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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Howard family were the wealthiest and most powerful aristocrats in Tudor England. They were the very last of the ‘over-mighty’ nobles to survive from the Middle Ages and they reigned, with pride and egotism, over huge areas of England.

Up to the 1570s, the Dukes of Norfolk styled themselves ‘right high and mighty princes’ and lived in grand palaces and mansions in East Anglia and London. They were among the last to operate the hated medieval feudal system and their stewards regularly fined their bondmen for permission to move home, or for their daughters to marry.

The sixteenth-century Howards were cursed by a haughty arrogance that spawned contempt for those ‘newly arrived’ men of low birth, who increasingly supplanted the old noble families in Tudor politics and outwitted their attempts to win greater power and wealth.

Their overweening pride was breathtaking. The fourth Duke boasted that his income ‘was not much less than those of the kingdom of Scotland . . .’ and that when he was in his tennis court in his palace at Norwich, ‘he thought himself equal with some kings’.

The Howards had loyally served Tudor monarchs at the forefront of English military and naval exploits, but they were not content with the fame and fortune that battlefield glory brought them. Intrigue and conspiracy ran in their veins like their very lifeblood, but over successive generations they paid dearly for their fatal ambition and the crass stupidity that sometimes dogged their attempts to creep ever closer to the Tudor throne.

This book describes the human drama and tensions of a turbulent century in the history of the Howards, and of England. Two Dukes of Norfolk were condemned as traitors and spent lonely years in the Tower of London. Another was beheaded. An heir to the dukedom was executed on trumped-up charges and one more died piteously in prison - and is now a saint because of his suffering for his Catholic faith. Two nieces who married Henry VIII were beheaded. Other  family members were frequently incarcerated on suspicion of infidelity to the throne. As far as the Tudor monarchy was concerned, the Howards were a house of treason.
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PROLOGUE


‘Jack of Norfolk, be not too bold - for Dicken thy master is bought and sold’


Anonymous warning to Sir John Howard, first Duke of Norfolk,  
before the Battle of Bosworth, 22 August 14851




Henry Tudor, the twenty-eight-year-old Earl of Richmond,2 landed at Milford Haven, on the South Wales coast, on 7 August 1485, in a desperately foolhardy attempt to seize the throne of England. He had spent the last fourteen years in dreary exile under the protection of Francis II, Duke of Brittany, after fleeing England in 1471, following the defeat of the Lancastrian cause at the battles of Barnet and Tewkesbury - seemingly the last bloody carnage of the cruelly internecine Wars of the Roses.

His dubious, certainly tenuous, claim to be the true and lawful King of England was based solely on the descent of his mother, the formidable and scheming Margaret Beaufort, from John of Gaunt, the third surviving son of Edward III. When the Yorkist monarch Edward IV died suddenly in 1483,3 his two young legitimate sons mysteriously vanished and the English crown fell into the grasping, grateful hands of his brother, Richard, Duke of Gloucester. Here, then, was an opportunity for Henry to capture what he saw was his by birthright and he had sailed for England with another invasion fleet, timed to support a rebellion by Henry Stafford, second Duke of Buckingham.4 But this insurrection was quickly suppressed and violent storms scattered Tudor’s ships, forcing him to return to France with his would-be regal tail firmly between his legs.

Undaunted, the ambitious but militarily inexperienced Welshman embarked again at Honfleur on 1 August 1485, with just 3,000 French mercenaries and a handful of loyal English followers. However, warships, under the command of the Lord Admiral of England, Sir John Howard, first Duke of Norfolk, were guarding the English Channel and their patrols forced the Tudor flotilla further west before it could safely make landfall. It was a recklessly small army of uncertain loyalty  that finally splashed ashore in Pembrokeshire, but the aspiring king hoped that his forces would soon be augmented by the disaffected flocking to his triumphant standard in their thousands. It was not to be: as he marched through Wales and on to Shrewsbury, only a few hundred Welshmen joined his colours. The remainder of the population, with dark memories of thirty-two years of brutal, bloody civil war, merely watched sullenly the column of soldiers trudge by.

There was a further worrying and frustrating factor that raised nagging doubts in Henry Tudor’s mind. His stepfather, Thomas, Lord Stanley, Constable of England,5 had not yet declared his support for the Tudor cause, his inaction doubtless influenced by the harsh fact that Richard III prudently held hostage his twenty-five-year-old eldest son, Sir George Stanley, Lord Strange,6 to guarantee his loyalty. The odds on Tudor’s rash gamble for the throne seemed to lengthen as each summer day passed.

The royalist army was being rapidly mobilised and the experienced old soldier Norfolk had brought 1,000 well-armed men wearing the Howard livery to join the various contingents mustering at Leicester on 16 August.7 Ominously, some now warned the duke not to fight with Richard, but he characteristically brushed aside such arrant disloyalty. The king’s forces moved on to camp on the summit and slopes of the two hundred foot (91.4 m.) high Ambion Hill, two miles (3 km.) south of Market Bosworth, Leicestershire, on the evening of Sunday 21 August, as Richard, another seasoned campaigner, attempted to block Henry Tudor’s road south to London and power.

By early the next morning, his battle plans had been finalised. In front of the king’s 8,000-strong army was his vanguard - a wedge-shaped formation of 1,200 archers, protected by two hundred heavily armoured horsemen. This was led by Norfolk, who was to fight that sunny day alongside his forty-two-year-old son, Thomas, Earl of Surrey, himself a veteran of many battles, who had been severely wounded at Barnet fourteen years earlier.8 Mustered behind them was the main royalist force of 1,000 infantry armed with spears and halberds, surrounded by a further 2,000 pikemen, their long weapons used to ward off cavalry attacks. A reserve of 3,600 foot and horse, commanded by Sir Henry Percy, fourth Earl of Northumberland,9 formed the rearguard.

There remained the threat of the still uncommitted Stanleys and their tactically important forces which had now arrived in the vicinity. Lord Stanley had earlier pleaded sickness as a rather vapid excuse for not rallying to the royal standard. Tired of his obvious prevarication,  Richard sent his pursuivant, or messenger, to Stanley, commanding him to take his place immediately in the royal battle lines. If he still disobeyed, the king swore a terrible oath that ‘by Christ’s passion, he would strike off his son’s head before he dined’. Stanley boldly shrugged off the ultimatum, retorting that he had ‘more sons yet alive’.10 Richard’s advisers, Norfolk among them, convinced him not to execute young Stanley until the outcome of the day’s slaughter had been decided.

Time was slipping away and the monarch’s traditional speech to steel the hearts of the royal troops had to be delivered. The king promised them: ‘One thing I assure you - that in so just and good a cause and so notable a quarrel, you shall find me this day rather dead carrion11 upon the cold ground, than a free prisoner on a carpet in a lady’s chamber. I will triumph by victory, or suffer death for immortal fame.’ He expected his soldiers to be ‘true men against traitors . . . true inheritors against usurpers; the scourges of God against tyrants’. Finally, Richard ordered: ‘Display my banner with good courage, march forth like strong and robust champions . . .The battle is at hand and victory approaches.’12


These were brave words from a doomed king.

By now it was first light and no breakfast had been prepared when the leading echelons of Henry Tudor’s 5,000-strong army were seen advancing east along a narrow country road (now called Fenn Lane) towards the royal forces perched high on Ambion Hill.13 This was an unpleasant surprise; there was no time for the priests accompanying Richard’s army to say Mass and there were frantic preparations for combat, as every man got ready to fight for his cause - and his life:
Lord, how hastily the soldiers buckled their helmets; how quickly the archers bent their bows and brushed the feathers [of their arrows] and how readily the bill men shook their bills14 and proved their staves, ready to approach and join when the terrible trumpet should sound the bloody blast to victory or death.15






As they scrambled to their places in the battle lines, even the most stolid and unimaginative of soldiers must have wondered if he would live to see another sunrise. The bulk of Tudor’s troops, commanded by John de Vere, thirteenth Earl of Oxford,16 kept the marshland of Redemore Heath on their right to protect their flank as they advanced at a moderate pace, with the rays of the rising sun glinting on the armour of their foes high above them on Ambion Hill.

Norfolk’s battalion attacked as their enemy cleared the marsh. He was supported by the main body of the royalist army - their war cries  and the clank of their armour drowned out by the sharp cracks of Richard’s 140 light guns and bombards opening fire on the serried ranks of the insurgents below. Norfolk’s men ran down the steep slope, splashed through two streams and arrived on level ground. Then the archers in the front ranks let fly their first volley of deadly arrows. Oxford’s bowmen replied and both armies clashed in furious hand-to-hand fighting. After the first shock, Oxford pulled back to rally his men and to close ranks around his standards. He also must have been anxiously awaiting an intervention by the 2,000 troops of Henry Tudor’s so-far neutral stepfather, Lord Stanley, and his brother, Sir William, who were mounted up and impassively watching from Crown Hill and atop a spur of land at Dadlington, one mile (1.6 km.), south of the fighting.

As that unnatural lull fell across the battlefield, destiny confronted the king.

From the lower slopes of Ambion Hill, he had seen the bodyguard of 1,000 horsemen surrounding Henry Tudor on the western edge of the marsh, just behind the right flank of Oxford’s panting troops.

Richard decided on an audacious, do-or-die charge to secure his crown once and for all. Calling together his squires and personal household - including his friends Sir Robert Percy and Francis, ninth Baron Lovell - he led a helter-skelter charge of 120 cavalry to force his way through the protective phalanx and to slay Henry in chivalrous, single combat. The hopelessly small force galloped down the hill, the royal standard, borne by Sir Percival Thirlwall, desperately trying to catch up with the king riding far out in front.

He nearly made it.

The shock of the assault, from behind Norfolk’s left flank, punched through the packed ranks of standing Tudor horsemen. Richard swiftly killed Sir William Brandon who was carrying Henry Tudor’s standard bearing the red dragon of Wales. He then fought Sir John Cheyne, ‘a man of great force and strength’, and knocked him clean off his horse. By now clearly battle-crazed, and scenting the heady, sweet smell of victory, Richard hacked his way ‘by dint of sword’ towards Henry Tudor, who reportedly ‘[with]stood his violence and kept him at the sword’s point’.17


It was then that Sir William Stanley finally showed his hand.

If he ever nursed any doubts - he was already branded a traitor by Richard - he now chose to back Henry Tudor. He led his horsemen in a thundering charge along the eastern edge of the marsh, and wheeled  right up Ambion Hill, cutting off both Norfolk’s troops and Richard from any chance of reinforcement or rescue by Percy’s now undecided and timorous reserve. Seeing the Stanleys’ commitment to battle, Oxford renewed his attack and the fighting inevitably became more confused as opponents feverishly hacked at each other in a desperate mêlée, sometimes fatally tripping over the dead and wounded already littering the ground. Norfolk realised with horror that he and his troops were isolated and that he must cut his way to safety before he was completely overrun from front and rear.

Norfolk was distantly related to Oxford - his first cousin, Elizabeth Howard, was the earl’s mother.18 Not only did they have kinship, but they also enjoyed close ties of friendship - such is the dreadful tragedy of divisive civil war. Almost simultaneously in the tumult of combat, both captains recognised each other’s identifying heraldic device - Oxford’s rayed star embroidered on his standard and Norfolk’s silver lion blazoned on his shield. Any memories of their happy times together instantly evaporated in the heat and sweat of battle.

Norfolk must have been desperately weary by this stage of the struggle. He was aged about sixty-three, more than twenty years older than his enemy. But the adrenalin of battle - the ruthless imperative to kill or be killed - enabled him to conquer his exhaustion and continue the fight. Like Oxford, he levelled his heavy fluted lance, and they both charged, almost a ton of horse and man hurling themselves at their adversary. Each weapon splintered with a crack on the other’s armour, and the riders swayed back with the force of the blows.

This was no gallant joust with blunted lances in a festive, courtly tournament and there were no obsequious heralds present to award points in deciding the heroic victor. In the parlance of the day, both noblemen were fighting a‘ outrance - to the bitter end.

Discarding their shattered lances, they drew swords and manoeuvred their warhorses closer in for the kill. Norfolk wounded Oxford, who had lost his shield in the charge, with a sweeping, cutting blow, the blade sliding off his helmet and slicing into his left arm. Almost at once, he lost his visor, as Oxford slashed across his bascinet, leaving his face exposed. The coded rationality of chivalry suddenly doused the fury of battle: Oxford refused to continue combat - shouting, above the din, that he now enjoyed an unfair advantage over Norfolk.19


Fate decided that this was no time for debate, or valiant niceties.

An arrow - was it a stray or deliberately aimed? - struck Norfolk in the face and pierced his brain. He slowly toppled out of his saddle,  falling dead beneath the feet of his enemy’s charger.20


His son, the Earl of Surrey, fighting close by, saw his father’s death and swore immediate and bloody vengeance.

He spurred his horse towards the nearest group of enemy soldiers on the Tudor right wing, but was soon surrounded and fighting furiously for his life - ‘Howard single, with an army fights’.21 Two royalist knights, Sir Richard Clarendon and Sir William Conyers, tried to rescue him but were cut to pieces by Sir John Savage (a nephew of Lord Stanley) and his retainers. Surrey, now badly wounded, exchanged blow for blow with the grizzled veteran knight Gilbert Talbot who urged him to yield, but he refused to accept any quarter and fought on doggedly, even though unhorsed.

A foot soldier tried to capture him, but Surrey swung his sword high and severed the man’s arm in one final blow.

Weak from loss of blood, he sank to his knees on the ground and surrendered himself to Talbot, begging him to kill him then and there, as he feared an ignominious and lonely death that night from some cut-throat looter searching for spoil among the dead and wounded on the battlefield. Talbot spared him and had him carried off the field to safety.22


No such mercy was shown to King Richard III.

Despite being cut off from his troops and impossibly outnumbered, he refused to flee for his life. The king must have been enraged to look east to see Northumberland’s reserve still occupying the top of Ambion Hill,23 having taken no part in the battle and probably never intending to. Hence his anguished and angry cries of ‘Treason! Treason!’ His last stand was probably in a bog on the edge of Redemore Heath. Surrounded, he was finally felled by a Welsh halberdier,24 killed ‘fighting manfully in the thickest press of his enemies’.25 His body was stripped and taken stark naked to Leicester, trussed to a horse ‘like a hog or a calf, the head and arms hanging on the one side . . . and the legs on the other . . . all sprinkled with mire and blood’.26 It was taken to the town’s Greyfriars church ‘and lay like a miserable spectacle . . . and [after two days] buried’ without pomp or funeral rite in an unmarked grave in the choir of the church.27


Richard had reigned for just two years, two months and one day. Like so many other defeated foes in history, he has been vilified to this day.28


Norfolk’s corpse was treated with greater respect - no doubt due to Oxford’s intercession, after he finished mopping up the last stubborn vestiges of royalist resistance at Bosworth. It was taken via Northampton  and Cambridge to the Cluniac Abbey of Our Lady at Thetford, in Norfolk, and there given decent Christian burial one week after the battle29 among the tombs of the earlier Mowbray Dukes of Norfolk.30  The chronicler Richard Grafton wrote that Norfolk


regarded more his oath, his honour, and his promise made to King Richard, like a gentleman and a faithful subject to his prince, absented not himself from his master. But as he faithfully lived under him, so he manfully died with him to his great fame and laud.31




An exultant Henry Tudor was crowned with the circlet of gold worn on Richard III’s helmet by Sir William Stanley, with the words: ‘Sir, here I make you king of England.’ Lord Stanley was reunited with his son, safe and well. Victory had been achieved against a numerically superior and battle-hardened army. The road to London and a glittering coronation as King Henry VII now lay open before him. He knelt in the bloody grass and gave ‘almighty God his hearty thanks . . . beseeching His goodness to send him grace to advance and defend the Catholic faith and to maintain peace and concord amongst his subjects and people’.32


About 1,000 of Richard’s soldiers were killed in the two hours of fighting, compared with three hundred in Henry Tudor’s army. Prisoners vastly outnumbered the dead, among them Northumberland, who quickly changed sides33 and the badly wounded Surrey, who was committed to the Tower of London.

Henry Tudor was duly crowned in Westminster Abbey on 30 October and wasted little time in wreaking retribution on the nobles who had fought for Richard. Both the dead Norfolk and his son were among those attainted for treason on 7 November34 and their estates confiscated by the impecunious crown. Many Howard properties were shared out among the new king’s cronies to reward their loyalty while he was in exile.35 Oxford, now appointed Great Chamberlain, received one of the plums - the castle, lordship and manor of Framlingham and other properties in Suffolk and Bedfordshire, once owned by Norfolk.36


Surrey, now recovering from his wounds, was stripped of all titles and degraded from the Order of the Garter.37 But amid the Howards’ adversity there was some kindness. His wife Elizabeth told John Paston on 3 October that she had found Oxford a ‘singular, very good and kind lord to my lord and me . . . for him I dreaded most and yet in him I found the best’.38 At the beginning of December, she was in London staying modestly at St Katherine’s hospital,39 near the Tower, while she  anxiously awaited news of her husband’s fate. Sir John Radcliff, Steward of Henry VII’s household, had tried to seize their manor at Ashwell Thorpe in Norfolk but was thwarted, as it was part of her own inheritance. Even so, he dismissed many of her servants, leaving her to maintain her household of four children with just three or four retainers.40


As he sat drearily in his room in the Tower - he was allowed £8 a month for his board and three servants, costing 3s 6d a week - he must have reflected bitterly on the complete downfall of his family, coming so soon after the triumph of his father being created first Duke of Norfolk.

Its proud line could be traced back to the reign of Edward I in the thirteenth century, to the tiny village of East Winch, six miles (9.7 km.) north-west of King’s Lynn in windswept north Norfolk. This was the birthplace of Sir William Howard, the founder of the dynasty, who became Chief Justice of the Common Pleas in 1297 and died in 1308.41  By loyal and accomplished military and naval service, coupled with a number of judicious marriages with rich heiresses, the Howards rapidly clambered up the greasy pole of aristocratic status throughout the next two centuries. In about 1420, Sir Robert Howard married Lady Margaret Mowbray, elder daughter of Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, Earl Marshal of England and the great-great-grandson of Edward I. Their son, John Howard, was born around 1422 and had fought on the Yorkist side in the second Battle of St Albans, Hertfordshire, on 17 February 1461, and at Towton, North Yorkshire, on Palm Sunday, 29 March, the same year.42 Edward IV ennobled him as Lord Howard some time in the late 1460s.

The death of the last of the Mowbray line, the young Lady Anne, only daughter of the fourth and last Mowbray Duke of Norfolk in 1481, left Howard, as her cousin, the senior co-heir to their extensive estates throughout England. But his very substantial inheritance had been blocked by her precocious marriage to Edward IV’s younger son, Richard, Duke of York. No doubt, it was a cause of some celebration to Lord Howard when Richard, Duke of Gloucester, bastardised York and his elder brother, Edward V,43 and they both mysteriously disappeared after entering the Tower of London. He certainly had no interest in them living. No surprise, then, that Howard enthusiastically supported Gloucester and he was handsomely repaid by being created first (Howard) Duke of Norfolk and Earl Marshal of England on 28 June 1483, a week after Richard had grabbed the throne. His first  duty was to officiate at Richard III’s coronation and, less than a month later, he was appointed Lord Admiral of England, Ireland and Aquitaine.

But he had picked the wrong side and paid the ultimate price on Bosworth field.

His son languished for three and a half years in the Tower. Its Lieutenant offered to arrange an escape for him in 1487, during an abortive rebellion by John de la Pole, Earl of Lincoln, but he wisely declined the use of ‘the key to go out at his pleasure’44 and this may have begun to convince Henry VII of his loyalty.

Thomas Howard stepped out of the gloom of the Tower into the bright new light of the Tudor age. He was firmly to bind his family’s fortunes to those of the Tudor dynasty but over the next century, the raw ambition and unashamed lust for power of his descendants would imprison many of them within the walls of that grim fortress alongside the River Thames. Another would suffer appallingly for his religious faith.

Some never came out alive.




PART 1

BACK FROM THE BRINK




1

 REBUILDING THE DYNASTY

‘Sir, he was my crowned king. Let the authority of Parliament set the crown on that stake and I will fight for it. As I fought then for him, I will fight for you, when you are established by the same authority’


Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, to King Henry VII, 14851


 



 



Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, was already middle aged when he saw his father die amid the din and slaughter of Bosworth. After recuperating from the serious wounds he suffered at the Battle of Barnet on Easter Sunday 1471, the following year, like many Howards before and after, he had married a carefully selected wealthy heiress. Elizabeth was the daughter of the minor Norfolk magnate Sir Frederick Tylney and the widow of Sir Humphrey Bourchier, a comrade-in-arms who had been slain during that same battle. She brought him twelve prosperous manors in East Anglia, as well as five surviving children,2 one of whom was destined to play a momentous role in shaping the monarchy in sixteenth-century England: Thomas junior, born in 1473, was the uncle of two of Henry VIII’s queens and, arguably, the principal political survivor of the bloody tumult of three Tudor reigns.

After the disaster of Bosworth and his imprisonment in the Tower, Howard was released in early 1489 by Henry VII, and the attainder for treason against him was reversed on 3 March that year by Parliament - although most of the lands he had lost were cannily withheld until he could demonstrate fully his loyalty to the crown.3 In May, however, he celebrated his restoration to the title of Earl of Surrey.

He became the archetypal Tudor nobleman who maintained full allegiance to whoever sat on the throne, whatever policies they pursued. If God was in His heaven, and the king ruled with a firm but fair hand, the Howards were perfectly content. This deeply held fidelity to the crown - also destined to become his son’s watchword - was born out of the family’s intense desire to preserve social order and cohesion in the realm. The Howards were Tudor aristocratic anachronisms, with an inbred conservatism which led them to worship devoutly at the altars of hierarchy, autocracy, status and power. Over the next three  generations, they kept one foot firmly grounded in the old confident and arrogant attitudes and beliefs of fifteenth-century noble England, despite the storm of change that raged all around them and which, several times, nearly brought them down.

Henry VII had no such luxury of certainty in the scheme of things. His claim to the crown was at best slender and secured only by right of conquest at Bosworth. He adroitly married Elizabeth of York, the eldest daughter of King Edward IV, on 18 January 1486 in an attempt to implant political unity into a still divided realm but was always apprehensive about the insecurity of the Tudor grip on regal power. A spate of rebellions (and a dangerous pretender to the throne) justified fully his fears. Later, these were to return again and again to haunt his descendants who wore the crown of England. A king’s prime duty is to prolong his dynasty and, in this, Henry was in an almost indecent haste. Almost nine months to the day after the wedding, his lineage was safeguarded by the birth of a prince, at Winchester, christened Arthur. A second son, Henry, was born at Greenwich Palace on 28 June 1491.

Surrey began his long, careful journey back to power and status with an appointment as Chief Justice in Eyre North of the Trent in 1489. The following year, rioting and disorder broke out in Yorkshire after the king’s imposition of new taxes and Surrey, at the head of a small royalist force, swiftly and efficiently quashed any opposition. As a grim public demonstration of his effectiveness in this police action, he summarily strung up the ringleaders at York. The main protagonist - the ‘firebrand’ John à Chambre - was executed ‘in great state’ as ‘a traitor paramount’ on specially constructed gallows high up on a stage, with fellow malcontents hung on ‘the lower story round about him’.4  Surrey was rewarded for his efforts on 20 May 1490 when Henry VII made him Vice-Warden of the East and Middle Marches on the borders of Scotland, as the operational deputy to the infant Prince Arthur who nominally held the top job.5 He was granted power to negotiate with the Scottish king James IV over any breaches of a fragile Anglo-Scottish truce and to investigate ‘all persons who have covin [treacherous dealings] with the enemy and [to] punish them’. Within two days, he published a proclamation warning the ‘great numbers of Scots [who have been] applying themselves to idleness and begging [and have] over-run the realm’ to immediately return home ‘under pain of punishment’.6


He continued in the north as the king’s lieutenant, administering law and order,7 collecting taxes, suppressing dissent - such as further riots  in the spring of 1492 at Acworth, near Pontefract, Yorkshire, over tax8 - and handling the sometimes Byzantine diplomatic relations across the Scottish border. His first two sons, Thomas and Edward, the latter born in 1476, were educated as pages in Henry’s household but they were, to all intents, being held hostage to guarantee his good behaviour as the king’s viceroy in the north.

Surrey was increasingly regarded as Henry VII’s best soldier and he was soon to prove his military mettle. In 1497, with a force of Yorkshire levies, he relieved a five-day Scottish siege of Norham Castle9 which controlled a strategic ford over the River Tweed in Northumberland. Then he launched a retaliatory punitive expedition into the Scottish border country which destroyed Ayton Castle in Berwickshire before the onset of ‘extraordinarily foul and stormy’ weather drove him back into England.10 Thomas and Edward accompanied him on the raid, both of whom he knighted at Ayton on 30 September. Surrey later concluded a new truce and began negotiations for the marriage of Henry’s daughter, Margaret, to James IV of Scotland.

His wife Elizabeth died on 4 April that year at their newly built mansion at Lambeth, across the Thames from Westminster, but he did not wait long to find a second spouse. On 8 November, Surrey swiftly married Elizabeth’s cousin, Agnes Tylney, the daughter of Hugh Tylney of Skirbeck and Boston in Lincolnshire,11 in the chapel of the castle of Sheriff Hutton, near York.12 She was to become a long-lived and formidable matriarch of the Howard clan, bearing him six surviving children. Through his brood of five living sons and six daughters from two wives, Surrey was to build marital unions with most of the prominent noble families in England. For example, his daughter Muriel13 married John Grey, second Viscount Lisle, sometime before June 1503.14 Before he died on 9 September 1504, aged twenty-four, substantial properties in Somerset, Berkshire and Gloucestershire had been settled upon her.15 Around May 1506, she took as her second husband Thomas Knyvett, one of the brash cronies who now surrounded young Prince Henry at Greenwich.

Surrey returned to court in 1499 and, two years later, became an influential member of Henry VII’s Privy Council, joining a group of courtiers ‘of singular shrewdness’. On 16 June 1501, he was appointed Lord Treasurer of England, a post the Howards were to make their own suzerain for the next four decades.16 He thus became the third in importance of the king’s ministers. Richard Fox, Bishop of Winchester, had been Lord Privy Seal since Henry’s accession - so loyal, it was said,  that he was willing to sacrifice his own father’s life to save that of his sovereign. And William Warham, Bishop of London, was appointed Lord Chancellor and Archbishop of Canterbury in 1504. Under Surrey’s careful management, royal revenues grew from £52,000 a year to £142,000 by the end of the reign in 1509.17


The earl benefited by the slow but sure recovery of some of his lost lands and property in East Anglia, his wealth augmented by gifts from a now grateful but ailing monarch.18 Among a considerable parcel of manors acquired in 1507 was that of the former Mowbray possession of Kenninghall, a small village midway between Thetford and Norwich, where his son Thomas constructed a substantial palace of seventy rooms.19 By 1506, Surrey had built up property holdings with an annual net income of £1,200, or well over £500,000 at 2009 cash equivalents.20


He was involved in negotiations concerning the marriage of the Spanish princess Catherine of Aragon to Prince Arthur on 14 November 1501 and was in charge of arrangements for Arthur’s funeral after his premature death on 2 April 1502. The following year, he escorted Henry VII ’s fourteen-year-old daughter Margaret to Scotland for her marriage to James IV, and had the honour of giving away the bride, dressed in a gown of cloth of gold, in the chapel of Holyrood House, Edinburgh, on 8 August.21


Surrey was appointed one of the executors of the king’s will, and, a few days before his death from chronic pulmonary tuberculosis22  on 21 April 1509 at Richmond Palace, Henry VII suffered a rare attack of conscience. He restored all Surrey’s lands, lost him by attainder twenty-four years before, as a mark of appreciation for his loyal service.23 It was a crowning moment for the royal servant: after the defeat at Bosworth and the black despair of his incarceration in the Tower, all his hopes and dreams of the intervening years had at last been fulfilled.

Henry VIII was proclaimed king three days later. Surrey served as Earl Marshal at the coronation of the eighteen-year-old and, on 10 July the following year, was appointed to the position for life at a fee of £20 a year, triumphantly reclaiming the position once held by his father.24  A month after the coronation, his second son Edward was appointed Royal Standard Bearer with an annual pension of £40. Surrey had high hopes of becoming the new king’s chief minister, but was thwarted by an ambitious young cleric introduced to court by Bishop Fox, who was now climbing high in Henry VIII’s estimation. Thomas Wolsey, the son of a prosperous Ipswich butcher, had been appointed royal almoner  when Henry ascended to the throne and by 1511 his position at court was becoming unassailable.

Wolsey quickly flexed his political muscles. Surrey and Fox had signed an Anglo-French treaty in 1510, but the new minister was marching very much in time with the king’s ambition for military adventures, and was intent on war with France. Surrey opposed this on diplomatic and fiscal grounds, but to his chagrin discovered that his second son Edward had ‘marvellously’ angered and incited the king over the Scots, France’s traditional ally, ‘by whose wanton means, his grace spends much money and is more disposed to war than peace’.25


During June 1511, Henry received complaints about the Scottish privateer Andrew Barton who was preying on English merchant vessels at the eastern end of the English Channel. Although there is little surviving evidence of the incident, the king apparently ordered the two Howard sons, Edward and his elder brother Thomas, ‘in all haste’ to capture Barton and his two ships, the Lyon and the Jenett of Purwyn. Richard Grafton, the chronicler, recorded that the Howards’ ships were stationed in the Downs, off the east coast of Kent, on 2 August, when they

perceived Andrew was making towards Scotland and so fast the lord [Thomas] Howard chased him that he overtook him and there was a sore battle. The Englishmen were fierce and the Scots defended themselves manfully . . . Howard and his men, by clean strength, entered the main deck and the Scots fought on the hatches . . . Andrew was taken and [was] so sore wounded that he died there and the remnant of the Scots were taken, with their ship called the Lyon.26



Edward Howard, meanwhile, intercepted the Scottish barque27 Jenett  and boarded her, ‘slew many’ and captured the surviving crew. Both vessels were brought as prizes to Blackwall on the River Thames and the Scottish prisoners transferred to the Archbishop of York’s palace in London, before being repatriated.28


James IV, the Scottish king, was furious. He protested volubly about the Howards’ ‘outrage’, fruitlessly demanded the return of the ships and sought the arrest and prosecution of the Howards for Barton’s murder and for breaching the peace. Henry condescendingly pointed out that justice had merely been done to a ‘crafty pirate’ and thief.29


Surrey, meanwhile, was growing ever more anxious about the prospect of hostilities on two fronts with France and Scotland. He sought an interview with the king to dissuade him from embarking on war, but  was received by Henry with ‘such manner and countenance . . . upon him that on the morrow, he departed home again’.30 He obtained the king’s leave of absence from court in September 1511 and retired in a huff to his estates in Suffolk and Norfolk to nurse his anger at being outmanoeuvred by Wolsey.

Sir Edward was appointed a vice-admiral on 7 April 1512, charged with maintaining control of the English Channel between the French port of Brest and the Thames Estuary. Over the next few months, his warships seized more than sixty vessels and imposed naval domination over the entire Channel. In response, the French began mobilising their own fleet and Howard, driven by his sovereign’s lust for martial glory, set out to destroy it.

In the first week of August, Howard sailed from Portsmouth in his flagship, the newly built Mary Rose, leading a twenty-five-strong fleet, which included the mighty Regent, commanded by his brother-in-law, Sir Thomas Knyvett. Their objective was Brest, which was sheltering the thirty-nine ships of the French fleet. These enemy vessels left port on 10 August and had just cleared its approaches when the English vanguard attacked. In brutal fighting, Regent was shackled with chains to the French carrack31 Marie la Cordelière and Knyvett boarded the larger enemy ship, ignoring the storm of arrows from her decks. As the French fought frantically to repel boarders, their vessel caught fire and the blaze spread rapidly across to the sails and rigging of the Regent. Very soon, it, too, was engulfed by flames. One desperate French gunner, deep in the bowels of the carrack, set fire to its powder magazine, choosing death rather than suffering the dishonour of his ship being captured.

Howard, coming up with the main body of his fleet, arrived to see both ships disappear in a series of catastrophic explosions, which hurled burning debris high into the air before falling back into the sea like a terrible deluge of fire. Inevitably, there were no survivors from either crew. Knyvett was dead, and so were all 700 of his men from the  Regent,32 together with 1,200 enemy sailors.

Bad news in war is never welcome. Henry had lost one of his closest confidants, but he managed to control his grief publicly. In London, Wolsey informed Fox of the loss of the Regent:
At the reverence of God, keep these tiding secret to yourself for there is no living man knows the same here but only the king and I.

Your lordship knows right well that it is expedient for a while to  keep the same secret. To see how the king takes the matter and behaves himself, you would marvel . . . [at] his wise and constant manner. I have not, on my faith, seen the like.





Howard had also lost a close friend and brother-in-law. He swore to make the French pay dearly, in blood and fire, for Knyvett’s death. Wolsey added:Sir Edward has made his vow to God that he would never look the king in the face until he had revenged the death of [this] noble and valiant knight.33





Knyvett’s widow, Muriel, swore another kind of oath which, in its way, was as awesome as her brother’s. When news of her husband’s death reached her at their home at Buckenham, south-east of Norwich, on 12 August, she at once declared that she had made ‘tryst with him in Heaven that day five months’. Her will was written on 13 October and she died, just as she had prophesied, on 12 January 1513. Muriel had pined to death, aged twenty-six, leaving two daughters and four sons by Knyvett.

Sir Edward was one of the many members of the house of Howard who attended her funeral, his craving for vengeance still burning as fiercely as ever. On 19 March, he was appointed Lord High Admiral of England, Ireland and Aquitaine, in succession to John de Vere, thirteenth Earl of Oxford, who had died nine days earlier. On Easter Sunday, 27 March 1513, he again departed Portsmouth with his fleet and headed back to Brest. So hellbent was he on revenge that he sailed without any supply ships.

The enemy fleet remained in the port’s roadstead, blockaded by the English waiting impatiently for battle offshore. French reinforcements, in the shape of six shallow-draught, oar-propelled galleys, arrived in mid-April under the command of the Chevalier Gaston Prégent de Bidoux, immediately nicknamed ‘Prior John’ by the English. He put into Conquet, fifteen miles (25 km.) west of Brest, his vessels protected by powerful shore artillery batteries. Howard could not deploy his warships in the shallows, so he decided to pick off the French vessels by using fifteen rowing barges, or crayers.34 The admiral quit his ship for one such boat, commanded by a Spaniard called Carroz, or Charran,35 and crewed by sixteen English sailors. His plan was that the others would follow, but as the boat was lustily rowed through a hail of arrows and gunfire towards ‘Prior John’s’ galley, Howard found that he  was alone. Undaunted, he clambered aboard and tried to capture the enemy ship.

Edward Etchingham, captain of Germyn, graphically described his commander’s death to Wolsey on 5 May: ‘The news . . . be so dolorous that [hardly] can I write them for sorrow’:
On St Mark’s day, [25 April] the Admiral appointed four captains and himself . . . to win the French galleys with the help of boats, the water being too shallow for ships.

The galleys were protected on both sides by bulwarks planted so thick with guns and crossbows that the quarrels36 and the gun-stones came together as thick as hailstones.

For all this, my lord would needs board the galley himself for there [was] no man [to] counsel him the contrary.

When my Lord Admiral leapt into the French galley, and all for fear of the ordnance that was shot from the galleys and from the land . . . they left their admiral in the hands of his enemies.





Howard scrambled up over the bows into the forecastle of the French admiral’s galley, together with the Spaniard and his small party of English sailors. They hitched their boat’s cable to the capstan of the French ship, but it was either cut by the enemy or somehow let slip, and the boat was swept away on the tide, leaving them marooned on the enemy deck.


There was a mariner wounded in eighteen places, who by adventure, [was] recovered [by the French] galley’s boat. . . . He saw my lord admiral thrust against the rails of the galley with morris pikes.37  Charran’s boy tells a like tale, for when his master and the admiral had entered, Charran sent him for his hand gun . . . and he saw my lord admiral waving his hands and crying . . . ‘Come aboard again! Come aboard again!’

When my lord saw they could not, he took his whistle from about his neck, wrapped it together, and threw it in the sea.



Later, under a flag of truce, ‘Prior John’ acknowledged that ‘there was one that leapt into my galley with a gilt target [shield] upon his arm, [who] I cast overboard with moorish pikes and the mariner that I have prisoner, told me that same man was your admiral’.

Howard, encumbered by his armour, sank quickly beneath the waves and drowned. He was thirty-six. Etchingham ended his despatch: 
The great ships lay without doing anymore, for they knew not perfectly where my Lord Admiral was. Sir, when the whole army knew that my Lord Admiral was either taken or slain, I [swear] there never was men more full of sorrow than all were.

There was never a noble man so ill lost as he was that was so full of courage and had so many virtues and that ruled so great an army as well as he did and kept so great order and true justice.38






Three days later, Howard’s body was recovered from the sea by the French, disembowelled and embalmed, and buried nearby. Prégent wanted to keep Howard’s heart but his whistle was sent jubilantly as a trophy of war to the French queen, Anne of Brittany, and his armour to Princess Claude.39


Sir Edward Howard died a swashbuckling hero, more corsair than naval commander. Admirals have no place in war in boarding ships with a handful of men to fight against overwhelming odds, cut off from any hope of reinforcement, or indeed escape. Their role is strategic or fighting tactical or strategic battles - not engaging in single-handed combat against lower-rank enemy sailors. His death was unnecessary, avoidable, and the result of crass, if not blind, stupidity on his part. Nonetheless, his ‘death or glory’ end, his relentless drive to destroy the enemy, warmed the heart of many a patriotic Englishman and saddened others. The symbolism of hurling his silver whistle - the badge of an admiral - into the sea, moments before he died, is the stuff of legend, if not a Hollywood epic.

Howard had married Alice Lovell, sister and sole heir of Henry, Lord Morley, in 1505, but the couple had no children.40 He did, however, have two underage illegitimate sons. His will, written the previous January, made provision for them:
Whereas I have two bastards, I give the king’s grace the choice of them, beseeching [him] . . . to be [a] good lord to them and that when he comes of age, he may be his servant.

Him that the king’s grace chooses, I bequeath him my barque called Genett4I with all apparel and artillery and £50 to begin his stock with.

The other bastard I bequeath to my special trusty friend Charles Brandon [first Duke of Suffolk from 1514], praying him to be [a] good master to him. Because he has no ship, I bequeath to him one hundred marks [£66] to set him forward into the world.42






He left Henry’s wife, Queen Catherine of Aragon, his ‘St Thomas’s Cup’ - a superb silver-gilt and ivory ‘grace’ or loving cup - engraved with three inscriptions in Latin and English: ‘Drink thy wine with joy’; the more sententious: ‘Be sober’; and finally: ‘Fear God’.43 The pious Catherine would have thoroughly approved of the legacy. He also instructed that his local abbey, the Trinitarian priory at Ingham, Norfolk, should ‘find a secular priest, to be called “Howard’s Priest” and a friar, likewise named’. Brandon was left ‘my rope of bowed nobles that I hang my great whistle by, containing three hundred angels’,44  and the king, his admiral’s whistle.45 Both were disappointed in their bequests, as these now lay in enemy hands.

Howard’s brother Thomas was appointed Lord High Admiral in his place, providing him with his first opportunity to emerge from the shadow cast by the noisy bravura and derring-do of his younger sibling. Safe at home in Plymouth harbour and aboard Mary Rose, he sought to placate Henry’s anger at the loss of admiral and ship:
As to the actual feats of all such noblemen and gentlemen as were pr[esent when] my brother, the admiral, was drowned (whom Jesu pardon), I assure your [highness so] far . . . as I can . . . anyway understand, they handled themselves as . . . men did to obtain their master’s pleasure.

It was the most dangerous enterprise [I have] ever heard of and the most manly handled.46






He would punish two men who ‘did their part very ill the day my brother was lost . . . Cooke, the queen’s servant in a row[ing] boat, and Freeman, my brother’s servant’.

But Thomas, Lord Howard, soon fell foul of Henry’s overarching need to make his mark on European politics through leading his army in a ‘fire and sword’ invasion of France. Although Howard needed to revictual his ships, his prime task was to engender a new spirit of élan among his dispirited, demoralised crews who were deserting their ships in shoals. He complained to Wolsey that his sailors would ‘rather end up in purgatory than return to battle’.47


Despite these morale problems, the new admiral was ordered to take his ships from Plymouth to Southampton to escort a force led by Arthur Plantagenet, Viscount Lisle,48 in a feint attack on Brest. The king and his main army, meanwhile, crossed the Channel further east to attack Louis XII of France. Howard’s pleas that the wind was against him did not wash with an impatient Henry. Bishop Fox, in Southampton, told Wolsey on 19 May: The lord admiral . . . with their whole army and their victuallers lie so far within the haven of Plymouth that they cannot come out of it without a north-west wind and the wind has been south-west continually three days past.49





All too conscious that he was making a hash of his first command, Howard galloped to London to explain his problems in person to his master. But both Henry and Wolsey refused to see him. How he must have suffered and squirmed in the face of these snubs! However, he cadged and wheedled fresh supplies and paid, out of his own purse, to transport the victuals down to Southampton. Eventually, he managed to escort the diversionary force across to Brittany and hastened northwards to the main theatre of war. He was soon sent home.50


Henry, fearful that James IV of Scotland would invade while he and his army were campaigning in France, appointed Surrey to guard England’s northern marches. The ageing Earl of Surrey was the obvious choice for the job, given his years of experience in the region, but the old campaigner was less than happy at the mission, preferring to win his glory instead on a French battlefield. When Henry embarked at Dover in June, he took Surrey’s hand, and told him: ‘My lord, I trust not the Scots, therefore I pray you not be negligent.’ An order is an order, and the earl replied:I shall do my duty and your grace shall find me diligent and to fulfil your will shall be my gladness.51





He said of the Scottish king:Sorry may I see him ere I die, that is the cause of my abiding behind. If ever he and I meet, I shall do that in me . . . to make him as sorry [as] I can52





and he marched north on 22 July, gathering troops en route. He imposed strict discipline on his troops, issuing orders forbidding the playing of dice or cards by common soldiers, but allowing noblemen and captains ‘to play at their pleasures within their own tents’.53


The king’s instincts proved entirely correct.

On 11 August 1513, the Scottish herald Sir William Cumyng of Inverallochy, Lyon King of Arms, arrived at Henry’s camp outside the French town of Thérouanne in the Pas-de-Calais and delivered a bleak ultimatum from his master, James IV. The ‘Auld Alliance’ between  France and Scotland was alive and well. James demanded that the English monarch

desist from further invasion and utter destruction of our brother and cousin, the Most Christian King [Louis XII], to whom . . . we are bounden and obliged for mutual defence, the one of the other, like as you and your confederates be obliged for mutual invasions and actual war; certifying you we will take part in defence of our brother . . . And we will do what thing we trust may cause you to desist from pursuit of him.54



Predictably, Henry lost his temper and shouted at the herald: ‘I am the very holder of Scotland - he holds it of me by homage.’

The Scots were already prepared for war, with ample French military assistance, and their 35,000-strong army crossed the River Tweed at Coldstream eleven days later, on 22 August. They attacked Norham Castle and James’s newly acquired heavy bronze guns smashed the walls of the gatehouse. This artillery bombardment was followed by:three great assaults, three days together, and the captain [John Anislow] valiantly defended . . . But he spent vainly so much of his ordnance, bows and arrows and other munitions that at last he lacked . . . and so [on] the sixth day, [the shortages] compelled to yield him simply to the king’s [James] mercy.




This castle was thought impregnable . . .55


The Scottish host marched eight miles (13 km.) further south and occupied a five hundred foot (152.4 m.) high, three-peaked hill called Flodden Edge, in Northumberland, erecting earth ramparts and digging trenches to defend their camp on its crest.

Surrey had reached Pontefract, Yorkshire, on his progress north and heard of the Scottish invasion on 25 August. Despite his age - he was now seventy - he hastened on towards Newcastle, sometimes travelling by carriage, as he was troubled with rheumatism or arthritis. The next day,

was the foulest day and night that could be, and the ways so deep . . . that his guide was almost drowned before him, yet he never ceased, but kept on his journey to give example to them that should follow.


His eldest son Thomas, Lord Howard, was bringing a contingent of 928 veteran soldiers and sailors up by ship: ‘All that night the wind blew courageously, whereof the earl doubted least that . . . his son . . . should perish that night on the sea.’56 Surrey heard Mass in Durham Cathedral  and asked its prior to allow him to take into battle a local relic, St Cuthbert’s banner. His request was an act of heavy symbolism: the banner had been carried at the Battle of Northallerton, Yorkshire, on 22 August 1138, during the first major engagement between the English and Scots since the Norman Conquest. That day, the Scots’ king David I’s invading army was routed in just two hours by the outnumbered English militias. By bringing Cuthbert’s banner, Surrey planned to inspire his men by that famous victory, known as the Battle of the Standard.

Before there was any fighting in 1513, Surrey had to discover the Scots’ strength and tactical intentions. He sent Thomas Hawley, Rouge Croix herald, with a trumpeter to James with two letters, one written in his own hand, and the other from his son, Lord Howard, who had now arrived safely. Surrey told the Scottish king that he


unnaturally, against all reason and conscience, [had] entered and invaded his brother’s realm of England and done great hurt . . . in casting down castles, towers and houses, burning, spoiling and destroying of the same and cruelly murdering the [king’s] subjects.

Wherefore the said earl will be ready to try the rightfulness of the matter with the king in battle by Friday next coming at the farthest.



Time was running out for the English general. Surrey needed to destroy the Scots before his army melted away. Food supplies were dangerously low and for two days his troops had quaffed no beer, only ‘water and could scarce get any other sustenance for money’.57


His son’s letter was more provocative and more personal. It boasted that, during his voyage north, ‘he had sought the Scottish navy, then being at sea, but he could not meet with them, because they were fled to France, by the coast of Ireland’. James had

many times [sought Howard] to make redress for Andrew Barton, a pirate of the sea . . . he was now come in his own person to be in the vanguard of the field to justify the death of [Barton] against him and all his people.


Howard pledged that neither he nor his soldiers would take any Scottish nobleman prisoner, ‘but they should die if they come in his [reach], unless it was the king’s own person, for he trusted to no other courtesy at the hands of the Scots’. This fighting talk was deliberately designed to antagonise James IV and force him into battle: if he retreated, he would be dishonoured as a coward.58 The English commanders were not alone in disparaging their foes: among the Scots, Lord Patrick  Lindsay dismissed Surrey as ‘an auld crooked earl lying in a chariot’ - a snide, sniping reference to his arthritis.

Rouge Croix returned with James’s agreement to wait for battle until noon on Friday 9 September. All the bonhomie and boisterous goodwill of the wedding of his queen, Margaret Tudor, a decade before had vanished. The Scottish king contemptuously dismissed Surrey’s letter as being unseemly for an earl to challenge a prince.59 The herald also brought disturbing intelligence - that the Scottish army was positioned


on a high mountain called Flodden on the edge of Cheviot, where was but one narrow field for any man to ascend up the hill . . . to him and at the foot of the hill lay all his ordnance.

On the one side of his army was a great marsh, encompassed with the hills of Cheviot, so he lay too strong to be approached on any side . . . except that the Englishmen would have temerariously run on his ordnance.60




The Scots had chosen a formidable position and would quit it at their peril to fight on level ground. They clearly hoped to force Surrey to launch a suicidal uphill assault upon them, in the face of overwhelming artillery fire.

But the earl was too wily a general to sacrifice his hungry army on those steep slopes. On 8 September, just after noon, the 23,000 men of the English army struck camp at Milfield, south-west of Flodden Edge, and began a long march behind and around the Scottish flank. Their unexpected manoeuvre threw the Scottish commanders into confusion: were the English now invading Scotland? Were they going to attack them from the rear? Was their road back home now cut off? By the next day, James had to counter-march his forces north across Branxton Moor to deny the English the heights behind him. Surrey had lured the Scots out of their fortress-like prepared positions and neutralised their enormous tactical advantage.

James deployed his troops on the forward slope of Branxton Hill in four densely packed formations or ‘battles’, positioned two hundred feet (61 m.) apart, their movement hidden by dense clouds of acrid white smoke from burning piles of stinking, soiled bedding straw. His army had substantially shrunk through desertion over the previous few days, and he probably mustered 29,000 men for the fight.

Lord Thomas Howard, riding ahead of the English vanguard, suddenly saw his enemy, like black forests of pikes, as the smoke cleared, not 440 yards (0.4 km.) away: ‘The Lord Admiral was confronted by  the four great battles of the Scots, all on foot, with long spears like moorish pikes, which [warlike] Scots bent [lowered] them forward’ ready to charge.

It must have been a dreadful shock. Howard snatched the medallion bearing the Agnus Dei - the Lamb of God - from around his neck and sent it off by mounted messenger to his father, urging him ‘in all haste to join battle’, while he hurriedly formed up his men out of sight, in the boggy Pallinsburn valley.

The English forces ran up and deployed themselves into five battles, each commanded by Surrey, Lord Howard, Sir Edmund Howard (the thirty-five-year-old third son of the earl), Sir Edward Stanley and Thomas, Lord Dacre.

The Battle of Flodden61 opened shortly after four o’clock with an hour-long exchange of artillery fire in pouring rain and high winds. The heavy Scottish siege guns fired downhill but their gunners found it difficult to depress the barrels sufficiently to bring effective fire on the English. Their cannon balls either ploughed into the soft earth, or flew overhead, doing little damage to Surrey’s troops, drawn up in ‘dead’ ground in the valley. For their part, the English, armed with lighter cannon, fired more rapidly and bounced their two-pound (0·91 kg.) stone shots at their targets. They first fired at the Scottish artillery, and, after neutralising their threat by killing their gunners, switched their aim to the enemy’s massed battles of roughly 9,000 men apiece, causing terrible carnage as the shots scythed through the ranks.62 As the Scots pikemen fell like ninepins, James ordered his host to attack down the slope. He dismounted from his horse, was handed a pike, and went to the front of his own square of pikemen and led them on towards the English lines.

As the Scots, their pikes levelled, reached three hundred paces down the hill, they came within range of the English archers, armed with the much-feared longbow that had created such deadly havoc among their ancestors in Anglo-Scottish battles down the centuries. That day, however, the weapon proved ineffective: the drenching rain had soaked the bowstrings, reducing the pull of the bow, and the strong winds disrupted the volleys. The Scots were also well armoured and the front ranks carried pavises, or tall wooden shields, for protection, so few were initially killed by arrow.

The 8,000-strong Scottish vanguard was made up of Gordon clans-men, armed with axes and mighty two-handed claymore swords, led by Alexander Gordon, third Earl of Huntly, and a deep phalanx of pikemen from the borders, commanded by Alexander, third Lord Home. The  nimble Gordons cleaved their way through the front ranks of Edmund Howard’s division on the right of the English line, leaving gaps where the pikemen, by weight of numbers, crumpled resistance.

Edmund Howard and his captains tried to rally their 3,000 troops, but many fled, panic-stricken, abandoning their leaders to their fate. As the Scots skewered many an English soldier on the end of their sixteen-foot (4.88 m.) pikes, the nobles were left isolated in penny packets of resistance, fighting for their lives. Howard’s personal standard-bearer was cut into pieces and his banner lost. Two of his servants were killed. He was beaten to the ground three times before Dacre swept across with Surrey’s reserve of 2,000 border reiver cavalry and drove off the Scots, some of whom had become distracted by the lure of booty from the English baggage train. Edmund Howard still had to cut his way through to the refuge of his elder brother’s 5,000-strong vanguard, on his left, on the ridge called Piper’s Hill. This was now battling, beneath St Cuthbert’s banner, with a thick mass of pikemen, led by the Earls of Errol, Crawford and Montrose.

The Scots had copied their tactics from the fearsome German Landsknecht mercenaries, who relied on collective discipline, large numbers, momentum and the length of their pikes, to roll over their foes. At Flodden, the charge by the three Scottish earls’ 6,000 men was disrupted by a small stream called the Sandyford - scarcely wider than ‘a man’s foot over’. After clearing this, they had to clamber up the slope to reach Lord Howard’s men less than one hundred yards (91 m.) away, considerably slowing their pace and breaking up their tight formation. Though the English recoiled, they absorbed their weakened charge and held their line. In the dense mêlée, the Scots pikes were instantly transformed from lethal weapons into unwieldy encumbrances, and were pushed aside by the English infantry, keen to come to close quarters to stab and hack with their shorter bills. The pikes were thrown down, swords drawn and axes pulled out of the Scots’ belts for close combat.

Minutes later, further to the left, James’s division clashed with Surrey’s 5,000-strong rearguard, fighting under Henry VIII’s royal standard of the red dragon, just west of the village of Branxton. The weight of their charge pushed the English back two hundred yards (182 m.), near to where today’s monument to the battle now stands.

The battle was cruel and none spared other and the king himself fought valiantly. O what a noble and triumphant courage was this for a king to fight in a battle as a mean soldier  wrote one contemporary chronicler.63 James, who fought to within a spear’s length of the Earl of Surrey, directing the battle from his carriage in the English rear, suffered five sword thrusts and an arrow wound but still managed to kill five English with his pike, before it shattered. He threw away the stump and with his sword slew five more. But then, surrounded by men-at-arms jabbing and slashing at him with their poleaxes, he was cut down.


A terrible blood lust now gripped the English.

Some of the Scottish nobles in the front ranks, hemmed in by the press of men behind, begged for their lives to be spared in return for a ransom.

Many . . . Scottish prisoners could and might have been taken but they were so [vengeful] and cruel in their fighting that when the Englishmen had the better of them, they would not save them, though it were that diverse Scots offered great sums of money for their lives.64



After three hours of fierce fighting, the low-born men in the rear of the Scottish phalanxes instinctively sensed the battle was going against them. One by one, then group by group, they began to melt away as terror and sudden cowardice, like an epidemic, swept through the ranks.

The Scots’ division on the right, 6,000 lightly armed Highlanders under the Earls of Lennox and Argyle, prepared to enter the fray to support their king’s attack. But they were ambushed by Surrey’s fifth battle, under Sir Edward Stanley, who had clambered up the steep north-east slope of Branxton Hill unobserved. A volley of arrows and a charge by Stanley’s bill men routed them and they, too, panicked and fled the field.

As the Scots streamed away, Surrey was uncertain whether victory was truly within his grasp.

Before nightfall, he ordered his scouts to discover whether any of his enemies had rallied and if he faced another battle the next morning. The Scots were gone, many fleeing headlong back into their homeland across the Tweed at Coldstream. But some English scavengers looted the Scottish camp on Flodden Edge and found plentiful supplies of mutton, beef, cheese, and - praise be! - ale and wine. There were also four thousand feather beds.

As the English army remained under arms that night, amidst the groans of the wounded and dying, Surrey knighted forty of his gentlemen, including his younger son, Edmund.

Lord Howard returned to the army’s camp and sent a short note announcing the victory to Catherine of Aragon, the Queen Regent in Henry VIII’s absence in France.

The next morning, a small force of eight hundred mounted Scots tried to snatch back the seventeen captured cannon but were seen off by a volley from the English artillery.65


Dawn revealed the true extent of the slaughter.

The area at the bottom of Branxton Field was packed with thousands of Scottish dead, and their blood had tainted the Sandyford stream, itself choked with bodies, many stripped naked by night looters. The Scots army had lost around 12,000 men - just under half the host that had begun the battle. Among their dead was the king himself, his bastard son Alexander Stewart, Archbishop of St Andrews and Chancellor of Scotland, a bishop, two abbots, nine earls and fourteen barons. The Scottish aristocracy had been decimated: almost every noble family had lost a father, husband or son.66 Estimates of the number of English dead ranged between 500 and 1,500.

James’s body was found later that morning recognised by Dacre among the heaps of mangled corpses. The king had suffered ‘diverse deadly wounds and especially one with an arrow and another [caused] by a bill, as appeared when he was naked’.67 His sword, dagger and turquoise ring were removed and kept by the Howards.68 The corpse was carried off to Berwick, where it was embalmed and encased in lead. It was then taken to the Carthusian monastery at Sheen, near Richmond in Surrey, where it lay unburied for many years.69 A bloodied piece of the king’s tabard (his coat bearing his arms) was sent to the queen as a trophy of war.70


On 16 September, a warlike Catherine of Aragon wrote to Henry reporting Howard’s claim of ‘the great victory that our Lord has sent your subjects in your absence’. She had sent on


the piece of the King of Scots’ coat which John Glyn now brings. In this your grace shall see how I keep my promise, sending you, for your banners, a king’s coat.

I thought to send himself to you, but our Englishmen’s hearts would not suffer it. It should have been better for him to have been in peace than have this reward.

All that God sends is for the best.

Surrey wishes to know your grace’s pleasure as to the burying of the king of Scots’ body. 



Catherine also sent a slip of paper found in a dead Scotsman’s purse which contained details of ‘the instigation used by France to induce James [IV] to go to war with England’.71 The king, she added piously, if not a trifle pompously, ‘must not forget to thank God’ for the victory.

Henry’s campaign in France was not nearly so spectacular. Thérouanne had fallen a week after an English victory at the so-called Battle of the Spurs on 16 August, which was more a skirmish than a full-scale engagement. The king, now encamped at Tournai and awaiting its formal surrender, triumphantly sent the news of Flodden to Maximilian Sforza, Duke of Milan, his irrepressible swagger all too apparent:
The king of Scots himself, with a great army invaded our realm of England and first took a little old town, belonging to the Bishop of Durham, already nearly in ruins and practically unfortified and on that account almost deserted.

He then advanced four miles into our realm. There the noble lord, the Earl of Surrey, to whom we had committed the charge of repelling the Scots . . . met with them in a battle which was long and fiercely contested . . . With the Almighty . . . aiding the better cause, our forces emerged victorious and killed a great number of the enemy and many of their nobles and put the rest to flight.





In a postscript, Henry added: ‘Since these were written, we have received certain news that the King of Scots himself was killed . . . so he has paid a heavier penalty for his treachery than we would have wished.’72 He celebrated the victory with a feu de joie, a rippling salvo of 1,000 cannon, declaring: ‘I will sing him a soul knell with the sound of my guns.’

In Rome there was initial news of a catastrophic English defeat, with Surrey a prisoner with fifteen other lords, and 30,000 Englishmen dead. In war, first reports are frequently wrong and this was no exception. Cardinal Christopher Bainbridge, Henry’s ambassador to Rome, recounted gleefully how the ‘French and Scots [in the city] were sought greatly but when the king’s letter came all their joy was turned to shame’.73


Surrey received his just reward on Candlemas Day, 1 February 1514, at Lambeth Palace, when the earl, resplendent in crimson robes, was ‘honourably restored unto his right name of Duke of Norfolk’.74 Sir Thomas Wriothesley, Garter King of Arms, presented him with the engrossed patent of the dukedom and an augmentation to his coat of arms, an escutcheon bearing the lion of Scotland pierced through the  mouth with an arrow, to mark his victory at Flodden.75 A grateful king presented him with forty manors spread across Berkshire, Derbyshire, Hertfordshire, Kent, Nottinghamshire, Oxfordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire and Wiltshire, together with an annual pension of £40.

His eldest son Thomas was created Earl of Surrey in his place and also granted an annuity of £12 for life and sixteen manors and two castles, yielding a handsome annual income of £333 6s 8d.76


At the end of that September, and with peace declared, the second Duke of Norfolk escorted Henry’s young sister Mary to France for her marriage to the elderly and sickening Louis XII. The journey was a chapter of unfortunate accidents. The newly ennobled Surrey, as Lord Admiral, had to shepherd the wedding party across the English Channel, but bad weather kept them at sea for four days of sickness and misery. The princess’s ship became separated and finally it ran aground on a sandbank outside Boulogne, forcing her to be rowed ashore through the surf. She was less than pleased at the danger and the insult to her dignity.

Her marriage took place on 9 October, and, almost immediately, Norfolk was involved in a row over the dismissal of her English servants (who had been selected by Wolsey) and their French replacements. A fuming Mary wrote to her brother: ‘I marvel much that my lord of Norfolk would at all times so lightly grant everything at their requests here . . . Would [to] God, my lord of York [Wolsey] had come with me in the room of Norfolk, for then I am sure I should have been left much more at my heart[’s ease] than I am now.’77 There was only one saving grace for the princess. The marriage only lasted eighty-three days before her husband died (reportedly through overexertion on the marital bed, unwise for a man of his years and poor health) and she was free later to marry secretly her true love, Sir Charles Brandon.

Norfolk had gradually been edged out of the king’s inner councils by Wolsey and it must have been a tedious duty for him to escort him during the ceremony in Westminster Abbey on 18 November 1515 in which he received his cardinal’s hat, awarded by Pope Leo X two months earlier. Worse was to come: on Christmas Eve, Henry appointed Wolsey his Lord Chancellor.

It would be left to his son, Thomas, to neutralise the threat posed by the Cardinal.
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 GUARDIANS OF ENGLAND

‘A man of the greatest wisdom, reliability and loyalty’


The historian Polydore Vergil’s description of
Thomas, second Duke of Norfolk1


 



 



It began, as many such riots begin, with a small, trifling incident - merely a row over the purchase of two birds for an Englishman’s simple dinner. But this was a spark that set alight a powder keg of resentment, hatred and violence in the narrow, filthy and stinking streets and lanes of London.

Add rampant xenophobia, envy and the pain of declining wages all together and you have a heady recipe for civil disorder. The chronicler Richard Grafton described how, by 1517, French, Genoese and other foreign merchants had flocked to London, attracted by the rich pickings offered by Henry VIII ’s free-spending and glittering court. ‘The multitude of strangers was so great . . . that the poor English artificers could scarce get any living. Most of all, the strangers were so proud that they disdained, mocked and oppressed the Englishmen,’ he reported.

In early April that year, a carpenter called Williamson bought two stock doves2 at a stall in London’s Eastcheap. As he paid with a few coins from the purse at his belt, a passing Frenchman snatched the birds out of his hand and told him that they were too grand a dish for such a low-born tradesman. Despite his angry protests, the Frenchman insisted the birds would make a perfect meal for his master, the French ambassador Pierre de la Guiche,3 and carried them off - but not before he had called Williamson a ‘knave’.4 Diplomatic complaints followed about the carpenter’s manners and he ended up in prison, with the envoy declaring ‘by the Body of God, that the English knave should lose his life, for no Englishman should deny what a Frenchman required’.

Meantime, another Frenchman was banished from the realm for killing a man and had a cross branded on his right hand to identify him as a malefactor. As one of the city constables led him away, they were jostled and shoved by the Frenchman’s friends who taunted the officer: ‘Sir, is this cross the price to kill an Englishman?’ Another shouted:  ‘On that price, we would all be banished, by the Mass!’

Rumours spread of more incidents involving foreigners, which fanned the smouldering fires of resentment burning in Londoners’ hearts. John Lincoln, a broker,5 who was ‘sore grudged’ by the foreigners’ behaviour, consulted a Dr Beal (alias Bell), a monk from the Augustinian priory and hospital of St Mary Spitalfields,6 just outside the city walls, and told him: ‘You were born in London and see the oppression by the strangers and the great misery of your own native country. Exhort the citizens to [unite] against these strangers, ravagers and destroyers . . .’

Easter sermons at the priory were renowned throughout the city and were delivered from an outdoor pulpit, or preaching cross, within an enclosure near its churchyard. Immediately opposite was a small, two-storey building in which the Lord Mayor and aldermen of London gathered to hear the pious words.7 On the Tuesday after Easter, Beal mounted the pulpit and urged his congregation:
Take compassion over the poor people, your neighbours, and also of the great hurts, losses and hindrances . . . [and] the extreme poverty [of ] all the king’s subjects that inhabit this city . . . The aliens and strangers eat the bread from the poor fatherless children and take the living from the artificers and the [business] from all merchants, whereby poverty is much increased [and now] every man bewails the misery of another, for craftsmen are brought to beggary and merchants to need...8


As the monk warmed to his theme, his voice became edged with righteous anger:This land was given to Englishmen. As birds defend their nest, so ought Englishmen cherish and defend themselves and hurt and grieve [the] aliens for the common good.
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