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PREFACE


Towards the end of Elizabeth I’s reign, her face and body ravaged by time, sickness and toxic cosmetics, she was obliged to undergo an increasingly elaborate ritual to preserve the so-called ‘mask of youth’. When she emerged, triumphant, in front of the public court, she was Gloriana once more, bedecked in dazzling gowns, bejewelled wigs and thick layers of white make-up, and could just about fool her adoring subjects that she was still the most desirable woman in Europe. A visitor to her court in 1599 was amazed to see the queen, now well into her sixties, looking ‘very youthful still in appearance, seeming no more than twenty years of age.’1


Only in the privacy of her ‘secret lodgings’ at court was Elizabeth’s true self revealed to the handful of trusted ladies who were permitted to attend her. But on one notorious occasion, her privacy was breached by an irreverent young ‘admirer’. Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, was more than thirty years her junior but paid court to the queen like a lover. A natural showman, Essex was handsome, charismatic and extremely self-confident, and treated his royal mistress with such over-familiarity that he was more than once reprimanded for lacking respect. But Elizabeth loved his exuberance and audacity, and she fell so passionately in love with him that she would fly into a jealous rage if any of her ladies so much as cast an admiring look in his direction.


Believing that his hold over the queen was unshakeable, the earl’s behaviour became increasingly shocking. On one notorious occasion, he flouted the strict rules of access to Elizabeth’s privy apartments and burst into her bedroom unannounced. He was appalled by the sight of the old woman before him, stripped of her courtly finery, her grey hair and deeply wrinkled face a shocking contrast to the queenly visage that she presented to the world. In great haste, he left his royal mistress’s chamber, never to return.


Essex showed little repentance, and secretly mocked his royal mistress as ‘an old woman … no less crooked in mind than in carcass.’2 But Elizabeth never forgot the episode, and it was rumoured to have played as great a part in the earl’s downfall as his failed rebellion some time later. She had forgiven her favourite many things, but was not prepared to overlook his outrageous intrusion into her private life.






INTRODUCTION: ‘THE PUBLIC SELF AND THE PRIVATE’


‘I do not live in a corner. A thousand eyes see all I do.’ This telling lament by Elizabeth I begs the question: did the Tudors have a private life at all? As monarchs, they were constantly surrounded by an army of attendants, courtiers, ministers and place-seekers. Even in their most private moments, they were accompanied by a servant specifically appointed for the task. A groom of the stool would stand patiently by as Henry VIII performed his daily purges, and when Elizabeth I retired for the evening, one of her female servants would sleep at the end of her bed. Little wonder that in protesting her innocence of any sexual misdemeanour, she called as her witness those ‘thousand eyes’ that watched her constantly.


But if the Tudors were rarely alone, they did lead a very different life behind closed doors to the one that most of their subjects witnessed. In their private apartments at Hampton Court, Whitehall or the myriad other sumptuous palaces where they spent their days, their more ‘human’ characteristics and habits could find expression. ‘A monarch has at least two selves, the public self and the private,’ remarked one recent historian.1 It was vital for a king or queen to show no vulnerability to the outside world: any sign of frailty, illness or even the natural process of ageing had to be disguised by a mask of invincibility. If this mask slipped, then so might their dynasty. But their closest attendants knew the truth. They saw the tears shed by the seemingly implacable Henry VII upon the death of his son Arthur. They knew the real cause of ‘Bloody’ Mary’s protracted – and, ultimately, fruitless – pregnancies. And they saw the ‘crooked carcass’ beneath Elizabeth I’s carefully applied make-up, gowns and accessories.


It is the accounts of these eyewitnesses, as well as a rich array of other contemporary sources – correspondence, household accounts, architectural and pictorial evidence, ambassadors’ reports and the words of the monarchs themselves – that have enabled me to explore the private life of the Tudors. In so doing, I have interwoven familiar tales, such as Henry VIII’s turbulent affair with the ‘Great Whore’, Anne Boleyn, and the endlessly debated question of their daughter Elizabeth I’s virginity, with lesser-known episodes such as Henry VII’s courtship of his own daughter-in-law, and the lingering, excruciating death of his grandson, Edward VI.


The marital (and extramarital) relations of the Tudors of course form an important theme but, ironically, this was one of the least ‘private’ aspects of their life at court. The production of heirs was a matter in which their subjects could justifiably take a close interest. This was not the case, or at least not to the same extent, for other aspects of how they lived behind closed doors: their education, what they ate, how they dressed, their hobbies and friends, health and hygiene. Although the monarchs themselves form the main focus, the private lives of their courtiers are introduced at appropriate points in the narrative.


All of this is set against the backdrop of the court itself. I have been privileged to have special access to some of the most important palaces in which the Tudor monarchs and their courtiers lived and died – from the pomp and pageantry of that mighty fortress, the Tower of London, to the labyrinthine corridors and chambers of Hampton Court. Here, sex and power, the ratio of men to women, and the very architecture of the palace created a hothouse atmosphere in which scandals erupted on an almost daily basis. It also created a very deliberate distinction between the public and private worlds of the Tudor monarchs.


By exploring Britain’s most famous dynasty through the lens of their private lives, this book aims to shed new light upon an enduringly popular period. It is only when we understand the real people behind the mask of royalty – with all their qualities, defects, tastes and temperaments – that we can truly understand the political, religious and social tumults of this extraordinary period.






1


‘Infinitely suspicious’


WHEN THE TUDORS came to power in 1485, it signalled the closing stages of more than thirty years of bitter civil war. The Wars of the Roses, as they subsequently became known, were a series of dynastic conflicts between the rival branches of the royal House of Plantagenet, the Houses of York and Lancaster. Fought in several sporadic episodes rather than a continuous war, they lasted from 1455, when Richard, Duke of York, contested Henry VI’s authority as king at the Battle of St Albans, to 1487, when the Lancastrian Henry VII defeated the ‘pretender’ Lambert Simnel and his Yorkist supporters at the Battle of Stoke.


Henry Tudor’s ambitions for the throne had been galvanised by the death of Edward IV in 1483. Edward had left two sons but both were minors and were placed under the protection of their uncle, Richard, Duke of Gloucester. Richard subsequently declared their parents’ marriage invalid on the basis that Edward IV was already betrothed at the time of his marriage to Elizabeth Woodville. Their children were therefore declared illegitimate and removed from the line of succession, and Richard was free to seize the throne. His two nephews, who had been lodged in the Tower of London, disappeared in mysterious circumstances shortly afterwards, and it has long been assumed that they were put to death at Richard’s orders.


Spying his chance, Henry Tudor launched an invasion in summer 1485, landing off the coast of Pembrokeshire and rapidly marching towards England. Against the odds, his ragtag army of prisoners and mercenaries defeated the superior forces of King Richard at the Battle of Bosworth on 22 August, and Henry was proclaimed king. His coronation took place two months later in ‘triumph and glory’ at Westminster Abbey. Reunited with the son she had not seen for fourteen years, Lady Margaret Beaufort ‘wept marvellously’.1


Although Henry VII’s victory at Bosworth was seen as a decisive moment in the conflict, he came to the throne with credentials that were at best questionable. His Lancastrian blood flowed from his formidable mother, who was the great-granddaughter of Edward III’s son, John of Gaunt and Katherine Swynford. The trouble was, Margaret’s grandfather had been born a bastard, the result of a long-standing affair between John and Katherine before their marriage. Henry’s father, meanwhile, had been the child of Henry V’s queen, Catherine of Valois, by her Welsh page. That Henry Tudor was the best remaining Lancastrian claimant by 1485 is an indication of how desperate their cause had become. Few of his new subjects could have expected him to survive for long: there would surely be other, better claimants to take his place. In short, the Tudors had no business being on the throne of England at all.


Born in 1457, when his mother was just thirteen years old and his father had already been dead for two months, Henry had been separated from the former at an early age. He was raised first by his paternal uncle, Jasper, Earl of Pembroke and then, after Jasper’s flight abroad in 1461, by William, Lord Herbert, an ardent Yorkist supporter. It was a dangerous existence for this precious Lancastrian heir, who was obliged to be forever watchful of potential assassins. Confined in Wales for most of his young life, at the age of fourteen he fled into exile to Brittany with Jasper and remained there for the next fourteen years, until the time was right to stake his claim on the throne of England.


When Henry defeated Richard III in 1485, it was just the beginning of a long and bitter struggle to win the loyalty of his new subjects. In their eyes, he was an illegitimate usurper with no right to be king. Henry did himself few favours in this respect. Described by the contemporary Burgundian chronicler Jean Molinet as a ‘fine ornament’ of the Breton court, he had adopted French manners, worshipped Breton saints and spoke with a marked accent. He also lacked the natural charisma and flamboyance of his Yorkist predecessors. Introverted, paranoid and ‘infinitely suspicious’, he was arguably the most private of all the Tudor monarchs.2 He may have had good cause to be watchful – Yorkist rebels and claimants were everywhere – but Henry was of a naturally reticent disposition. He guarded his money and possessions as closely as his secrets and would soon gain a reputation as a miser. The contrast to the charismatic, open-handed Edward IV, whose memory his subjects still revered, could not have been greater.


But Henry Tudor also had a number of attributes that would stand him in good stead as king. He was a patient and sharp observer and, well trained by his uncle, always remained cool under pressure. Conscientious, methodical and shrewd, his ‘vast ability’ was acknowledged by his contemporaries.


According to the Italian humanist Polydore Vergil, who met the king on many occasions, Henry was ‘extremely attractive in appearance, his face was cheerful, especially when he was speaking.’3 Of a little above average height, Henry had a regal bearing and was slender, strong and blue-eyed, but with a sallow complexion. He had a cast in his left eye, which meant that ‘while one eye looked at you, the other searched for you.’4 This made his gaze even more disconcerting for those upon whom it was fixed.


Despite spending so much time among military men, Henry had lived a relatively chaste life and only had one bastard son, Roland de Velville, who was conceived during his exile in Brittany. Perhaps not surprisingly for the son of Lady Margaret Beaufort, who was renowned for her intense piety, Henry was observed to be ‘a most zealous supporter of religion, daily taking part, with great devotion, in divine service.’ Although piety was expected of a king, particularly one who needed to erase the stain of usurpation, Henry’s faith seems to have been genuine. Vergil revealed: ‘To those whom he knew were worthy priests, he often gave alms secretly in order that they might pray for his soul.’5


Henry VII has long had the reputation of a dour man, but he had a more light-hearted side. His household accounts reveal that he was fond of playing cards, even though he regularly suffered heavy losses – most notably in June 1492 when he was obliged to raid the royal coffers for £40 (equivalent to almost £20,000 today) in order to pay off his creditor. Physically fit from his years of campaigning, he held regular jousts and liked to play tennis. The latter was a particular favourite with the king and was commended by a contemporary expert on courtly refinement as a ‘noble sport which is very suitable for the courtier to play … for this shows how well he is built physically, how quick and agile he is in every member.’6 Later in his reign, Henry employed two professional players to act as coaches. Tudor tennis (or ‘real tennis’) was very different to the more common lawn tennis that was invented during the Victorian era. It was played in an enclosed court, and the ball could be hit against the walls, as well as over the net. The ball was also harder, heavier and less bouncy than its modern counterpart. It was made from tightly packed wool bound with tape and then covered in another tight layer of wool.


The king also employed a fool called Patch, paid ‘the foolish Duke of Lancaster’ for entertaining him, and rewarded minstrels, lute players, pipers, dancers and a group of singing children. But if Henry knew how to enjoy himself, he never lost sight of how much the various revelries cost. All of the expenses were carefully noted in his accounts, and he personally checked them, adding his countersignature next to each entry.7 He also deplored waste and, even though he was fond of the pastime himself, introduced heavy penalties for gambling. Servants and apprentices were specifically banned from playing card games except at Christmas. Few heeded the new legislation, however, and gambling became so commonplace at court and in aristocratic houses across the kingdom that certain officials were given responsibility for the profits that were generated.


Henry inherited an impressive suite of palaces in and around London from his Yorkist predecessors. The easternmost was Greenwich, originally built as ‘Bella Court’ by Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, fourth son of Henry IV and regent to the young King Henry VI, in 1453. The duke lost his position and his life following a coup by Henry VI’s wife, Margaret of Anjou, who renamed the house ‘Placentia’ and carried out a number of substantial improvements. Henry VII later enlarged it, refacing the entire building with red brick and changing its name to Greenwich. It would become one of the favourite palaces of the Tudor monarchs.


Nearby, to the south-east, was another medieval palace, Eltham, set in a spacious park. Originally a rural manor house, it had become a royal residence at the beginning of the fourteenth century and had been frequently rebuilt and expanded thereafter. It was the favourite palace of Edward IV, who in 1480 built a new Great Hall complete with magnificent hammer-beam roof. By the time of Henry VII’s accession, it was one of the largest and most visited royal residences in England, but the new king thought the palace more suitable as a hunting lodge or royal nursery than as a venue for full-scale court entertainments.


By far the most imposing, and one of the most ancient of the royal residences of the city, was the Tower of London, originally built by William the Conqueror after 1066. It incorporated the southeast corner of the ancient Roman city walls, and the giant Norman keep that became known as the ‘White Tower’ dominated the skyline for miles around. A suite of royal lodgings was later built close to the White Tower, and Henry VII extended these to include a residential tower, a gallery and a garden. By the time of his accession, it was a well-established tradition that new monarchs spent the night before their coronation at the Tower.


Close to the west wall of the City of London, Baynard’s Castle commanded excellent views from its riverside location, close to where St Paul’s Cathedral now stands. The London headquarters of the House of York during the Wars of the Roses, it was more suited for defence than for comfort, so in 1500 Henry set about transforming it from a fortified castle into a ‘beautiful and commodious’ house.8 But the site was still rather constricted and soon fell out of favour, being used more as a royal storehouse than a residence.


York Place was the residence of the Archbishop of York and lay close to the centre of royal government at Westminster. It had been significantly extended during the decade before Henry Tudor seized the throne so that it was now an impressive palace, complete with a gatehouse, hall, chapel and private lodgings. During the 1530s, it would be extended further into a huge, sprawling mass of buildings, courtyards and gardens, and became known as Whitehall Palace.


To the west of London lay the manor of Sheen, which had been a royal residence since the early fourteenth century. It was largely rebuilt by Henry V in 1414 and became known as Sheen Palace. Further west was Windsor Castle, founded by William the Conqueror in the eleventh century. Three centuries later, Edward III transformed it from a fortress into a Gothic palace, with lavish new royal apartments and a magnificent new chapel, St George’s. As well as being a royal residence, Windsor was the home of the Order of the Garter, and new Garter knights were invested here.


The roads linking each of the principal residences were the best in the kingdom, but most of the palaces were on the river and easily accessed by barge. Transport was an important consideration, given that the court was still a peripatetic institution and moved between the main royal residences up to thirty times a year on average.


The new Tudor king was quick to take possession of these and the other royal residences that were now his by right. Naturally introspective, he preferred the company of a few trusted servants and advisers, but appreciated the need to surround himself with a court that was every bit as magnificent as that of his Yorkist predecessors. In order to create an impression of continuity, and therefore reinforce his rightful place in the succession, Henry retained most of the structure, personnel and traditions that he had inherited.


Having spent most of his adult life in exile in Brittany, Henry must have been staggered by the sheer scale of the court over which he now presided. The royal household was vast and comprised up to a thousand officers and servants. Numbers were swelled still further by the fact that each courtier was allowed to bring their own staff. A duke, for example, might bring twelve servants to court. All needed food, accommodation and the facilities to keep themselves and their apparel clean and presentable.


The spectacles of pageantry and ceremony that were the hallmark of royal court life were only achieved thanks to the immense level of activity and preparation that took place behind closed doors. Even on an average day – one without a special event – a vast amount of work was undertaken by hundreds of officials, attendants and servants to keep the court looking, and smelling, good.


The royal household was divided into two sections. The household above stairs (the Domus Magnificence) comprised the Chamber (including the Guard Chamber), the Presence Chamber and the Privy Chamber. This department was controlled by the Lord Chamberlain, who was usually a trusted and close friend of the monarch. The queen’s household was organised along similar lines and was subject to the authority of her Chamberlain. But it was smaller than the king’s and was almost entirely staffed by women. The household below stairs (the Domus Providencie) was controlled by the Lord Steward, and the stables were under the master of the horse. Outside the jurisdiction of both the Lord Chamberlain and Lord Steward were a number of miscellaneous departments, including the Jewel House, the Office of the Revels, the Office of Works, the Royal Ordnance and the Chapel Royal. The entire royal household was under the nominal direction of the Lord Great Chamberlain.


The Domus Magnificence comprised significantly more servants than the Domus Providencie, and included footmen (typically seven or eight), henchmen (anywhere between four and fourteen) and yeomen of the guard (who fluctuated between forty and two hundred). The footmen’s role was to attend the king while outdoors, such as when hunting or riding, so they would be provided with clothing that was both sumptuous and warm.9 The henchmen were part of the ceremonial entourage when the king appeared in public, and were members of the gentry and nobility. As such, they were the best dressed of the king’s attendants and would be regularly decked out in silks, satins, velvets and furs. The yeomen of the guard, meanwhile, had to be highly visible because their role carried the greatest weight of responsibility, namely ‘to watch the king’.10 A scarlet livery was introduced for them in 1514 and has remained their uniform to this day. Various other servants were counted among the staff of the Domus Magnificence, such as the king’s barber, musicians and the officers of the Wardrobe.


The Domus Providencie, or household below stairs, was divided into a number of sections such as the scullery, larder, pastry kitchen, buttery, cellar, ewery (which presided over the laundry), and the poultry (which presided over the porters and the carters). The vast majority of the staff who populated these departments were men. The only women below stairs were employed to do the washing, cleaning, and basic household tasks.


The smart, uniform appearance of the Domus Magnificence staff conveyed the monarch’s ability to provide for them and symbolised his authority and control over his household – and, by extension, his kingdom. By contrast, little was provided for the below-stairs staff because they were not seen by those who mattered. Thus, the kitchen staff would deliver the food to serving areas, from where the liveried staff of the Domus Magnificence would take over.11 There were a few notable exceptions, such as the four ‘rockers’ whose job it was to rock the royal infant’s cradle, and the court laundress and chimney sweep, all of whom were granted livery.


By the dawn of the Tudor period, the private life of the monarchy had long been subject to a strict order of routine, tradition, ceremony and etiquette. This was reflected by the structure of the court and the architecture of the royal palaces. The creation of a private suite of chambers for the king or queen can be traced to as early as the twelfth century. But it was only 300 years later, during the reign of Edward IV, that this development was accelerated when the king transformed all of the royal residences in order to provide himself and his family with separate, private lodgings known as the Chamber. This was a deliberate strategy by Edward to control access to the royal person, and in so doing to centralise power in the hands of the king. Separating the king from his subjects in this way enhanced the mystique of monarchy, and elevated those who were allowed to penetrate the architectural divide and gain access to the royal presence.


By the end of Edward’s reign, the Chamber comprised the Great or Guard Chamber, which was the first of the ceremonial rooms en route to the king and was staffed by his personal bodyguard; the presence chamber (or throne room), where the king dined in state, received important visitors and met his council; and the privy chamber, which was both the king’s bedroom and private lodgings, and the name of the organisation which populated and governed these inner rooms. The privy chamber was not as private as the name suggests but, in common with the more public-facing rooms beyond, it was subject to a great deal of formal ceremony.


In around 1470, the influential lawyer, Sir John Fortescue, penned the political treatise, The Governance of England, in which he set out the principles of kingship. One of the most important was that a monarch should not stint upon fine clothes and furnishings: ‘It shall need that the king have such treasure, as he may make new buildings when he will, for his pleasure and magnificence; and as he may buy him rich clothes, rich furs … convenient to his estate royal. And often times he will buy rich hangings and other apparel for his houses … for if a king did not so, nor might do, he lived then not like his estate, but rather in misery, and in more subjection than doth a private person.’12


Edward IV had fully embraced the concept of magnificence as being synonymous with power. A visitor to his court in 1466 remarked that the English king had ‘the most splendid Court that could be found in all Christendom.’13 By contrast, Edward’s Lancastrian rival, Henry VI, had eschewed such royal trappings – and had paid a heavy price for it. A scornful commentator had described his entry into London after temporarily reclaiming the throne in 1471 as being ‘more like a play than the showing of a prince to win men’s hearts.’ Dressed in a simple long blue velvet gown ‘as though he had no more to change with’, he had also refused to maintain a great household but instead lived as if in ‘great poverty’.14


Miserly he may have been, but Henry Tudor was shrewd enough not to repeat this mistake. A man’s clothes – far more than those of a woman – were of great symbolic importance. A statute passed in 1483 closely defined the colours and fabrics that a man might wear according to his status. The use of ‘cloth of gold’ and purple silk was limited to the royal family, and velvet cloth was the preserve of those who enjoyed the rank of knight or above. It was therefore possible to discern, at a glance, a person’s status by the clothes that they were wearing.


Henry and his successors invested huge proportions of their wealth in the creation and maintenance of their wardrobe, and took great interest in how they presented themselves. Far from being a vain or frivolous pursuit, dress had enormous symbolic importance, reflecting not just the status of the wearer, but their personality, taste, influences, aspirations and power. Throughout his reign, Henry would spend extravagantly on vestments and livery promoting his personal badges of the Tudor rose and the Beaufort portcullis.


In contrast to the majority of their subjects, how the Tudor monarchs dressed in private was as important as their public apparel. They did not possess what would be defined today as ‘casual’ clothes. Even their nightwear was crafted from the finest linens and decorated with embroidery. Their sportswear was no less elaborate. Personal comfort was always sacrificed to outward display.


The first man whom Henry appointed to the important role of tailor was George Lovekyn, a Parisian by birth who had worked for both Edward IV and Richard III. This was a deliberate ploy to emphasise the continuity of the royal succession – and thus Henry’s rightful place within it. Although he was very much an outsider, having spent fourteen years in exile in Brittany, Henry’s style of dress was consistent with that of his Plantagenet predecessors. His coronation followed the same pattern as Edward IV’s, and Lovekyn provided a traditional ceremonial robe of crimson satin with white fur and a mantle of purple velvet.15 None of this escaped the notice of the Venetian ambassador, who observed that the king did ‘not change any of the ancient usages of England at his court.’16 After Lovekyn’s death in 1504, Henry promoted the latter’s apprentice, Stephen Jasper, to the position of tailor, a post that he kept for the remainder of the reign.


Working closely with the tailors were the embroiderers. At the beginning of his reign, Henry appointed William Moreton and William More to this position. The latter continued in post for the remainder of the reign and also served Henry’s successor. Only the most trusted men and women would be appointed to this most private of court departments, and often the positions would pass from one member of the family to another. Elizabeth Langton is a rare example of a female in the royal wardrobe, but she was probably appointed as Henry VII’s silkwoman in around 1502 because she was known to be the widow of Thomas Langton, who had supplied silks to the king during the 1490s.17


Henry spent the greatest sums on his apparel during the early years of his reign, when he felt most insecure on his newly won throne. Just over a week after defeating Richard III at Bosworth, he ordered a long gown of rich cloth of gold lined with black satin, another of velvet lined with violet satin, four short gowns of purple cloth of gold lined with black satin, a doublet of black and crimson satin, and a quantity of linen for shirts. The total order came to £336, which roughly equates to £180,000 in today’s money. During the two years that followed, he spent a total of £5,386 (£3 million) on his wardrobe. His expenditure dropped to around a third of this for the remainder of his reign, by which time he had become more established.18


By contrast, the king’s mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, reinforced her pious image by eschewing the ostentatious gowns of court and dressing more like a member of the religious orders than of the royal family. In all of the surviving portraits, she is wearing a white linen gable headdress with a wimple covering her neck and chin, and a sombre black robe. Margaret’s intention was to express not only her piety, but her autonomy, since it suggested that she was unencumbered by wifely duties. She had taken two vows of chastity, in 1499 and 1503, and lived alone from 1499. This was quite common for widows, but the king’s mother was still married to her second husband, Thomas Stanley. The image she wished to project, however, was as royal mother superior. Although she wore deliberately simple garments to reinforce this, they were made of the most luxurious materials. Her accounts include gowns of black damask furred with ermine and twenty-four lambskins to line her nightgown. She also spent considerable sums on jewellery: gold rings set with rubies, gilded girdles, and jewels of flowers with diamonds and rubies.19 Lady Margaret’s table linen was no less luxurious and included a damask tablecloth and towel woven with roses and a portcullis, her family badge.


Even comparatively simple fabrics such as woollen cloth involved a lengthy production process and were therefore sold at exorbitant prices. Silks and velvets were so eye-wateringly expensive that only those who were permitted to wear them could afford them anyway. Investing in new clothes for a visit to court could bankrupt members of the minor nobility and gentry. The fact that the monarch was able to appear in the finest cloth of gold or velvet as often as they liked reinforced their superiority. If most of their courtiers were unable to compete, then their lowlier subjects did not stand a chance. A yard of cloth of gold would cost six months’ wages for a labourer, and he would need to work for three years to afford a fine cloak.20


As well as being crafted from the finest, most expensive materials, the monarch’s clothes also required specialist care and cleaning. Given the peripatetic nature of Tudor monarchy, it was essential that the garments were portable so that they could be regularly packed up and transported by a team of royal servants, and still appear at their best when worn on the next occasion.


Rich textiles were not just required for the royal wardrobe. They were also used to adorn the palaces in which the monarch and his family lived – as well as to keep out the draughts. And as with the king’s clothes, the furnishings that were crafted for behind closed doors were as important as those that would be on public display. Henry was particularly fond of rich tapestries. He was probably inspired by his years in exile in France, where he may have seen the weaving of an enormous set called The Story of the Trojan War by Pasquier Grenier. As soon as he was king, he commissioned his own set, which was delivered by Grenier’s son in March 1488. Grenier would receive numerous other commissions during the course of the reign.


Contemporary documents reveal that Henry and his officials paid minute attention to the hanging of these tapestries according to their value. The outer chambers of court would be hung with tapestries made from wool alone; the middle chambers with wool and silk, and only the king’s private apartments would be decorated with tapestries woven from gold thread. This served to reinforce the strict order of precedence at court, which was also reflected by the architecture of the palaces themselves. The king’s private chapel required another suite of bespoke fabrics, such as vestments and napery.


The priceless tapestries, clothes and other material possessions of the monarch were stored in a dedicated department of the royal household known as the Great Wardrobe of Robes and Beds. This had been established in the Middle Ages and had originally been a storehouse for armour, tents and liveries. It was housed in the Tower of London for the first 150 years or so of its existence, but by the mid-fourteenth century, it had grown so large that a new home had to be found for it close to Baynard’s Castle, at the western end of the City of London.21 It resembled an Oxford or Cambridge college, with buildings surrounding gardens and a courtyard, where packhorses and carts could be loaded and unloaded. There were also permanent stores for its stocks and collections at the Tower, Somerset Place and Whitehall Palace. In addition, each palace had a ‘removing wardrobe’, where clothes would be delivered in coffers and trunks when the king and his court took up residence. This was usually situated beneath the king’s and queen’s privy chambers with a stair connecting it to the room above.


The queens consort had their own version of the Great Wardrobe based at Baynard’s Castle itself. Items of clothing would be delivered directly to the officers of the queen’s robes from Baynard’s Castle to the palaces where they were required. The structure of the queen’s wardrobe was the same as for the Great Wardrobe, with yeoman, groom and page, and most officers transferred from one queen consort to another.


By Tudor times, the Great Wardrobe was under the jurisdiction of the Privy Chamber, reflecting the essentially personal nature of its contents. It was here that all of the royal clothes and furnishings were not only stored, but made, ordered and paid for. The monarch would personally sign all of the orders and accounts for clothes. These tended to be ordered in bulk every six months, but the Great Wardrobe also had to respond at short notice to bulk orders for events such as funerals.


The man who served as Henry VII’s first keeper of the wardrobe was selected as much for his loyalty as for continuity with the Yorkist regime. Peter Curteys had first been appointed to the position by Edward IV in April 1481 and had been responsible for preparing the abortive coronation of Edward V two years later, but had lost his office shortly afterwards when Richard III seized the throne. When an invasion by Henry Tudor looked imminent, Curteys stole away into sanctuary at Westminster along with other Tudor sympathisers. After defeating Richard at Bosworth, Henry rewarded Curteys by giving him back his old office ‘in consideration of his true heart and service, and of the great persecution, dangers and losses of goods sustained by him in the King’s cause, he having kept sanctuary at Westminster long time in sadness, punishment, and fear awaiting the King’s arrival.’22


Curteys was one of many important links with the past, all of which enabled the first Tudor king to quickly order his household, ceremonies and other trappings of power. But for all its finery, Henry’s new court lacked one important adornment: a queen.


Keen to establish his dynasty, the new king needed to enhance his legitimacy by taking a bride of impeccable pedigree. In fact, the perfect candidate had already been selected for him before he even came to the throne. In 1483, while Henry waited in the wings for the right moment to contest Richard III’s throne, his mother Margaret made a tacit agreement with Edward IV’s widow, Elizabeth Woodville, that if Henry succeeded in taking the crown of England, he would marry her eldest daughter Elizabeth. Henry swore an oath to this effect at Rennes Cathedral on Christmas Day 1483 and applied for the necessary papal dispensation early the following year.


Elizabeth of York held many attractions as a potential bride. Nine years younger than Henry, she was every inch the Plantagenet princess: tall and slender with luscious blonde hair. It was hardly surprising that she should have grown into such a beauty: her mother, Elizabeth Woodville, was so strikingly attractive that her father, Edward IV, had courted scandal across the kingdom in order to marry this commoner. Even disapproving commentators could not help but admire Henry’s chosen bride. A Venetian envoy described her as ‘a very handsome woman, and of great ability.’23


Elizabeth of York’s true appeal for Henry lay not in her physical charms, but in her lineage. As the eldest daughter of Edward IV, she was the greatest prize of the House of York – described by Thomas More as ‘a king’s fare in marriage’ – and in making her his wife Henry was signalling an end to the bitter war that had been waged with his own House of Lancaster.24 ‘Everyone considers [the marriage] advantageous to the kingdom,’ observed one foreign ambassador, adding that ‘all things appear disposed towards peace.’25 So ideal a bride was Elizabeth in every respect that her late uncle, Richard III, was rumoured to have considered marrying her himself. When Henry had heard of this, he was said to have been ‘pinched to the very stomach.’26


Henry was quick to claim custody of his intended bride. Shortly after arriving in London, he had her placed in the household of his indomitable mother, Margaret Beaufort, at her residence of Coldharbour. A handsome medieval manor house on the banks of the Thames close to London Bridge, it boasted a great hall overlooking the river. It had previously lodged Alice Perrers, mistress of Edward III. Determined to put his stamp on the capital, Henry had ordered the renovation of the house. It was one of a series of opulent Thames-side houses that the new king would renovate in the latest Burgundian fashions, complete with imported glazing and glittering cupolas, with opulently furnished galleries and chambers within.


It was probably at Coldharbour that Henry and Elizabeth first met, although no record of that meeting survives. During the autumn of 1485, the king sent ten yards of crimson velvet and six yards of russet damask, and sixty-four ‘timbers’ (bales containing forty skins each) of ermine to his bride-to-be, determined that she should be as finely dressed as he was.27 How they felt about each other was of little relevance. There was no public pretence of love, only of courtesy and respect. At most, couples brought together by such alliances might hope for harmony and mutual respect. Love, romance and passion were mostly reserved for a king’s extramarital affairs.


But did Elizabeth have different expectations? As the daughter of a king she was certainly well versed in the customs of the court. But, unusually, her parents had married for love, and the strong attraction that had existed between them had hardly abated during the nineteen years of their marriage. Elizabeth may have been inspired by their example to hope for a love match herself. But, although she was still only nineteen years old at the time of her marriage to Henry Tudor, she was hardly a political ingénue. Her childhood had been played out against the turbulent backdrop of civil war, the crown rapidly changing hands between Yorkist and Lancastrian claimants. She had been raised to expect not conjugal felicity, but political expediency in her marriage.


While Elizabeth enjoyed the dubious pleasure of sharing a house with her prospective mother-in-law, Henry began laying the legal groundwork for their marriage. On 7 November, parliament formally recognised the legitimacy of his title and annulled the instrument whereby Richard III had claimed the throne, which had asserted the bastardy of Edward IV’s children. The following month, Thomas Lovell, Speaker of the House of Commons, urged the new king to fulfil his promise to marry ‘that illustrious lady Elizabeth, daughter of King Edward IV’ and thus pave the way for ‘the propagation of offspring from the stock of kings.’ This suggests that, no matter how much Henry might assert his right to the throne, he desperately needed Elizabeth to legitimise his kingship. Four days earlier, Giovanni de’ Gigli, prebendary of St Paul’s, had shrewdly observed to the Pope: ‘It is positively asserted that the king is about to marry her, which everybody considers advantageous for the kingdom.’28 The House of Lords echoed the Speaker’s request and Henry formally agreed to marry the York princess. Parliament approved the match on 10 December, and Elizabeth was treated as Queen of England from that day forward.


First, though, a papal dispensation had to be secured because Henry and Elizabeth were ‘joined together in the fourth and fifth degrees of kindred’.29 It could take many months to get anything from Rome, and Henry was not prepared to wait. Luck was on his side. A papal legate was then in England, and he was persuaded to authorise the marriage on behalf of his pontiff. He duly gave his signed permission on 16 January, and the wedding took place two days later at Westminster Abbey, where the bride had been christened almost twenty years before.30


Henry and Elizabeth then processed the short distance from the abbey to Westminster Palace, followed by the Lord Chamberlain, bishops, cardinals, lords, Knights of the Bath, nobles, heralds, officers, trumpeters and minstrels. Like the abbey, it was originally founded by Edward the Confessor and was now the monarch’s principal London residence and the heart of government. It was also the birthplace of the new queen, and she had spent a good deal of her childhood there.


Upon arriving at the palace, the king and his bride retired to a private chamber for a brief rest and perhaps a change of clothes. It must have been a welcome moment of privacy in a day of protracted ceremonies and pageantry. A contemporary recorded: ‘When he [Henry] had pleasure somewhat rested him, in the same estate, with those nobles, he may return in to the said hall, there royally to be served as is according to the feast.’31


There is no record of where the wedding feast took place, but it is likely to have been in the enormous Great Hall. Built by William II at the end of the eleventh century, it was the largest great hall in Europe, measuring 240 feet long and covering 17,000 square feet. It was hardly the most intimate of spaces for the celebration of a wedding but, anxious as he was to impress his new subjects, it would have suited Henry’s requirements exactly.


It is interesting to speculate whether the royal cooks would have prepared any of the foods believed to excite lust in the newly married couple. Chestnuts, pistachios and pine nuts had long been used in folk medicine to stimulate the libido. The consumption of meat was believed to strengthen the husband’s potency, as well as aiding the wife’s fertility. In between each course the royal couple would have been served with a ‘subtlety’ – a lavish sculpture of marchpane (marzipan) or spun sugar, covered with gold leaf. A popular design for weddings was a model of the new wife shown in the last stages of pregnancy – just in case she was not already aware of what was expected of her. Neither were the Tudors prudish about phallic-shaped foods like asparagus, or those that could inspire sexual puns, such as ‘apricock’.32 The wedding feast was, after all, merely a prelude to the main event: the bedding ceremony.


When the last dishes of this sumptuous and protracted feast had been served, and the royal couple had eaten and drunk their fill, they would have been escorted to the bedchamber. The very public beginning to this essentially private event was for a purpose: even after the wedding ceremony had taken place in church, a marriage was not considered binding until it had been consummated. Sexual failure could have far-reaching consequences for a royal couple, sparking political unrest and even rebellion. It was therefore imperative that members of their court and household be given sufficient reassurance that the act had been satisfactorily performed.


Moreover, to have any hope of securing lasting peace, Henry’s marriage to Elizabeth had to produce an heir – and quickly. The king knew that his claim to the throne was weak and that his rivals from the House of York were preparing to challenge it. An undisputed heir born of a Yorkist princess might just silence them – even if only for long enough for Henry to secure a firmer grip on his new kingdom. As the sixteenth-century chronicler Edward Hall remarked, the chief hope of the marriage was that from their ‘two bodies one heir might succeed.’33


Henry and Elizabeth were well past the age at which consummation might first take place – twelve in girls and fourteen in boys. For a male royal heir to gain sexual experience before marriage was not only expected, but actively encouraged. It would prove his sexual potency and, potentially, his ability to sire children, as Henry had done. By contrast, however, unless she had been married before, the bride must be unquestionably chaste. Despite the rumours about her relationship with her late uncle, Elizabeth almost certainly came to the marriage bed a virgin. One of the most powerful bargaining tools a potential royal wife had was her virtue. It was imperative that the mother of future kings or queens must have morals that were utterly beyond reproach. Elizabeth had been closely guarded during her father’s reign, both her parents very conscious of the value of their eldest daughter in the international marriage market.


The royal bedding ceremony was subject to a similarly strict set of rules as the marriage ceremony and wedding feast. At around 8 o’clock in the evening, the bride was escorted to her chamber by her ladies, who undressed her and put her to bed. The groom, meanwhile, was stripped down to just his shirt – an undergarment that would have reached to at least mid-thigh and, in Henry’s case, would have been delicately embroidered. Then, accompanied by his gentlemen attendants, musicians, priests and bishops, he joined his wife in the bedchamber. The clerics would pronounce their blessings, and then a concoction of wine and spices would be served. Known as the void or voidee, this was a mixture of expensive sweet and sharp spices such as pepper, saffron, ginger, cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg. It was thought to be beneficial to health and digestion, as well as sweetening the breath and engendering strength and courage.


The onlookers were often slow to leave. Sometimes, they demanded to see the naked legs of the couple touching, which in some cases was accepted as a sign of consummation. Others expected to witness the royal newlyweds kissing or embracing. It was a crude reminder that a royal body was the property of the state; its functions of great interest to the people of the realm. In this, the king and his wife were poorer than the lowliest of their subjects. The latter may not have enjoyed the array of comforts that came with royal blood, but they at least had the luxury of a private life in its true sense.


Even after the throng of courtiers had bidden the couple goodnight and left the chamber, some may have lingered outside the closed door, straining their ears for any sound that might indicate the act of consummation was under way. For Henry and Elizabeth, this lack of privacy for even their most intimate moments was a sign of things to come. It was common for kings and queens to be attended by servants throughout the night. While some had a truckle bed positioned outside the door of the royal bedchamber or in the antechamber, others slept in the same room as their master and his wife or mistress.


The close proximity of servants served a practical, as well as a security function. Having an attendant in or near the room in which one slept meant that they could quickly carry out any commands if required. Moreover, a monarch was at his or her most vulnerable when asleep. Given the turbulent events that had resulted in Henry VII’s accession, he may well have required his attendants to stay close by during the night. Little wonder that servants often played a key role in the exposure of adultery or the dissolution of an unsuccessful marriage.


The presence of a thick curtain drawn around the royal bed prevented the couple from being overlooked (if not overheard), but the visible results of their marital consummation were sometimes displayed to the entire court the following morning. The bloodstained bed sheets of Isabella of Castile were shown off as proof of her lost virginity when she married Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469. By contrast, those of her impotent half-brother’s bride were kept under wraps.


Although records are scarce, it is likely that Henry and Elizabeth spent their wedding night in the painted chamber at Westminster, the most luxurious apartment in the palace. As the name suggests, it was richly decorated. A mural commissioned by Henry III depicted the coronation of Edward the Confessor, and a fourteenth-century description noted that ‘all the warlike stories of the Bible are painted with wonderful skill.’34 The room was heated by a large fireplace and contained a private chapel for the use of the royal couple. It commanded a view of the river and Lambeth Palace, and also overlooked a series of narrow gardens.


The painted chamber was dominated by a huge ornate bed. This could have been the bed that, more than a hundred years later, was still on display at one of their granddaughters’ royal palaces. A German visitor to England in 1599 was impressed by ‘a bed of extraordinarily large proportions, very ornate, sixteen of my spans broad, and fourteen long, said to be King Henry VII’s bed, and I never saw a bigger in my life.’35


Such elaborate beds were used for ceremonial or state occasions, but the rest of the time it was common for the king to sleep on a simpler, smaller bed out of public view. The Tudors invented the four-poster bed, which began to appear from the late fifteenth century. Before then, the more elaborate beds had canopies and curtains suspended from the ceiling beams, but now posts were added at each corner of the bed and fixed to the canopy above. These newly designed beds became a symbol of status, rather than sleep. As well as protecting the occupants from any vermin that might drop onto the canopy overhead, the thick woollen curtains that were drawn around it would create a cosy, peaceful interior, keeping out both draughts and noise. Across the base of the bed would be threaded tightly pulled ropes (the origin of the term ‘sleep tight’), on top of which a thick fresh rush mat would be laid. This was surmounted by a layer of straw interspersed with sweet-smelling lavender (to aid sleep), and then a tightly woven sack filled with sheep’s wool. Finally, there would be two mattresses laid on top.


While most ordinary people slept on scratchy, sagging wool sacks stuffed with straw, the richest members of society enjoyed the comforts of a feather-filled mattress. These were not only the softest mattresses available, but also retained the heat generated by their sleeping occupants. The best-quality mattresses were filled with small, fluffy down feathers, and the down from eider ducks was the softest of all – although as it was something of a rarity, it would be reserved for members of the royal family and their highest-ranking nobles. The sheets would be of the finest white patterned linen, and blankets were laid over for extra warmth, with an embroidered coverlet completing the ensemble.


A royal bed would be made with a staggering number of different layers during the winter months. The typical sequence was as follows: bedstead, canvas, featherbed and bolster, fustian (a heavy cloth of linen, cotton or occasionally wool), bottom sheet, pillows and pillow-beres (cases), top sheet, fustian, quilts, scarlet (a high-quality woollen cloth from the Netherlands, prized for its softness and vivid colour), damask and a counterpoint. Given that Henry and Elizabeth’s wedding took place in the depths of winter, it is safe to assume that their bed would have been similarly arrayed. The new king was also known to have favoured ermine covers for extra warmth and luxury.


The details of the bed in which Henry and Elizabeth spent their wedding night have not survived, and until 2010 there were thought to be no Tudor royal beds still in existence. However, in that year a chance discovery was made of a bed that may have been created for them later in their marriage. Fashioned from oak, it is covered with ornate carvings featuring biblical scenes of Henry and his queen as Adam and Eve. The intricate lacework of leaves and branches that covers each side of the bed represents the Tree of Knowledge. Other decorative features leave no doubt that this was a royal bed. The front two pillars are each surmounted by a lion, and the royal arms (bearing the lions of England and the fleur-de-lys of France, over which the Tudors held a claim) are carved into the headboard and foot of the bed. The canopy is decorated with an image of Edward the Confessor’s coronation. Fragments of paint reveal that the bed would once have been decorated in rich colours.36


On the morning after the wedding night, the king presented his new wife with a ‘morning gift’ – a poem by Giovanni de’ Gigli. Elizabeth would then have taken part in a small ceremony of ‘uprising’.37 All of the trouble that her new husband had gone to for their wedding night and its aftermath appeared to be justified. Just days after the wedding, ‘Great enjoyment filled the queen.’38 In other words, she was pregnant. Elizabeth must have conceived either on the wedding night or very shortly afterwards because her first child was born on 20 September – just eight months after the wedding. She had fulfilled her promise as a fertile York princess.


But had Henry left it to chance? The fact that the child was born a month earlier than expected raises the tantalising prospect that Henry had bedded Elizabeth before the wedding. This was unlikely to have been the result of a lack of restraint, no matter how attractive his betrothed was purported to be. Henry was known to be a ‘most prudent’ king, who did not act impetuously.39 Indeed, according to the later sixteenth-century commentator, Francis Bacon, he found the prospect of marrying a scion of his enemy house abhorrent: ‘His aversion toward the house of York was so predominant in him as it found place not only in his wars and councils, but in his chamber and bed.’40 Rather, if Henry did have sex with Elizabeth before the wedding, it was because he wanted to make sure that she was fertile. He may have considered that he had too much at stake to risk it all on a barren wife. If he died without an heir, then the Tudor dynasty would be extinguished almost as soon as it had begun.


The fact that Henry and Elizabeth had been betrothed for more than a month before their wedding lends weight to the theory that the bride was already pregnant at the time of their marriage. A verbal promise of marriage or ‘handfasting’ was seen as a binding agreement. As such, it was sometimes viewed as enough to justify physical relations. It would have been easy enough for Henry to bed his betrothed in the privacy of his mother’s house at Coldharbour. Indeed, this could have been the purpose of moving her there in the first place.


Given the vital importance of producing an heir, Henry may have bedded Elizabeth early because he believed she would be more likely to conceive then than on the wedding day itself. According to late fifteenth-century wisdom, a woman must reach orgasm in order to conceive. She would then emit a ‘seed’ to mix with that of her partner. This view was still pervasive in the seventeenth century, when the influential herbalist Nicholas Culpeper advised that a woman would probably fail to fall pregnant if there was ‘very little or no pleasure in the act of copulation’. Another authority went so far as to claim that if a wife hated her husband, her womb would not open.41 The pressures of the wedding night, with all of its exhausting ceremonies and formalities, were hardly conducive to female pleasure. Henry might therefore have resolved to ensure his betrothed’s enjoyment in more relaxed conditions before the wedding night itself.


It is of course possible, though, that all due decorum had been observed and that Elizabeth simply did not carry her first baby to full term. Francis Bacon certainly believed that the child was born ‘in the eighth month’, but was nevertheless ‘strong and able’. Other evidence suggests that the baby was weak and needed careful nursing for the first six months of its life.


After the formal ceremony of bedding that had marked the beginning of her marriage to Henry Tudor, Elizabeth was established in her own chambers, which mirrored the king’s. They included a bedchamber, where the king would visit his wife when he wished to have sex with her. These occasions were often preceded by dining together in the queen’s apartments. As soon as it was certain that the queen was pregnant, her husband would have abstained altogether from these conjugal visits. It was believed to be detrimental to the health of the child to continue with sexual relations during the pregnancy. This was commonly the time when a royal husband would seek comfort in the arms of a mistress.


Tudor medicine offered an array of different potions – mostly unsavoury – for the relief of the symptoms of early pregnancy. Powders made from the stones found in a swallow’s belly or the liver of a kite would be administered to a woman complaining of nausea or dizziness. Alternatively, she might be advised to drink enzymes from a hare’s stomach, the juice of cowslip or of ‘fine leaved grass’. If the expectant mother was experiencing swelling in her legs, then she could eat elderberries boiled in ale with ‘sparrow’s grease’. Stomach pains, meanwhile, could be eased by filling a small bag with wormwood, spearmint, vinegar, rose water and a dead chaffinch. Not surprisingly, many of these so-called remedies did more harm than good, and frequent complaints were voiced against the physicians and midwives who prescribed them.


There was no shortage of advice about the best diet to follow when pregnant in order to ensure the birth of a healthy child. The ninth- or tenth-century Leechbook (‘Leech’ being an ancient word for physician) by the physician Bald was still popular in Tudor times. This cautioned pregnant women against eating anything salty, sweet or fatty, and advised that they should avoid pork or else their child would be humpbacked. She should also eschew fruit and vegetables, and should drink wine and ale rather than milk or water. On the whole, a bland diet was recommended for expectant mothers, although they were at least spared the fast days that were a regular fixture of the Catholic calendar.


As well as adjusting her diet, a pregnant woman was expected to undergo all manner of rituals and precautions in order to safeguard her unborn child. It was commonly believed that she nourished her child with her blood and shaped it with her imagination, so she must take care to avoid certain practices and influences. For example, any activities that involved winding or grinding were believed to cause the child to strangulate in the womb. Over-enthusiastic dogs must be restrained in case they jumped up on the mother and caused a deformity. She must avoid looking at a hare because that would give her baby a hare-lip; seeing a snake would give it green eyes, and if she gazed up at the moon her child would become a lunatic or sleepwalker. Worst of all, if she tiptoed through the May dew, she would be sure to miscarry.


More sensibly, pregnant women were advised against running, leaping or rising suddenly. They must avoid lifting heavy burdens, and their stays should not be too tightly laced. Avoiding extremes of temperature, getting plenty of sleep and staying free of emotional upset were also recommended. The latter stipulation was difficult for Elizabeth. The first summer of her marriage, in 1486, was one of turbulence in the kingdom. Rumours of unrest in the north had reached the court and were serious enough for the king to make the long and arduous journey there so that he might quell the resistance to his rule.


Meanwhile, his queen travelled to Winchester to await her confinement or ‘lying-in’. This would typically begin a month before the baby was due. As one foreign observer noted with some bemusement: ‘This is an ancient custom in England whenever a princess is about to be confined: to remain in retirement forty days before and forty after.’42 But in the absence of any accurate means of deciphering the likely date of birth, mistakes were often made and confinements could begin any time between seven days and seven weeks before the baby arrived.


Henry gave his wife a generous parting gift of some rich items of clothing. Even though she would not be able to parade these in front of the court, the gift was well chosen. The king knew that Elizabeth loved fine clothes and had previously made her gifts of luxury items, such as nine metres of crimson satin and a pair of fur-lined night boots.43


The choice of Winchester for Elizabeth’s confinement was symbolic. England’s ancient capital was a city rich in royal legend and tradition. Henry’s banner at Bosworth had borne the red dragon, King Arthur’s heraldic device, and Elizabeth’s own father had commissioned a genealogical tree to prove his connection with the mythical hero. There could be no more fitting place for the Tudor king’s first child to be born.


Although the obvious choice of residence in Winchester was the castle, built by William the Conqueror and expanded into a huge edifice in the thirteenth century, it was now considered old-fashioned, uncomfortable and draughty. Far more appealing were the Prior’s lodgings at St Swithin’s Priory. This three-storey stone building, with an arched entrance portico, provided luxurious accommodation for distinguished guests. The priory itself was one of the richest monastic houses in the land, so was well able to accommodate royal guests. The beautiful gardens surrounding the priory provided fresh apples and flowers. The prior may also have arranged a supply of oranges for his royal guest because these were often given to expectant mothers as a treat.


While Elizabeth’s hosts did everything they could to ensure her comfort, her mother-in-law had already set down a strict set of rules that must be observed during her confinement. As soon as the child had ‘quickened’, around Easter 1487, Margaret Beaufort had begun compiling the Book of the Royal Household. Drawing upon centuries of conventions – part-religious, part-medical – this dictated every minute detail for ensuring the successful delivery of an heir. It was reiterated by a set of ordinances drawn up for the government of the household in 1494.


Privacy was paramount. The expectant queen would be secluded in her chamber, which was actually a suite of rooms based upon the privy chamber apartments usually found at court, but with certain modifications. For example, an oratory would be installed so that prayers could be said to help along a difficult labour, together with a font to provide a quick baptism for a sickly baby. The birthing chamber would be furthest from the outside world so that the mother and her child were shielded from its corrupting influence, and no one but her attendants might witness her dishevelment or hear her agonised screams.


The cupboards would be well stocked with wine, food and spices, as well as gold and silver plate upon which to serve them. Fresh supplies would be delivered to the outer door of the apartments, but this would be the only contact with the outside world and would in any case be kept well shielded from the expectant mother.


The staff appointed to the confinement chamber were exclusively female. Once an expectant royal wife had taken her leave of the public court, ‘no man [is] to come into the chamber where she shall be delivered, save women.’44 As Lady Margaret Beaufort’s ordinances dictated: ‘Women were to be made all manner of officers, as butlers, panters, sewers.’45 Any provisions or other necessary items would be brought to the door of the great chamber and passed to one of the female attendants within. Even the king and male doctors were barred entry. A troop of ‘good sisters’ or ‘gossips’ took over the usual daily ceremonies of service, as well as the maternity duties. Elizabeth was also attended by her mother and two of her sisters, Anne and Cecily, as well as the less welcome presence of her indomitable mother-in-law.


The entire chamber – ‘sides, roof, windows and all’ – was hung with heavy arras tapestries and ‘laid all over with thick carpets’. Even the keyholes would be stuffed with pieces of material. As well as creating a womb-like environment, this served the dual purpose of blocking out fresh air, which was considered unhealthy for a newborn, and natural light, which was believed not only to harm the mother’s eyesight but to leave her and her child vulnerable to the attacks of evil spirits. Meanwhile, braziers were lit in each fireplace a few days before the queen entered her chamber, and rich perfumes filled the air from the unstoppered bottles that were scattered around the room.


As might be expected, the centrepiece of the birthing chamber was a specially constructed bed of state, measuring eight feet by ten, upon which the precious infant would be born. Finally, two cradles would be installed in the chamber – one a ‘great cradle of estate’, richly upholstered with crimson cloth of gold and an ermine-lined counterpane to match that of the queen’s bed. This was intended for ceremonial use, while the other – a more modest carved wooden cradle painted with silver gold, with ermine-lined bedding, was reserved for sleep.46 Even as a tiny baby, the royal heir would experience a ‘public’ and a ‘private’ bed.


The prospect of childbirth was terrifying to most first-time mothers. Instances of death – both of mother and child – were high, and even if they survived the birth, one or both could die of infection days later. The rate of mortality remained high during the first few years of a child’s life. Medical knowledge was derived more from folklore than science. At the time of Elizabeth’s first confinement, physicians still based their ministrations upon the ancient Greek theory that the human body was made up of four humours: blood, sweat, phlegm and bile. Most ailments were therefore ascribed to an excess of one of these humours. The young queen may have been bled before giving birth in order to remove ‘bad influences’, which would have sapped her much-needed strength instead.


As soon as the queen’s labour began, her gossips would set about making the last-minute preparations for the birth. They would remove all of her fastenings, such as rings, bracelets, buckles and laces, because these were thought to risk strangling the child. Similarly, nobody in the chamber was permitted to cross their legs, arms or fingers because this might make the birth difficult. In order to ease the contractions, Elizabeth’s belly might be rubbed with creams made from brandy, distilled marjoram and saffron. A ‘magic girdle’ would be tied around it, along with pieces of paper inscribed with ‘charms’ to offer protection. She might also have worn a belt hung with cowrie shells, which were thought to bring good luck because of their resemblance to the vulva.


In the absence of effective pain relief, the skin of a wild ox was sometimes tied around a woman’s thigh, and snakeskin or hartskin belts pulled around her stomach. Others relied upon herbal potions made from lilies, almonds, roses, cyclamen and wild thyme or, more bizarrely, powdered eel liver, ants’ eggs, virgin’s hair and red cow milk. Women were also often given special powders to make them sneeze because it was thought to help expel the baby from the body.


As labour wore on, the queen’s ladies – and perhaps even Elizabeth herself – would have recited prayers or read from the Gospels. In a highly devout age, the comfort derived from this practice was obvious. But there might also have been something beneficial to be derived from the formulaic, repetitive chants, giving the mother something other than the pain to concentrate upon. The word ‘abracadabra’, now more associated with stage magic, was part of a popular chant used in childbirth.


There is no record of the midwives who attended Elizabeth during her first labour. It is possible that her mother’s favourite midwife, Marjory Cobbe, was present. She had helped Elizabeth Woodville during her final confinement less than six years before. Midwives were usually older women, past childbearing years, who had gained experience from many lyings-in. Certain characteristics were sought among prospective midwives, such as having small hands with nails cut short, an absence of rings or bracelets, and a patient, polite, gentle and cheerful demeanour. They must also be discreet and report nothing that they saw or heard in the birthing chamber, unless it was evidence of moral or sexual transgression.


The more experienced midwives employed methods that were surprisingly modern. They would encourage the labouring mother to walk up and down the chamber until the ‘matrice’ or womb ruptured. If the waters did not break naturally, however, the midwife would pierce the womb with her fingernail, a sharp knife or even shears. Midwives were advised not to encourage the mother to push until the baby was ready to be born, before which ‘all labour is in vain, labour as much as ye list.’ If a mother wasted all of her energy too early on in the labour, it could become a ‘perilous case’.47


A midwife also had various tricks and tools at her disposal to hasten along a protracted labour. As well as encouraging the patient to walk about the chamber or kneel on the bed, some midwives brought along their own ‘groaning chair’, on which the labouring mother would sit while one midwife pressed down on top of her womb and the other knelt down to receive the baby. Other midwives used rope tourniquets to literally squeeze the baby out of the womb, while some favoured more gentle interventions such as massage, warm towels and applied herbal remedies. Above all, the midwife must be calm, cheerful and encouraging, setting the tone for the other attendants, so that the mother might be as relaxed as possible.


One manual advised that in these final stages a midwife should encourage her patient to hold her breath and push downwards ‘as though she would go to the stool’.48 When it was clear that the baby was ready to emerge, the midwife would stroke and massage the womb, and continually anoint the mother’s genitals with butter or grease until the baby’s head began to crown. If it was a queen giving birth, only the leading midwife would be permitted such intimate physical contact.


The contemporary sources do not mention how long Elizabeth laboured with her first child. All that mattered to the chroniclers was the fact that, at one o’clock in the morning of 20 September, she gave birth to a longed-for prince. Henry VII’s fledgling Tudor dynasty had taken a step closer to security.


As soon as the baby boy had emerged from his mother’s womb, the umbilical cord was cut and anointed with powdered frankincense or aloe before being left to dry. Great care was taken over this task because the cord was believed to have magical powers of protection, and some people carried a piece of it around with them as a charm against witches. The child’s navel was then closely inspected because it was believed to hold the key to his mother’s future fertility: if it was wrinkled, she would bear more children; if smooth, there would be none to follow.


Next, the baby was washed in a mixture of wine, herbs, milk, sweet butter or barley water and rubbed with butter or oil of almond, rose or acorns to prevent harmful vapours entering his pores. He was then swaddled tightly in linen so that his limbs might grow straight, and would typically remain in this uncomfortably restricted state for the first six months of his life. He would then be permitted to wear a ‘short coat’, which was similar to the ankle-length dresses worn by little girls.


The first sustenance to be administered to the precious infant was not his mother’s milk (royal wives were forbidden to breastfeed because it hindered conception and interfered with their royal duties) but a spoonful of wine and sugar. He was then appointed a wet-nurse to suckle him. That woman must have borne a son herself because contemporary medical theory dictated that the sex of her child influenced the type of milk she produced. She must also be of impeccable character because it was thought that ‘oftentimes the child sucketh the vice of his nurse with the milk of her pap.’49 The royal mother, meanwhile, would have her breasts tightly bound so that they would stop producing milk.


Having performed her duty, Elizabeth was briefly washed down with a linen cloth, and herbal ointments were applied to her skin by the women in attendance. Despite her undoubted exhaustion, she was not allowed to sleep until two hours later, as tradition dictated. Her chamber would remain in darkness for at least three days after the birth. Only then would she be washed, dressed and transferred to a state bed by a duchess or countess, who would help her ‘sit up’ and receive visitors.


But as the bells rang out across Winchester to herald the birth of her son, Elizabeth fell into a fever. The court held its breath. Instances of maternal death from infection in the days following a birth were alarmingly high. To the great relief of everyone – not least her husband – the young queen survived and, shortly after her ordeal, founded a chapel in Winchester Cathedral where her son was christened Arthur. In early October, she was ‘churched’ – a ceremony of purification from the ‘sin’ of childbirth – and permitted to re-enter society.


Tradition dictated that a royal baby should be established in his or her own household, separate from their parents, at the age of just three months. Accordingly, Arthur was moved to Farnham in Surrey, where he was to be served by a veritable army of attendants, including his wet-nurse, dry-nurse, yeomen, grooms and, at the head of the nursery, Lady Governess. Deeply suspicious of even his closest courtiers and advisers, the king ensured that only men of proven fidelity were chosen to care for his precious son. Chief among them was his cousin, Sir Richard Pole, who headed up the household as chamberlain. A generous annual allowance of 1,000 marks (equivalent to around £300,000 in modern money) was granted for the upkeep of Arthur’s establishment.


Henry and Elizabeth were both ambitious for their son’s education, which combined a classical curriculum with physical training and the skills that Arthur would need as king. The queen had far more experience of a royal education than her husband, so it was she who had the greatest influence upon Arthur’s schooling, which incorporated many elements from that of her ill-fated brothers, Edward and Richard. The sober-minded, worthy and dependable scholar, John Rede, formerly head of Winchester College, was appointed as tutor.


Although she helped to shape her son’s upbringing, Elizabeth’s contact with him was at best intermittent. This was the harsh reality of traditional royal motherhood: other women would feed, clothe, comfort and play with her children. By contrast, the parents of royal children tended to be distant figures to whom they were taught to show the utmost respect and deference. Love was an unlooked-for emotion that may or may not be felt by the young prince towards the woman who had brought him into the world.


Meanwhile, as a royal wife Elizabeth knew that her body was the property of the state. And that state was already impatient for the birth of another heir.
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‘Not admitting any near approach, either to his power or to his secrets’


ON 25 NOVEMBER 1487, fourteen months after giving birth to Prince Arthur, Elizabeth of York was finally crowned. It was as if her production of a healthy son had proved that she was a worthy queen, and she was therefore rewarded with the full pomp and pageantry of a coronation. Elizabeth’s famously parsimonious husband did not stint on the lavish ceremonials, which included two full days of feasting and entertainments. As a public relations exercise, it was a triumph. England had a beautiful, fertile and, above all, legitimate queen. She and Henry had a healthy son and there would no doubt soon be more to follow. Within two short years of Bosworth, the Tudors looked set to reign supreme.


But it would not be quite as straightforward as that. For a start, although his wife had conceived either before the wedding or a few days after, there was no sign of another heir yet. Yet, the royal couple were both young and regularly shared the same bed. Tracing Henry and Elizabeth’s movements during the year following her coronation proves that they were almost always together. They celebrated Christmas 1487 at Greenwich, were at Windsor for Easter, Woodstock for the summer and Westminster for the autumn. Henry had even summoned his ‘dearest wife’ to be with him at Kenilworth before riding out to the battle in the summer of 1487. Concern must have been growing that there was some impediment.


Perhaps the anxiety provoked by the numerous plots and rebellions that had surrounded the throne ever since Henry’s accession had played a part. Or it is possible that Elizabeth did conceive soon after the birth of her son Arthur. There is some evidence in the sources of a short-lived prince named Edward, although the date of his birth is not certain.1


Elizabeth had no recorded physical problems after Arthur’s birth. Women who married young typically gave birth to a number of children in rapid succession in the early years of their marriage. The gap between each child subsequently lengthened until the final pregnancy, which was generally when a woman reached her mid-thirties – soon after which she would begin the menopause. Elizabeth’s mother had given Edward IV a child almost every year for the first half of their marriage.


Henry’s queen must have been watchful for any signs of pregnancy. She had already experienced at least one so would have been more aware of the symptoms. In the absence of modern methods of testing, Tudor women resorted to observing certain physical symptoms, including the cessation of periods, enlarged breasts, vomiting and ‘strange desires’. Less reliable advice was given by various contemporary manuals, which claimed that a man would be the first to know if conception had occurred because he would feel ‘extraordinary contentment’ or a ‘sucking or drawing at the end of his yard’, which when he withdrew it was not ‘over-moist’. The woman, meanwhile, would experience a ‘yawning or stretching’ in the womb, or a ‘shaking and quivering’ when she passed water.2 The Tudor version of a pregnancy test was to mix the woman’s urine with wine, or alternatively to make her drink rainwater at night or eat honey with aniseed, both of which would bring pain to her stomach if she was pregnant.


The king and queen spent Christmas 1488 together at Sheen Palace. Despite the anxiety over their failure to produce another heir, there seems to have been a growing affection between the couple. Knowing her love of reading, Henry gave his wife several beautifully illuminated books, including the Miroir des Dames, a moral instruction for queens and other high-born ladies. Elizabeth also gave her husband gifts from time to time. She excelled at embroidery, a typical accomplishment for a royal lady, and spent many of her private hours working on tokens of her wifely devotion. They included a Garter robe woven with Venetian gold, which she presented to her husband.


About a month after the Twelfth Night revels concluded the festivities, Elizabeth fell pregnant, and by April 1489 it seems that both she and her husband were aware of her condition. At the Feast of St George, Henry presented his wife with an array of gifts, almost all of which were designed for her comfort. They included cloth of black velvet, squirrel fur, beds of down and feather, and sheets of Holland cloth to furnish her bed.


The velvet cloth in particular would have been greatly appreciated by Elizabeth. As the daughter of a king, she was accustomed to wearing gowns of the richest materials and favoured black in her wardrobe, but also had dresses of crimson, purple and gold.3 Many of her gowns were made of wool, which would have kept out the chill of the royal palaces, but they were all beautifully decorated with deep borders at the hem. Her possessions also included a range of linen smocks and scarlet petticoats.


Unlike her husband, who spent lavishly on his apparel only when he deemed it necessary, Elizabeth had a love of fine clothes that would last throughout their marriage. Queens consort were expected to pay for their own wardrobes, which they did from the grants of land and offices provided to them by the king. Although she made most purchases from her own privy purse and was far from extravagant, Elizabeth’s expenditure was evidently more than her husband expected it should be and she was often in debt, dependent on Henry to pay her creditors for household items and clothing. This must have been irksome to a king who liked to keep the royal purse strings tightly pulled.


For now, though, Elizabeth was high in favour with her husband. As her pregnancy progressed, she was obliged to take more rest, but she still sought the company of her considerable body of female attendants. Her mother had had just five ladies-in-waiting, but according to Rodrigo de Puebla, the Spanish ambassador, ‘the Queen has thirty-two ladies, very magnificent and in splendid style.’ They attended her in private, as well as in the public court, which meant that her privy chamber must have been somewhat crowded. In the close-knit world of the court, many of her gentlewomen were the wives of Henry’s own servants and councillors, who were themselves often to be found in the queen’s private apartments, delivering messages and gifts from their royal master. The two households also shared entertainers and musicians. Particularly popular was the marshal of the king’s minstrels, Henry Glasebury, who had a talent for composing doggerel verse, which was deliberately irregular in rhythm and rhyme for comic effect.


The atmosphere of Elizabeth’s household was convivial, engaging and open, reflecting her own personality. Thomas More remarked that she enjoyed ‘plenty of every pleasant thing’.4 Among the personnel she selected was her illegitimate half-brother, Arthur Plantagenet, who was appointed as a cupbearer. With the characteristic auburn hair, well-built frame and easy-going nature of the Yorkist offspring, Arthur entered into all of the diversions that the court had to offer, and was particularly fond of jousting and fine wine. He was so personable and easy-going that one friend described him as ‘the pleasantest man in the world’.5


By stark contrast, the household of Elizabeth’s indomitable mother-in-law was as sober, strict and pious as Lady Margaret herself. She ruled her attendants with a rod of iron. Even her confessor, John Fisher, admitted that she tended to repeat the same moralising tales ‘many a time’.6 Naturally domineering and keenly aware of her status as the king’s mother, Lady Margaret was far more involved in the life of her son and daughter-in-law than was customary. She saw herself as queen in all but name, and demanded as much honour and ceremonial as was due to her – sometimes even more so. At the great events of court and state, she walked a mere half-pace behind Elizabeth, whose rightful precedence as queen was clearly irksome to her mother-in-law.


Henry deferred to his mother in all things. Her apartments were often next to his in the palaces where they took up residence. At the Oxfordshire manor of Woodstock, for example, they shared an interconnecting ‘drawing chamber’, where they would often confer on the affairs of the day or play cards. Her piercing black eyes were ever watchful of the comings and goings at court, and she even had one of her servants, Sir Reynold Bray, appointed to her son’s household so that he might keep her informed of all that passed there.


Lady Margaret also kept a close eye on her daughter-in-law – suspicious, no doubt, of this Yorkist princess and her treacherous relatives. The Spanish envoy observed that she kept Elizabeth ‘in subjection’. Another visitor to court claimed that she was the queen’s gatekeeper, and begrudged the fact that he would have spoken more to Elizabeth ‘had it not been for that strong whore, the king’s mother.’7


All of this must have been extremely irksome to Elizabeth who, having been raised as a princess in the Yorkist court, was well aware of the status and honour due to her as queen. She was far from politically naïve, eager to submit herself to the direction of her domineering mother-in-law. But she was wise enough to mask any private resentment she might have felt with a public display of family unity. Indeed, far from rebelling against Lady Margaret’s authority, Elizabeth realised that the most effective way to best her mother-in-law was to emulate her. The keystone of Lady Margaret’s character was her piety, and she never tired of parading her spirituality across the court and kingdom. Not to be outdone, Elizabeth began to observe the daily rituals and devotions with unflinching piety, and also gave regular and generous endowments to the Church. Such was the apparent unity between his wife and mother that Henry often referred to them in the same breath.


Not surprisingly, Lady Margaret was in attendance at her daughter-in-law’s latest confinement. It began at the end of October 1489, when the queen entered the rooms that had been assigned to her at the Palace of Westminster, the place of her own birth. Her chamber was adjoined by a chapel and afforded views of the river – although these would have been mostly obscured by the curtains and hangings, which were of blue cloth embroidered with gold fleurs-de-lys. Her bed and birthing pallet were hung with canopy of gold and velvet of many colours, decorated with the red roses of Lancaster. Perhaps Elizabeth had succeeded in charming her mother-in-law into relaxing the strict rules that she had laid down for her confinement, because the latter allowed a visit from Elizabeth Woodville’s male cousin, François de Luxembourg, who was staying in London with a group of French ambassadors.


On the evening of 28 November, after almost a month in confinement, Elizabeth gave birth to a daughter. This must have been something of a disappointment to the king, who was eager to secure his throne with another male heir. The London Grey Friars chronicler did not even trouble to record it. But the infant princess might at least be useful for forging a foreign alliance through marriage. She was christened Margaret two days later in honour of her paternal grandmother. The court remained at Westminster for the Christmas celebrations, and the queen’s churching was delayed until 27 December because of an outbreak of measles, which claimed the lives of several of her ladies.


Elizabeth made a quick recovery from the birth and soon resumed her royal duties. These included superintending the upbringing of her new daughter. Tradition dictated that while the heir was groomed for kingship by specially appointed tutors and attendants, the other royal children were entrusted to the care of their mother. Having enjoyed such an upbringing herself, Elizabeth would have known exactly what was required.


The queen also resumed her wifely duties shortly after returning to court. This time, there would not be a long wait for another heir: she was pregnant again before the year was out. The place selected for the queen’s third confinement was the Palace of Placentia in Greenwich. It was considerably smaller and less symbolic than the first two locations had been. Elizabeth may have chosen it herself because it was said to be her favourite house, and it was quieter and more private than Westminster. It was also an advantage to be away from the heat and bustle of central London for this, her first summer birth.


The queen probably arrived in Greenwich in early June, the usual preparations having been made. On the 28th of that month she was safely delivered of a son, Henry. She and her husband would have been gratified to have another male heir in the royal nursery. But the infant Henry was just the spare, and little official attention was given to his birth – at least compared with that of his elder brother Arthur. All of the focus was on the latter, who, at almost five years old, was growing into a fine boy, as praised for his intellect as for his physical prowess.


Soon after his christening, Prince Henry was sent to join his sister Margaret at Eltham Palace. As he became more aware of the world around him, Henry would have been reminded of his Yorkist forebears by his grandfather Edward IV’s rose en soleil emblem carved above the entrance to the magnificent Great Hall. He was raised with his sister Margaret in a predominantly female household, superintended by their mother, who doted upon her younger son. The prince was equally attached to her – far more so, it seems, than to his father. Analysis of Henry’s childhood scrawl reveals a similarity to Elizabeth of York’s handwriting, which suggests that she taught him his letters.


The queen’s household was intimately linked to that of her children at Eltham. When Henry was three years old, his mother appointed Elizabeth Denton, one of her own gentlewomen, as head of her children’s nursery. ‘Lady Mistress’ Denton did not relinquish her service to the queen, however, for she continued to draw a salary from her household. That she was able to maintain both roles simultaneously suggests that Elizabeth spent a great deal of her time at Eltham.


The queen also introduced some of her York relatives to her children. They included Arthur Plantagenet, whom she evidently hoped would provide a positive role model for her energetic youngest son. She judged right: Henry’s character was far more aligned to his vivacious Yorkist ancestors than to his sober-minded father, who was too weighed down by the cares of state to indulge in most of the sporting and leisure pursuits so adored by Henry. The young prince later reflected that his uncle Arthur had been ‘the gentlest heart living’.8 By contrast, the references he made to his father were in restrained, albeit respectful terms.


Although preoccupied by the upbringing of her youngest son and her daughter Margaret, Elizabeth knew that she was expected to swell the nursery with yet more heirs. Three months after Henry’s birth, she fell pregnant once more. According to what had become her custom, the queen chose another new location for her confinement: the Palace of Sheen. But this was the first birth that her own mother, Elizabeth Woodville, had declined to attend. She was gravely ill at Bermondsey Abbey, which had been her home for the previous five years. How the queen felt at being deprived of the comfort of her mother’s love and experience in the birthing chamber is not recorded. But this was as nothing to the sorrow she experienced upon hearing the news that Elizabeth had died on 8 June 1492.
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