and playing sports, and learned in culture and the arts. His grandfather and father had made exceedingly good marriages which had propelled the Boleyn family into wealth and power unimagined for them in prior generations. Thomas’s grandfather Geoffrey Boleyn had married Lady Anne Hoo, co-heiress to the fortune of her father Lord Hoo. Geoffrey’s son William had subsequently married Lady Margaret Butler of the Anglo-Irish Butler family, co-heiress to the Earldom of Ormond.18


For Elizabeth, whose family had once been the most powerful at court but whose fortunes were still recovering from the aftershock of the Battle of Bosworth, this was a good match. As the eldest of four brothers, Thomas was set to inherit his father’s properties and wealth. He was also expected to inherit the Earldom of Ormond from his grandfather. Thomas also benefitted from the marriage, as Elizabeth brought with her the impressive, admittedly tarnished, Howard name.


William Boleyn and Surrey have both been credited with the union. In the seventeenth century, the antiquary William Camden wrote that ‘Thomas Boleyn, whom, being a young man, Thomas Howard Earl of Surrey […] made choice of to be his Son-in-law, giving him his Daughter Elizabeth in Marriage’.19 The Boleyns and the Howards had known one another for around twenty years at this point – William Boleyn had acted as John Howard’s deputy when Howard was made Admiral of England and may have even had a position in his household.20 Perhaps love was a factor in the union, too. Despite the Howard family’s social disgrace and Thomas Boleyn’s rising status, there was still a wide social gap between the couple, which may have been bridged by mutual love or affection.


No record of their courtship remains, and there is no surviving date for their wedding ceremony. However, they were probably married between March 1498, the earliest point the Howard family could have travelled south, and 21 November 1500, when Muriel married John Grey, 2nd Viscount Lisle.21 As the elder of the two sisters, Elizabeth probably married first. Elizabeth’s jointure, settled upon her on 10 July 1501, granted her the manors of Pashley in Sussex, Holkham and Carbrook in Norfolk, and lands in Ticehurst, Etchingham, and Burgess in Sussex. She was also gifted ‘the advowson of Holkham church’, meaning that she had the right to nominate a priest to the parish.22 The couple would also go on to inherit Luton Hoo in Bedfordshire in 1505, which Anne Hoo had owned since 1473.23


Both the Boleyn and the Howard families would have attended Elizabeth’s wedding ceremony, though Elizabeth would have felt her mother’s absence very keenly at such an important occasion. Their banns were read at the church door on three consecutive Sundays before the marriage, in order to publicly declare that they were to be wed, and allow for anyone to interject with any impediment. And then the couple stood at the altar of the church, pledging themselves to one another in the sight of God.


Taking Elizabeth’s hands, Thomas spoke vows which have remained relatively unchanged for centuries: ‘I take thee, Elizabeth, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer in sickness and in health, ’til death us depart, if Holy Church it will ordain, and thereto I plight thee my troth.’ Elizabeth then spoke her own vows back to him:




I take thee, Thomas, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer, for poorer in sickness and in health. To be bonnier and buxom, in bed and at board, ’til death us depart, if Holy Church it will ordain, and thereto I plight thee my troth.





The priest blessed the rings, and Thomas slipped Elizabeth’s ring onto her finger and said, ‘with this ring I thee wed and with my body I thee honour’.24 Elizabeth then did the same.


Her wedding was soon followed by her younger sister’s. Muriel’s immediate family were likely all present at the wedding ceremony, and they would no doubt have been pleased to see her make an impressive match. Sir John Grey was the son of Sir Edward Grey and Elizabeth Talbot, through whom the Lisle Barony descended from her brother Thomas Talbot.25 Edward Grey had been created Viscount Lisle by Richard III on 28 June 1483, in the same ceremony that had made John Howard the Duke of Norfolk.26 Upon his death in 1492, the Lisle Barony passed to his son John.27 As a viscountess, Muriel now outranked her older sister. This was a suitable and respectable match for the youngest daughter of a duke, and one which would have come as a relief to the whole family. Despite the Howard family’s uncertain position just seventeen years earlier, both Muriel and Elizabeth had married respectably.


An Homily of the State of Marriage was published in 1563, and dates to long after Elizabeth and Thomas’s time.28 However, it can still offer insight into what would have been expected of Elizabeth as Thomas’s wife:




Now as concerning the wife’s duty. What shall become of her? Shall she abuse the gentleness and humanity of her husband and at her pleasure turn all things upside down? No surely, for that is far repugnant against God’s commandment. For thus doth St. Peter preach to them: Ye wives, be ye in subjection to obey your own husband.29





Where Thomas and Elizabeth lived immediately after their marriage is unclear, and subject to much debate. While Hever Castle in Kent was once thought to be their first home, recent historiography is divided between two properties – Blickling Hall in Norfolk or Luton Hoo in Bedfordshire.30 Both of these properties are listed as Thomas’s recent residences in a pardon roll in 1509, along with Hever Castle and the New Inn without Temple Bar in London.31 As he would later write, Thomas did not move permanently to Kent until 1505, so Hever Castle can be discounted. New Inn without Temple Bar can also be disregarded, as an Inn of Chancery was hardly a fitting home for a newly married woman of Elizabeth’s social standing. This therefore leaves Blickling Hall or Luton Hoo as possibilities for the couple’s first home.


A ‘Mr Boleing’ hosted Henry VII during the king’s progress in Norfolk on 22 August 1498.32 This was Thomas, as his father would have been ‘Sir’ William Boleyn at this point. He and Elizabeth might have already married and moved to Blickling Hall by this time, if we assume that the Howard family left Yorkshire after March 1498. At least one of Thomas and Elizabeth’s children, Anne, was also likely born in Blickling Hall: decades later the beleaguered Archbishop of Canterbury, Matthew Parker, who was born in Norfolk, would write to Anne Boleyn’s daughter, Elizabeth I, that he was Anne’s ‘poor countryman’.33


However, there is ample evidence of William’s activities in Norfolk towards the end of his life, which suggests that he was living in Blickling Hall in the early sixteenth century.34 Most strikingly, at the time of his death in October 1505, William requested that his body be moved ‘from my manor of Blickling unto the said cathedral church in Norwich’.35 If William was living in Blickling Hall, then he was probably sharing his home with his newly married son and daughter-in-law.


Thomas and Elizabeth would have struggled to maintain a household of their own, having, as Thomas would later write, ‘only £50 a year to live on’ during the early years of their marriage, before his father’s death.36 This was probably the dowry he had received in July 1501.37 This explains why they may have moved into Thomas’s father’s home. It was hardly ideal but not unheard of – young aristocratic wives often moved in with their husbands’ families, usually until their father-in-law died.38 There was even a precedent for it on Elizabeth’s side of the family: several of her aunts and their husbands had remained in John Howard’s household following their marriages, with Howard often paying for their expenses.39 In these instances, the husbands were underage, and remained in Howard’s household until they came of age and were granted their inheritance or their wife’s jointures.40
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