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This is the story of the royal dynasty that England almost had. The Tudors were powerful and impressive monarchs who gave the crown a permanence and inviolability that had eluded their predecessors but, ironically, their hold on power was weakened by their inability to sire a line of healthy male heirs and within little more than a century, after only three generations, they had disappeared. If Edward VI or Elizabeth I had had their way the house of Tudor would have been succeeded by the house of Dudley, the first and only wholly English dynasty in the nation’s history. The Plantaganets sprang from French stock. The Tudors were Welsh. The Stuarts were Scottish, and when England had had its fill of them, search had to be made in far distant German palaces for a suitable prince to fill the constitutional gap. Had sovereignty passed to the Dudleys the history of Britain would have been vastly different.


There was much to be said for the Dudleys as prospective rulers of England. They were fecund. Their sixteenth-century family tree bristled with sons. They came from solid baronial stock, could boast ancestors who had fought with Henry V at Agincourt and served successive monarchs in court and council. They were well connected and proud of their links with the great medieval families of Beauchamp and Neville. Just how much store they set by their noble origins can be seen in St Mary’s Church, Warwick. Here Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick caused a sumptuous chantry chapel to be raised for the repose of his earthly remains in the mid 1400s. A century later, it was appropriated by the Dudleys and, to this day, houses a group of spectacular Dudley tombs. Every Tudor sovereign, with the exception of Mary, reposed high trust in members of this family, and not without good reason. They proved themselves accomplished courtiers, politicians, administrators and generals.


Yet, not only did they fail to achieve all that their talents promised, they have also gone down in popular legend as perhaps the most execrated noble family in English history. Ironically, it was their very closeness to the throne which destroyed the male line of the Dudleys and earned them their evil reputation, which, utterly undeserved, has led to their neglect by historians for four centuries. It is extraordinary that scholars have until very recent years been content to accept the moral judgements of Tudor contemporaries who were either sworn enemies of the Dudleys or jealous of their influence. The assumption has largely gone unchallenged that the Dudleys were an avaricious, power-hungry brood interested in nothing but feathering their own nest. They have appeared in chronicles of the sixteenth century as unmitigated villains whose designs were, fortunately, thwarted by the magnificent Tudor monarchs. Edmund Dudley was presented as the evil councillor who urged on Henry VII’s draconian financial policies and took his cut from increased royal revenues. Henry VIII unmasked him and sent him to the block. Edmund’s son, John, heartlessly pursued to death the ‘good duke’ of Somerset, Edward Seymour, during the reign of the boy king Edward VI and crowned his villainy by trying to place his own daughter-in-law, Lady Jane Grey, on the throne. Mary Tudor made short work of him and the would-be king, Guildford Dudley. Yet, within a few years, Robert Dudley, Guildford’s brother, had wormed his way into the affections of Elizabeth I and was moving heaven and earth to marry her, not forbearing to dispose of his own wife in the process.


The ‘black legend’ of the Dudleys is a monstrous injustice. It is based on the testimony of preachers, pamphleteers and rabble-rousers who rejected the policies Edmund and his descendants stood for but who, for the most part, did not dare to direct their criticisms at the sovereign. Edmund Dudley made powerful enemies among the aristocratic and mercantile communities for carrying out policies devised by the king. John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, had multiple enemies. The old noble families regarded him as an upstart while activists among the common people hated him for executing Edward Seymour, whom they looked upon as their champion. Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, felt  the brunt of virulent Catholic propaganda because he was the premier patron of the Puritans. What may well be the world’s worst example of pernicious libel, Leicester’s Commonwealth, accused him of every crime its author could think up, including a ‘kind hearts and coronets’ conspiracy in which the queen and all claimants to the crown were to be murdered so that Dudley could take their place. With all this mud being thrown it was inevitable that much of it would stick.


However, this book is not simply an attempt to rebut such calumnies; to right ancient wrongs. I have tried to avoid the hagiographical trap. It is the rescuing of the Dudleys from scholarly neglect that provides the justification for the following pages. Even if all the libels were true the story of this family would be well worth the telling. It is remarkable that, not once but twice, the Dudleys bounced back from total disgrace and ruin to occupy a major place in national life. Their destiny was closely interwoven with that of England’s greatest royal dynasty and without them the history of sixteenth-century England would have been very different. Would Henry VII have found a lawyer/administrator as inventive and energetic as Edmund Dudley to lay down the financial foundations of centralized monarchy? Without John Dudley, would Edward Seymour’s incompetence and ill-advised policies have led to the collapse of government? If Robert Dudley had not been at her side as unofficial consort, would Elizabeth have been able to bear the burden of solitary rule throughout three tense and troubled decades?


The adult Tudors were all strong characters and it might be thought fanciful to conceive of the Dudleys as being powers behind the throne. Yet it was precisely that reality which so scandalized observers of Elizabeth’s court. The Spanish ambassador reported that Lord Robert ‘does whatever he likes with affairs’ and the queen herself envisaged that, in the event of her sudden death, her favourite would become Protector of the Realm as his father had been before him. When her own marriage to Robert became impossible Elizabeth seriously proposed him as a husband for Mary, Queen of Scots – which would have meant that his progeny would have been the inheritors of two crowns. When the Dudleys did not actually have their hands on the levers of power they were seldom more than a shadow away. Nor must we forget that, on two occasions, the House of Tudor really did come very close to being by the House of Dudley.


The unpredictable twists and turns of fate denied that experience to both the family and the nation. We can only speculate what kind of rulers Edmund Dudley’s descendants might have made had they legitimately come by the Crown. They were crucial and, until now, overlooked players in England’s story. Like them or loathe them, the Dudleys were remarkable people who lived, loved and died at the very centre of political life, and left an indelible mark upon it.
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I


THE LAWYER






1


Broad is the Path and Wide the Gate
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A large crowd had gathered on the no-man’s-land of trampled grass and bare earth which separated the eastern edge of the City from the intimidating bulk of the Tower of London. Executions of ‘top people’ were always major attractions but when the victims were the most hated men in England everyone who could do so wanted to get to Tower Hill to see them receive their just desserts. What they believed they were witnessing, on 17 August 1510, was the final act in the deliverance of England from a dark regime of tyranny and financial oppression into the sunlit rule of a young Adonis who would bring freedom and glory to his realm. It probably occurred to no spectator of that gruesome scene that a king who could bow to public opinion by sacrificing ministers whose only crime had been loyalty to their royal master might in the years ahead send many of his subjects to death for no better reason than that it would serve his interests.


The Dudley hate club sprang into existence very early and by 1510 it was already being noised abroad that Edmund Dudley was a jumped-up nobody, the son of a Midlands carpenter who had wormed his way into Henry VII’s favour, then used his position to enrich himself and urge the king to pursue rapacious and unjust policies. In the highly stratified society of sixteenth-century England people were highly suspicious of men who rose from humble origins. It was assumed, and not only by the nobility, that kings should select their principal officials and advisers from among the nation’s leading families. Renaissance princes, of whom Henry VII was one, swam vigorously against the powerful current, refusing to place their government in pawn to baronial clan leaders. In doing so they created a class of royal servants who formed a barrier between themselves and the petty princelings of the shires. Members of this class were rarely popular and always vulnerable. It was Edmund Dudley’s fate to be considered of their number. In fact, he was very far from being a man of obscure origins. The thirty-eight-year-old lawyer who perished as a traitor beneath the headsman’s axe was descended from a long line of Midlands landowners and royal servants. Their family name was Sutton but from the mid-fifteenth century they began to call themselves the lords of Dudley, Worcestershire after the manor which formed the basis of their power and wealth. Dudley Castle in Worcestershire, the impressive remains of which can still be seen, was begun soon after the Conquest, and testifies that these landowners had been men of substance for centuries. It is not surprising, then, that they played a significant part in what we have come to call the Wars of the Roses. Their motto, ‘droit et loyal’, indicated allegiance to the reigning monarch as liege lord but during the tumultuous decades of the conflict between the houses of York and Lancaster these petty barons had frequently had to question where their real allegiance lay. Their own survival was tied up with staying on the winning side and this they achieved with remarkable success.


The man who may be regarded as the founder of Dudley greatness was Edmund’s grandfather, John, sixth Baron Dudley. Lord John was a burly man of war who fought beside Henry V at Agincourt and accompanied the king throughout his French campaigns. He bore the royal standard at Henry’s funeral in 1422 and became a pillar of the government during the reign of the infant Henry VI. He served as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland from 1428 to 1430, a position of great power and prestige, and became a highly trusted diplomat and man-at-arms. In 1451 he was admitted to the exclusive brotherhood of Garter knights. In the previous year, when much of Kent rose in rebellion under Jack Cade, one of the king’s men singled out for special complaint for brutishness and rapacity was John Dudley, a sure indication that the baron was a no-nonsense man of action, not squeamish in carrying out what he conceived to be his duty.


But we do not need such generalized complaints to obtain an understanding of Lord Dudley’s turbulent character and the turbulent age which produced men like him. Thanks to fifteenth-century law court records we can see him in action in his locality. After his return from Ireland John received a stream of complaints about John Bredhill, rector of Kingswinford, some five miles from Dudley and a part of his estate. By all accounts Bredhill was the worst kind of arrogant, rapacious and immoral incumbent, more assiduous in collecting his tithes than in ministering to the needs of his flock. The crimes charged against him included arson, theft, poaching the lord of the manor’s game, affray and rape. It was useless for the villagers to seek legal redress, for, when they did, Bredhill ‘claimed his clergy’, that is he demanded the right to be tried in an ecclesiastical court, knowing that he could rely on his peers to do no more than order him to perform an easy penance. Thus he avoided imprisonment, branding or death, the sentences that might have been imposed by a secular court, and remained in office to punish those who had presumed to raise their voices against him.


Whether John Dudley tried sweet reason with this unholy incumbent we cannot know. What we do know is that his temper soon snapped. The soldier who had laid about him with his broadsword against the king’s enemies and ridden down rebels in Ireland was not about to tolerate clerical misdemeanours on his own patrimony. He gathered a small body of armed retainers and rode over to Kingswinsford where he, with,


John Sheldon, John Clerk, Thomas Young and Thomas Bradley, the Tuesday in the feast of Whitsuntide last past, [1432] wrongfully entered into the parsonage . . . and there they broke up 4 coffers and bore away the goods that were in the same coffers and all other goods that your said suppliant had. Also they put his servants out of their place.1


This was no mindless orgy of spontaneous revenge; the spoliation was thorough and cold-blooded. The raiders waited until the incumbent was away and then removed everything that belonged to him: clothes, books, furniture, kitchen utensils, grain and hay from the barns and stock from the fields. Then they broke down his fences, filled his ditches, lopped his trees and trampled his standing crops. Bredhill reckoned the cost of the burglary and damage at £133.10s., some £150,000 in modern-day values. The parson sought legal redress but there is no record of Lord Dudley ever being brought to book. Bredhill, therefore, stoked up the feud by carrying out his own raids on the property of those he believed to be implicated in the outrage.


In his service to the Crown Lord Dudley was no less violent. When Henry VI’s regime collapsed he transferred his allegiance to the Yorkist Edward IV. However, 1470–71 saw a brief restoration of Lancastrian fortunes. Henry VI (now no more than a prematurely aged, feeble puppet in the hands of his own faction) was placed back on the throne. The triumph was short-lived. Edward rallied his forces and in the spring of 1471 crushed his enemies, first at Barnet and then at Tewkesbury (where the heir to Henry’s throne perished). Edward purged the realm of his foes and had the rival king lodged in the Tower of London for safekeeping. The man to whom he entrusted the keys of the fortress as Constable was Lord Dudley. There could now only be one way to render the white rose victory permanent. On the very night following Edward’s return to his capital someone entered the apartments of the fifty-year-old ex-king and battered him to death. The perpetrator was never identified but the deed could not have been carried out without the knowledge and, perhaps, the organization of the Constable of the Tower.


Such vicious exercise of realpolitik was not uncommon in a land torn by baronial faction fighting. For members of the political class advancement and survival constantly involved conflict between Christian morality, the law of the land and loyalty to the anointed king. Everyone acknowledged that without the framework of law society would collapse but just as important was the buttress of strong government.


Old Lord John saw each of his four sons well settled in life. One became Prince-Bishop of Durham, but three predeceased him and it was his grandson, Edward, who inherited his title and Midlands estates. Only the second son, John, survived his father. Like all younger sons, he was expected to make his own way in the world. Marriage was a standard route to wealth and respectability and, around 1470, he secured a moderately wealthy wife in Elizabeth, the co-heiress of Thomas Bramshot, a man of substance with lands in the Isle of Wight and Hampshire. John settled at Atherington on the coast between Littlehampton and Bognor, raised three sons and two daughters and became a member of the respected Sussex squirearchy. The year of Bosworth found him serving as sheriff of the county. It must have seemed that the Sussex Dudleys were on the way to descending into the relative obscurity reserved for the cadet branches of most noble dynasties. However, John had useful family contacts and made the most of them when it came to planning the career of Edmund, his eldest son.


By this time the power see-saw had tilted once more in the favour of the House of Lancaster. In 1483 Richard III usurped the crown which rightfully belonged to the son of Edward IV, his brother, and split the Yorkist camp. Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond, intrigued with some of the leading political figures at home and with her son in exile. The plan was that Henry should pledge himself to marry Edward IV’s eldest daughter, thus uniting the red and white rose factions, then lead a rebellion of all who were disenchanted with Richard III’s regime. It was this plan which reached its bloody fulfilment at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, where one usurper was killed and another usurper emerged from the fray as King Henry VII.


Margaret’s go-between in all the negotiations leading to the coup was Reginald Bray, the steward of her household and a man with a fine head for administration and intrigue. The new king was devoted to his mother and it is not surprising that when he chose the men who were to form the inner circle of his government a prime position was found for Lady Margaret’s agent. The chronicler Edmund Hall eulogized Bray as a man of principle and a fearless royal adviser. He was


a very father of his country, a sage and a grave person and a fervent lover of justice. Insomuch that if anything had been done against good law or equity, he would, after an humble fashion, plainly reprehend the king and give him good advertisement how to reform that offence and to be more circumspect in another like case.2


Bray was created a Knight of the Bath at Henry’s coronation and soon afterwards Knight of the Garter. He was appointed to the privy council, awarded the chancellorship of the Duchy of Lancaster, and enriched with a steady stream of grants and offices, which not only made him very wealthy, but also demonstrated to all members of the political class the sort of royal servant who was most highly valued by the Tudor king.


Unlike most of those to whom Henry was beholden for the Crown of England, Bray was not a military man. He was an organizer, a fixer, a shrewd judge of character and a balancer of books. He had a vision for the creation of a new England, a land at peace in which piety and the arts could flourish. It is to his patronage and organizational skills, as much as to the talents of stonemasons, that we own such Gothic masterpieces as St George’s Chapel, Windsor, Henry VII’s Chapel at Westminster and Bath Abbey. Fittingly, his portrait appears in a fine transept window at Malvern Priory alongside those of Henry VII, his queen and his elder son. As a member of Lady Margaret Beaufort’s cultured and pious circle, he took a close interest in her numerous benefactions to religious foundations and, particularly, to the universities. But it was as a financial administrator that Sir Reginald was of greatest value to his sovereign. Henry VII understood that a full treasury was the basis of strong government and Bray had long experience of extracting maximum profit from Lady Margaret’s estates. As the reign progressed he exercised increasing control of the traditional sources of royal income and helped Henry to develop those policies that would earn him his reputation as a grasping, miser king. It was the administrative machine Bray created for the Duchy of Lancaster which became the model for royal government.


For any who hoped to advance themselves and their families in the service of the new dynasty Reginald Bray was a man whose patronage was to be coveted. This was obvious to Lord Dudley. Already in his eighties by the year of Bosworth, the Midlands magnate had lost none of his political acumen. He had always managed to stay on the winning side and knew how to cultivate the men in power. It is not surprising, therefore, to find him striking up a close relationship with Sir Reginald Bray. John named him as executor of his will, along with Sir William Hussey, Chief Justice of the King’s Bench (who was related by marriage to Bray). John Dudley of Atherington shared his father’s intimacy with several of the new men, including Bray, with whom he often had to work closely because of the latter’s extensive lands in the southern counties and the Isle of Wight.


Young Edmund Dudley, therefore, grew up with access to the Tudor establishment and had an easy start as he set out on his own career path. Born in 1471 or 1472, he showed early promise as an intelligent boy. When he was barely into his teens he was probably sent to Oxford, perhaps at the instigation of his Uncle William, Bishop of Durham, who later became chancellor of the university.3 Bray, steadily building up an efficient royal secretariat, was on the lookout for bright young men and recognized in Sir John’s son someone with real potential.


If the England that Bray and his royal master wanted to build was to become a reality the first necessity was to centralize power in the person of the king. The Tudor dynasty must be assured and potential threats to it removed. Henry VII’s overwhelming preoccupation for most of his reign was survival. He had spent all the years of his early manhood in precarious, uncomfortable exile and was resolved not to repeat it. We know that the Battle of Bosworth marked the end of the Wars of the Roses but that was far from clear to Henry’s contemporaries. All over the land were powerful men who sneered at the Frenchified young man with the tenuous claim who had made a successful grab for the crown. For them the struggle was not over. They intrigued together, formed makeshift alliances and, from time to time, raised the standard of revolt. Rarely was Henry free from the anxiety that his throne might be shaken. In the spring of 1486, less than six months after the new king’s coronation, three of Richard III’s supporters broke out of the sanctuary where they had taken refuge and tried to raise forces in Yorkshire and Worcestershire. The insurrection collapsed, and Henry demonstrated his ruthlessness by dragging two of the ringleaders out of sanctuary.


However, within months a more dangerous plot was afoot. Yorkist leaders were claiming that ten-year-old Lambert Simnel, a tradesman’s son, was the Earl of Warwick, son of the executed Duke of Clarence. The boy was taken to Dublin, a Yorkist stronghold, and proclaimed king. The conspirators, backed by their own levies as well as troops from Ireland and 1,500 German mercenaries, faced the royal army at Stoke in June 1487. The outcome was by no means a foregone conclusion and only after three hours of bloody fighting did victory go to Henry.


Still the enemies of the regime were not cowed. In Flanders they found another imposter in the person of Perkin Warbeck or Osbeck and groomed him for the role of Richard of York, one of Edward IV’s sons who had disappeared in the Tower. Henry employed spies to penetrate the councils of the conspirators and this led to a spate of arrests and executions which effectively deterred more malcontents from joining the rebellion. At last, in the summer of 1497, the Yorkists’ campaign fizzled out ignominiously in the west country. Even now the new regime was not secure. Genuine potential Yorkist claimants were skulking abroad under the protection of foreign princes, just as Henry had between 1471 and 1485. Efforts to winkle these would-be challengers out of their continental refuges kept Henry’s diplomatic corps well occupied. To make matters worse, of the eight children born to Henry and his queen only two boys survived infancy and the elder died at the age of fifteen.


After the death of Prince Arthur in 1502 the survival of the Tudor dynasty rested entirely on the shoulders of Henry’s remaining son, Henry, Duke of York, who did not in his early years show much sign of growing into a vigorous man with voracious appetites. If Prince Henry, like his brother, failed to attain manhood, then all that Henry VII had worked for would come to nothing and England would be plunged back into anarchy. Several dismal and menacing ghosts thus clustered round the Tudor throne – rebellion, diplomatic isolation, illness, impecuniousness, regional unrest, sudden death. They could not all be exorcized but Henry VII increasingly wielded the law as a means of bolstering royal power and so needed the best legal and administrative brains available. He surrounded himself with experts in the common law and even the senior churchmen admitted to his court and Council tended to be versed in canon or civil law rather than theology. In his early years Sir Reginald Bray, described as ‘secret, sober and well-witted’, was joined as trusted adviser by Cardinal John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury, whom Thomas More characterized as having ‘a deep insight in politic worldly drifts’. The archbishop was Henry’s Lord Chancellor for most of the reign, an expert in common and canon law and an advocate of the uncompromising use of royal prerogative. He has gone down in history as the inventor of ‘Morton’s fork’, which suggested that any man who lived lavishly was obviously wealthy and could, therefore, afford to contribute to the royal coffers, while his more frugal neighbour had, equally clearly, laid aside sufficient cash to be able, similarly, to come to the king’s aid. In fact, this tax collector’s catch-all was around before Morton’s time but its early attribution to the archbishop indicates the policy he advocated and suggests why he was widely unpopular.


It was the tidy-minded and industrious Bray who created the mechanism of ‘chamber government’. He made the king and his personal, confidential staff the hub of the administrative and judicial systems, bypassing the offices of state and even the law courts and operating a network of agents and officials which ensured that the royal will was felt throughout the land. The most effective, and the most controversial, of all Bray’s administrative innovations was the Council Learned in the Law, to which we shall return shortly.


The underlying motivation for these changes was financial. Henry was very far from being the miserable miser of legend. He spent lavishly on redesigning and decorating the royal quarters at Windsor. He completely rebuilt the palaces of Greenwich and Richmond in the latest style and he brought in craftsmen from France, Flanders and Italy. Henry’s household was resplendent by the standards of the day and he understood the importance of making an impression. But his security depended on constant vigilance and preparedness. He needed armies to deter revolt. He needed spies to keep watch on those who might plan revolt. He needed diplomatic agents to persuade other princes not to support those who might become figureheads for revolt. For all this he needed money. Therefore, with the aid of Bray and other administrative experts, he set about reorganizing the royal finances – personally.


The Spanish ambassador reported that the king ‘spends all the time he is not in public or in his council in writing the accounts of his expenses with his own hand’,4 and Henry’s initials on page after page of royal accounts prove this to be true. In order to exercise this personal control he had to change the ways revenue and expenditure were recorded and channelled. During the years of exile he had observed the power and freedom enjoyed by the French monarch. After the end of the debilitating Hundred Years’ War with England, Charles VII and Louis XI had painstakingly made themselves masters in their own domains. They reduced the power of the nobility, ruled with the aid of their own chosen favourites and, over much of the country, levied taxes without consultation. The antiquated and regionalized system of revenue collection was streamlined and all payments were made into the Treasury. The shrewd Spanish ambassador observed of Henry that, ‘He would like to govern England in the French fashion but . . . he is subject to his council [though] he has already shaken off some and got rid of some part of this subjection.’5 This certainly applied to financial administration. Hitherto the Exchequer, a separate office of state, had handled most government revenue. By 1485 outmoded practices and the disruptions of the wars had undermined its competence, but that was not Henry’s principal motive for sidelining it; he wanted as much of the government’s cash as possible to pass through his own hands. Therefore he ordered that all monies except the customs revenue should go to the Treasurer of the Chamber. The king changed the actual layout of royal apartments by adding to the Hall and the Chamber, staffed by men of high rank, the Privy Chamber, an inner sanctum where he was served by personally chosen men of low degree loyal to him alone. It was in this semireclusive lodging that he pored over his accounts.


Edmund Dudley, a gifted young lawyer of loyal family and a protégé of Reginald Bray, was being groomed to take his place in the intimate and secretive microcosm of Tudor chamber government. Edmund had not failed his mentor. After the university he entered Staple Inn or Barnard’s Inn, lesser Inns of Chancery, before graduating to Gray’s Inn, then the most prestigious of the four Inns of Court situated in the suburbs between London and Westminster, where barristers and judges learned their craft. This involved a rigorous mental discipline under the watchful eyes of harsh taskmasters. Edmund had to attend lectures by the seniors of his Inn. He had to take notes at the trials held in the courts which met in Westminster Hall. He had to argue cases with fellow students and with his tutors. Most arduous of all, he had to commit to memory hundreds of statutes and key precedents.


Like students of all times, Edmund and his contemporaries frequently let off steam in the alehouse and the brothel, the brawl and the demonstration. Rioting had become almost an official fixture on May Day, when respectable citizens shut up their shops and locked up their daughtes. In 1515 Thomas More was among the City leaders who had to call in the soldiery to arrest over 300 unruly cudgel-wielding students and apprentices after a night of terrorizing inhabitants and looting their homes. Yet, whatever extra-curricular activities Edmund may have indulged in, he did not neglect his studies. He passed rapidly through the stages of his training and emerged as a more-than-competent advocate with a firm grasp of the intricacies of the law and an effective courtroom manner. By the time he was in his mid-twenties he had achieved quite a reputation for rhetoric and we can catch a glimpse of his style from his only extant written work, The Tree of Commonwealth:


If there be no truth what availeth interchange of merchandise? What availeth cities or towns built? If there be no truth what availeth fraternities and fellowships to be made? And, for the more part, if there be no truth, what availeth laws and ordinances to be made or to ordain parliaments or courts to be kept? If there be no truth what availeth men to have servants? If there be no truth what availeth a king to have subjects? And so, finally, where is no truth can be neither honour nor goodness.6


In 1493 Edmund received his first official appointment, with his father on the commission of the peace for Sussex. By now he had established his own practice and had sufficient income to contemplate marriage. The young woman he chose was Anne, the sister of Andrew Windsor, later Lord Windsor of Stanwell, Berkshire. She was already widowed, having previously been married to Roger Corbet, member of an ancient Shropshire family. The Windsors and Corbets came from the same stratum of society as the Sussex Dudleys, moderately well-to-do landowners having strong connections with the legal profession. The couple had one daughter but within ten years Anne died, perhaps in childbirth.


1496 was a particularly good year for the twenty-four-year-old Edmund. He was nominated a lecturer at Gray’s Inn and also elected by the City corporation as an undersheriff for London. His training equipped him to specialize in court work and also in the administration of estates and he seems to have divided his time between the two. He acted as a judge in minor cases and as an adviser to senior justices. Anyone who knew him at this time would have recognized a confident, well-connected, upwardly mobile young lawyer, destined for greater things. He was certainly very popular with the City fathers, for when he retired as undersheriff in 1500 they provided him with a generous pension and livery allowance.


At the turn of the century Edmund came into his own inheritance on the death of his father. John Dudley ended his life as a gentleman of considerable means, able to proclaim his status to later generations in the impressive marble memorial he had built in the magnificent collegiate church of the Holy Trinity at Arundel. There his remains rest still, in company with those of the Fitzalan Earls of Arundel.


By contrast, his son was soon mingling his genes with those of the ancient families of Beauchamp, Talbot and Grey. The death of Anne freed Edmund to aim very much higher, and he bought his way into one of the great noble dynasties. The wars of the fifteenth century had played havoc with the uninterrupted workings of the laws of inheritance. Husbands had been killed before they could sire sons. Sons had fallen in battle before they could be married. The hopes of leading dynasties had come to rest upon widows and children. Such was the fate of the Talbot Viscounts Lisle.


John Talbot, first Earl of Shrewsbury, was one of the most dashing military commanders of his age, another Hotspur, and was almost continuously on campaign in France from 1419 until his death in 1453. Very much a general of the old school, he finally perished because he failed to embrace revolutionary changes in the art of warfare, cut down before the walls of Castillon trying to storm the town in the face of murderous artillery fire. The earldom went to a son by his first wife but his younger son, John, had already been ennobled as Viscount Lisle in right of his mother, Margaret Beauchamp, Shrewsbury’s second wife. Unfortunately, Lisle fell by his father’s side at Castillon. It was thus his son Thomas who inherited the title and lands of the viscountcy. But then Thomas was killed in a skirmish during the Wars of the Roses in 1470 and, since he had no issue, everything reverted to his sister, Elizabeth and, on her marriage, to her husband, Edward Grey. This couple were delivered of two children who were still minors at the time of Edward’s death in 1492. That meant that they became wards of the Crown.
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Wardship was a very valuable royal perk, a means of controlling the accumulation of lands and fortunes by acquisitive and power-hungry subjects and a source of revenue. The king did a brisk trade in wardships and there was never a lack of eager bidders. The man who obtained the wardship of little Elizabeth Grey was Edmund Dudley. This was a sign of his social standing and of his influence at court. It indicated that the king trusted the up-and-coming lawyer as a safe recipient of this valuable inheritance. As Elizabeth’s guardian Edmund enjoyed the administration of her dower lands until she came of age but he could also lay permanent claim to her fortune by marrying her himself. This he did around 1503.


The importance of Edmund’s forging this connection with the great medieval families of Beauchamp and Talbot cannot be exaggerated. It was something of which his children were extremely proud. It was particularly important to Edmund because the senior Dudley line had fallen on hard times. His cousin, Baron Edward, totally lacked the drive and charisma of his grandfather. He tried to make up for his lack of talent by living in spectacular style in London where he squandered his patrimony in a vain attempt to cut a dash in society and draw attention to himself at court.


Edmund, by contrast, had begun to receive marks of favour from a cautious King Henry. In 1501 he was nominated as justice of the peace for Hampshire and commissioner for concealed lands in Sussex. Both appointments were significant in terms of the direction of royal policy. Henry made increasing use of the county gentry in his campaign against those whose authority in their regions rivalled his own. One way to counter the local power of the great landowners was to widen the juridical competence of magistrates. By giving Crown appointees extended authority to examine breaches of the law and impose heavier fines Henry not only restricted the autonomy of the barons, he enhanced the prestige of the gentry and bound them as a class more firmly to the Crown.


Seeking out ‘concealed lands’ was another way of curbing the magnates and bringing money into the royal coffers. It involved the commissioners in investigation of a labyrinth of property deals, feudal dues, inheritance rights, customary law and local traditions. Theoretically all land belonged to the king and was held from him in return for feudal obligations in fee simple (outright possession) or fee tail (with restricted inheritance rights). Over the four centuries that had passed since the Conquest some feudal dues had been commuted, some had lapsed; property had passed from family to family by marriage or sale; boundaries had been surreptitiously extended; estates had been granted away, not always in accordance with proper legal procedures; tenants had been given grazing or other rights which had been legitimized by custom; royal demesne lands had been encroached upon. According to ancient statutes which had never been repealed, payments were due to the Crown when certain properties were passed from father to son or alienated. Very little had been done to untangle what had, by 1500, become an impossibly complex multitude of rights and relationships, and Henry VII was convinced, not without reason, that he was being cheated of an enormous amount of revenue. Hence the sending of commissioners to enquire into concealed lands which might be proved to belong to the king as a result of non-existent or faulty transfers of ownership.


Of course, the landowners in question regarded Dudley and his colleagues as royal ‘snoopers’ and resented the way they toured the country, attended by armed escorts, demanding access to family muniments and questioning tenants and servants. Edward IV had tried, in a very limited way, to rationalize the confused state of affairs but Richard III had abandoned the experiment because he was dependent on the support of the very men who were angered by enquiries into their affairs. Henry bowed to no such restraint. As he strengthened his position he could afford the calculated risk of displeasing his leading subjects. It was left to his agents in the field to suffer the abuse of the powerful men they were sent to investigate. There were, to be sure, some landowners who did not browbeat the commissioners, preferring, instead, to offer bribes. Years later, Dudley would be accused of using his position for personal profit, and we cannot know how much justification there was in such suspicions. He was meticulous in his habits and kept his account books in excellent order but, of course, they do not prove that unrecorded sums never passed through his hands. For royal servants to profit unofficially was the rule rather than the exception. They might pocket money in return for turning a blind eye to irregularities. They might earn the gratitude of some great lord in a position to do them return favours. They might help out their own friends by making a good report on them to the king. The role of middle man was beset by many temptations.


Edmund and his colleagues were thick-skinned when it came to enduring the complaints and abuse of the magnates because the one person they could not afford to alienate was their royal master. He had the power to raise them to still greater heights or to destroy them utterly and he was very sensitive to disloyalty. Henry, like many men in positions of power, felt betrayal very personally and was ruthless in avenging himself against those who abused his friendship. Dudley, could not be ignorant of the fact that he was in the service of a demanding monarch suspicious almost to the point of paranoia. Having deliberately set his sights on becoming part of the royal entourage, it is unlikely that the lawyer would risk stepping out of line, whatever temptations came his way. Edmund Dudley dedicated himself to his king’s interests with unalloyed zeal.


This impression is confirmed by the crucial decision Edmund made in 1503. While advancing in royal service he was also being courted by the corporation of London. Impressed by his performance as undersheriff, they offered him appointment as common sergeant or sergeant at law. The sergeant ranked directly below the recorder, the senior judicial officer of the City, and for a lawyer in his early thirties to be advanced to this position was proof that he was on the fast track to the top of his profession. Yet Dudley did not hesitate to decline the honour, even though it cost him £46.13s.4d. to buy himself out. The reason is not difficult to see. At the beginning of the following year Henry VII instructed the newly elected House of Commons to appoint Edmund Dudley as Speaker. As such Dudley was the king’s man in the lower chamber. There was no constitutional conflict between Crown and Commons at this time, but there were occasional differences between the king and the City and by making his choice Edmund Dudley had irrevocably taken sides. He would be Henry’s agent to oversee the workings of the lower house and ensure that his legislative programme passed through smoothly.


But more important elevation to royal service was in the offing. Sir Reginald Bray died in August 1503 and was laid to rest in the chapel which he had helped to build at Windsor. One of his last services to the monarch to whom he was devoted was seeing Edmund Dudley summoned to the Council. Dudley now entered a new, privileged world, the world of the Privy Chamber. He became one of the elite confidential attendants permitted to pass the guards who strictly controlled the approaches to the inner sanctum from the presence chamber and other public rooms of the old royal residences and the new ones which Henry built close to the capital.


Edmund had every reason to congratulate himself on his good fortune. He was still in his early thirties and the king to whose confidential service he was now admitted seemed to have established his throne quite firmly. What matter that influential men grumbled about the harsh and intrusive policies of the government or that, as Dudley well knew from his contacts with nobles and gentlemen throughout the southern shires, the regime was becoming more unpopular by the month? For the time being Edmund could stifle the voice of inner protest, the voice that reminded him that he was sworn to uphold the glories of English law which enshrined the freedoms of English people. What the realm needed was firm rule and Henry Tudor was providing it.





2


Notoriety
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. . . the most Christian king and most natural lord, what praise, laud or renown shall he have, as well of all Christian princes as of the subjects, for having this tree of commonwealth within his realm . . . rooted in himself and his subjects and plenteously garnished with their . . . fruits.1


In the last months of his life, which he spent in the Tower of London, Edmund Dudley had plenty of time to reflect on what makes for a fair, just and secure society. The Tree of Commonwealth, in which Dudley set down his ideas, is a work of conventional piety and idealism which exhorts the king and all subjects in their due degrees to fulfil their divinely ordained functions, which alone will produce the ‘fruits’ of dignity, prosperity, tranquillity and good example.


In it Dudley insisted that the sovereign, had to act within the bounds set by law and custom: ‘though the cause touch himself, yet he must put [his agents] in comfort not to spare to minister justice without fear.’2


Trusted royal councillors were especially vulnerable to the temptation to abuse their power. It was one thing for a royal adviser to enunciate such unexceptionable Christian principles for the good ordering of states. It was quite another to stand up for those principles on a daily basis as a member of a regime determined to impose its own brand of peace and security, come what may. It was also difficult to resist the temptation to make full use of his position for his own ends.


When, in the autumn of 1504, Edmund Dudley was called to the Council, he found himself to be a very junior member of a large body numbering up to fifty men, including leading nobles, bishops, senior members of the judiciary, and some of the more substantial country gentlemen, as well as lawyers and clerks whose task it was to keep a record of business. The whole body only met when the court was at Westminster and seems to have been used by Henry, not for making policy, but as a sounding board and as a vehicle for making his own decisions more widely known. When the king was on progress or wished to discuss confidential matters he was attended by a much smaller group of councillors. When there were administrative details to be sorted out such work was assigned to committees of the Council. In the non-official hierarchy of royal attendants Edmund Dudley was not, and never became, a favoured companion or a trusted confidant of the king. In that he was on a par with most of those who were part of the household or government of this most secretive of monarchs.


Henry was at the centre of three interlocking circles, chamber, court and Council. Several men had their places in one or more of these influential fellowships but few enjoyed real intimacy with the sovereign. Henry was too cautious or canny to open himself up readily to anyone. He had few friends or favourites – perhaps none. A man might tend the king’s needs at his bedside, or hold one of the great household offices, or accompany him for a day’s hunting, or play cards with him until late into the night, or advise him on tricky diplomatic negotiations – and never gain access to the locked closet of his mind. By holding something in reserve and being as ready with a sharp rebuke as a warm greeting Henry ensured that no one came so close to the throne that he had any chance of manipulating its occupant. There were, to be sure, those whose company Henry enjoyed, who earned a greater measure of his trust and who were advanced to major honours. Such were selected by Henry’s idiosyncratic will alone.


Dudley was never admitted to the elite corps of royal companions. He was a functionary, valuable to the regime for his legal expertise. It may be that he was not particularly popular with his royal master, for, although he profited handsomely in terms of cash and land, he never received any of those special honours that were marks of personal royal favour. For example, during the reign seven prominent men of law served as Speakers of the Commons. For all the others the office was a step to higher things. Some already were or became habitués of the court or close attendants on the king. Most were appointed to important positions in government or the household. All were knighted for their endeavours. Not so Edmund Dudley. Perhaps he lacked the fawning accomplishments of a courtier. Perhaps after the death of Sir Reginald Bray he had few friends in the inner circle prepared to advance his career. Whatever the reason, it seems that Dudley was someone useful to the king rather than admired by him.


He was brought into the administration for his detailed knowledge of the law and his success in applying it on various royal commissions. Dudley could devise hitherto unforeseen ways in which Henry might add to his revenues and Reginald Bray saw him as an ideal addition to the company of legal specialists whose expertise could buttress royal power. Dudley was one of the conciliar lawyers who heard cases on behalf of the Crown and of private plaintiffs. For almost two decades Bray had been developing the administration of the king’s chamber, extending its authority and streamlining its procedures. It was an ever-growing task because as the army of royal agents and informers detected more alleged infractions of the law so the officers at the centre became busier and the need to improve the organization grew. For example, in 1503 the lucrative trade in wardships had developed so rapidly that a separate department had to be set up under the control of a Master of the Wards.


But more significant was the development of the Council Learned in the Law. It had been in existence for almost a decade when Dudley joined it. It was a conciliar court whose declared function was the closing of legal loopholes and the detecting of fraudulent evasion of feudal obligations. There is no doubt that the government did have a real problem in this area. We have already seen that Henry had despatched commissions into the shires to enquire into concealed lands but the issue of the treasury being cheated of its dues was very much wider. As well as property transactions the Council Learned’s jurisdiction embraced wardship, marriage of heirs, retaining, maintenance and, in effect, anything that the king’s lawyers chose to bring under their microscope.


Such was the official justification for the setting up of the Council Learned. Others put a somewhat different gloss on the royal initiative. The sixteenth-century chronicler, Edmund Hall, pictured the king reflecting that ‘men through abundance of riches wax more insolent, headstrong and rumbustious’ but yet being unwilling ‘to repress and wrongfully poll and exact money of his subjects.’ According to this interpretation Henry came up with a scheme for hitting potentially troublesome subjects in their pockets and reducing all wealthy men to dependence on the government for the peaceful enjoyment of their goods.


. . . it came into his head that Englishmen did little pass upon the observation and keeping of penal laws or [financial] statutes, made and enacted for the preservation of the common utility and wealth and, therefore, if inquisition were had of such penal statutes, there should be few noblemen, merchants, farmers, husbandmen, graziers, nor occupiers but they should be found transgressors and violators of the same statutes . . .3


Sixteenth-century commentators had a problem depicting the character of the first Tudor. His government was unpopular with the large number of his subjects who suffered from his legal/financial policies. However, Henry VII was a Tudor, the founder of the dynasty, and it was risky to impugn his memory. The convention such writers usually fell back on was to praise the dead king’s virtues and to blame his vices on corrupt advisers. One of the first to grapple with the problem was Thomas More, a fellow law student (at Lincoln’s Inn) with Edmund, though a few years younger. As soon as Henry VII was dead he expressed his feelings about the recent government in a Latin coronation ode addressed to Henry VIII. Although he did not accuse the late king directly, he was certainly far from circumspect in his comments. His praise for the new sovereign contained criticism of the previous regime which was far from veiled.


. . . the nobility, whose title has too long been without meaning, now lifts its head, now rejoices in such a king and has proper reason for rejoicing. The merchant, heretofore deterred by numerous taxes, now once again ploughs seas grown unfamiliar. Laws, heretofore powerless – yes, even laws put to unjust ends – now happily have regained their proper authority . . . Now each man happily does not hesitate to show the possessions which in the past his fear kept hidden in dark seclusion. Now there is enjoyment in any profit which managed to escape the many, sly clutching hands of the many thieves. No longer is it a criminal offence to own property which was honestly acquired . . . No longer does fear hiss whispered secrets in one’s ear . . . Only ex-informers fear informers now.4


More’s indignation at the injustices perpetrated by arbitrary rule and his fear that it could easily reappear never left him. He brooded on tyranny and treated the subject more fully in his most famous work, Utopia, published in 1516. He may still have been thinking about Henry VII and his councillors when he portrayed a ‘hypothetical’ king devising means of enriching himself at the expense of his subjects:


One [councillor] advises crying up the value of money when he has to pay any and crying down its value below the just rate when he has to receive any . . . Another councillor reminds him of certain old and moth-eaten laws, annulled by long non-enforcement, which no one remembers being made and therefore everyone has transgressed. The king should exact fines for their transgression, there being no richer source of profit nor any more honourable than such as has an outward mark of justice!5


Even Polydore Vergil, commissioned by Henry to write a history of the reign, could not avoid criticism. He praised the king’s piety, his generosity, his political shrewdness, the splendour of his court and his love of peace. But there was a quality the Italian singled out for special note. Henry, he said, ‘cherished justice above all things.’ However, as the writer enlarged on this statement he made it clear that this did not imply the impartial application of the law. The king, Vergil explained, ‘vigorously punished violence, manslaughter and every other kind of wickedness’. Having listed all his patron’s good points, he concluded,


But all these virtues were obscured latterly by avarice, from which he suffered. This avarice is surely a bad enough vice in a private individual, whom it forever torments. In a monarch, indeed, it may be considered the worst vice since it is harmful to everyone and distorts those qualities of trustfulness, justice and integrity by which the state must be governed.6


The word which served as something of an escape hatch for Vergil was ‘latterly’. It suggested that Henry’s less admirable characteristics could be put down to advancing years and the strains of kingship. Edmund Hall claimed that towards the end of his life Henry realized that he had been seduced into harsh policies by his henchmen and resolved to make restitution to all those who had suffered injustice at the hands of his over-zealous agents, a resolution sadly frustrated by his death. This attempt to whitewash the king’s memory carries no credence.


More was absolutely right in identifying Henry Tudor as a dictator obsessed with drawing all power into his own hands and keeping it there. Nor can we believe that his harsh policies were the result of failing powers and unscrupulous underlings. Throughout his entire reign Henry had turned the screws ever tighter upon his subjects. Any suggestion that he only became autocratic in his last, fear-haunted years does not bear scrutiny.


Henry had no choice but to be ruthless. The mainstay of government revenue was not direct taxation. This was regarded as ‘extraordinary’ income and, to the chagrin of successive monarchs, could only be obtained by parliamentary consent, theoretically for such emergencies as war. The king was expected to meet all normal personal and national expenses from the profits derived from Crown lands, customs duties, feudal revenue and the law. Henry applied himself to maximizing all these sources and it was with the last two that the Council Learned was specifically concerned. Its activities were based to a very great extent on information gathered by anonymous accusers, known as ‘promoters’, whose victims were then proceeded against by the authority of the Council, without reference to any other court.


At Westminster a bevy of clerks was set to scan law books for precedents that might be turned to advantage. Other agents were despatched into the shires to study locally held muniments, to interrogate suspects, to encourage malcontents to air their suspicions and to turn a ready ear to gossip. The end result was that hundreds of wealthy and not-so-wealthy subjects found themselves designated tenants-in-chief of the king and therefore liable for arrears on a whole range of feudal dues. A man had to pay for the privilege of entering an inheritance. If he was unfortunate enough to die before his son was of age the boy became a royal ward and thus a commodity to be sold to a favoured courtier or magnate. When a landowner was succeeded only by a daughter, she was at the disposal of the king and her marriage rights also were sold. When there were no heirs all property reverted to the Crown. Moreover, when the royal snoopers could discern irregularities in property transactions they levied fines in addition to the relevant feudal payments. But beyond these imposts arising from the transfer of land there were other occasions when the king could demand contributions from all his tenants-in-chief. Such were the knighting of his eldest son and the marriage of his eldest daughter.


The regime soon discovered that putting financial pressure on rich and powerful Englishmen had other advantages beyond filling the royal coffers. It could be used as a means of political coercion. Henry applied himself vigorously to the problem of ‘maintenance’, the mainstay of nobles and others whose power in the provinces depended on retaining large bodies of servants whose first loyalty was to them rather than to the king. We have seen an example in old John Dudley’s bullying of the vicar of Kingswinford, but that was a storm in a teacup compared with the way others employed mini-armies to enforce their will in their localities. Apart from the disruption this caused in the shires there was always the threat that such bands could be diverted from mere banditry to rebellion against the Crown. Armed retainers were not the only menace. Major landowners took onto their payrolls lawyers to pervert the cause of justice, clergymen to support them by means of the spiritual authority they wielded and farmers and merchants through whom they could exert economic pressure on any who dared oppose them. This was a serious evil and Henry was not the first king to address it but he did tighten the laws against maintenance, encouraged informers to report offenders and proceeded against suspects by direct action as well as through the common law courts. Edmund Dudley helped to steer through parliament the Act Against Illegal Retaining (commonly known as the Statute of Liveries 1504) which tidied up and stiffened previous legislation. With certain domestic exceptions it decreed that ‘no person, of what estate or degree or condition he be . . . privily or openly give any livery or sign . . . or . . . by any writing, oath, promise, livery, sign, badge, token, or in any other manner wise unlawfully retain'. Not only was any convicted retainer liable for a 100 shilling fine every month for every servant thus hired, but every retainee would suffer a similar penalty.7


By this time the king’s more substantial subjects had become painfully familiar with the threat of severe financial consequences which might follow any action which incurred Henry’s displeasure – even if they were completely unaware that they had given offence. As royal agents unearthed ancient statutes and informers produced evidence that those statutes had been transgressed hundreds of people found themselves hauled into court. What frequently happened after the guilty verdict had been delivered was that the offender was offered a pardon that would clear his name – in return for payment. This procedure was even stretched to cover serious crimes. Thus a murderer might go free – if his purse was deep enough.


An extension of this was the exacting of bonds of recognizance. Actual or potential offenders were bound in a specified sum of money for their future good behaviour. Lord Bergavenny was fined a swingeing £70,000 for retaining. This figure, doubtless intended to encourager les autres, was well beyond the baron’s means and was commuted to a bond of £5,000 attached to the condition that he never again went anywhere near his power base in south-east England, where his considerable family estates lay. A variant of the recognizance was the bond of obligation. The victim was obliged to enter an agreement to lend the king money or perform some other service, failure to comply with which would make him liable for payment of his bond. In such varied ways did Henry VII keep numerous people ‘in his danger, at his pleasure', as Dudley later explained. It has been calculated that of the sixty-two leading families in the realm the king had forty-seven at his mercy by means of fine or bond at one time or another. From the beginning of the reign to 1504 royal income from all prerogative sources rose from around £3,000 to approximately £40,000 per annum. This was at a time when a skilled craftsman would consider himself fortunate to earn £2.10s. a year.


Edmund Dudley was in no way responsible for such policies. The programme was well established by the time he was brought onto the Council Learned in the Law. He joined a body whose remit and procedures were already clearly established. Its activities did not change after 1504 at the behest of a king grown more grasping with age. Any intensification of its activities was simply the result of its becoming more efficient. Morton and Bray were no longer alive to oversee it but the policies they had helped Henry to devise continued in the hands of a dedicated band of royal servants. The more senior members of the council were established lawyers and courtiers, high in the confidence of the king. The Council Learned was thus a formidable body of about a dozen men who served the king with an eager and ruthless efficiency and who marshalled a small army of industrious agents travelling to all corners of the realm. In 1622 Francis Bacon wrote of Henry that he did not ‘care how cunning they were that he did employ, for he thought himself to have master-reach’8 and the king and his specialist council were certainly well matched.


Dudley was, and always remained, one of the junior members of this body. A couple of charters refer to him as the ‘president’ but this can only mean that he conventionally acted as chairman/secretary of the council. The more exalted members were busy enough with their other duties and their attendance was sporadic. Routine business was, doubtless, attended to by the council’s clerkly ‘rump’ and Dudley’s gifts ideally suited him to organize their agenda. He was an assiduous keeper of books and taker of notes and his colleagues came to rely on his orderly, methodical approach to their varied tasks. He and his colleagues were zealous in the pursuit of their master’s interests. They had very good reason to be so; their feet were well set on the ladder of advancement in royal service and they naturally wanted to show themselves to be efficient.


Being of comparatively humble origins they did not suffer the disincentive of other members of the establishment. The lords spiritual and temporal who clustered round the throne had relatives and friends who suffered as a result of Henry’s rapacity and their loyalties were not always wholly undivided. The king knew that Dudley and his assistants were much more his own men, dependent on his favour alone and not on the aristocratic network of the shires. They were men who would not be intimidated. The other side of the coin was that the likes of Dudley were wholly dependent on royal protection. The great families of the realm, who regarded themselves as partners in government as of right, bitterly resented the Tudor monarch’s reliance on commoners in central and local government. Such dissatisfaction remained bottled up while Henry lived but would be released as soon as a new reign dawned. Nor was it only felt by members of the elite. Thomas More was among several commentators who genuinely believed that the well-being of the realm was best safeguarded by king and peers acting in concert. Part of the fury directed against Dudley was on account of what he was rather than what he did. He was not a member of the aristocratic club. He was an upstart. Dudley’s name came to be indissolubly associated with one other member of the Council Learned, Sir Richard Empson.


‘Empson and Dudley’ – two names forever linked in infamy, like Burke and Hare or Bonnie and Clyde. Francis Bacon did more than any other historian to blacken their names in an extended passage of unrestrained vitriol:


. . . as Kings do more easily find instruments for their will and humour than for their service and honour, he had gotten for his purpose, or beyond his purpose, two instruments, Empson and Dudley; whom the people esteemed as his horse-leeches and shearers: bold men and careless of fame, and that took toll of their master’s grist. Dudley was of a good family, eloquent, and one that could put hateful business into good language. But Empson, that was the son of a sievemaker, triumphed always upon the deed done; putting off all other respects whatsoever. These two persons being lawyers in science and privy counsellors in authority, (as the corruption of the best things is the worst) turned law and justice into wormwood and rapine. [Here followed a list of Henry VII’s financial-legal stratagems.] These and many other courses, fitter to be buried than repeated, they had of preying upon the people; both like tame hawks for their master, and like wild hawks for themselves; inasmuch as they grew to great riches and substance.9


Richard Empson was, another Bray protégé who had risen to the office of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and administered these lands on behalf of the Crown. The Council Learned was very closely allied with the administration of the Duchy. There was considerable overlap between the two bodies in both staff and methods. Empson, therefore, was an important directing influence in the activities of the Council Learned but he was not the only industrious member of that body. Nor was Dudley. So how was it that these two men were so completely identified with the harsh policies of the regime and came to bear the entire burden of its sins?


One reason we have already mentioned; they were arrivistes. As such they were resented both by those into whose ranks they were clambering and those from whose ranks they had ascended. Another reason, which appears on the face of it to be trivial in the extreme, was that they were neighbours. Each occupied a fine house close to the junction of Walbrook and Candlewick Street (modern Cannon Street) in the fashionable heart of the City, which backed onto the extensive garden of the town mansion belonging to the prior of Tortington. Reporting this a century later in his Survey of London, John Stow managed to impart some sinister significance to this topographical fact. There are, he recorded,


two fair houses in Walbrook. In the reign of Henry VII, Sir Richard Empson, Knight, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, dwelled in the one of them and Edmund Dudley, Esquire in the other. Either of them had a door of intercourse into this garden, wherein they met and consulted of matters at their pleasures.10


By the time Stow wrote, the legend of the evil, scheming councillors was well established and readers would easily have envisaged clandestine meetings at which the harassing and ruin of the king’s loyal subjects were planned. In reality, the arrangement whereby Empson, Dudley and their families enjoyed use of the adjacent grounds was much more innocent. Dudley’s Sussex lands adjoined those of the priory of Tortington and Edmund had close relations with the community. His first wife was buried in their church and in his will he made provision for two altar cloths to be given to the brothers. What more natural than that the prior should have allowed his friend the use of his town garden? But the very presence of these two royal officials at the centre of the commercial community must have been a constant irritant.


It must have seemed that the two ministers were flaunting their affluence in the faces of their neighbours. They had numerous servants and fine horses. Their wives wore the latest court fashions. Their houses, built by an earlier generation of London merchants, were palatial and richly furnished. We have a description of Dudley’s dwelling and we know that it comprised, as well as domestic offices and outbuildings, a great hall, a great parlour, a little parlour, a counting house, a long gallery, three principal bedchambers, an armoury, a ‘little house for the bows’, various galleries for indoor exercise, some open to the courtyard or the garden, two closets (small, private chambers) and a wardrobe (probably another privy chamber, rather than a room for the storage of clothes).11 Such ostentation was quite sufficient to provoke the jealousy and resentment of their neighbours.


Henry’s agents were rewarded with a percentage of the proceeds when prosecutions brought money into the chamber treasury. Thus, for example, Empson ‘discovered’ that pardons for outlaws could be granted on receipt by the Crown of the equivalent of one year’s income from all the offender’s landed property. For this he received one ninth of the income from the granting of such pardons. Edmund Dudley profited handsomely from the perquisites of office. He extended his Sussex and Hampshire estates and by fresh purchases spread his influence into Wiltshire, Dorset and Surrey. He also acquired extensive estates in Lincolnshire, Cambridgeshire and Oxfordshire. His personal fortune at the time of his death was valued at £5,000, a figure which put him on a par with some of the greatest in the land. Empson and Dudley were not unique among the servants of Henry VII who profited dramatically from their closeness to the throne. Dr Steven Gunn has pointed out that the king gave increasing amounts of money and land to courtiers as the reign wore on. From 1495 to 1501 the amount of royal income thus alienated was only £700, but in the last eight years of Henry’s life this figure rose to £3,700.12 Dudley’s name rankled particularly with the City fathers. The king had for some time been at odds with the City elders over the status and privileges of the Merchant Taylors. The guild had gained (probably bought) Henry’s favour and this had aroused the jealousy of the other guilds. In October 1506 they expressed their displeasure by rejecting the royal nominee for the post of sheriff because he was a Merchant Taylor. Henry was certainly not going to be balked. He sent one of his own advisers to the Guildhall to declare the corporation’s election void and to demand the installation of his own man. The royal agent chosen for this task was Edmund Dudley. This action was a gross violation of the City’s freedoms; an exercise of naked power. The guildsmen were incensed but because it was dangerous to murmur against the king, it was his messenger who took the brunt of their indignation. They complained, ‘whoever had the sword borne before him, Dudley was de facto mayor and what his pleasure was was done.’13 Henry’s policies gave them many other opportunities to feed their resentment of Dudley. The long royal fingers reached over and again into the purses of the merchant community. Informers trawled the Thameside wharfs seeking evidence of customs dues avoided. Whether the victims were guilty or not they were angry at being summoned to answer before Dudley and his colleagues.


But they also levelled specific charges of arrogance and hostility against him. He supposedly bullied merchants into accepting royal decrees as faits accomplis. When the Mercers’ Company declined to respond appropriately to a demand for an increase in the poundage rates he reputedly dismissed their prevarication with the comment that their answer would not satisfy the king. One of his servants was said to have boasted that his master would take the aldermen down a peg or two, making them ‘wear cloaks of cotton russet instead of cloaks of scarlet’.14 Such behaviour seemed nothing short of gross ingratitude in one who was himself a freeman of the City and was much indebted to it for his early advancement.


It was not only the propertied and mercantile classes who associated the royal lawyers with repressive and intrusive behaviour. Just as Henry interfered with the shrieval election in London, so he imposed his will in ecclesiastical appointments. In 1504 he obliged the Austin canons of St Mary’s Priory, Walsingham to accept his nominee, William Lowth, as their new prior. His representatives informed the inmates that, according to ancient documents they had consulted, they required a royal congé d'élire (a licence telling them whom to elect), though they insisted that, as long as anyone could remember, the community had never had to seek the king’s permission before choosing their leader. Who were the men sent from Westminster to overbear the canons of distant Norfolk? Empson and Dudley. The new regime at Walsingham seems to have been quite disastrous. A visitation ten years later found that the priory was run by the prior’s mistress and her husband and that they and their cronies devoted their days to hunting and hawking and their nights to revelry.15 It is, at first sight, surprising to find the pious King Henry determined to foist on this house of prayer so unworthy a shepherd but, as with most of his activities, financial motive was never far below the surface. Walsingham, one of England’s primary centres of pilgrimage, had grown fat on the offerings of the devout and was made to pay for its alleged flouting of the royal prerogative.


Clearly, then, Edmund Dudley rapidly became a prominent feature of the unacceptable face of Tudor autocracy, an object of widespread loathing. But was he merely the all-too-prominent representative of a hated regime or had he done much to bring obloquy on himself? Was his a classic case of the ambitious man corrupted by power? Did he wield his authority with arrogance and a total disregard for the feelings of others? Somehow across the centuries we have to interpret his character and activities and set in perspective the complaints of those who held him responsible for their misfortunes.


For Edmund Dudley it was axiomatic that, ‘every man is naturally bound, not only most heartily to pray for the prosperous continuance of his liege sovereign lord and the increase of the commonwealth of his native country, but also to the uttermost of his power to do all things that might further or sound to the increase and help of the same.’16 Desire to be of service to the king was, naturally, bound up with ambition for prestige and wealth. Dudley profited handsomely from the position that talent and influence brought him but he was very far from being alone in that. Everyone who sought or gained employment in the Tudor court was doing so in order to feather his own nest and to establish the fortunes of his family. No less than his colleagues, Dudley could be charged with opportunism and profiting from the misfortunes of others but there is little concrete evidence of actual misdemeanour on his part. Rather was his wealth the result of careful husbandry and prudent speculation. He took his cut from government legal business and received grants from a grateful king. When the victims of Henry’s stratagems were obliged to sell lands in order to pay fines or repay loans summarily called in, Dudley was at the front of the queue to snap them up. He often sold on such acquisitions at a profit and not infrequently employed his spare capital in trading ventures. Moreover, Dudley was far from being the best-rewarded of Henry’s advisers. As we have seen, no titles or lucrative household appointments came his way. He entered and left the royal service as plain Mr Dudley, lawyer.


Because Edmund Dudley grew fat while other men grew lean it was inevitable that he would be suspected of sharp practice, maladministration and corruption. By the time Francis Bacon wrote his account of Henry’s reign over a century later the legend was well established that Empson and Dudley had indicted innocent men and made them pay to have the charges dropped; that they had interrogated people in private at their own homes and that they had manipulated jury decisions. However, no evidence exists for such wholesale breaches of the law. The most telling reason to reject the legend is that no charges of extortion or false imprisonment were ever brought against the two ministers. If witnesses were clamouring to voice their complaints and ready to back them up with sworn testimony it is scarcely credible that a strong case would not have been made against them. Subjects certainly had to be careful when accusing ministers of the Crown: criticism of the servant might be taken to imply criticism of the master. Even so, the silence of the records is deafening. Some supplicants did appeal directly to Dudley, even when he was no longer in a position to help them:


. . . an information was made against me, being justice of peace in my country, that I [had] let a man to bail and took sureties which were not sufficient, whereupon I was called before you and fined £20 to the king’s use. I pray you cause the king’s council to be moved that I may have my money again.


So ran one appeal in 1510. Dudley’s reply is revealing:


It is true I had this £20 and paid it to the king. I could make the fine no less. I think in my conscience you ought to have it again and I pray you to pray for me. If I were of power I would restore you myself.17


In other words, Dudley believed the levy, though lawful, was unjust and that the responsibility for it lay with the king. Had he ever been brought into court to face this and similar charges he could and undoubtedly would have made the same point – and that would have been embarrassing to Henry VII’s son.


It is important to keep in mind that Dudley’s activities were carried out under the close scrutiny of Henry VII. He would scarcely have dared to pervert royal justice for his own personal gain. Stretching the meaning of the law to the absolute limit in order to enrich the king was one thing; stepping beyond the law for his own gain was quite another. Moreover, Dudley, himself, was not exempt from the extension of the royal prerogative. In 1508, commissioners for concealed lands in Hampshire found that, seven years previously, the minister had entered on estates inherited from his mother without making due payment to the king. He was pardoned for the offence but the indictment brought home to him – if he needed any such enlightenment – that all his dealings had to be scrupulously open and above board. Caesar’s wife must be beyond reproach, either by Caesar’s critics or Caesar himself.
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A Tree and its Fruit
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. . . to enable a prince to form an opinion of his servant there is one test which never fails; when you see the servant thinking more of his own interests than of yours and seeking inwardly his own profit, such a man will never make a good servant, nor will you ever be able to trust him, because he who has the state of another in his hands ought never to think of himself, but always of his prince and never pay any attention to matters in which the prince is not concerned.1


Most politicians and senior administrators of all ages have not been self-avowedly amoral, and it is unthinking cynicism that insists ‘They're only in it for what they can get out of it.’ But it is equally true that most politicians and senior administrators of all ages have discovered that the job involves compromising principles. Idealism and realism are restless bedfellows. Faced with a determined king and a remit to make the Crown financially and politically secure, Dudley readily settled for the simple unwritten contract implicit in the inner circles of Tudor tyranny. The terms of that contract were clearly set out by Niccolo Machiavelli who had learned realpolitik in the seamy, ruthless world of the Italian Renaissance states. In return for unquestioning loyalty on the part of the servant,


. . . the prince ought to study him, honouring him, enriching him, doing him kindnesses, sharing with him the honours and cares; and at the same time let him see that he cannot stand alone, so that many honours may not make him desire more, many riches make him wish for more, and that many cares may make him dread changes.2


In other words, the successful autocrat will surround himself with talented yes-men whose loyalty he ensures by a judicious mixture of generosity and intimidation. Dudley knew nothing of power politics within the Italian states, but without being aware of it, he took Machiavelli’s paragon as his model and devoted himself entirely to his master’s interests. He unhesitatingly supported activities which, according to his own later testimony, troubled his conscience and in doing so he lost friends and became a public symbol of oppression.


It is, of course, possible that he had a genuine respect for Henry VII and was committed, in general terms at least, to the policies of the regime. The transformations the first Tudor had wrought in the internal life and external reputation of England were impressive in the extreme. Stability, freedom from civil war, and improved conditions for local and international trade were the more obvious benefits of the despotism. And the few who were in a position to view the wider picture saw a king who had enlarged the nation’s prestige abroad without committing it to costly military adventures. Henry had taken an insignificant, strife-torn nation and allied it with the imperial Habsburgs and the rising power of Spain. The Intercursus Magnus with the Emperor Maximilian (1496) had forged strong commercial links between England and the rich, industrious Netherlands. The diplomatic advantages he had secured by the marriage of Arthur with the youngest daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of Aragon and Castile had survived the prince’s untimely death. Not only did Catherine become betrothed to Henry’s younger son, but, after the death of Queen Elizabeth, the royal widower sent his agents to Spain to explore the possibilities of attracting a bride for himself and he did succeed in having his daughter, Mary, betrothed to the Emperor’s grandson (the future Emperor Charles V). Though nothing permanent came of these latter negotiations, they indicate that England had become a significant player in European politics.


Dudley spent most of his time in a court whose ruler was determined to cede nothing to contemporary princes in terms of lifestyle and munificence. While watching the pennies, the king knew the propaganda value of sumptuous display and was fully prepared to lash out when occasion demanded. The new palace he created for himself at Richmond was an impressive extravaganza of towers and cupolas in the French style (reminiscent of the slightly later Chambord) reflected in the river with a south-facing façade studded with windows which sparkled in the sunlight. It was no less splendid within. Visitors were impressed by the ‘pleasant dancing chambers . . . houses of pleasure to disport in at chess, tables, dice, cards, bylys [skittles or, possibly, an early form of billiards], bowling alleys, butts for archers and goodly tennis plays’.3 He considerably enlarged and beautified the palace at Greenwich and ensured that his earthly remains would be splendidly housed in the chapel he built at Westminster Abbey. Lavish celebrations with feasting, tourneys and pageants marked such important events as the betrothals of his children, but Henry was equally willing to spend money on spontaneous displays. On 7 January 1506, Maximilian’s heir, Philip of Burgundy, together with his wife and several courtiers, were obliged to seek refuge on the Dorset coast when their ship ran into a winter gale. Henry pounced on this fortuitous visit by such eminent guests. He had the royal party conveyed to Windsor and there and in other residences organized so many splendid entertainments that Philip and his party were not able to escape till 23 April. The king of England brought craftsmen and scholars from the cultural centres of Italy and, three years after Columbus had reported his momentous discovery to Ferdinand and Isabella, Henry authorized John Cabot to enter the race for a western route to the Orient.


Henry VII’s regime could not be described as ‘dazzling’ but it was certainly impressive and even some of the more substantial men who had suffered at his hands displayed a loyalty that was only partly based on self-preservation. However, inevitably, as the new century got into its stride, their thoughts turned to the future. The old king would not always be with them and what would happen then to the government of the realm and those most closely associated with the unpopular Tudor polity? In 1507 Henry entered his fifties and observers were already noting, ‘the king’s grace is but a weak and sickly man, not likely to be a long-lived man.’4 In that very year he suffered a severe bout of tonsillitis that his physicians expected to be fatal and thereafter he frequently had to take to his bed. It is inconceivable that Edmund Dudley was not among those who watched the king’s deterioration and took thought for the morrow.


Sixteenth-century English politics is dominated by two great figures, Henry VIII and Elizabeth I But their powerful personas conceal from us the essential fragility of the dynasty. Elizabeth came close to death at the hands of her half-sister and their father’s path to the throne was far from being a straight, well-lit highway. For almost a century the great families of the realm had been playing ‘catch’ with the crown of England and the draconian measures to which Henry VII had resorted are proof positive of his nervousness about the succession. He had many reasons to be anxious. Enemies among the nobility might have been curbed by the effective financial restraints he imposed upon them but they could be expected to grasp the first opportunity to escape Tudor tyranny. Henry had successfully seen off every challenge and the main surviving contender for the throne was, after 1506, safely locked up in the Tower (Henry had made a solemn pledge not to execute Edmund de la Pole but had instructed his son to do so as soon as he came to the throne) but the Yorkist family tree was flourishing with several healthy shoots. By contrast, Henry only had one living son and he was still a minor. The king’s spies kept him well informed of plots, murmurings and clandestine expressions of discontent, so that he would have known, for example, that malcontents gathered at Calais had seriously debated whether to throw their support behind the Earl of Suffolk or the Duke of Buckingham as soon as the present occupant of the throne was dead.


Henry’s priorities, after 1502, were to keep his son safe and to live long enough to hand over the crown to an heir who had attained his majority. If the king was careful of his own security he was positively paranoid about the prince’s. Arthur, his eldest son, had been allowed to set up his own court at Ludlow and to begin learning the business of government but the adolescent Henry was kept almost as a prisoner in his father’s palace. He could go nowhere without a guard, access to his person was strictly controlled and he was never allowed out in public. The youngster was permitted his favourite tiltyard exercises but only under the anxious eye of the king who watched from an upstairs window.


Henry VII was a bundle of ailments although it was probably tuberculosis that was gnawing away at his constitution and making him a prey to other afflictions. He recovered from his illness in the spring of 1507 but was laid low again within the year. Once more he rallied and it seemed that his iron will might sustain his failing body until June 1509, when the prince would attain his eighteenth birthday. Now the king turned increasingly to thoughts of religion. In the autumn of 1508 he made pilgrimages to both Canterbury and Walsingham. But his earnest prayers seemed to go unanswered and by the end of 1508 he was suffering increasingly from chest pains and shortage of breath. Now, the monarch who had subordinated moral considerations to the establishment of his own power base made fervent efforts to buy divine grace and public approval. He directed precious reserves of energy into efforts to have his predecessor, Henry VI, canonized. He set aside money for the completion of the murdered Lancastrian’s chapel at King’s College, Cambridge and planned to remove the ‘royal martyr’s’ remains from Windsor to Westminster. He made large donations to a variety of charities. Then, probably sometime in the early weeks of 1509, he ordered Edmund Dudley to go through his books and identify any men whom he might have treated unjustly so that he could make restitution. This flurry of activity was the action of a conventionally pious man who was about to meet his maker and render an account of his stewardship, but there was also in it an element of political calculation. By enshrining the legend of the saintly royal martyr he was creating a permanent reminder of his own Lancastrian credentials. By releasing from financial bondage some of those who were in his power he hoped to remove their cause for discontent. Henry knew how unpopular his policies were. That was a price he had been willing to pay for the establishment of strong central government but now he was about to hand the reins to an untried youth who would need the support of men of power and wealth. In his funeral oration Bishop Fisher revealed that, in his last days, Henry had discussed with his intimates the transformation that would come over his policies ‘'if it pleased God to send him life’, but it was political calculation as well as piety that demanded a significant reversal of policy.


Dudley obediently drew up a list of eighty-four persons, great and small, whom he adjudged to have genuine cause for grievance. It is an extraordinary document. An unwritten rule of all governments is that they should never admit to having been wrong but Dudley’s catalogue of unjust exactions is a swingeing indictment of Henry’s disregard for the rights of his subjects. Its items include massive bonds imposed on the nobility:


Item, the Earl of Northumberland was bound to the king in many great sums, howbeit the king’s mind was to have payment of £2,000 and of no more, as his grace showed me. Yet that was too much for ought that was known.


Senior clergy fared no better:


Item, one obligation of my Lord of London for £500 to be had at the king’s pleasure and recognizance of £300 to be paid at certain days. He was hardly dealt withall herein, for he said unto me, by his priesthood, the matter laid against him was not true.


The King’s rapacity had reached into every corner of the realm:


Item, Harper of Staffordshire was hardly dealt withall . . .


Item, one Cooke of Coventry was sore dealt withall . . .


Item, one Windial, a poor man in Devonshire, lay long in prison and paid £100 upon a very small cause . . .


Item, the Baron of Elton and Sir Southward of Lancashire and Sir Andrew Fortescue had very sore ends upon office of intrusions.


Foreigners had not escaped the scrutiny of royal agents:


Item, Peter Centurion, a Genoese, was evil entreated and paid much money and upon malicious ground, in my conscience.


The government had made use of biased and unreliable informants:


Item, one Simms, a haberdasher without Ludgate, paid and must pay £500 for light matters only upon surmise of a lewd quean . . .


Item, my Lady Perceval paid and must pay £1,000 for a light matter only upon the surmise of a lewd priest . . .


William Curtis, customer of London, and his sureties upon the light information of one untrue man paid £500.


Dudley even hinted at duplicity on the king’s part:


Item, Sir John Pennington paid 200 marks upon an obligation of 500 marks wherein he was bound not to depart without the king’s licence and yet for truth I was by when the king took him by the hand at his departure.5


Edmund was still compiling his damning catalogue when Henry VII died on 21 April 1509. His death was both expected and yet caught several people unprepared. The heir to the throne was still two months short of his majority – close enough to be of no real significance except to any bent on challenging the prince’s right of inheritance. There might well be demonstrations in favour of rival claimants. There were certainly Yorkist sympathizers waiting impatiently for the end of the regime and ready to set messengers galloping into the shires with the news. At the very least there would be crowds of angry petitioners thronging Westminster to obtain redress of their grievances. For the old king’s leading councillors and courtiers there was one overriding priority, survival. They needed to ensure a trouble-free succession and the continuance of their own positions of power and influence at the side of the new king. For two days Henry’s death was kept secret while members of the cabal made their plans. Some went to and from the royal bedchamber at Greenwich with smiles on their faces and nothing about their demeanour which might betray the doleful tidings. Others accompanied the new king to the Tower where they remained, ‘closely and secret’ according to Hall,6 arranging the precise sequence of events which would ease the transition to the reign of the second Tudor. They readily decided that public anger would be best assuaged if they could convince people that the harsh regime of Henry VII was to be buried with him; that the son was an altogether different proposition from the father. The most dramatic way to signal England’s emergence from a winter of discontent would be to throw some of the late king’s ministers to the wolves.
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