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Margaret Beaufort (1443 – 1509)
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Mother to Henry VII Tudor. 

[image: Margaret Beaufort]

16th century portrait by unknown artist.

NOTABLE FAMILY MEMBERS: 


	John of Gaunt (paternal grandfather, 6th March 1340 – 3rd February 1399)

	John Beaufort (father, 25th March 1404 – 27th May 1444)

	Margaret Beauchamp (mother, 1410 – 1482)

	Edmund Tudor (husband, 11th June 1430 – 3rd November 1456)

	Henry Stafford (husband, 1425 – 4th October 1471)

	Thomas Stanley, 1st Earl of Derby (husband, 1435 – 29th July 1504)

	Henry VII (son, 28th January 1457 – 21st April 1509)

	Henry VIII (grandson, 28th June 1491 – 28th January 1547)

	Margaret Tudor (granddaughter, 29th November 1489 – 18th October 1541)
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“’I MARGARET TAKE THEE Edmund to be my lawfully wedded husband,’ vowed Margaret Beaufort in front of the door of the small chapel in Bletsoe Castle in Bedfordshire where she was born and raised as the daughter of the duke of Somerset, John Beaufort and his wife, Margaret Beauchamp.”

Margaret Beaufort is one of the first women you meet in the Legendary Women of World History. The above quote opens “Catherine de Valois: French Princess, Tudor Matriarch,” book two of the Legendary Women of World History series. The prologue for the book is Margaret’s wedding to Edmund Tudor, Catherine’s eldest son by Owain ap Tewdwr. 

As shown in the aforementioned biography, Welshman Owain ap Tewdwr Anglicized his name following the Battle of Agincourt to Owen Tudor, in part to avoid the penalties that came from being Welsh in service to an English king. By the end of Margaret’s life on 29th June 1509,  both the Hundred Years War and the War of the Roses would complete, a new peace with Stewart Scotland would emerge (for a time – see Margaret Tudor chapter), and both a scholarly and artistic Renaissance would transform two nations.

Margaret’s story begins 31st May 1443 at Bletsoe Castle, the family home to Margaret’s mother Margaret Beauchamp through Sir John Beauchamp. Margaret Beauchamp was a rich, landed heiress whose wealth attracted John Beaufort, a minor royal through grandfather John of Gaunt, a younger brother to Edward the Black Prince.  In 1924 E.M.G. Routh tells the story of the Beaufort family (see Lady Margaret http://tudorhistory.org/secondary/beaufort/c1.html).

Days before Margaret’s first birthday her father committed suicide in the wake of allegations of treason against their cousin Henry VI.  Though John Beaufort arranged for his wife to manage Margaret’s inheritance, King Henry VI reneged on their agreement and gave management of Margaret’s great fortune to William de la Pole, the 1st Duke of Suffolk.

E.M.G. Routh quotes Henry VI on the matter, “'For asmoche as oure Cousin the Duc of Somerset is nowe late passed to Goddes mercy, the whiche hath a doughter and heir to succede after hym of ful tender age called Margarete, We, considering the notable services that oure Cousin therl of Suffolk hath doon unto us . . . have . . . graunted unto hym to have the warde and marriage of the said Margarete withouten enything therfore unto us or oure heires yelding.'”

Seeking to profit from the king’s grant William de la Pole almost immediately married Margaret off to his son John with some sources claiming the wedding was as early as 28th January 1444.  More likely the wedding was held in January 1450 because the papal dispensation that permitted the marriage was granted on 18th August 1450 by Pope Nicholas V. Three years later this childhood marriage was annulled and Henry VI transferred the wardship to his half-brothers Jasper and Edmund, both sons of Owen Tudor and Catherine de Valois.

Meanwhile while men conspired to profit from Margaret’s inheritance, Margaret Beauchamp was giving her a solid education in accord with Beaufort tradition. When nearly every other noble family in England educated only men, the Beauforts encouraged literacy among their wives and daughters. Beaufort women were among the first in England able to write as well as read. 

Typically in medieval Europe education for girls and women was limited to religious orders.  Even then it was atypical for nuns to be completely literate until the 12th century when German prioress and abbess Hildegard established her community in Bingen near Mainz in southwestern Germany. Hildegard transformed educational and religious opportunities for western European women. Beaufort women were among the first beneficiaries of these reforms, enabling Margaret Beaufort to grow up learning Latin and French in addition to traditional “women’s work” skills like needlework, cooking, and house-keeping.  Piety was also instilled in Margaret as a child.

As the most eligible heiress in Europe, Margaret was being raised to be the perfect wife.

Marriage came early for Margaret. At King Henry VI’s command Margaret and the king’s half-brother Edmund married at Bletsoe Castle on 1st November 1455.  By all accounts Margaret consented to the match and genuinely liked Edmund. Politically the match made sense, strengthening Edmund’s claim to the throne.

But being Henry VI’s heir-apparent had its risks. In 1456 Yorkist forces captured Edmund in an early battle of the War of the Roses. Margaret was pregnant when Edmund contracted the Bubonic Plague and died on 3rd November in Carmarthen in south Wales. Brother in law Jasper Tudor took over Margaret’s care and on 28th January 1457 at age 13 she gave birth to her son, Henry at Pembroke Castle in southwest Wales.  The birth so destroyed her health that she never had another child.

Like so many noblewomen, Margaret was not allowed to raise Henry.  Jasper Tudor took custody of his nephew while still an infant, separating mother and son by marrying Margaret to her second cousin Henry Stafford.  The pair married on 3rd January 1458 after receiving a papal dispensation on 6th April 1457. It was, by and large, a happy marriage, one cut short by the War of the Roses. Henry Stafford died in 1471 from wounds suffered at the Battle of Barnet while fighting for the Yorkists. 

Throughout her marriage to Stafford Margaret struggled to maintain contact with her son. Father-in-law Owen Tudor was executed by Yorkist forces following the Battle of Towton in 1461.  Jasper Tudor fled to Scotland, then France. King Edward IV gave custody of Henry to Sir William Herbert who kindly allowed Margaret to visit.

Stafford’s death on behalf of House York also signalled the final end to Henry VI’s reign. Margaret begged Jasper Tudor to take Henry with him in exile.  Henry by now was 13 years old. The move protected Henry, but meant another 14 years separated from him.

Protecting Henry also meant marrying Thomas Stanley in June 1472. The goal was to return to court from which she could advocate for her son.  The plan worked, reforming her image in Yorkist eyes. Margaret came to serve first Edward IV’s queen consort Elizabeth of Woodville, then Richard III’s queen, Anne Neville.  When Edward IV conspired to bring Margaret’s son Henry back to England by marrying him off to his daughter Elizabeth of York, Margaret secretly thwarted the plan, alerting Henry to the king’s plans for him and therefore keeping him safe.

On 6th July 1483 the archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Bourchier crowned Richard III and his wife Anne Neville in a lavish joint ceremony held at Westminster Abbey. Margaret carried Anne’s train during the coronation. In public Margaret was a devoted servant to the new king and queen. In private Margaret aligned herself with former queen Elizabeth Woodville whose sons were missing and presumed murdered.  Richard III is given the blame for the boys’ death, though some historians now suggest Margaret herself may have given the order.  Their deaths certainly paved the way for her son Henry to become king. Reason enough, perhaps, to sacrifice the lives of two innocent children.

Though we may never know the facts concerning the Princes of the Tower, contemporaries saw Richard III as a villain while praising Margaret as a woman of great virtue and piety.

It was a reputation that helped Margaret secure safety, security, and ultimately the throne for Henry.  Working with Elizabeth Woodville Margaret secured former princess Elizabeth of York as Henry’s bride, a match designed to unite the white rose of House York with the red rose of House Lancaster and bring an end to the War of the Roses.

There was just one problem:  Richard III was still king.

To that end Margaret and Elizabeth Woodville plotted to depose the king and replace him with Margaret’s son Henry.  In 1483 they convinced Henry Stafford, the 2nd Duke of Buckingham and cousin to Margaret’s late husband, to rebel against King Richard in the name of the Elizabeth Woodville’s sons. 

The rebellion failed despite Margaret’s financial support.  King Richard responded by stripping Margaret of all her titles and lands, “Forasmoch as Margaret Countesse of Richmond, Mother to the Kyngs greate Rebell and Traytour, Herry Erle of Richemond, hath of late conspired, consedered, and comitted high Treason ayenst oure Soveraigne Lorde the King Richard the Third, in dyvers and sundry wyses, and in especiall in sendyng messages, writyngs and tokens to the said Henry... Also the said Countesse made chevisancez of greate somes of Money... and also the said Countesse conspired, consedered, and imagyned the destruction of oure said Soveraign Lorde...”

For all of Richard III’s efforts to contain and curtail Margaret she still managed to keep in touch with her son.  The two remained close throughout Richard’s reign; both determined that Henry should replace Richard as king.

That moment came when Henry confronted King Richard at the infamous Battle of Bosworth Field on August 22nd 1485.  Henry emerged victorious and on the 30th of October 1485 Cardinal Thomas Bourchier crowned him Henry VII at Westminster Abbey, inaugurating the Tudor dynasty.  King Henry made his stepfather 1st Earl of Derby and invested his mother as a Lady of the Order Garter, styling her as “Countess of Richmond and Derby.”  At court Margaret was now “My Lady the King’s Mother.”  Parliament immediately reversed all of Richard III’s sanctions against Margaret and declared her a “feme sole.”  This gave Margaret independence from men on most matters, especially financial ones. Margaret’s properties were legally separated from her husband’s as if she were unmarried.  Feme sole also granted her the right to sue in court.
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