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Introduction
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Early in my genealogical research, I stumbled across a branch of my family tree that crossed paths with England’s House of Tudor and in particular the reigns of Henry VII and Henry VIII. Many works have been written about both of these kings, their conquests, and their wives – but surprisingly little fiction has been written about their courtiers. This book takes a look at the family of one courtier who gained a position of trust under Henry VIII as an extension of his father’s service to the first Tudor king, Henry VII.

Setting the historical perspective, Henry Tudor, who became Henry VII, claimed the Crown of England by conquest, defeating King Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field on August 22, 1485. This battle ended the decades-long “War of the Roses” between the Lancastrian and Yorkist branches of the House of Plantagenet – and also marked the end of the Plantagenet line. Henry VII was the last King of England to have claimed the throne by military conquest.  

In my family tree, evidence suggests that the connection to the House of Tudor was in an advisory capacity. The fictional characters of Sir Edmund Overby and Sir Thomas Overby, father and son respectively, “read the law” and were acknowledged as attorneys, both serving as Members of Parliament. They were also in the category of “landed gentry,” with both being knighted by Henry VII. 

As with most books about this turbulent period, there is plenty of intrigue, subterfuge, and spycraft as Henry VIII begins to develop and modernize what eventually would become the Royal Navy. He could not have embarked on such a massive project without assistance from loyal supporters. They stop at nothing to enable Henry VIII’s pursuit of naval superiority.

One of the difficulties facing authors of historical fiction is dialogue and a choice between period-relevant speech and modern-day understanding. This book is written following the latter. A conscious decision was made not to force dialogue into speech patterns of the 16th Century, other than the formalities of Court.

I would also like to alert readers that this book is not specifically about King Henry VIII. Even so, his presence is felt in nearly every chapter.
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Henry VIII, by the Grace of God, King of England, France and Lord of Ireland.

“I AM READY TO MEET my Maker. Whether my Maker is prepared for the great ordeal of meeting me is another matter.”

Winston Churchill
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Chapter One: Confession
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April, 1509

“... et tibi, Pater: quia peccávi nimis cogitatióne, verbo et ópere: mea culpa , mea culpa, mea máxima culpa.”

“... and to you, Father: I have sinned exceedingly, in thought, word and deed: through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”

Henry VII lay dying at Richmond Palace. He had been in almost total isolation there since January. Visitors outside of the immediate family, clergy and physicians became rarer and rarer as his condition deteriorated. His wife and Queen Consort, Elizabeth of York, died in childbirth several years earlier, so he was attended largely by his mother, Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond. Henry insisted that his mother be his primary caregiver, despite her advancing age and increasing frailty.

As death approached, Henry VII summoned one of his most trusted courtiers, Sir Edmund Overby of Shropshire, to the royal bedside. Since the Battle of Bosworth Field and the crown of England being taken from Richard III in 1485, Sir Edmund enjoyed having “the King’s ear” and at one time had been dispatched to the Tower of London to investigate the whereabouts of the two princes, rightful bloodline heirs to the throne, who had allegedly been imprisoned there by Richard III in the 1480s. However, Sir Edmund was unable acquire proof of life or death in his exhaustive investigation. 

Edmund entered the room and immediately noticed the smell of sickness. The household servants had done their best to keep the smells to a minimum, but as Henry VII’s condition worsened, they were fighting a losing battle. Even incense and lavender could no longer mask the putrid smell.

“Sir Edmund,” Henry began, “I know I am near death and not likely to survive this affliction. I pray to the Blessed Virgin continually that She would intercede on my behalf to prolong my life. I fear that those prayers may go unanswered and that I may ultimately fall from the Grace of God Almighty.”

The conversation was halted for a few moments as Henry entered into another bout of prolonged coughing. As the tuberculosis progressed, these bouts became more frequent, as did the hemoptysis. Sir Edmund had seen many horrific battle wounds in his day, but nothing had prepared him for the sight of his friend and King coughing up the bright red blood and expectorating it into a linen handkerchief. Even with Sir Edmund’s failing eyesight, the spectre of his friend’s deterioration was unsettling.

“Your Highness,” Sir Edmond responded after regaining his composure, “it is with a heavy heart that I am here with you as your humble servant. I have served you faithfully for many years and have trained my son, Thomas, to serve the Crown in my stead after my own demise.”

The King replied, “Sir Edmund, you have been most diligent in your espionage against enemies of the Crown, and especially against another Edmund... Edmund Dudley. You have proven beyond any doubt that he is guilty of embezzlement and treason. I trust that you will pass on this information to my son as soon as I have departed this earth.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Sir Edmund continued, “It will be with a heavy heart that I will inform the Prince of Wales as soon as he becomes the new King of England.”

Another coughing spell wracked the entire body of the ailing King. This time, there was little blood – but the coughing left Henry exhausted. He was barely conscious when the coughing ended, and it took several minutes for him to regain his composure.

“Sir Edmund, did you bring your son, Thomas, with you to court?”

“Yes, Sire. He is staying with my cousin in the guest residences,” replied Sir Edmund. “He is also due to fill my seat in the Commons, as I can no longer see well enough to read the bills presented to the Members.”

“Your King commands you to bring him to me within the hour.”.

“Yes, Your Highness. I will fetch him at once.” Sir Edmund short-bowed from the neck and respectfully backed away from the King’s bed before turning on his heel and leaving the room. He all but ran to the other end of the Palace to fetch his son.

Returning to Henry’s bedchamber less than half an hour later, the guard at the door announced the Overby’s return. “Your Highness, Sir Edmund Overby and Mister Thomas Overby.” 

The Overbys walked to the King’s bedside and short-bowed in unison. The quiet of the room was broken only by the King’s rattling, mucous-laden breathing. It was Sir Edmund who broke the verbal silence.

“Your Highness, I have returned with my son, Thomas, as you have commanded,” said Edmund.

“Page! Send for the Lord Chamberlain at once!” Henry bellowed as best he could in his debilitated state. The young man was off at a run to the Lord Chamberlain’s offices down the corridor. He returned a few moments later with the Lord Chamberlain in tow.

“Lord Chamberlain, bring me my ceremonial sword,” Henry commanded, his voice still having the ring of authority despite its feebleness. The sword hung from a hook on the wall adjacent to the private chapel that had been set up in one corner of the King’s bedchamber. It was a fine sword, engraved with Henry VII’s style, in Latin: “Henry VII, Rex Angliae et Franciae et Dominus Hiberniae” (Henry VII, King of England and of France and Lord of Ireland).

The King mustered as much strength as he could to sit up in his bed. Slowly, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and lowered his feet to the floor.  There, supported in an upright position by the edge of the bed, King Henry VII intoned, wheezing the entire time, “Thomas Overby of Shropshire, you are commanded to kneel in the presence of your King.”   

“Yes, Your Highness,” replied Thomas as he knelt on a pillow that had been placed next to the bed.

Henry VII took his sword shakily in both hands. It was a heavy weapon that had not seen battle but had seen plenty of ceremonial occasions such as this one. He extended it over Thomas’s right shoulder, with the flat of the blade resting on the distal end of Thomas’s collarbone. 

“Thomas Overby, in recognition of your family’s support to the House of Tudor and mandating your continued service to the Crown,” Henry lifted the blade up from Thomas’s shoulder, then tapped it lightly, “I dub thee once...” Henry moved the sword to Thomas’s left shoulder. “I dub thee twice...” The sword moved back to Thomas’s right shoulder. “I dub thee thrice, as Sir Thomas Overby of Shropshire, Knight of England.”

“Your Highness,” said the new Sir Thomas, “it is an honor to serve the Crown and the throne of England, whoever may sit on it. I pledge to you my life liege.”

“Rise, Sir Thomas,” said Henry VII, “and spend your next hours in quiet contemplation of the responsibilities I have bestowed on you as Knight of England.”

The King was almost totally exhausted by the effort. His breathing became more labored than usual. A deathly pallor came over his face, He was unsteady on his feet. 

“Lord Chamberlain, help me get back into my bed,” Henry VII gasped. “I am sorely spent.”

The change in position brought on yet another bout of coughing. Blood droplets splattered the counterpane. As the Lord Chamberlain and two bedchamber attendants cleaned up the mess from Henry VII’s chin, he fell deeply asleep and remained so through the rest of the night.

For Sir Thomas Overby, a night of prayerful reflection normally would have preceded the knighting ceremony. As was the sovereign’s prerogative, Henry VII reversed the ceremonial order, knighting Sir Thomas first. The ceremony complete, Sir Edmund escorted his son out of the bedchamber. As they walked to the Richmond Palace chapel, Sir Edmund spoke quietly to his son.

“Sir Thomas, the King has given you a great honor and I am proud of you,” said Sir Edmund. “What you must remember is that duty to the King is your primary purpose. You will enjoy his confidence and private access. The skills I have taught you will be used as a spy for the Crown and you should reflect on those skills for the coming night.”

“Yes, Father. I understand what it all means. I will be loyal to the Crown at all costs, even my life,” said Sir Thomas with as much solemnity as he could muster.

As the Overbys passed out of earshot of the King’s bedchamber, Henry VII awoke with a start, moaning in discomfort. He instinctively knew that he was at death’s door and would be answering to Almighty God for his sins in short order. Knowing that he needed to confess before being offered absolution and receiving the Last Rites, Henry VII ordered his priest to be summoned immediately.

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been a week since my last confession,” began Henry almost immediately upon the priest’s arrival.

As the Sacrament went on, Henry confessed to the priest how he had wrongfully ascended to the throne of England. He admitted that his bloodline was weak and that there were others who should have the crown, like the two princes who had vanished from the Tower of London at the hand of their uncle, Richard III. The King admitted that it was pride and the lust for power that had made him King, but he had become a changed man following the unexpected deaths of his eldest son, Arthur, and his wife, Queen Elizabeth. He wanted nothing more than to go to his grave with a clean conscience and a full pardon for his sins.

Not long after making his confession, Henry VII fell into a deep coma. The days wore on, each day with the King getting weaker and weaker. By the end of the second week in April, 1509, he was rousing briefly, but generally remained unconscious more than he was awake. He could not eat anything solid and only tolerated liquids in small sips. His physician informed those closest to the King that death was imminent.

In one of his final lucid moments before he died, Henry VII told his son, now King Henry VIII, of the importance of spies like the Overbys. Henry VIII knew, because he was barely nineteen, that he would need their support to solidify his position as “Henry the Eighth, by the Grace of God, King of England, France, and Lord of Ireland.”

“The day which we fear as our last is but the birthday of eternity.”

Seneca
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Chapter Two: Rex mortuus est, vivat rex!
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(The King is dead, long live the King!)

Beginning on April 21, 1509

––––––––
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SIR EDMUND OVERBY WAS in the royal bedchamber as Henry VII drew his last breath. It was customary for witnesses to be present when it was known that the monarch was about to expire. Present with Sir Edmund were Henry, Prince of Wales (soon to be Henry VIII), the king’s personal physician, his priest, and the Lord Chamberlain. It was the Lord Chamberlain who made the customary proclamation when Henry VII died: “The King is dead, long live the king!” At the moment of Henry VII’s death, the transfer of power was complete. Henry VIII was the new King.

All those present at the time of Henry VII’s death turned to the new king and bowed. “Your Highness, we are sorry for your loss.”

“If I could have a moment with Sir Edmund... please give us the room,” said Henry to the group that remained in Henry VII’s death room. Henry’s tone was somber and authoritative; he already knew the respect his every utterance could command.

After the room cleared, Henry VIII spoke. “Sir Edmund, you were a true friend to my father, the late King. I trust that you will remain at court to assist me and provide your counsel when I need it.” There was a hint of emotion in Henry’s voice, but he still maintained an air of superiority when he spoke.

“Your Highness,” Sir Edmund replied, “I am not a young man and the rigors of life as a courtier have worn me down.” Edmund paused briefly before continuing, “Before your father died, you know that he knighted my son, Sir Thomas Overby. I have trained Sir Thomas both in the law and in the secret art of spycraft. He will be a good and faithful servant to the Crown. He is already prepared to assume my seat in the House of Commons as well, as I intend to retire as soon as I return to Shropshire.”

The King responded with a surprising tone of authority. “I am disappointed in your decision, Sir Edmund. I could command you to continue in service to the Crown.. As King, it is my right...” 

Sir Edmund did something that only a brave soul would ever do. He interrupted the King in mid-sentence. “Your Highness, what you are asking... what you are demanding of me is beyond my years. I am too old to be part of a young man’s game. I am sorry, but I do not see or hear as well as I once did, and my joints ache with the accumulation of each birthday.”

Henry VIII was taken aback by Sir Edmund’s response. How dare he speak against the wishes of the King! Did Sir Edmund want to spend time in the Tower? Henry’s mind was racing through the options he had to punish this insubordinate man, even if he was a landowner and knight of the Crown. 

Considering his next words carefully, Henry turned to his father’s deathbed and was suddenly overcome with emotion. This was not the time or place to engage Sir Edmund on such a trivial matter, especially since there was an adequate replacement at hand. 

After a few moments turned away, Henry VIII spoke. “I would like some time alone with my father, Sir Edmund. Please tell Sir Thomas that he should seek me out after breakfast tomorrow morning. I bid you well in your retirement.”

With the King’s discharge, Sir Edmund left the room. He hurried down the hall to the guest chambers to tell his son of the conversation with the new King. Sir Thomas was no less than incredulous that he was being pressed into service of the Crown at such a young age.

“Father, you have trained me well,” said Sir Thomas. “I know the law and its limits. It will be to my advantage as I provide the new King with information on his adversaries and on the things that happen on the fringes of his court.”

Henry VII’s funeral took place about three weeks after his death, beginning on May 10, 1509. It was a lavish affair for 16th Century London, with a procession from Richmond Palace to St. Paul’s Cathedral on the first day, and then to Westminster Abbey for burial the next. The procession and funeral were attended by nobles and commoners alike and there was considerable foreign representation. 

As was customary for the period, a death mask was fashioned shortly after Henry VII died. The mask would form part of the effigy that was laid atop his casket for the procession through London for the funeral and burial. This was done so that mourners could see at least a likeness of the deceased, as European embalming techniques of the period did little to preserve the corpse’s appearance for open casket presentations. 

A couple of days before the start of the funeral, Henry VIII gave Sir Thomas Overby a private audience. The Lord Chamberlain was asked to leave the room. Not even the Palace guards were allowed within earshot of the King’s chamber. 

“Sir Thomas, I need a man of your integrity as my personal and confidential informant. It is my expectation that you will be absolutely truthful with information that you gather as a servant to the Crown. You will always have my ear,” said Henry VIII.

“Yes, Your Highness. I promise that I will be at all times truthful to you, even if the message is not one that you want to hear,” replied Sir Thomas.

“One more thing,” said the King, “you will serve as my Royal Standard Bearer whenever I travel. It is in this way that we will be able to maintain your anonymity as a spy. When we are no longer on the road, you will be free to move about and keep me informed on the activities of my enemies.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” responded Sir Thomas, “I will be honored to carry the Royal Standard.” 

On Henry VIII’s Royal Standard appeared the St. George’s Cross nearest the hoist, a dragon, numerous Tudor roses and fleurs-de-lys. It also carried the motto, which first appeared on the Royal Standard of Richard III.“Dieu et mon droit,” French for “God and my right,” was officially adopted by Henry V in the 15th Century.

The Royal Standard generally was about eight feet long and flown from a single staff ahead of the King’s traveling party. A larger version was flown above the King’s pavilion or tent when he was away from his palaces. This version of the Royal Standard was approximately 33 feet long and was too heavy to carry in a procession. The man selected to carry the traveling standard was one of the King’s most trusted courtiers. Sir Thomas Overby had earned that trust purely through his family’s reputation and service to the previous monarch.

Serving as Royal Standard Bearer, Sir Thomas would be hiding in plain sight as one of the King’s most trusted spies. When engaged in official duties, he would be in official attire. Henry VIII knew that most people would focus on the Royal Standard, not its bearer, in anticipation of the King passing by. Henry’s gamble was that, once out of regalia, Sir Thomas could simply blend into a crowd and gather intelligence on Henry’s enemies. 

Sir Thomas’s dual role also meant that a doppelganger would be kept in reserve. The body double would be employed for those occasions when Sir Thomas was indisposed by his duties. To ensure secrecy, the replacement bearer would have no knowledge of Sir Thomas’s other role as a spy. 

“Go where we may, rest where we will,

Eternal London haunts us still.”

Thomas Moore
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Chapter Three: A Gentleman in London
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June, 1509

Sir Thomas Overby, Member of Parliament, was summoned to Greenwich Palace for the Coronation of King Henry VIII and Queen Catherine in June of 1509. Greenwich Palace, also known as the Palace of Placentia, was Henry’s birthplace and one of his favorite palaces. It wasn’t until 1528 and Cardinal Wolsey’s fall from favor that Hampton Court Palace supplanted Greenwich as a favored royal residence.

In London since March, the recently knighted Sir Thomas was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps as a courtier to the Crown and in particular to the newly ascended King Henry VIII.

Sir Thomas was about seven years older than King Henry VIII and married with a newborn son at home. Sir Thomas’s wife, Lady Joan (nee Haxby), had given birth just before Thomas left for London. In spite of the royal summons, Sir Thomas longed to return to the green lushness of Shropshire to tend to the needs of his family. Instead, he had no recourse but to rely on his own father, Sir Edmund, to care for Lady Joan and the baby while Thomas remained at court for the coronation and service to the King. 

“Father, please go back to Shropshire and let my wife know that I have been detained in London by His Highness, the King. I am sure she will understand that I cannot ignore a summons from the sovereign,” Sir Thomas told his father before sending Sir Edmund back to the Overby family estate.

“Of course, my son. I will be sure that your newborn son... my grandson... is taken care of and that he wants for nothing while you are away. You must do the King’s bidding and keep true to our family’s tradition,” said Sir Edmund in reply.

“There is one more thing, Thomas, that I must tell you before I leave. His Grace, King Henry VII told me before he died that Edmund Dudley bears watching. After the King’s mention, I did my own investigating and found that Dudley had not only been embezzling money as our dead King suggested, but that Dudley has also been assembling a private army against the new King. You must inform His Highness, the King, at your next opportunity,” said Sir Edmund. “There is one other matter, too, my son. It is regrettable that a former Speaker of the House of Commons has also been implicated in this matter.  That person would be Sir Richard Empson of Northamptonshire.”

“Yes, Father. I will convey the information to the King as soon as I possibly can. I hope that will be before the Coronation,” Sir Thomas replied.

The elder Overby was well aware of the dangers of being in London during a transition of power. He knew of the Palace intrigue and political maneuvering that often usurped the efficiency of the monarch; Sir Edmund had seen more than his share during the reign of Henry VII. 

To ensure his son’s safety, the elder Overby had left a small contingent of loyal men behind. In charge of the protective entourage was Geoffrey Cooper as the Overby family’s master-at-arms. He had been Sir Thomas’s loyal servant and guardian since Thomas was a young boy. Geoffrey was proficient in hand-to-hand combat, swordsmanship and archery, having been trained by some of the finest military men of the day. Geoffrey in turn passed on that knowledge to Sir Thomas as he grew to adulthood. 

The remainder of the guard force was made up of five freemen from the Overby estate. They, too, had been trained by Geoffrey Cooper and were a formidable force against any attackers. Naturally, they would be disguised as servants – but the reality was that they were always armed and at least two men remained within earshot of Sir Thomas at all times. The male Overbys had privileged access to all levels of English society and often moved about incognito. If discovered as spies, the Overbys surely would have been killed by enemies of the Crown; hence, protection was necessary. 

Sir Thomas was afforded a private audience with Henry VIII at Greenwich Palace. This was just before the King’s entourage left for the Tower for the sovereign’s customary pre-coronation stay there. It was during this audience that Sir Thomas told the King of the plot by Edmund Dudley and the likelihood that Sir Richard Empson also was involved.

“That’s preposterous!” exclaimed the King after hearing Sir Thomas’s account of the plot. “How could they? They were trusted with the purse strings of the Crown under my father, and now they betray me with their own lust for power?”

“Your Highness, I can only report on the information I have, which was given to me by my father,” Sir Thomas replied. 

“Sir Thomas, I command you, as soon as the Coronation is over, to take Edmund Dudley and Sir Richard Empson into custody in the name of the King and take them to the Tower. What they have done is treasonous and shall be punished accordingly.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Sir Thomas acknowledged. He knew that he would have his work cut out for him, as it was unlikely that neither Dudley nor Empson would be arrested without some resistance. More vexing for Sir Thomas was the fact that Dudley was likely to have a cache of arms and be surrounded by bodyguards himself, all but ensuring a struggle to resist Dudley’s arrest. Empson’s arrest would be much easier.

Before he returned to the guest chambers at Greenwich Palace, Sir Thomas sought out his master-at-arms. Thomas instructed Cooper to get the men ready for a secret mission immediately after the Coronation. Cooper decided it was better not to ask questions just yet, other than the arms he and his men would need for the effort.

“Sir Thomas, what can you tell me about our mission? If I am to be ready, I must know what weapons we will have to prepare,” insisted Geoffrey Cooper.

“Geoffrey, we will be taking two men into custody in the name of the King,” replied Sir Thomas. “It is likely that there will be a struggle, but it is my intent to have the element of surprise in our favor. I suggest short swords for the closest work, but also that you have a bowman standing at the ready for overwatch.”

“Of course, Sir Thomas. By your leave,” replied Geoffrey Cooper as he got ready to leave the guest chamber to prepare for the mission.

The following afternoon, it was time for the King’s procession to the Tower to prepare for the Coronation. Sir Thomas Overby was part of the procession as Royal Standard Bearer. His position was immediately in front of the King’s carriage, but just behind the mounted Royal Guards. 

The procession from Greenwich Palace to the Tower was a grand affair, resplendent with finery and the colors of nobility. Each nobleman in the procession was astride his finest horse and followed by an entourage on foot. The King himself was dressed in a coat of gold with a collar of rubies, while Queen Catherine was dressed in her finest gown, her head adorned by a gold, pearl, and silk circlet on her head.

In the late afternoon of June 23, 1509, the citizenry of London lined the streets, cheering loudly as the King and Queen passed. The King was astride his charger, while the Queen reclined in a litter carried by two white palfrey horses. 

Once the procession arrived at the Tower, the King and Queen shared a banquet with their closest and most trusted courtiers, including Sir Thomas. After the banquet, which ended surprisingly early, Henry and Catherine entered the Chapel Royal of St. Peter ad Vincula and spent the next several hours in prayerful reflection. Ironically, this chapel would become the burial place for two of Henry’s future wives, Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard.

While the King and Queen were in the chapel, Sir Thomas left the Tower and met Geoffrey Cooper at a prearranged location in Whitechapel, a short horse ride away. It was there that Sir Thomas and Cooper made plans to bring about the arrests of Edmund Dudley and Sir Richard Empson. Informants had discovered that both of the wanted men had taken lodging near the Guildhall for the coronation and could be taken into custody together. Sir Thomas and Cooper found the location of their lodging and decided to follow them back there after the coronation banquet the next evening.

On the morning of June 24, 1509, there was yet another procession. This time, it was from the Tower to Westminster Abbey. The procession began at 8 a.m., and the streets were already lined with people to see their King and Queen. As with the previous day, Sir Thomas Overby carried the Royal Standard into the Abbey and again when the King left the Abbey following the Coronation itself. Sir Thomas knew that he had to attend to the King’s business after the ceremony and later banquet.

Once the Royal Standard was in its place in Westminster Hall for the Coronation Banquet, Sir Thomas and Geoffrey Cooper gathered their men and headed to the Guildhall to arrest Edmund Dudley and Sir Richard Empson. Neither of the men were invited to the banquet, and for good reason: the King knew he had given the order for their arrest and did not want the alleged traitors anywhere near the banquet food. Intentional poisonings were common in the 16th Century, and Henry VIII was well aware of that possibility.

Moving in the shadows, Sir Thomas and Cooper had disguised themselves so that they would not be recognized. Although Sir Thomas was a minor courtier, there was a good chance he would be recognized this close to a massive public event like the coronation. Thomas adorned himself with an eye patch, while Cooper’s outer garments were the rags of a beggar. Their men, on the other hand, remained in the garb of commoners as they were not likely to be recognized as having any connections to the Crown.

“Geoffrey, have the men get ready,” ordered Sir Thomas. 

“Yes, Sir,” replied Cooper.

The arrest went as smoothly as could be expected. The single bodyguard with each of the two conspirators was easily subdued and subsequently released after they were no longer a threat. It was all over in a matter of minutes.

Once they were outside and bound, Sir Thomas pronounced the reason for their arrest, “Sir Richard Empson and Mister Edmund Dudley, you are taken into custody on command of King Henry VIII on charges of treason against the Crown. You will be able to answer to these charges before the King.”

Neither men spoke as they were led away to the Tower. Once there, they were placed in separate dungeon cells. They remained in those cells until the King summoned them to his throne room in Westminster Palace.

The next morning, Sir Thomas requested and was granted a private audience with Henry VIII. During this audience, the success of the previous night’s mission was conveyed to the King. 

“Your Highness, the two conspirators are in custody as you ordered. They have been locked in the Tower,” reported Sir Thomas Overby.

“Excellent work, Sir Thomas. Were there any casualties in the raid?” replied Henry.

“No, sire. Their men – and there were only two – laid down their arms as soon as we entered the premises. Once they heard we were there in your name, there was no further resistance from either the bodyguards or the conspirators.”

“They shall answer to the charges against them in due time,” replied the King. “They are to be held in the Tower until I decide what is to become of them. Treason against the King is a serious charge and demands a serious punishment. Perhaps it should be a case for the Star Chamber to decide.”

“Of course, Your Highness. But I must remind you that we should give them the opportunity to present their case in a court of law,” said Sir Thomas, afraid that he might have crossed the line with the King.  

While in the Tower, both Dudley and Empson are believed to have plotted their escapes. They also felt that that they would eventually be pardoned. However, the two men were mistaken. They would both be held in the Tower indefinitely, without trial.

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,

Or walk with kings—nor lose the common touch;

If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you;

If all men count with you, but none too much;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute

With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run—

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

Rudyard Kipling
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Chapter Four: Harvest Time
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July-September, 1509

Summer was usually a time for the reigning monarch and his entourage to remove themselves from the heat and stagnant air of London in favor of the countryside. It was during the summer months that outbreaks of the plague generally happened. That made the journeys out of London of twofold importance. 

During the “Summer Progress,” the King visited other parts of the kingdom and the traveling party was usually a lavish affair. The Royal Standard Bearer was always at the head of the procession, but for this first summer of Henry VIII’s reign, the Royal Standard Bearer would not be Sir Thomas Overby. Rather, it would be another young man of upstanding character and physical fitness. However, the replacement Standard Bearer was not afforded the privileged access to Henry nor the inner circles of his court like Sir Thomas would have been. 

Instead of spending the summer accompanying the King’s many movements, Sir Thomas Overby requested dispensation to instead return to his estate in Shropshire to be there for the upcoming harvest. He had also not seen his wife nor his newborn son since before the death of King Henry VII in April. It was fortunate that the Overby estate was in the capable hands of Sir Edmund and that Thomas did not have to worry about its operation while he was away. Thomas also knew that his wife and son would be well cared for in his absence.

For the sake of propriety, Sir Edmund resided in a small outbuilding on the other side of the cattle barn. He was more comfortable there, and it eliminated any chance of rumors getting started by the servants who worked the farm. He spent daylight hours, when he wasn’t out hunting or fishing, playing with his grandson and supervising farm operations.

Thomas, Geoffrey Cooper, and the five freemen bodyguards reached Shropshire about a week after leaving London on horseback. Sir Thomas dismissed the other men who, with the exception of the perpetually unmarried Cooper, also returned to their wives and families, with instructions to be available on a day’s notice. Cooper, on the other hand, returned to the family armory to clean and maintain the weapons for future use. 

The bucolic Overby estate was normally quite peaceful and pastoral. Sir Thomas noticed the comfortable and familiar surroundings as he rode up the lane to the stone farmhouse. Peasants working in the fields. Horses hauling carts of produce to the barn for culling and readying for market. Even the stable boy and his shovel full of manure somehow comforted Sir Thomas after having been away for several months. 

The arrival of visitors generally sent the household into a flurry of activity. Hearing a commotion in the courtyard, Lady Joan rose from her chair to investigate. She could not believe her own eyes when she saw her long-absent husband dismounting from his favorite horse. 

Lady Joan handed the baby to her lady’s maid and covered herself up; she had been nursing the child, who had fallen asleep at her breast. She ran to greet her husband as tears of happiness started to flow.

“My darling, I am so glad you have returned home. I hope you will be staying here for a while and not have to return to court too soon,” squealed Lady Joan in delight.

“No, dearest one. His Grace, King Henry, has given me dispensation to remain home through the harvest. For the Summer Progress, he will use another Royal Standard Bearer during their travels. I do have to return to London, though, as soon as the harvest is complete and certainly by Michaelmas at the end of September.”

“That’s wonderful, my darling,” said Lady Joan, “but I thought your duties in London would not be permanent.”

“That is what I thought as well, but the King has asked me for certain other services in his name. I cannot share with you the extent of these services but suffice it to say that I am able to get an audience with King Henry at a moment’s notice. He has placed that much trust in me.”
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