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INTRODUCTION


[image: images]he flamboyant, fanatical, extravagant and autocratic Tudors brought the greatest change to England since the Normans arrived in 1066.


Theirs was a comparatively short-lived dynasty; five monarchs, each markedly different in character from the other, ruled over the 118 years between 1485 and 1603. Dour, methodical and miserly Henry Tudor and his handsome son, the flamboyant Renaissance prince, Henry, Duke of York, who became something of a monster as he grew into kingship, established the dynasty. Priggish young Edward, intelligent and fervently Protestant, warred with his half-sister, the equally fervent Catholic ‘Bloody Mary’. And Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, Good Queen Bess, as extravagant as the rest, but cautious and clever enough to lay the foundations of a long and mostly peaceful rule.


But what of the ordinary people of England? The yeomen farmers and their busy wives, the wealthy merchants, the tradesmen and the labourers. How did they manage to make ends meet in those rapidly changing days? Where did they live? What did they eat and wear? How did they treat aches and pains and ailments? How did they amuse themselves in their leisure time?


This ‘Little Book’ gives you the low-down on the daily life of the ordinary people as well as vivid descriptions of the luxury in royal palaces. Compare the labourer’s daily fare of basic ‘pottage’, a cabbage and vegetable soup, with a little meat if he was lucky, to the extravagance of a royal feast, composed of hundreds of elaborately dressed dishes, served over several hours. Read about Queen Elizabeth’s two-hour dressing routine and contrast her gowns, kirtles, stomachers, stockings and jewels to the hastily assembled rough woollen gowns worn by the working women of her reign. What did a Tudor man wear under his doublet and hose? When would a Tudor elder call for a ‘caudle’ and how would he clean his teeth after eating it? Learn the difference between a garderobe and a ‘close-stool’ and find out why everyone, from the king downwards, feared the dreaded ‘sweating sickness’.




1


MEET THE ROYALS


[image: images]n the freezing January of 1457 a 14-year-old girl, widowed and heavily pregnant, sought refuge at Pembroke Castle to give birth to a baby boy who would found a great dynasty that changed the shape of English monarchy.


The young woman, Margaret Beaufort, was an heiress, one of the richest in the country. Margaret, descended from John of Gaunt, had royal blood in her veins. She was cousin to the Lancastrian king, the weak and dangerously mad Henry VI, who had ordered her marriage, at the age of 12, to his half-brother, Edmund Tudor.
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Henry VII. (THP)


Edmund, the son of Catherine of Valois, Henry V’s widowed queen, and Owen Tudor, a Welsh soldier and courtier, died in early November 1456, before his baby son was born. He had been more than twice his child-bride’s age and their union was formed purely to provide a child as back-up to the Lancastrian succession of Henry VI. The birth, on 28 January 1457, of Henry Tudor, the future King Henry VII, eventually fulfilled those expectations, although, at the time, his claim to the throne was an obscure one.




The late fifteenth century was a bloody, treacherous and dangerous time as England was torn asunder by a deadly civil tussle for the throne.


The warring Plantagenets, divided into Yorkist and Lancastrian factions, plunged the country into the Wars of the Roses, so called for their emblems – the white rose of York and the red of Lancaster, which their retainers wore as badges. The protagonists, abetted by wealthy supporters and their private armies, stopped at nothing in their bids to gain supremacy.








[image: images]  EDWARD WINS THE THRONE FOR YORK  [image: images]





Margaret Beaufort’s cousin, King Henry VI, was challenged and harried by Edward of York who, with his brothers, George, Duke of Clarence, and Richard, Duke of Gloucester, was descended, like Henry, from Edward III. The climax to this terrible struggle came in May 1471 when the bellicose Edward led his forces to massacre those of King Henry at Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire. The carnage was terrible, the battlefield strewn with thousands of Lancastrian bodies. Accounts at the time claim that those who escaped to ask for sanctuary in Tewkesbury Abbey were slaughtered by Edward and his henchmen. Henry’s son, Edward, the Prince of Wales, died too – some claim that he survived the battle only to be murdered by the Dukes of Clarence and Gloucester. His father, the king, fared no better. He was killed in the Tower of London, the back of his head smashed in, probably by Richard of Gloucester.




A contemporary description of Henry VII, written by Italian historian Polydore Vergil, describes the king as slender but well built and strong, and of average height: ‘His appearance was remarkably attractive and his face was cheerful, especially when speaking; his eyes were small and blue, his teeth few, poor and blackish; his hair was thin and white; his complexion sallow.’





This is when life became dangerous for the 14-year-old Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond. His shrewd mother, knowing that his claim to the throne would make him a marked man, ordered him to go into hiding in France.


Henry made for Brittany where he remained in exile for the next fifteen years, watching and waiting to return to his country to claim the Crown.


But there was trouble at home for the new King Edward IV; his brother George, the Duke of Clarence, who had proved to be an enthusiastic hit man while they were dispatching Lancastrians, had ambitions to be king himself. Between him and the throne were his brother and two nephews, Edward’s sons by his wife, commoner Elizabeth Woodville. The boys, Edward and Richard, would be known later and throughout history as the Princes in the Tower. Now Clarence was spreading rumours that Edward’s secret marriage to his queen was invalid – because he was already married to another woman at the time. If this were true, the two princes would be illegitimate and he, George, would be next in the line of succession.


Edward was furious and unforgiving. George was arrested on trumped-up charges, convicted and executed, as every history student knows, by drowning in a butt of malmsey wine in the Tower of London in January 1476.
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Younger brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester, vowed loyalty, but when Edward died suddenly after contracting a fever in April 1483, he was swift and ruthless in his own bid to claim the throne.


He pushed his claim to be appointed ‘Protector’ of 12-year-old Prince Edward, heir and namesake of the dead king. The boy’s mother, Elizabeth Woodville, fearing skulduggery, demanded that her son’s coronation should be celebrated immediately, so Edward set out from his home in Ludlow Castle for London, to be crowned and to start his reign. But his escort of 2,000 men was intercepted by Uncle Richard, whose regency or protectorship was confirmed. The young prince’s coronation was put off and Edward was sent to live in the Tower of London, soon to be joined by his younger brother, Richard.
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The murder of the Princes in the Tower. (THP)




Two influential mothers, each of whom had reason to hate King Richard, hatched the plot that united the warring factions of Lancaster and York and ended the Plantagenet dynasty.


Elizabeth Woodville, convinced that her boys had been murdered in the Tower by Richard, and Margaret Beaufort, whose son Henry was still in exile, waiting for the right time to claim the English throne, decided on a course of action that was to prove fatal to Richard. Elizabeth’s daughter, also named Elizabeth, would marry Henry, bringing York and Lancaster together against the treacherous Richard III.





Just two months after the princes left Ludlow, parliament, directed by Richard, declared their father King Edward’s marriage to Elizabeth Woodville invalid and the boys themselves bastards. Two weeks after that, on 6 July 1483, the date already set for young Edward’s coronation, their uncle was crowned King Richard III at Westminster.


The boys were not seen again and by late summer even their grieving mother assumed that they were dead.
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Now Henry’s chance to seize the throne from Richard had come. He was 30 years old and had lived in France for half of those years. Briefed by his mother and accompanied by a force of a couple of thousand French soldiers and a few hundred Englishmen, he landed at Milford Haven on 7 August 1485 and prepared to march through Wales, picking up some supporters as they moved relentlessly forward into England towards Bosworth in the Midlands. Trailing them were the vast and well-drilled soldiers of Lord Stanley, Margaret Beaufort’s third husband, who was reluctant to commit to battle until he saw which way the wind was blowing for his stepson.




Henry’s own claim to legitimacy was open to challenge. His grandfather, Owen Tudor, a courtier, married the dowager queen Catherine of Valois in secret (although some historians claim that they were never married) and the couple had at least six children. Dowager queens were not allowed to remarry without royal permission so it could be claimed that the union was invalid and the children, including Henry VII’s father, Edmund Tudor, illegitimate.





Richard’s forces, attacking from the ridge, failed to break the much smaller front line of Henry’s men. Richard and Henry, in the thick of it, fought face to face. Lord Stanley’s men swept forward to help and Richard was killed, beaten so heavily that his helmet pierced his skull.
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The crown handed to Henry Tudor at Bosworth Field. (THP)


Lord Stanley stooped to retrieve the dead king’s battered circlet from beneath a thorn bush and placed it on his stepson’s head. Henry, Duke of Richmond, the exile, was now King Henry VII, the first Tudor King of England.
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At Henry’s coronation in Westminster Abbey at the end of October 1485, the new king was reunited with his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort. Neither had seen the other for fourteen years, but each knew that the way ahead would be tough. Royal dynasties relied on large family clans, vast acres and private armies. Henry had none of these and he knew that the spectre of civil war loomed over the early part of his reign.


But a few months after the coronation the marriage between him and Elizabeth of York took place, thus uniting the rival factions and giving authority to his claim to legitimacy. The white and red roses, emblems that had signified war, now were fused into the red and white Tudor rose, symbolising his intent to bring unity.
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Hollar’s seventeenth-century view of London showing Westminster Abbey, where Henry VII was crowned, on the right. (With kind permission of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)


Skirmishes with the French and some attempts by imposters claiming the throne were dealt with before Henry settled down to create his dynasty and build royal finances in a way that curbed the power of the barons and aristocratic clans, as well as providing revenue for the defence of the realm. He banned private armies which had allowed the great landowners of England to rise up in rebellion and he issued bonds, which were to be forfeit in the event of bad behaviour.


He and his Lord Chancellor, the lawyer-clergyman John Morton, devised fiendish taxes. Morton reasoned that those who spent lavishly were obviously rich enough to pay, while the frugal must have money tucked away to give to the king. Thus the expression ‘Morton’s Fork’ – being caught between two unpleasant choices – was coined.


Gradually the Tudor monarchy was secured and became entrenched. His heraldic devices, the Tudor rose, portcullises, greyhounds and the red dragon of Wales, symbols of the dynasty – the ‘branding’ of the Tudor name – were painted on his gatehouses and palaces, shields and liveries. He created his own bodyguard – a 300-strong, hand-picked force known as the Yeomen of the Guard.




Henry and Elizabeth harked back to a more chivalrous and romantic age when planning the birth of their first child. Gambling that it would be a boy, the king remembered that the mythical Merlin had said that the legendary King Arthur was the son of a red king and a white queen. So Prince Arthur was born at Winchester Castle (Winchester was, in legend, Camelot) in the early hours of 20 September 1486. Outriders galloped the length and breadth of the nation to spread the good news, great fires were lit in celebration and minstrels sung a new lay: ‘Joyed may we be, Our prince to see, and roses three’ – referring to the red and white roses of Lancaster and York and the new Tudor emblem, a rose of both colours.





Soon the succession looked secure with the birth of Henry and Elizabeth’s first child, a son whom they named Arthur.
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However, the tenuous security was shattered with the terrible news that arrived on 4 April 1502, as night fell at Greenwich, where Henry and Elizabeth were in residence. Their beloved Arthur, just 15 and newly married to the Spanish infanta Catherine of Aragon, had died in his room at Ludlow Castle, stricken with the lethal flu-like sweating sickness which had swept the country. Henry and Elizabeth were distraught. Arthur was their future, the heir to the English throne, their young prince in whom so much had been invested. Only five months earlier, London had been alive for days with the most lavish celebrations for the wedding of the two young royals who had moved to Arthur’s Welsh castle after the ceremonies.


Arthur was buried three weeks later with impressive pomp at Worcester Cathedral. The future of the Tudor line now depended on the 10-year-old Duke of York, Prince Henry, who had been brought up by his mother at Greenwich Palace and nearby Eltham Manor with his sisters, Margaret and Mary, while his older brother was being groomed for kingship.


More tragedy hit the Royal Family less than a year later. Henry Tudor’s wife, Elizabeth, who had comforted him on Arthur’s death by promising to bear another child and who he loved and respected, died on her thirty-seventh birthday, 11 February 1503. She had gone into confinement in the Tower of London to give birth to the promised baby, when she developed a raging fever which could not be cured. The baby, a sickly girl, hastily christened Catherine, lived only a few hours.




Elizabeth of York, Henry’s wife, and Margaret Beaufort, his pushy mother, could not have been more different but each was a key figure in the Tudor king’s life. Elizabeth was beautiful, calm and serene, counselling and reconciling where there was strife and gracious in all situations. Margaret Beaufort, always at her daughter-in-law’s elbow, tried to manage her as she had her son. She was a pious moraliser and a suspicious employer, forever seeking out the sins of servants rather than appreciating their good qualities. Her legacy, however, is considerable. She established the Lady Margaret Professorship of Divinity at the University of Cambridge in 1502 and three years later refounded Christ’s College, Cambridge. Her death saw the foundation, in 1509, of Wimborne Grammar School (now Queen Elizabeth’s School) and, in 1511, of St John’s College, Cambridge.





Henry and Elizabeth’s marriage of convenience had become a partnership of real love and mutual comfort. The death of the still-young queen shattered not only her husband, who had relied on her in so many matters, but also had a deep impact on her son, Henry, whose carefree childhood was now at an end.


After Elizabeth’s death, Henry Tudor withdrew into himself, spending more time in his privy chamber, obsessively checking his accounts. By the time he died in 1509, rich and miserly, his subjects were ready to welcome their new young king, 17-year-old Henry VIII. The glorious Crown Imperial, commissioned twenty years earlier by his father and richly encrusted with colourful and glittering precious stones, was placed on the new king’s head at Westminster Abbey on 24 June 1509. The nation rejoiced, full of hope for a blossoming of Tudor England under this idealistic, chivalrous and romantic young man whose happy nature seemed so different from that of his money-obsessed father.
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Henry VIII. (With kind permission of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)
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Henry’s road to rulership was paved with the highest ideals of courtly chivalry. His mother, responsible for his education, had provided him with first-rate tutors, but had also instilled in him tales of the legendary King Arthur and the history of Henry V, whose military prowess brought him dazzling victory over the French at Agincourt.


So the young king, fired with desire to restore the English reputation as conquering heroes, set up a brilliant court where martial arts, jousting and tournaments, with all their glamour and pageantry, held central place. And Henry made it his business to excel in these war games, as he did hunting and hawking. His kingship was glorious and visible to all – and all admired this brilliant, athletic and handsome young man. Sir Thomas More wrote: ‘There is fiery power in his eyes, beauty in his cheeks as is typical of roses.’ Who then could have imagined Henry in later life, crippled with obesity, ulcerous and barely able to walk?


The Spanish alliance against the old enemy, France, was re-formed as Henry married Catherine, his brother’s widow. He had the money, thanks to his father, and he had the military skill to take on the French when they threatened to depose the pope, so in 1513 he was at the head of an English army crossing the Channel to join forces with the pope’s soldiers to give the French a good drubbing and to take a couple of cities.


English military reputation restored and honour satisfied, Henry returned home and began the lifelong quest that bought him his place in history – the safe birth of a healthy legitimate son who would carry on the Tudor name. That quest was to see him not only marry six wives but also shift the monarchy from being part of an intercontinental dynasty, owning land and allegiance across Europe, to a nation state with the sovereign at the head of the armed forces, parliament and the Church. Henry broke with Rome and the pope, putting himself at the head of the English Church and paving the way for the Protestant religion which he had spent much of his life suppressing.


Henry and Catherine’s daughter, Mary, was born safely in 1516 after a miscarried daughter and three sickly boy babies who lived only a short while. Nevertheless, it seemed that there was still plenty of time for the queen to conceive a son. But after one more pregnancy that brought a short-lived daughter, the king’s eye fell elsewhere. He had had mistresses and one acknowledged illegitimate son, but by 1525 he was in love with one of Catherine’s ladies-in-waiting, the dark-eyed, raven-haired Anne, daughter of Thomas Boleyn, Earl of Wiltshire. Anne’s sister, Mary, was one of Henry’s mistresses but the ambitious Anne wanted more – she was determined to become Henry’s wife and Queen of England.




The flamboyant Thomas Wolsey, the bright son of an Ipswich butcher, rose to become Henry’s administrator and hit man, dealing with the tedious day-to-day business of running the country and organising military campaigns. Wolsey, as pleasure-seeking as the king himself, knew how to flatter and cajole but also how to get things done. He rose from royal chaplain to Bishop of Lincoln and then on to Archbishop of York before being made a cardinal and Lord Chancellor of England. Wolsey’s great palace at Hampton Court is testament to his power and influence. He created his own legend with an infallible sense of drama and display. But for all his cleverness, he was unable to secure Henry’s divorce from his first wife Catherine, and had he not died at Leicester Abbey on his way to London to face a charge of treason in 1530, it seems certain he would have lost his head on the executioner’s block.
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Old allegorical print of Henry VIII trampling the pope. (THP)
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Anne achieved her aim by refusing to sleep with Henry until they could marry. The road to divorce and remarriage was a long and tumultuous one but eventually, in January 1533, the wedding took place in secret, despite the fact that Catherine was still legally his wife. Anne had finally given in to Henry and was pregnant. In May Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, defying the pope, ruled that Henry’s marriage to Catherine was invalid (incidentally making their daughter, Mary, a bastard) and his marriage to Anne legal.


In September a daughter, Elizabeth, was born and, although Henry professed to be a doting father, he was becoming desperate for a son. By 1536, after three miscarriages, Anne’s hold over the king had disappeared and he was in love again – this time to the mouse-like Jane Seymour. Anne had to go, and her dispatch at the hands of the executioner on charges of witchcraft, incest and adultery with several alleged lovers, including her brother George Boleyn, was swift and cruel.
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