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Prologue
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‘Divorced, beheaded, died … divorced, beheaded, survived …’: you can hear this rhyme, recalling the order of Henry VIII’s wives, like an endless respectful susurration on the lips of visitors to the historic places associated with them. So the six wives have become defined in a popular sense not so much by their lives as by the way these lives ended. In the same way their characters are popularly portrayed as female stereotypes: the Betrayed Wife, the Temptress, the Good Woman, the Ugly Sister, the Bad Girl and, finally, the Mother Figure. The perils of such stereotyping were once forcibly illustrated to me on a visit to Hever Castle when I listened to a knowledgeable schoolchild pronounce on a presumed portrait of Anna of Cleves: ‘That’s her, the ugly one.’ To which his companion agreed: ‘That’s right, she’s dead ugly’ – except that they were both actually looking at a picture of the ‘Temptress’ Anne Boleyn.


A more sophisticated example is provided by the treatment of the six women in religious terms, given that this was a period when religion and the question of religious reform was the dominant issue in Europe. Catherine of Aragon is crudely assumed to have been a bigoted Catholic, as we should now understand the word (although in her prime distinguished for her patronage of Erasmian humanism – ‘the New Learning’); Anne Boleyn displayed strong Protestant tendencies, once again in modern terms, long before the action of Rome in blocking her marriage to the King made her the natural ally of the reformers; Jane Seymour, who has gone down in history as the Protestant Queen, adhered in fact to the old ways in religion; Anna of Cleves, married for her ‘Lutheran’ connection, was a natural Catholic; Catherine Parr was the true Protestant Queen. The truth – as so often where the female in history is concerned – is both more complicated and more interesting than the legend.


My first aim in writing this book has therefore been to look at the women behind the stereotypes – how far if at all did they deserve such labels? – as well as relating six life stories which are fascinating in themselves, quite apart from the manner in which they ended. With this in mind, I have tried wherever possible, without straining too much, to avoid hindsight. In short, although we know Henry VIII will marry six times, we must always remember that he did not.


The early sixteenth century was a time when prophecies were popular and prophets were confident: men and women puzzled over ancient rhymes which might (or might not) be held to have predicted such mighty topics as the fall of Cardinal Wolsey, the split from Rome, and the dissolution of the monasteries. But no one ever predicted that the King would marry six times and, if they had, he would not have believed it. Nor for that matter would any of his six queens have believed the various destinies which lay in store for them, if predicted at birth: not one but two princesses were to die cast off; equally surprisingly, four women of modest enough birth were to become royal consorts; most astonishingly of all (as it would have seemed) two of these apparently unexceptional women were to die a traitor’s death.


Lastly, of course, no one could have predicted that the lithe and golden-haired Prince Charming who ascended the throne of England just before his eighteenth birthday in 1509 – ‘the handsomest prince in Europe’ – would die nearly forty years later, a monster of obesity, with a reputation more like that of Bluebeard than Prince Charming. Let us not forget that the story of the six wives of Henry VIII, with all its elements of sexual drama, pathos, horror, and at times, comedy, filled Europe itself with amazement. The King of France – no stranger himself to extramarital pastimes – was incredulous when told that his brother of England had just repudiated his fourth wife of six months’ standing in favour of a nubile little creature of whom no one had ever heard, young enough to be the granddaughter of his first wife. ‘The Queen that now is?’ enquired François I and on being told that it was, he let out a deep sigh. An indiscreet lady-in-waiting spoke for many when she exclaimed in 1540: ‘What a man is the King! How many wives will he have?’


My second aim has been to illumine certain aspects of women’s history through the lives of these celebrated exemplars – celebrated in the first place through marriage. But then that is the point. Marriage was the triumphal arch through which women, almost without exception, had to pass in order to reach the public eye. And after marriage followed, in theory, the total self-abnegation of the woman. Here is the contemporary view of marriage plainly expressed by one of those most sympathetic to the situation of women at the time, the Spanish philosopher Juan Luis Vives: ‘A wife’s love for her husband includes respect, obedience and submission. Not only the traditions of our ancestors but all human and divine laws agree with the powerful voice of nature which demands from women observance and submissiveness.’ Yet Vives, unusually, was a public advocate of education for women whom Catherine of Aragon consulted on behalf of her daughter Mary Tudor; in general, Vives’ belief that woman was ‘a frail thing, and of weak discretion, and may be lightly deceived, which thing our first mother Eve sheweth whom the Devil caught with a light argument’ represented the prevailing view.


Even Sir Thomas More, sometimes regarded as a prominent patron of women’s learning because he encouraged the education of his daughter Margaret, once expressed the hope that her coming child would resemble her in all but ‘the inferiority of her sex’. Behind the liberals Vives and More marched ranks of people, both men and women, who took for granted woman’s inferiority – and her subordination to her husband. If this were held to be true of ordinary wives bowing before ordinary husbands, how much more awe-inspiring must the power of a royal husband have been! We are dealing here with six women who were married in turn to the supreme power in the land, the royal head of state and, from 1534, the self-constituted head of the church as well. No wonder Katherine Howard, young and incredulous, was convinced that the omnipotent King (to whom she was married) must be able to overhear the very sins mentioned in the confessional. Catherine Parr, one of the very few women in this period whose works (prayers and meditations) were printed, was explicit on the subject in her Lamentation of a Sinner: ‘Children of light … if they be women married, they learn of St Paul to be obedient to their husbands.’


It is now that the wonderful paradox emerges that makes the study of women’s history so fascinating and even exhilarating to those who practise it, not merely a pathetic chronicle of suffering. Rich, feisty characters flourished in this atmosphere of theoretical subjection: one might note that even the naive Katherine Howard was not suggesting that certain sins should not be committed – only that they should not be mentioned in the confessional. The other five wives, as we shall see as the story unfolds, exhibited remarkable degrees of spirit and defiance of which women living in much easier circumstances, legally speaking, might still be proud.


Although this is the story of six very different women (to that extent the varied stereotypes are correct), it is essentially a composite narrative. This reflects the important linkage which existed between the various women whose stories cannot be neatly sealed off in compartments from each other. In terms of court ceremonial, Anne Boleyn waited on Catherine of Aragon before supplanting her, Jane Seymour waited on Anne Boleyn, Katherine Howard on Anna of Cleves, Anne Parr on Katherine Howard thus bringing her sister Catherine into court circles. King Henry certainly did not pass easily from one marriage into another (as a modern serial divorcé may at least hope to do). The stability of his early married life to Catherine of Aragon – nearly twenty years of it, a much longer period than is sometimes realized – gave way to an era of marital tempest in which there were all too often two women alive who either were or had once been Queen of England. If her fate does not compare in poignancy with that of Catherine of Aragon, Anna of Cleves’ bizarre and protracted survival at the English court in the honorary role of the King’s ‘good sister’, following her divorce, is certainly one of the odder episodes in the story. We are told of her dancing happily with the queen who had taken her place – Katherine Howard – at the New Year celebrations of 1541, while the old King stumped off to bed to nurse his bad leg.


Other transfers were of course achieved with much less serenity. Jealousy of all types permeates this story, not only the desperate jealousy of the queens who found themselves abandoned but also the sexual jealousy of the King who discovered himself betrayed. Rivalry was also inevitable when the stakes were so high in the great game of marrying the King of England; for the woman concerned, and also for her country if she was a princess and her family if she was a commoner. This is however no reason for a biographer to perpetuate those rivalries nearly five hundred years late. I myself have not felt the need to develop a particular favourite among the six queens – unlike King Henry VIII himself, for whom Jane Seymour remained his ‘true wife’, the one who was ‘entirely beloved’, on the grounds that she gave him a son. This partiality extended to having her prominently enshrined after her death as his consort in his vast dynastic portrait of his family, when Catherine Parr was actually the living loyal wife at his side.


I have, on the contrary, attempted to deal with each woman in turn with the sympathy I feel they all deserve for having had the unenviable fate (to my way of thinking) of being married to Henry VIII. At the same time I have tried to practise the detachment which recognizes that this is an eminently modern judgement; not one of the King’s six wives married him against her will. I have also hoped to practise that detachment towards the King himself: the gigantic Maypole at the centre of it all round which these women had to dance. But of course this is not his story. It is theirs.


In order to tell the story without unnecessary confusion from the reader’s point of view, I have preferred clarity to consistency over the spelling of names, even where this leads to some anomalies. That is to say, I have referred to Catherine, not Katherine, of Aragon throughout, according to modern practice (she herself began life as Catalina in Spain, but used Katherine and the initial K mainly – but not entirely – in England). I have also referred to Catherine Parr, who may have been named for the earlier Queen; but describe her immediate predecessor as Katherine Howard in order to distinguish her. For the same reason, I have referred to Anna (the name she was known by in her native country), not Anne of Cleves, so that we have only one Queen Anne – Boleyn.


With regard to other foreign forenames, once again I have tried to put the reader’s interests first. For example, Margaret of Austria, daughter of the Emperor Maximilian I, married to the Infante Juan of Spain and then Duke Philibert of Savoy, finally Regent of the Netherlands, is referred to throughout her life as the Archduchess Margaret; similarly the sister of the French King François I is always described as Marguerite d’Angoulême, despite marrying in turn the Duc d’Alençon and the King of Navarre. I have also modernized spelling where necessary and dated letters and documents as though the calendar year began on 1 January, as it does now, instead of 25 March, as it did then.


In writing this book, I owe a great deal to the many works of the many scholars acknowledged in the References. I would like to thank Fräulein Bärbel Brodt for translating and advising on material in German related to Anna of Cleves; the Marquess of Salisbury for allowing me to quote from Robert Whittington’s Latin panegyric to Anne Boleyn and Mr Richard Murray for translating it; (Lord) Hugh Thomas for discussions on Spanish royal genealogy in the fifteenth century; Dr H. C. Wayment for his expert advice on the heraldry of the queens, depicted in stained-glass windows; the staff of the London Library and the Round Reading Room of the British Library.


I would also like to single out the following who have given me help in many different ways and thank them: Dr Susan Brigden; Mr Lorne Campbell; Ms Enid Davies, Archivist, St George’s Chapel; Dr Maria Dowling; Mr Howard Eaton, Administrator for the National Trust, Blicking Hall; Dr Susan Foister; Ph Dr Frantisek Frölich; Mr Tony Garrett; Professor Barbara J. Harris; Mr Richard Hall, Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society; Mr S. J. Hession, Peterborough Cathedral; Mr Peter Holman; the Rev. George Howe, Vicar of Holy Trinity, Kendal; Mr N. W. Jackson, Yeoman Clerk, Tower of London; Dr Susan E. James; Dr Lisa Jardine; Mr Mark Jones, formerly Keeper of the Department of Coins and Medals, British Museum; Ms Sharon Johnson, Photographic Librarian, Royal Armouries; Dr Rana Kabbani; Dr Peter Le Fevre; Dr Nati Krivatsky, Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington DC; Mr David Lyon, National Maritime Museum; Ms Claire Messenger, Department of Prints and Drawings, British Museum; the Very Reverend Michael Mayne, Dean of Westminster; Mrs E. Nixon, Assistant Librarian, Muniment Room of Westminster Abbey; Mr Richard Ollard; Mr Geoffrey Parnell, Crown Buildings and Monuments Advisory Group, English Heritage; Mr Brian Pilkington; Mr John Martin Robinson, Librarian to the Duke of Norfolk; Mrs Lynda Shaw, Assistant Keeper of Manuscripts, University of Nottingham; Councillor W. Stewart, Mayor of Kendal and Mr Percy S. Duff, Town Treasurer; Mr David Spence, National Maritime Museum; Mr Steven Tomlinson, Department of Western Manuscripts, Bodleian Library; Mr Simon Thurley, Curator, Hampton Court Palace; Major-General Christopher Tyler, Lieutenant-Governor of the Tower of London; the Very Reverend Randolph Wise, former Dean of Peterborough. Perhaps I should add that with the exception of the people specifically named above, I have, as ever, done all my own research, which I regard as one of the pleasures and privileges of my working life.


I am particularly grateful to Jasper Ridley who read the manuscript and made important comments (any errors are of course my own responsibility); my mother Elizabeth Longford who brought her lucid mind to bear upon the book at an early stage; Douglas Matthews for the Index – yet again; Michael Shaw of Curtis Brown; Christopher Falkus and Hilary Laurie of Weidenfeld & Nicolson; and Sonny Mehta of Knopf. As for the wonderful Georgina Gooding, who typed the manuscript and put it on disk, she must be almost as glad as I am that King Henry VIII did not marry one more time. This is a feeling which may also, I suspect, be shared by my family, led by my husband, to whom in recognition of his support my book is justly dedicated. It was my friend Robert Gottlieb, in New York, who suggested this book to me with the uncharacteristically diffident words: ‘This may not sound like a good idea, but …’ Lastly I wish to thank him without whom, I can truthfully say without fear of cliché, the book would never have been written.


Antonia Fraser


All Hallows Eve 1990 – Lady Day 1992





PART ONE



Catherine of Aragon
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CHAPTER ONE



Arthur’s Dearest Spouse
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My dearest spouse … truly those your letters have rendered me so cheerful and jocund that I fancied I beheld your highness and conversed with and embraced my dearest wife.


Arthur Prince of Wales to Catherine of Aragon, 1499


The story begins in Spain. On 16 December 1485, a few months after the historic battle of Bosworth Field at which Henry VII secured the throne of England, a princess Catherine (or Catalina) was born. She had an unusual parentage. Catherine was the daughter of not one but two reigning monarchs, Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon – the ‘Catholic Kings’ as they would be designated by the Pope.1 There would be many princesses born in Europe around this time, the daughters of mighty kings and dukes of strategically placed territories, whose marital destinies would weave and interweave with Catherine’s own. But to Catherine and her three elder sisters had fallen a special fate. Their mother was Queen of Castile in her own right, as well as the consort of the King of Aragon.


Catherine was the youngest child of Isabella and Ferdinand. For the first fifteen years of her life (half the life expectancy of a woman of that time, and as it turned out nearly one-third of her own life) she lived under the tutelage of her remarkable mother. For Isabella’s unique position as a queen regnant was matched by that combination of a pious character and military achievement which had made her by the 1490s the wonder of Europe. In 1497 a mere queen consort – Elizabeth of York – referred to the ‘eminent dignity and virtue by which your said majesty so shines and excels that your most celebrated name is noised abroad and diffused everywhere’.2 As contemporary Europe was indelibly impressed by the image of Isabella the Catholic, so too was her daughter Catherine.


As a result, Catherine grew up conscious from her earliest years of the dignity to which she had been born as a daughter – an infanta – of Spain; it was an awareness of being a true royal princess (compared to those of lesser or less established title) which never left her. By the time Catherine was born, the civil war faced by Isabella on her accession to the throne in 1474 was long forgotten. Catherine’s childhood image therefore was not only of a king and queen working in harness, but of a flourishing royal family.


Her three elder sisters, Isabel, Juana and Maria were born in 1470, 1479 and 1482 respectively, but the key birth was that of the Infante Juan, born in June 1478 and thus seven years Catherine’s senior. Handsome, light-hearted and seemingly robust, it was no wonder that the Infante was adored by his sisters. To his parents also, the birth of the Infante Juan after an eight-year gap was a symbol of God’s kindly providence. In Aragon, unlike Castile, the Salic law operated by which a female could not succeed; but Juan could inherit the kingdoms of both his parents. The whole family picture was suffused with the golden glow of a hopeful future.


In the spring of 1485 Queen Isabella found herself pregnant once more. She had already been engaged for four battling years in the so-called ‘Reconquista’ of southern Spain from the Moors. Animated in part by crusading Catholic zeal, in part by a different kind of zeal – for territorial aggrandizement – Isabella, no less than Ferdinand, had flung herself into the rigours of campaigning (miscarrying at least one child as a result). Nor did the Queen allow her condition to impede her active involvement in the enterprise on this occasion. High summer saw the capture of Ronda from the Moors. It was not until the autumn that Isabella turned north with the intention of resting at the main Spanish base of Cordoba. But the flooding at Cordoba defeated her – it was an exceptionally wet autumn – and it was finally at Alcalá de Henares, in a castle belonging to the Archbishop of Toledo, that Isabella gave birth to what would prove to be her last child.


The name chosen was significant. Although the Spanish form of Catalina would have been used in Catherine’s childhood, she was nevertheless named for an English princess: Catherine of Lancaster, Isabella’s grandmother.3 To the Spanish and Portuguese royal blood which flowed in the veins of Isabella’s children was added a strong dose of Plantagenet. (See family tree 1) Isabella herself was descended twice over from John of Gaunt, both from his first marriage to his cousin Blanche of Lancaster and his second to Constance of Castile. (Ferdinand also had a Plantagenet inheritance, descending rather more remotely from a daughter of Henry II.)


The early years of Catherine’s childhood were adventurous, and sometimes arduous as her mother’s pregnancy had been. Isabella’s court was still more than half a movable camp. There were alarms such as an outbreak of fire in the siege-camp, either accidental or the result of a small raid. And Catherine was present on the occasion of another Moorish raid known as ‘the Queen’s skirmish’ when the royal ladies, young and old, knelt in prayer for safety. Nevertheless, whatever the checks, the progress of the reconquista was inexorable. Catherine grew up against a background of military success. As a contemporary observed, in a play upon the word Granada: ‘the pomegranate is being eaten, grain by grain’.4 It was shortly after Catherine’s sixth birthday that the final triumph came.


In January 1492 Granada, the redoubt of the Moorish kingdom, fell to the Spanish monarchs. Ferdinand and Isabella, their children at their side, rode to the great palace of the Alhambra and took possession of it. The Catholic thanksgiving which followed, where once the ceremonies of Islam had held sway, presaged the most triumphant years of the Spanish monarchy.


These were also the years of Catherine’s education. Isabella herself had come to the throne unexpectedly thanks to the accident of her half-brother’s death without a legitimate heir. She had been raised in a secluded convent without any of the skills needed by a statesman – male or female – on the European stage. In particular she knew no Latin, and since this was still the language of international diplomacy, had therefore been obliged to learn it as an adult: a traditionally painful task. Thereafter Queen Isabella’s own interest in and patronage of learning led to a general revival of classical studies in Spain, while other scholars including Peter Martyr of Anghiers were imported from Italy. Women were not excluded from this renaissance. There were female lecturers in rhetoric at Alcala and Salamanca.


Martyr later boasted: ‘I was the literary foster father of almost all the princes, and of all the princesses of Spain’.5 Celebrated humanists such as the poet Antonio Geraldini and his brother Alessandro also took part in their education. For, where her daughters were concerned, Queen Isabella was determined that they should be given the advantages that had been denied to her. In this she acted not only as a prudent mother but also, in agreement with Ferdinand, as a prudent monarch. Once the male succession was assured, the birth of a princess who through a powerful marriage could act as the ambassadress of her parents, was not seen as a disaster. ‘If your Highness gives us two or three more daughters’, wrote the Spanish chronicler Hernando de Pulgar to Isabella in 1478, ‘in twenty years time you will have the pleasure of seeing your children and grandchildren on all the thrones of Europe.’6 The birth of Catherine meant that Isabella now had four of these potential envoys. She was determined that they should be well trained.


As a result Catherine studied not only her Missal and the Bible, but also the classics such as Prudentius and Juventus, St Ambrose on St Augustine, St Gregory, St Jerome, Seneca and the Latin historians. She ended by speaking good classical Latin with great fluency. Then a knowledge of both civil and canon law was thought appropriate, as well as of heraldry and genealogy – how important both of these latter were to a Renaissance princess who would take her place in an elaborate world where panoply often symbolized power! The point has been made that Catherine of Aragon in England displayed ‘a quality of mind … which few queens have seriously rivalled’. That was not in itself surprising.7 She had, after all, been raised at a court where both women and men acknowledged that it was ‘a universal condition of mankind to want to know’.8


Catherine’s intellectual attainments apart, music, dancing and drawing – the traditional and graceful spheres of Renaissance feminine accomplishment – were naturally not ignored. But Queen Isabella also passed on to her daughters another more universal feminine tradition of basic domestic skills, all the more poignant perhaps, since the wives who practised them would be married to kings and archdukes, not merchants and farmers. It was said that the Queen insisted on making all King Ferdinand’s shirts. Certainly her daughters were taught to spin, weave and bake: Catherine in turn would see it as both her duty and her right to embroider her own husband’s shirts. And Catherine’s constant preoccupation with the material side of her husband’s comforts – his clean linen while away campaigning, a sudden need of a late night supper of meat provided in her apartments – provides a domestic counterpoint to the regality which she brought to the English court.


There was another personal legacy which Isabella passed to her daughters which had important emotional consequences. It was true that on her accession, Isabella had declared herself – not herself jointly with her husband – la reina proprietaria. That is, the ‘proprietorship’ of the Castilian throne was vested in her own person, even though Ferdinand always acted in effect as co-ruler. Isabella also refused to alter the succession laws in Castile which allowed her eldest surviving daughter to succeed her if she died without a male heir; although in this event Ferdinand, as her second cousin, would actually be the male with the best claim to the throne. But with this strength of public purpose (originating perhaps in the Castilian nobles’ irritable refusal to bow to the Aragonese) went a private wifely submission to the husbandly authority of Ferdinand and a profound belief in the divinely ordained nature of all marriages – and hers, which had brought about the fruitful union of two countries, in particular.


A husband was sent by God. ‘It is he, it is he’, Isabella is supposed to have cried on her first meeting with Ferdinand, selecting him unerringly from a group of other young gentlemen.9 A wife, whatever her royal rights, submitted to her husband and was of course bound to him for life; but the same God-given chain which bound her also bound him. Two of Isabella’s daughters – Juana as well as Catherine – were to show, in their very different ways, an absolute obsession with the husband given to them in the first place for reasons of state, but surely also by the will of God.


Then there was Isabella’s personal piety: rigorous, humble, sincere, listening always to the voice of her religious advisers, her confessors, as though to atone once more, as with her husband, by submissiveness in that direction for the august position so unusual in a female which she occupied. Nevertheless it is significant for Catherine’s future that the humanist ideal, to be propagated by Erasmus, and later by Catherine’s fellow Spaniard Juan Luis Vives, did not call for abandonment of that august position in favour of a convent or monastery. It was considered perfectly possible to lead a truly Christian life within the world, as another kind of vocation.10


It is hardly surprising that such a pious woman as Isabella was also chaste. Indeed, it is noticeable that among the princesses of Europe who were descended from Isabella, personal chastity like wifely submission was another characteristic: not for them the hot-running blood of the Tudors – Catherine’s future sisters-in-law – who on several occasions allowed their hearts or physical appetites to rule their heads.


Personal chastity, on the other hand, was not the watchword of Catherine’s father, Ferdinand, whose deviousness would rapidly become proverbial in Europe (Machiavelli praised his statesmanship in The Prince). His amours angered Isabella – as such things generally do – without diminishing her devotion, let alone her feeling for the divinely instituted nature of her marriage. In this respect, of course, Isabella did not offer a unique role model to her growing daughters; on the contrary, she merely followed the accepted pattern of queens, consort or regnant (Isabella being of course both). She might be furious at such things, jealous too on a purely human level; but she would never consider that the position of mistress could or would be converted into that of wife. That to Isabella – or her daughter – was quite unthinkable.


As for Ferdinand himself, his intelligence and his ability to survive were probably his greatest legacies to Catherine. (Although he too was deeply religious, an aspect of his character sometimes ignored in view of the more celebrated piety of Isabella.) There was a streak of unbalance in Isabella’s family, coming from her mother, a Portuguese princess, which may have had its origin in depression following childbirth.11 This would emerge tragically in one of Catherine’s sisters, but in Catherine such hysterical feelings were for the most part kept well under control; through all her tribulations she retained Ferdinand’s fierce sanity. Catherine, with that strong sense of family inculcated by her upbringing, greatly admired her father: his constant hostility to France, for example, based on the geographic position of his own kingdom of Aragon, was one of his attitudes which certainly formed her own. His deviousness she was trained to see merely as suitable regard for his national interests.


It was to be expected that the marital alliances planned by King Ferdinand for his children would reflect his preoccupation with the neutralization – or better still the encirclement – of France. The key players in this game of dynastic chess, with all Europe as its board, were Burgundy and Austria. In 1477 their houses had been joined by the marriage of Marie of Burgundy, heiress of Charles the Bold, to Maximilian of Austria. The convenient birth of a son and daughter to this royal Habsburg couple, of an age to be matched with a princess and a prince of Spain, put Ferdinand within reach of his most brilliant coup. In August 1496 – three years after Maximilian had been elected Holy Roman Emperor – Catherine’s sister Juana, not quite seventeen, departed for the Burgundian court to marry the Archduke Philip of Austria; in April the following year her eighteen-year-old brother the Infante Juan was married to the Archduchess Margaret who had been brought to Spain.


But if the Habsburgs were the most august players, they were not the only players in the game. The first marriage arranged by King Ferdinand – that of his eldest daughter Isabel to her cousin, Don Alfonso of Portugal – reflected another perennial preoccupation. As Scotland was to England, so was Portugal to Spain: a neighbour whose geographical proximity made it ever a potential ally or a potential enemy; hence the series of hopefully emollient royal marriages arranged between the two pairs of countries during this period. Nor was the early death of Don Alfonso allowed to prejudice the Portuguese connection: in 1496 Isabel was induced to marry his cousin, King Manuel of Portugal.


Then there was England. At first sight England was a minor power compared to the mighty trio of Spain, France and the Hapsburg Empire (as it became); her population, combined with that of Wales, made up a mere two and a half million, compared to the seven and a half million of Castile and Aragon, the fifteen million of France.12 Nevertheless England enjoyed certain natural advantages in any diplomatic or military game. Apart from the earlier Anglo-Castilian matches already mentioned, there had once been a question of Queen Isabella herself marrying an English Yorkist prince – Edward IV perhaps or the Duke of Clarence. Once again it was a question of geographical position. Spanish merchants wishing to reach the Netherlands, Burgundian merchants or travellers heading for Spain, needed the protection of English ports if France was barred to them. Furthermore in the 1480s – not so very long after Agincourt in terms of folk memory – France was the hereditary foe of England. Although only Calais remained of the English possessions in France, ancient English claims to French territory and the throne of France itself were still maintained and bellowed forth on appropriate occasions.


The real problem with an English royal marriage, from Ferdinand’s point of view, was the shaky nature of the new dynasty. In August 1485, Henry of Lancaster had established himself on the English throne as Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch. It was, in the final analysis, an accession secured at the point of the sword he wielded at Bosworth Field. For there were undoubtedly other individuals with a superior dynastic claim – not only the girl he married, Elizabeth, daughter of Edward IV, but other representatives of the house of York. (See family tree 2)


Even Henry’s declared position as the male heir of the house of Lancaster was somewhat dubious on close inspection. It came through his mother, Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond, a descendant of John of Gaunt from his third marriage to his mistress Katherine Swynford (unlike Catherine of Aragon who descended from his first two ‘royal’ marriages). Margaret’s grandfather John Beaufort had actually been born before this Swynford marriage, although subsequently legitimized. Nevertheless Henry VII was careful to make it clear that he did not base his claim to the throne on that of his wife, who as the eldest daughter of Edward IV might be assumed to have inherited the rights of her vanished brothers, known to history as ‘the princes in the Tower’. This marriage between Lancaster and York, in the words of the Pope’s dispensation, ‘willing all such divisions to be put apart’,13 was deliberately delayed until January 1486; and Henry VII did not have his wife crowned for nearly two years, by which time she had given birth to a son and heir.


It was incidentally never suggested that Margaret Beaufort, a strong-willed and formidably learned lady, alive and well in her forties, should actually ascend the throne herself, let alone the younger and more passive Elizabeth of York. Margaret Beaufort’s right had simply been transformed, with her enthusiastic support, into that of her ‘dearest and only desired joy in this world …’, her ‘good King … and only beloved son’.14 England was not Castile, and the English had no precedent of a queen regnant. Although both the houses of York and Lancaster had passed at different points through the female line, the claim of Matilda, daughter of Henry I, to rule in the twelfth century had brought about a civil war with her cousin Stephen. The eventual succession not of Matilda but of her son as Henry II (during her own lifetime) was inconclusive on the subject of female rights.


Henry VII’s vulnerability about the real nature of his title to the throne was understandable. But it had awkward consequences for those claimants, particularly those of Yorkist blood, who might fancy that they had a better one. A series of judicial executions of such possible claimants took place – while the King’s insecurity was a bloodstained legacy which he would hand on to his son. One must however bear in mind that in addition to genuine Yorkist rivals, Henry VII had also dealt with two pretenders, Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck, early in his reign. With hindsight, it is easy to dismiss the falsity of their claims to represent various Yorkist heirs such as the two princes in the Tower, Edward V and Richard Duke of York, and Edward Earl of Warwick, son of the Duke of Clarence. At the time Duchess Margaret of Burgundy, sister to Edward IV, and thus the putative aunt of these young men, acknowledged them in turn. Warbeck in particular was always termed ‘the Duke of York’ in English official reports.15 Worst of all, predatory neighbours, including France and Scotland, backed the pretenders in military action, seeing in the situation something of advantage to themselves. These things were not so easily shrugged off.


As circumstances made Henry VII suspicious, even paranoid, about possible rivals, so Ferdinand of Aragon retained a watching brief towards the Tudor monarchy. The first overtures concerning the marriage of Henry’s son Arthur Prince of Wales to Ferdinand’s daughter Catherine probably came as early as 1487 when Arthur (born in September 1486) was under a year old, and Catherine not yet two.16 On the surface there was steady progress. In April 1488 a commission was given to Dr Roderigo Gonzalva de Puebla, a middle-aged Castilian with a decent record of government service in Spain, and an excellent grasp of languages.17 Together with an assistant, he was to draft a treaty of marriage with the commissioners of the English King.


There was also much courtly rejoicing – particularly on the English side. In July, for example, Henry VII was to be found congratulating Ferdinand and Isabella fulsomely on their latest success against the Moors and hoping that ‘the ties of blood’ would soon render the friendship which already existed between them even stronger. From London, de Puebla reported that the English King broke into a spontaneous Te Deum Laudamus when the subject of the match – and the alliance – came up.18


The Spanish reactions were somewhat cooler. It was no part of the policy of Ferdinand, known for good reasons as ‘the wily Catalan’, to marry one of his well-trained ambassadresses into ‘a family which might any day be driven out of England’ as he himself wryly put it. Besides, the recent civil wars, the killings after Tewkesbury, had left an impression of English barbarism in the continental mind. When the English began to quibble about terms – matters such as the dowry to be given to Catherine by her parents, or her rights of succession to the throne of Castile – the Spanish commissioners suggesting that ‘bearing in mind what happens every day to Kings of England, it was surprising that Ferdinand and Isabella should dare give their daughter at all.’ De Puebla was confident that the remark had been made ‘with great courtesy’ so that the English ‘might not feel displeasure or be enraged’.19 But one suspects that they were at least a little put out by such a marked reference to their recent turbulent history.


Nevertheless, for Henry VII, the value of the marriage was sufficient to make it well worth swallowing a polite insult or two. The Treaty of Medina del Campo, which followed in March 1489, was his first major breakthrough in terms of a European alliance. It was of the essence for Henry that Yorkist pretenders would no longer find refuge on Spanish soil; and both Ferdinand and Henry were relieved to be united against the French in the matter of the struggle over Brittany. Furthermore Henry had secured the promise of a bride for his son, grander than any English consort since that French princess whom Henry V had wed, Catherine de Valois.


Where such royal marital bargains were concerned, however, a promise was a very long way from performance. The great heiress Marie of Burgundy, for example, was betrothed no fewer than seven times before she married Maximilian of Austria. Her daughter the Archduchess Margaret had actually been brought up at the French court as the bride of Charles VIII, before he humiliatingly abandoned her for the sake of another heiress, Duchess Anne of Brittany. This left the high-spirited, witty Margaret able to observe, as she sailed for Spain and the arms of the Infante Juan, that if she perished on the journey, they would be able to record on her tomb that she had been married twice and still remained a maid (‘encore est pucelle’).20 In the great dynastic game, formal betrothals, even proxy marriages which theoretically allowed a princess to sail for a foreign country already with the status of a wife (as Archduchess Margaret had done) were none of them foolproof moves. Nothing was which allowed an opening through which one of the participants might deftly slip away – if it suited the convenience of his or her country at the time.


Catherine of Aragon was just over three at the time of Medina del Campo. When she learned about the history of her English ancestors – the adventures of the Black Prince, John of Gaunt, from whom she was doubly descended, the great victory at Agincourt – these were not misty legends, but elements in her consciousness of what her own future might be, as Princess of Wales. Then there were the romantic tales of the court of another Arthur, the legendary king (Queen Isabella’s library contained a Spanish version of these stories). Latterday English knights came to the Spanish court on their way to the crusade, just as English archers under Lord Scales had fought during the reconquista.21 All of this – for Catherine could barely have remembered a time before the treaty – contributed to a strong feeling of an English destiny.


At the same time, negotiations for the actual betrothal of the young pair, as provided for at Medina del Campo, were not begun until late 1496, shortly before Catherine’s eleventh birthday. At this date, given the various twists and turns of the international situation in the intervening seven years, the marriage currently suited both parties to the treaty. Moreover Dr de Puebla was impressed by the growth of internal stability in England (he would be happier still when Edward Earl of Warwick was executed three years later and he could gleefully report that ‘not a drop of doubtful Royal blood remains in England’).22 So that Catherine also grew up with her allegiance to the interests of Spain, those of her own family, strongly implanted. If one accepts the celebrated dictum of the Jesuits, that order founded by Catherine’s contemporary (and fellow Spaniard) Ignatius Loyola, concerning the importance of the first seven years of life, then a sense both of an English destiny and of a family allegiance was there virtually from the start.


In January 1497 the young infanta commissioned Dr de Puebla to treat on her behalf for her betrothal. As a result, in the following August Arthur and Catherine were formerly affianced at Woodstock, with de Puebla ‘standing in’ for Catherine. Despite the practical caveats about royal betrothals already mentioned, in theory this was a solemn and indeed binding ceremony. If such a betrothal per verba de praesenti (i.e. one with immediate present effect, as opposed to a betrothal per verba de futura, for some future date) was actually consummated, it had the force in church law of a marriage. Of course there was no question of such a consummation with Arthur in England, and Catherine in Spain. But from now on Catherine was officially termed the Princess of Wales.


The betrothal also resulted in a renewed outbreak of affectionate letters between the four royal parents concerned. In December 1497, Henry VII, in thanking Isabella for her recent expressions of love, replied that he simply could not imagine any affection which was deeper or more sincere than his own. The marriage of their respective children would merely secure the everlasting continuance of this splendid friendship. Elizabeth of York, for her part, rejoiced graciously in ‘the affinity’ as she called it, which made Catherine ‘our common daughter’.23


One of the vexed questions raised by treaties of marriage between the young royals concerned when, and at what stage of development, the betrothed princess should set out for her fiancé’s country. (This in turn related to the matter of the delivery of her dowry – another perennially vexed question, especially where parents such as Ferdinand of Aragon and Henry VII were in dispute; if the one was rapidly becoming a byword for diplomatic trickery, the other was gaining a similarly distasteful reputation for inordinate meanness.) A series of instructions about life at the English court were despatched to the ‘Princess of Wales’ from her future mother-in-law and the woman who was Queen Mother in all but name, Margaret Beaufort Countess of Richmond. Catherine should attempt to learn French by speaking it with her French-educated sister-in-law, the Archduchess Margaret, in order to be able to converse in that language when she came to England.


The next request was for Catherine to accustom herself to drink wine. ‘The water of England’, wrote Elizabeth of York sadly, ‘is not drinkable, and even if it were, the climate would not allow the drinking of it.’fn1 Meanwhile the King, according to de Puebla, loved to speak, even drool over his little daughter-in-law, in which connection Isabella’s pre-eminent reputation received a tribute: ‘He said he would give half his kingdom if she [Catherine] were like her mother.’24 But while Henry was anxious for Catherine’s arrival, Dr de Puebla still counselled a diplomatic delay.


Another rival Spanish envoy, Don Pedro de Ayala, a more worldly character than de Puebla, who was ostensibly credited to the court of Scotland, but actually spent his time cutting a dash at the English court, believed on the contrary that Catherine should be despatched as soon as possible. His was a point of view of lofty chauvinism which illustrates the disdain in which rough-hewn England was still held. While acknowledging that ‘the manners and way of life of this people in this island’ would cause Catherine ‘grave inconveniences’, he feared that ‘the Princess can only be expected to lead a happy life through not remembering those things which would make her less enjoy what she will find here. It would, therefore, still be best to send her directly,’ he wrote in July 1498, ‘before she has learnt to appreciate our [Spanish] habits of life …’25


On Whit Sunday – 19 May – 1499 the first of the wedding ceremonies that were to bind Arthur Prince of Wales and Catherine of Aragon took place about nine o’clock in the morning, after Mass, at Bewdley Palace in Worcestershire. Prince Arthur spoke ‘in a loud and clear voice’ according to the report of de Puebla, declaring that he was pleased to contract ‘an indissoluble marriage with Catherine Princess of Wales’. He was acting not only out of obedience to the Pope and his father ‘but also from his deep and sincere love for the said Princess, his wife’.26 (The reference to the Pope arose from the papal dispensation that had been granted in order for Arthur to make his vows – he was not yet fourteen and thus below the age of consent.) De Puebla’s own role, a conventional one by the standards of the time, was that of the bride; as such he not only took the prince’s right hand in his own and was seated at the King’s right hand at the subsequent banquet but also inserted the statutory symbolic leg into the royal marriage bed.


Once again there was an outward show of tender, even sentimental rejoicing. And this time the young bride and groom were allowed to play their part: Arthur began to write letters in Latin (their mutual language) to his ‘dearest spouse’. There is something touching about these schoolboy missives, no doubt phrased for him, but copied out with evident care, and the elaborate superscription also in his own hand: ‘To Princess Katerine [sic], Princess of Wales, Duchess of Cornwall, me plurimi dilecte [the most highly esteemed]’. It is as though, beneath the stately language, the thirteen-year-old boy cannot help being excited at the idea of having such a grown-up relationship. ‘Truly those your letters,’ he wrote, ‘traced by your own [hand] have so delighted me and rendered me so cheerful and jocund, that I fancied I beheld your highness and conversed with and embraced my dearest wife.’27


But for Ferdinand’s part, so little did he trust the bargain – or the bargainer – that he instructed another Spanish envoy in London to watch de Puebla like a hawk, fearing that the doctor had been suborned by Henry VII. He was to keep his ears open for rumours of another match being negotiated for Arthur with a princess of some rival country and at all times Catherine must be styled ‘the Princess of Wales’.28 A further precaution on which Ferdinand insisted, and which de Puebla negotiated for him in the autumn of 1500 was that of a second proxy marriage in England once Arthur had actually reached the age of consent (thus demonstrating Ferdinand’s suspicion, not only of Henry VII, but also of the value of a papal dispensation).


In this way yet another ‘indissoluble marriage’ was contracted between the prince and de Puebla in person, Catherine in spirit, at Ludlow Castle on the borders of Wales, shortly after Arthur’s fourteenth birthday. De Puebla reported once more on the high level of respect shown to him as the proxy of the Princess of Wales – ‘more than he had ever before received in his life’ – as he sat at table on the prince’s right hand, and had all the dishes of the banquet presented to him first. Ferdinand and Isabella were equally overwhelmed (at least in public) by the sheer wealth of emotion which they felt for Henry. The usual courtly clichés flowed forth: ‘we love him and the Prince of Wales, our son, so much that it would be impossible to love them better’ etc, etc.29 Meanwhile the jockeying for position over the delivery of Catherine’s person to England, and the delivery of Catherine’s dowry to the English King continued behind the scenes.


It was finally agreed in the course of 1500 that Catherine should commence her journey towards England shortly after her sixteenth birthday. But the royal family of Spain during this last year of Catherine’s crucial girlhood was very different from the confident unit in which she had been brought up. Ferdinand and Isabella had been stricken with a series of appalling tragedies no less grievous in personal terms because these family disasters also had the effect of wrecking Ferdinand’s European policy.


The first of these was the worst. In October 1497 Catherine’s adored brother, the Infante Juan, newly married to the Archduchess Margaret, died after a short illness. ‘Thus was laid low the hope of all Spain,’ wrote Peter Martyr.30 Queen Isabella never recovered from the blow. She was forty-six. Her health, weakened by her arduous campaignings in the course of her frequent pregnancies, had never been robust. There was now no direct male heir to Aragon, while the Castilian succession passed to Isabella’s eldest daughter, Isabel Queen of Portugal. And fate had not finished with the ‘Catholic Kings’. Isabel herself died in the summer of the following year at the age of twenty-eight, giving birth to a son Miguel, who for the short span of his existence, his position recognized by the Aragonese, stood to inherit both the thrones of Spain and Portugal.


After the death of the baby Portuguese Prince Miguel, the succession now passed on to the Catholic Kings’ second daughter Juana, wife of the Habsburg Archduke Philip of Austria. Juana gave birth to a son, Charles, in February 1500. It became apparent that this infant Habsburg heir was the most likely candidate to succeed to the Spanish throne as well as the empire of his father Maximilian. Miguel’s accession would at least have enabled Ferdinand’s grandson to unite the Iberian peninsula. But now Ferdinand’s son and eldest daughter were dead. And his brilliantly planned dynastic marriages, far from elevating the power of his own royal house, looked like handing over the throne of Spain to the Habsburgs.


The last months of Catherine’s residence at her mother’s side were melancholy. Even her sister Maria, her senior by three years, was gone: despatched in October 1500 to marry her brother-in-law, the widowed King of Portugal, in yet another effort to preserve this treasured connection. Catherine’s stately journeyings north-west across Spain through the summer of 1501 were scarcely more cheerful. There were further delays. A fresh Moorish uprising threatened Ferdinand’s farewell to his youngest daughter. Catherine herself suffered en route from something described as ‘a low fever’,31 a phrase which covered a multitude of indispositions in modern terms from a form of influenza to a bout of (understandable) adolescent depression.


One of Catherine’s last stops, before her embarkation at Corunna on 17 August, was at Santiago de Compostela, where she spent the night in prayer at the hallowed shrine of St James, as so many crusaders had done in the past. But her prayers did not serve to spare her yet another ordeal once she was aboard the ship. A vicious storm in the Bay of Biscay drove her back to the shores of Spain. It was not until the end of September that Catherine was able to re-embark for an England increasingly impatient for her arrival.


Afterwards there would not be wanting chroniclers who would claim that Catherine’s troubled future was presaged by these ill-timed winds. Catherine herself was supposed to have observed, in view of the fate of her first marriage, that ‘this tempest portended some calamity’. But since storms in the Bay of Biscay were not a rarity, Catherine probably suffered more from ‘the fatigue caused by the furious sea’, as Henry VII himself phrased it, than from the weight of omens.32 The second journey was not noticeably calm – the weather around the autumn equinox was always turbulent – but at least it was accomplished. On 2 October 1501 the little fleet designated to escort the Princess of Wales to England arrived at Plymouth Sound.


‘The Princess could not have been received with greater joy had she been the Saviour of the World,’ wrote a member of Catherine’s Spanish entourage.33 This reception began with the spontaneous welcome given by the people of the West Country, who were moved by the gallantry, as well as the charm and dignity, of the young princess. Immediately on setting foot on shore, despite the nature of her ordeal – she had indeed been horribly seasick – and without time to change her clothes, Catherine asked to be taken to a church to give thanks for her safe arrival. (Here was the spirit and training of Queen Isabella.) The English delight with their royal bride – not only the King of Spain’s daughter come from across the sea but a princess with the true untainted blood of the Plantagenets in her veins – continued during her progress eastwards towards the English court, currently residing near London at Richmond Palace.


After so many delays and frustrations, King Henry’s own excitement equalled that of the subjects who were warming Catherine’s heart en route with their loyal acclamations (if she could not understand their words, she could appreciate their sentiment). At the last moment, he decided not to await ‘the Princess of Wales’ at Richmond, as had been planned, but sally forth to meet her having first taken in tow Prince Arthur, coming from Ludlow. The palace of the Bishop of Bath at Dogmersfield in Hampshire, about forty miles from London, was to be the site of the first encounter. It would be pleasant to see the King’s uncharacteristic impetuosity as being inspired by that well-nigh unbearable weight of quasi-paternal affection to which his letters over the years had borne witness. But something more calculating was in fact at the bottom of it all.


What did the Princess of Wales actually look like? Like Doubting Thomas, King Henry needed to see his son’s bride with his own eyes, to make sure that she was healthy, nubile – so far as the eye could see, and appearances were held to count for a lot in this respect during this period – and preferably goodlooking as well. The King, who had sent off specially to Spain to request that Catherine’s Spanish ladies-in-waiting should be beauties, was not acting purely out of lust of the eye (or mind). The connection between a fair appearance and a good character, like that between a healthy appearance and fertility, was something in which more or less everybody at this time believed. Sending for princesses from afar always brought with it an element of doubt for all the best efforts of ambassadors to inspect the goods (as Arthur had been shown to the Spanish commissioners years before as an apparently wonderfully healthy baby).


But at Dogmersfield, the cries of mutual rapture came to an abrupt halt. For the King was sharply told that at this point there was no question of Catherine being personally inspected. As a high-born Castilian bride, Catherine would remain veiled to both her husband and her father-in-law until the solemn benediction of the final ceremony had been pronounced.fn2 For a moment there was an ugly impasse between the victor of Bosworth Field, the man who had helped himself to the English crown sixteen years earlier and not faltered in resolve since, and a redoubtable Spanish matriarch named Doña Elvira Manuel, whom Queen Isabella had put in charge of Catherine. Doña Elvira was named in the considerable list of Catherine’s attendants (which went all the way down to two slaves – probably Moorish prisoners – to attend her as maids of honour) as ‘First Lady of Honour and First Lady of the Bedchamber’: she was not about to surrender her position now. King Henry on the other hand pointed out that, since Catherine was styled as his daughter-in-law, she was actually an English subject – so that quaint old Castilian customs were of little relevance.


In the end the dispute was solved in favour of Catherine’s English future as opposed to her Castilian past (a pragmatic solution one must believe that Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand would have favoured, whatever the scandalized disgruntlement of Doña Elvira). The veil was lifted. Catherine curtsied deeply in a gesture of symbolic obedience to the English King.


How fortunate then that Henry was speedily enchanted by what he saw! There had been no trick, no dissimulation. With a mixture of relief and delight, the King was able to say of Catherine that he ‘much admired her beauty as well as her agreeable and dignified manners’. The Princess of Wales obediently followed suit. He had never felt so much joy in his life, he wrote to his parents-in-law a few weeks later, when he beheld ‘the sweet face of his bride’.34


Even allowing for tactful hyperbole, it is clear that Catherine, now on the eve of her sixteenth birthday, did have the kind of youthful prettiness and freshness of appearance that charmed observers, not only the family into which she would marry. It was partly a question of her complexion: her naturally pink cheeks and white skin were much admired in an age when make-up – ‘paint’ – was clumsy in execution, easy to detect and much scorned. Ambassadors abroad, describing princesses to their masters, generally emphasized the tint of the skin, carefully noting whether it was ‘painted’ or not. A fair complexion like Catherine’s was thought to indicate a more serene and cheerful temperament than a ‘brown’ (sallow) one. Then Catherine’s hair was also fair and thick, with a reddish-gold tint, her features neat and regular in a pleasingly shaped oval face.


Perhaps Catherine’s fair colouring, so far from the conventional picture of a dark-visaged Spaniard, reminded onlookers of her one-eighth of English blood: Thomas More, eight years Catherine’s senior, was one of those who derided Catherine’s Spanish escorts as ‘ridiculous … pigmy Ethiopians, like devils out of hell’ in true English xenophobic fashion. But of Catherine herself he wrote that ‘there is nothing wanting in her that the most beautiful girl should have’.35


If her complexion was her chief beauty, Catherine’s chief disadvantage was her lack of height. All the grace of her bearing, inculcated over many years at the Castilian court, could not conceal the fact that she was extremely short, even tiny. Years later a loyal defender had to admit that she was ‘in stature somewhat mean’, while adding quickly ‘but bonarly [bonnie] withal’. She was also on the plump side – but then a pleasant roundness in youth was considered to be desirable at this period, a pointer to future fertility. In contrast Catherine’s voice was surprisingly low and ‘big-sounding’ for a woman; and that no doubt contributed to the impression of gracious dignity she left on all observers, making up for the lack of inches.36


Catherine, for her part, might have been less enchanted by the sight of her bridegroom, had her royal training encouraged any but the most dutiful thoughts on that subject. Arthur Prince of Wales was now fifteen, but he was so small and undeveloped that he seemed much younger. He had been born prematurely – by at least a month, probably two – and had never quite recovered from that debilitating start in life. When it came to height, Catherine might be short, but Arthur was half a head shorter still; the longed-for male heir to the house of both York and Lancaster gave the impression of being a mere child – and a delicate child at that.37 He too was very fair-skinned like his bride, but, without her healthy pink cheeks, the result was a worrying pallor. The magnificent genes of his grandfather Edward IV, that blonde giant, which, coupled with those of his beautiful consort Elizabeth Woodville, would serve to make Arthur’s younger brother and sisters the handsomest, most upstanding princes and princesses in Europe, had all passed by the sad little Prince of Wales.


The very name of Arthur, that of the legendary king, might seem to mock this frail youth; but the prince had not in fact been named for the most august of his mythical forebears. The Tudor manipulation of history in this respect was to come later. According to his tutor Bernardus Andreas, Arthur was actually named for a star prominent at his nativity – probably Arcturus, in the wake of the Great Bear.38 At least the prince had received (like his bride) an excellent classical education. Andreas recorded that he ‘had either committed to memory or read with his own eyes and leafed with his own fingers’ such authors as Homer, Virgil and Ovid, such historians and Thucydides and Livy. As Latin had been the language of their correspondence, the shy young couple could at least talk in Latin to each other, since Catherine knew no English and Arthur knew no Spanish.


Unfortunately Catherine’s pronunciation of Latin, however fluent, turned out to be different from that of King Henry and Prince Arthur, so that she still could not make herself understood.39 Only the English bishops were able to persevere and make some sort of contact. Nor could the prince and princess even dance together. Their training in this respect – important as it was at any Renaissance court – was once again completely different. So Catherine was content to dance a Spanish dance, while Arthur danced in the English manner with some ladies of the English court.


None of this was felt to matter in the slightest, given that Arthur had at last successfully set eyes on his ‘dearest spouse’. By the standards of a royal marriage at the time, it was really already a remarkably happy venture, with the couple roughly the same age, some of the dowry already paid up, the contract virtually completed. In an optimistic mood, King Henry swept his son and daughter-in-law towards London for the last, the very last wedding ceremony at St Paul’s.


1 To drink water was considered to be a horrible fate. People who did not drink wine, drank beer – small beer – most houses having their own brewery.


2 The use of the veil in this way, unknown in England, was part of the strong Muslim heritage rooted in Spanish culture; unaffected by the fact of a military conquest, grand Spanish ladies were in fact imitating the customs of the sophisticated Muslim courts of the south.





CHAPTER TWO



The Princess in his Power


[image: Figure]


It is clear that the King [Henry VII] thinks he can do whatever he likes because he holds the princess in his power …


Ferdinand of Aragon to his ambassador in London, 1508


Catherine of Aragon was welcomed in triumph to the City of London on 12 November 1501. Queen Isabella, in her practical way, had requested that not too much money should be spent on her daughter’s reception so that the new Princess of Wales should not be ‘the cause of any loss to the English …’ but rather ‘the source of all kinds of happiness’. A ‘substantial part’ of the festival, she believed, should be ‘the love’ King Henry displayed for his daughter-in-law – a love that need cost nothing.1


That was not however how Henry VII viewed his coup in capturing at last his Spanish princess. In the state language of the time, triumph needed to be signalled by appropriate pageantry. Plans for the spectacle organized by the City of London had first got under way two years earlier. Six separate scenes greeted Catherine on her journey through the City from Southwark; these were intended to be viewed on two levels. Immediately, the populace were expected to be impressed as well as entertained by the magnificence before their eyes, as with a modern military parade: the monarchy that ruled them was in good shape. But each scene also had a more complex meaning; there were significant allusions to the past, as well as to the glorious future. Catherine watched it all wearing a little hat ‘of carnation colour’ trimmed with gold lace perched on her flowing hair: there were no more veils.2


On London Bridge, it was ‘St Katherine’, a ‘fair young lady’ holding the saint’s traditional wheel, who greeted her namesake: ‘You took this name … for very trust and love, which name ye registered in the high court above.’ (The French princess, Catherine de Valois, bride of Henry V, had been greeted by similar allusions to the saint and her wheel eighty years before.) But a patriotically British saint, Ursula, daughter of a Christian British king, accompanied St Katherine. In the second scene the princess was identified with Hesperus, the evening star (Hesperia or ‘the western land’ being a Roman name for Spain), while Arthur became Arcturus, the star of his nativity. The third involved splendid prognostications for a marriage over which the Archangel Raphael and King Alfonso of Castile (from whom both Catherine and Arthur descended) were seen to be presiding.


Subsequent spectacles concentrated on the court of Henry VII, to which Catherine was being welcomed by Arthur, ‘your spouse most bounteous’. Humility was not the order of the day. The imagery used involved both Henry and Arthur in comparisons to an even more powerful court, that of the heavenly ‘New Jerusalem’ to come, with Henry compared to God the Father, and Arthur, as his ‘Sun [or Son] of Justice’, one of the biblical titles of the coming Christ.3 More down to earth were the Tudor arms and badges, the red dragon of Wales, the greyhound which betokened Richmond and references to Catherine’s own descent from John of Gaunt. Finally ‘Honour’ addressed Catherine:


Wherefore Noble Princess, if that ye shall persevere


With your excellent spouse, then shall ye


Reign there with us in Prosperity forever.


The marriage took place two days later on 14 November at St Paul’s Cathedral to the sound of Spanish trumpeters who had been brought over to give their princess a suitable national send-off. Another Spanish note was struck by the fact that Catherine, like her ladies, wore a mantilla with her stiffly embroidered dress of white and gold, encrusted in jewels. If coming events truly cast their shadow before, then Catherine should have been aware of some tremor as she was escorted up the aisle of the church by her husband’s younger brother, Henry Duke of York, her hand in his. He was only ten years old, but with his long legs and broad shoulders had already far outstripped Arthur, five years his senior.


But there is no evidence that she felt any such tremor. On the contrary, all Catherine’s concentration was bent on pleasing by her comportment (despite difficulties of language) the man whom she had been trained to accept as her new ‘father’: Henry VII. Arrangements at the banquet which followed the wedding were significant in this respect. Catherine sat on the right hand of the King. But Prince Arthur sat at a separate children’s table with Prince Henry and his sisters, the twelve-year-old Princess Margaret in cloth of gold and Princess Mary, aged five, in crimson velvet trimmed with fur.


The banquet took place at Baynard’s Castle, the historical London residence of the house of York. Here the crown had been offered to Edward IV in 1461, and to Richard III in 1483. It was described by a contemporary as ‘not embattled or so strongly fortified castle-like, but far more beautiful for the entertainment of any prince of great estate’; Baynard’s Castle had been rebuilt by Henry VII the previous year and was now used largely for state occasions.4 Lying on the river between Blackfriars and Paul’s Wharf (with Thames Street to its north), it was generally reached by water, like most London palaces of this period.


The ‘carriage’ (transportation) – presumably in a litter – of Catherine and Arthur together down to the river for embarkation after the wedding ceremony cost 12d according to the royal accounts.5 After this, not only during the banquet itself but for the whole period of official celebration which followed, Arthur was not considered to have any particular role to fulfil. He was certainly far too immature to take any part in the knightly jousts, as his hearty younger brother would rejoice to do in years to come. (And on this occasion, it was Prince Henry who cast off his jacket to dance, unlike Prince Arthur who danced decorously with Lady Cecil; Catherine, as at their first meeting, danced with one of her Spanish ladies.) There was however one exception to Prince Arthur’s non-participation in the ceremonies. This was the ceremony of the wedding night which, like the banquet, took place at Baynard’s Castle.


The symbolic leg that Dr de Puebla had first placed in the prince’s bed over two years earlier at Bewdley Palace was now to be replaced with the real thing. Thus, at the end of the banquet, the Princess of Wales was formally bedded with her husband by a host of courtiers, English and Spanish; the attendants then withdrew to the outer room and they were left to lie there together for the night according to the elaborate rules of this particular ceremony. It is extremely doubtful, however, whether now or at any other time, the princess herself actually enjoyed any greater congress with her young husband than had the good doctor’s leg.


By one of those ironic twists of fate to which history is prone, the question of the sexual relationship – if any – between these two innocent adolescents would become of paramount importance nearly thirty years later. By then one of the two had been dead almost as long; the other was facing the most desperate crisis of her life. There is no contemporary record of Prince Arthur’s views on the subject and one must surely leave aside the vulgar gossip produced so conveniently many years later by courtiers who manifestly hoped to serve the interests of their master. One is therefore left with Catherine’s unwavering assertions, dating from 1502 onwards (not from the late 1520s like the courtiers’ tales), that the marriage was unconsummated.


There was however a third person entitled to express a first-hand view on this delicate if vital point (as it turned out to be): Catherine’s second husband, Henry VIII. He after all had either found her to be a virgin on their own wedding night (as he used to boast in his youth) or had not. It can be argued that Catherine herself, like Henry’s courtiers, was not an unbiased witness. In that case more convincing evidence of non-consummation is provided by the fact that Henry VIII himself in later life never gave Catherine the lie on the subject, when publicly challenged to deny that he had found her ‘a maid’ when he married her.fn1


Let us return to that winter of 1501 and the brief months of ‘married life’ which Arthur and Catherine enjoyed following their ceremonial wedding and bedding at Baynard’s Castle. Arthur’s physical immaturity and lack of growth – even shorter than his admittedly tiny wife – have already been stressed. This is in itself no proof that he had not reached puberty (although it makes it seem unlikely) and, even if he had not reached it in November, he might have reached it at some point during the next few months. Catherine’s story years later in the confessional to Cardinal Campeggio was that they had shared a bed on only seven occasions, and at no time had Arthur ‘known’ her.6 But what really stands against the notion of the consummation of the union, all subsequent allegations apart, is that the custom of the time was all against it.


In an age when marriages were frequently contracted for reasons of state between children or those hovering between childhood and adolescence, more care rather than less was taken over the timing of consummation. Once the marriage was officially completed, some years might pass before the appropriate moment was judged to have arrived. Anxious reports might pass between ambassadors on physical development; royal parents might take advice on their offsprings’ readiness for the ordeal. The comments sometimes remind one of those breeders discussing the mating of thoroughbred stock, and the comparison is indeed not so far off. The siring of progeny was the essential next step in these royal marriages, so endlessly negotiated.


Where an heiress was concerned, her ‘spoiling’ by being obliged to have sex and bear children too young might have important consequences. The physique of the great heiress Margaret Beaufort was considered to have been ruined by early childbearing. She bore the future Henry VII when she was only thirteen, and never had any other children in the course of four marriages. Henry survived, but the existence of a single heir was in principle a great risk to any family in this age of high infant mortality, as the shortage of Tudor heirs would continuously demonstrate. Negotiations for the marriage of James IV King of Scotland and Arthur’s sister Princess Margaret had begun in 1498. The trouble was that the bride was only nine, while the King of Scots was twenty-five. Both Princess Margaret’s mother and her grandmother Margaret Beaufort – the latter with an obvious grim interest in the subject – worried about the age gap and pleaded for the marriage ceremony itself to be held off lest consummation follow: ‘they fear the King of Scots would not wait, but injure her, and endanger her health.’7 (They were finally married in 1503 when Princess Margaret was fourteen.)


The health of the bridegroom was taken equally seriously. For instance, it was firmly believed by the Spanish court physicians that Catherine’s brother, the Infante Juan, had weakened himself by spending so much time in bed with his wife – with disastrous consequences. Henry Fitzroy Duke of Richmond, illegitimate son of Henry VIII, was married off to Lady Mary Howard when he was fourteen, but the marriage remained unconsummated at his premature death (of tuberculosis) three years later; no doubt it was thought that the act would prove too taxing for one of doubtful health. Mary Howard’s brother, Thomas Earl of Surrey, lived with Lady Frances Vere for three years after marriage before consummation when they were both fifteen.


In the case of Arthur and Catherine, all four parents apparently agreed that nothing should be rushed. Henry VII and Elizabeth of York were anxious to protect their son’s health, while Ferdinand and Isabella made it clear that they too would ‘rather be pleased than dissatisfied’ if consummation was delayed for some time, in view of Arthur’s ‘tender age’. These were the instructions relayed to Doña Elvira, which, as a resolute duenna, she could be trusted to carry out.8


The plan therefore was for Catherine to remain in London, under the tutelage of her mother-in-law (not forgetting her dominating grandmother-in-law), while Arthur was to be allowed to continue his growing-up undisturbed by the distractions of a wife, in the Marches of Wales at Ludlow Castle. But this plan, which had an agreeably human side to it – Catherine would learn to know her new family, and also learn English, before she attempted to forge a proper relationship with her husband – was not carried out. Instead, Catherine Princess of Wales set off for Ludlow in December.


The change of plan, which infuriated the Spaniards, came back to money – that is, the question of Catherine’s dowry. The principle of the dowry, for princesses as for other affluent girls of the period, was of payment by the parents now, in return for promise of full financial support from her husband’s estate later. Thus Ferdinand had agreed to hand over 200,000 crowns on his daughter’s marriage, on condition that Catherine, if widowed, was to receive one-third of the revenues of Wales, Cornwall and Chester. Of the promised 200,000 crowns, however, Ferdinand had so far only delivered half. He suddenly announced that a substantial portion of the remaining sum due – 35,000 crowns – was in fact being consigned in plate and jewels. This was definitely stealing a march on the English King, for whom, like most monarchs of the time, cash was an essential but elusive commodity.


It did not take Henry VII long to come up with a Machiavellian counter-plan: for in this respect Ferdinand and Henry were well-matched players. Supposing the Princess of Wales was sent to Ludlow: the establishment of her household there would inevitably involve the considerable deployment of plate and jewels, commensurate with that status on which the Spaniards were so keen. To do this, she would have to use her own plate. This in turn would make it difficult for the Spanish King to have ‘these same, now second-hand jewels and plate’ re-emerge as part of the dowry owed to Henry VII.9 The Spaniards in London – Don Pedro de Ayala in particular – were wise to the plot, without being able to do anything about it.


At least they fought a rearguard action by refusing to take Henry’s decision for him, or let their princess do so. The King mused aloud as to whether the princess should depart and confided to de Ayala that his indecision was shared by his Council, some of whom thought it was good for her to go to Ludlow, others not. Next he asked Arthur to persuade Catherine to volunteer to accompany him; Catherine refused. So the King was obliged to consult Catherine herself. At which she swept, metaphorically speaking, another of her deep curtsies, and responded most graciously that she had no other will but the King’s own. King Henry’s bluff was called. ‘With a great show of sorrow’ he ordered Catherine to go with her husband.10 And so to the Marches of Wales, finally, Catherine went, with a considerable Spanish train, including Doña Elvira, as Isabella’s watchful surrogate, and a Spanish chaplain.


Ludlow Castle was another historic residence of the house of York – but one with less fortunate connotations than Baynard’s Castle. Once the property of Richard Duke of York, father of Edward IV, it had housed Arthur’s boy uncles at the time of Edward IV’s death in 1483; from here they had set forth for the capital where they would vanish forever into the recesses of the Tower of London. Strategically, however, it was extremely well placed. An imposing stronghold of Norman origin, built on rock, the castle had magnificent views across the valley of the river Teme to the Clee Hills and the hills of Stretton, and was therefore virtually impregnable; except for the side which abutted the largely English-flavoured town.


At Ludlow, roughly 150 miles from London, Catherine and her Spanish train sat out the winter.11 Little record remains of this melancholy idyll except that the Welsh dignitaries came to pay their respects to their prince and princess – Ludlow was the capital of the Marches of Wales. These dignitaries included the man Arthur’s father called ‘Father Rhys’ – Sir Rhys ap Thomas, who could remember Henry VII as the Welsh Tudor challenger for the English crown in the age before Bosworth Field. Another encounter with a representative of England’s troubled past was of greater significance for Catherine’s own future.


The President of the Prince’s Council in Wales – the effective ruling instrument – was Sir Richard Pole. A relative of Henry VII on his mother’s side, but lacking the royal blood that might encourage indecent ambition, Pole was a convenient protégé. (He had helped organize Prince Arthur’s wedding.) Pole’s wife Margaret, on the other hand, was a Plantagenet: her long, thin, aristocratic face with its delicate bone structure, narrow lips and aquiline nose was a reminder of the race from which she had sprung. Nor was she a remote relation of the royal family: as the daughter of Edward’s murdered brother, the Duke of Clarence, she was first cousin to Queen Elizabeth of York. Following the execution of her brother in 1499 (one of those ruthless deaths by which Henry VII had cleared away unwelcome Yorkist-Plantagenet rivals) Margaret Pole was also Clarence’s sole surviving child and heiress. Furthermore she had never been declared illegitimate, as had Elizabeth and her siblings in an effort by Richard III to justify his usurpation by law. (See family tree 2)


For the time being this dangerous inheritance was in abeyance. Henry had deliberately given Margaret in marriage to one whose loyalty he trusted; the Pole sons, who might one day perhaps assume to themselves their mother’s claim, were only babies. Far more important at Ludlow was a sturdy friendship which sprang up between two women, not particularly close in age – Margaret Pole was nearly thirty – but sharing, as time would show, the same kind of character. Both had the charm of goodness; both were well-educated, pious, and bookish; both were affectionate, outwardly submissive, inwardly strong.


On the Welsh borders that spring, the weather was notably cold and wet, as a result of which sickness of various types was rife. Towards the end of March 1502 Prince Arthur’s fragile health began to give way. The prince may have been suffering from tuberculosis; there was also an outbreak of plague in the neighbourhood, and an epidemic of another scourge of the times known as ‘the sweating sickness’. This disease was much feared by contemporaries for its mysterious course: victims did recover but others died ‘some within three hours, some within two hours, some merry at dinner and dead at supper’, as a chronicle reported it.12 The sweating sickness seems the most likely explanation, since Catherine also collapsed.


She was still seriously ill on 2 April when Prince Arthur died. He was fifteen and a half, his ‘dearest spouse’ was now his widow; Catherine of Aragon, at the age of sixteen and three months, had become the Princess Dowager of Wales. If she contemplated her own death during this period of her sickness, Catherine could surely have echoed that wry little epitaph once suggested by her sister-in-law the Archduchess Margaret for herself: she had been married yet ‘encore est pucelle’ – still remained a maid.


The news of the death of the Prince of Wales reached the court at Greenwich by messenger late on the following day, 3 April. The Council had the sensitivity to summon King Henry’s confessor, a Franciscan Observant friar from the monastery close by the palace to break the news. Henry then sent for the unfortunate boy’s mother and broke the news to her himself. Elizabeth of York behaved with great courage; she did not break down, but pointed out that the King’s own mother ‘had never no more children than him only, and that God by his grace had ever preserved him, and brought him where that he was’.13 They too had a son, Henry Duke of York, who would shortly take on his brother’s title of Prince of Wales, as well as two princesses, Margaret (betrothed to the King of Scots) and six-year-old Mary.


Besides, the Queen added, their family was not necessarily complete: ‘we are both young enough’. They were in fact thirty-six and forty-five respectively: the Queen had given birth to a third son, Edmund, who died, only three years previously. Elizabeth of York’s confidence in her own fertility was not misplaced; she did in fact conceive again, as she had promised, a month after Arthur’s death and gave birth at the beginning of the following February. What she did not foresee was that the child would be a daughter, that the daughter would die, and she herself die too shortly afterwards as a result of her ordeal.


The death of Prince Arthur brought in fact to an end that brief honeymoon period when the Tudor monarchy enjoyed the luxury of having two direct male heirs to the crown, albeit both young. Now only the life of one boy – Prince Henry – served to ward off the nightmare of King Henry VII: the dreaded prospect of further rival pretenders and even civil war itself. Nor were these fears, grounded in the blood-lettings of the past, utterly without foundation in the present. Henry VII, at forty-five with a hard life behind him, had visibly grown old. Was a mere boy to follow him? Subversive gossip reported to King Henry by informers shortly after Prince Arthur’s death revealed a lingering attachment to the idea of an adult male ruler succeeding, with royal blood enough to justify his claim (as Henry VII himself had done), not a child.


There was for example the twenty-three-year-old Duke of Buckingham, a handsome and imposing figure who had been the most glittering dignitary at Catherine’s wedding, his clothes alone costing him £1,500.14 This display indicated not only Buckingham’s vast inherited riches but also his position as the leading grandee – and only duke – in the kingdom, one furthermore who could trace his descent back to Thomas of Woodstock, the youngest son of Edward III. ‘Many great personages’ in the important English continental base of Calais were said to have agreed that Buckingham was ‘a noble man and would be a royal ruler’.


Then there was Edmund de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, another first cousin to the Queen like Margaret Pole, being the son of Edward IV’s sister. He was now the senior male claimant of the house of York; if that old canard about the illegitimacy of all Edward IV’s children was resurrected, he had a very good claim indeed. Edmund de la Pole had prudently fled from Henry VII’s reach. When the King’s informant told him that others had spoken of ‘your traitor, Edmund de la Pole’ succeeding, this was not the kind of news that made Henry VII feel secure; still less did his informant’s ominous postscript: ‘none of them spoke of my lord prince’ – that is, the ten-year-old Henry.15


At Ludlow the prince’s Council awaited orders as to the manner of Arthur’s funeral, while Catherine languished, sick, in the care of her Spanish attendants. It was not until three weeks later that Arthur’s body was taken by torchlight in procession to Ludlow parish church; from there the procession moved on to Bewdley (where Arthur’s first proxy marriage to Catherine had been performed). Oxen were needed to draw the ‘chariot’ bearing the coffin through the mud, on ‘the foulest, cold, windy, and rainy day and the worst way [road] I have seen’, as one observer wrote.16 It was ordained from London that the prince should be buried in the nearest cathedral, which happened to be Worcester. At a chantry subsequently raised there, the heraldic allusions of the roses of York and Lancaster, the Beaufort portcullis and Catherine’s secondary personal badge of an arrow-sheaf (alternative to the pomegranate) provided a sad echo of the glorious marriage celebrations only six months earlier.


Catherine Princess of Wales had now become a problem of state – in two countries. Elizabeth of York, with characteristic kindness, did despatch a suitably sombre black velvet litter, with valences and fringes also of black made by her own tailor, to bring the princess to London when she should be well enough to travel.17 Otherwise little thought was spared for the personal feelings of the girl who now found herself convalescent in a country whose language she spoke sparingly if at all, surrounded by possessive Spanish attendants whose intention was to cut her off still further in the name of the honour due to her. Those close to her, whether her natural protectors like her parents or her new protector Henry VII, were a great deal more interested in the practical problems posed by her future, including, of course, the question of her dowry.


The obvious solution was that Catherine should be married – or at least betrothed – to ‘the Prince of Wales that now is’ as Ferdinand described the young Henry. This occurred to both sets of parents almost immediately. In Spain Isabella and Ferdinand were predictably shocked by the news of Arthur’s death; when Ferdinand wrote on 12 May that ‘the affliction caused by all their former losses had been revived by it’ we may believe that for once there was real sincerity beneath the conventional language of royal condolence: that the deaths of the Infante Juan and Queen Isabel of Portugal were still raw to their parents.18 Yet once again, an alliance was imperilled as well and in the case of the death of Arthur (whom they had never met) their first thought must be to stabilize the rocking balance of power.


Then there was the question of money, in short supply in Spain so that Ferdinand had never completed the payment of the second half of Catherine’s dowry. In theory – Spanish theory – it could all now be beautifully simple. The money already paid for the first marriage could be negotiated to count towards the second; the Anglo-Spanish alliance would remain intact. This renewal of negotiations was not necessarily unwelcome to the English King, since he knew himself to be in a strong position with regard to Spain for two reasons. First, he indubitably did have the widowed Princess of Wales there at the English court. Secondly, Prince Henry, who was only eleven at the end of June 1502, was a ripe candidate to take part in one of those betrothals which could, if necessary, be repudiated once he reached the age of consent. Besides that, it was against nature for Henry VII to return any of the money already paid. Returning then to the question of Catherine’s dowry, what would be the proper provisions for the next marriage treaty? At this point, things, theoretically so simple, turned rapidly nasty.


When King Ferdinand, shortly after Arthur’s death, set himself to establish whether his daughter’s marriage had been consummated or not, he was not interested in her physical wellbeing. The fact was that the Princess Dowager of Wales had the right to demand back the 100,000 crowns paid as the first instalment of her dowry, even before she received the stipulated one-third of the revenues of Wales, Cornwall and Chester, if the marriage had been completed in this respect. But as we have seen, it had almost certainly not. And Doña Elvira swore categorically to that effect. It is important to bear in mind for the future that when Doña Elvira swore so firmly that consummation had not taken place, she was not giving the answer then most convenient to the Catholic Kings in Spain. Nevertheless her version of events convinced King Ferdinand: ‘God had taken Arthur to himself too soon.’ By the beginning of July 1502 he was quite certain that ‘our daughter remains as she was here’, i.e. a virgin. On this basis Ferdinand instructed his representative the Duke of Estrada to negotiate for the new marriage.19


According to his instructions Estrada was to begin by demanding the return of Catherine to Spain: if the betrothal to Prince Henry did not follow immediately, it would be ‘very important for us to have the Princess in our [Spanish] power’.20 But there is little doubt that this was a mere ploy, and at this point Catherine’s departure, leaving behind her dowry, was never seriously contemplated. Far more to the point were Estrada’s instructions concerning the princess’s maintenance, her own and that of her household. Why was Catherine being obliged to live off portions of her dowry, when she should be supported by the revenues of properties assigned to her for life? Henry VII’s meanness in refusing to provide for his daughter-in-law at this point and expecting her to live off Spanish money was intolerable. Ferdinand pointed out that neither his widowed daughter (Isabel of Portugal, following the death of her first husband) nor his widowed daughter-in-law (the Archduchess Margaret) had expected Spanish revenues to support them. The grim process by which Catherine of Aragon was to be ground between the upper millstone of Ferdinand’s poverty and the nether millstone of Henry VII’s avarice had begun.


The treaty of betrothal between Prince Henry and Catherine was in fact signed the following summer, on 23 June 1503. Ferdinand had his own reasons for needing the English alliance at this point, and under the circumstances Dr de Puebla, his established ambassador in London, secured the best deal possible21 (although Catherine herself, fed stories on the subject of the doctor by Doña Elvira, was increasingly convinced that he had placed the interests of his long-time patron, the English King, before her own).


This projected match required special permission – a dispensation from the Pope. According to the rules of the church, there was an ‘impediment’ to it. The marriage of Arthur to Catherine had created an ‘affinity’ between Catherine and Arthur’s brother Henry. It was as though Catherine had become Henry’s actual sister, rather than his sister-in-law, through this earlier union: brothers and sisters, being related ‘in the first degree collateral’, were forbidden to marry. (The universal prohibition against parents and children marrying was due to their relationship being ‘in the first degree’.)


It was the sexual union between husband and wife, not the marriage ceremony, which was held to create this affinity. As we shall see, a man who had made love to one sister might require a dispensation to marry another, even though no ceremony had been involved in the first (clandestine) relationship. A different kind of dispensation was required in the case of an unconsummated marriage: one on grounds of ‘public honesty’. Notwithstanding the lack of consummation, a first marriage had taken place in the public eye: this fact had to be acknowledged before the second marriage was publicly seen to be legitimate (even if it was technically already so). Given that the entire point of such dispensations was to establish a lawful unquestionable marriage, from which – even more importantly – legitimate offspring would flow, more thought was generally given to the future of the second marriage, rather than the facts about the first.


Thus when the Spanish King asked for a dispensation from Rome for Catherine to marry Henry, he asked for, and was granted, a dispensation which referred to the fact that her first marriage had ‘perhaps’ (forsitan in Latin) been consummated. A great deal of trouble would later be caused by this little weasel word ‘perhaps’. At the time – with King Ferdinand quite convinced that the marriage had not been consummated, Catherine herself, to say nothing of Doña Elvira, passionate of her denials – what was taking place was clearly a Spanish manoeuvre.22


King Ferdinand himself wrote quite frankly on the subject to his ambassador on 23 August 1503. ‘It is well known in England that the Princess is still a virgin. But as the English are much disposed to cavill, it has seemed to be more prudent to provide for the case as though the marriage had been consummated … the dispensation of the Pope must be in perfect keeping with the said clause of the [marriage] treaty.’ The nub of his meaning came in the next sentence: ‘The right of Succession [that is, of any child born to Catherine and Henry] depends on the undoubted legitimacy of the treaty.’23 In this way Dr de Puebla also saw himself as able to get the best financial deal over Catherine’s dowry; the princess was angry, but he thrust aside her protests as irrelevant. In any case it was Catherine’s father who was the prime mover and who, in a sense, betrayed her.


Such a dispensation – for a man to marry his brother’s widow – was unusual but it was certainly not unknown. Catherine of Aragon herself could hardly have regarded it as an exceptional state of affairs, since only a short while before her own brother-in-law King Manuel of Portugal had married her two sisters Isabel and Maria in quick succession. (He ended by marrying, as his third wife, the niece of his first two wives.) There were various biblical texts on the subject, one of which – from Leviticus – forbade such a marriage, and one of which – from Deuteronomy – explicitly enjoined it as bounden duty on the part of the second brother. These texts, which like the little word ‘perhaps’ and the events of the wedding night of two adolescents, were to be analysed exhaustively twenty-five years later, featured little if at all at the time; this was yet another game of power politics, with youthful royal brides and grooms as pawns.fn2


There were however some significant new pawns on the matrimonial chessboard. Catherine of Aragon’s claim, as a princess of Spain, to represent the most powerful alliance available to Henry VII, had been considerably eroded since that original Anglo-Spanish treaty nearly fifteen years earlier. There were, for example, the grandchildren of the Emperor Maximilian, that is, the growing family of his son Philip the Handsome and Catherine’s sister Juana: if Charles, Catherine’s nephew, born in 1500, was the greatest male matrimonial prize in Europe, his sisters, Eleanor and Isabella, also represented interesting possibilities as brides. Then there was the baby French princess Claude, so far the only child of Louis XII and his wife Anne of Brittany; and the ten-year-old Marguerite d’Angoulême, whose brother François stood to inherit the throne of France (under the Salic law) if King Louis died without a son. Nor was Catherine of Aragon the only widow on the European scene. Catherine’s former sister-in-law the Archduchess Margaret, who had gone on to marry Philibert of Savoy, had recently been widowed for the second time.


Catherine of Aragon’s matrimonial fate had not been made simpler by the death of her mother-in-law Elizabeth of York in February 1503, a few months before her official betrothal to Prince Henry. On a personal level, she was robbed of a patron whose benevolent presence might have made a considerable difference to the bitter years which followed. Publicly, it meant that Henry VII, a forty-six-year-old widower, had become once again for purposes of diplomacy an eligible bachelor. There was one rumour which reached Spain that the King would now marry his own daughter-in-law.


Officially the Catholic Kings reacted with disgust to such a proposal: ‘one never before seen, the mere mention of which offends our ears’.25 (Quite apart from the May-to-December aspect of the match, King Henry and Catherine were ostensibly related in the first degree.) But there was of course a more worldly aspect to the Catholic Kings’ revulsion: Prince Henry would still take precedence in the succession over any son born to Catherine and his father, so that the Spanish princess was likely to end up merely as a king’s widow, not as a king’s mother, a possible Regent of the country. ‘Speak of it as a thing not to be endured’, wrote Ferdinand firmly.


This rumour probably had no basis in fact.26 Yet the mere existence of it (at a time when official negotiations were in progress for Catherine’s marriage to the English King’s son) illustrates the treacherously shifting nature of matrimonial Europe during this period. Furthermore Ferdinand’s disgust at the idea of King Henry as a bridegroom has an ironic ring when one considers his own future behaviour.


October 1504 saw the death of another queen, Catherine’s own mother, Isabella. It was Ferdinand’s pious hope that she had gone to ‘a better and more lasting realm than those she ruled here’.27 Certainly the unification of the kingdoms of Aragon and Castile had not proved lasting: Isabella’s death meant the succession of her daughter Juana and Philip the Handsome, absent in Flanders. King Ferdinand, deprived of the title of ‘King of Castile’ which he had borne for thirty years, was left struggling gamely to retain effective rulership of his wife’s dominions as Governor. In the meantime the separation of Aragon from Castile, with the latter possibly passing into the imperial camp, opened up a whole new set of diplomatic prospects.


Furthermore King Ferdinand was yet another middle-aged widower who had become transformed into an eligible bachelor (in his case, one in need of a male heir to Aragon). Promptly the next year, as a result of the Treaty of Blois made with France, he married Germaine de Foix. Apart from being the niece of the King of France, she was also his own half-great-niece. She was eighteen. He was fifty-three.


Such mercurial turnabouts boded ill for Catherine who, physically cut off in the power of England, was unlikely to benefit from them. By the summer of 1505, as the fourteenth birthday of Prince Henry approached (the date at which Catherine might confidently expect their actual marriage to take place), a very different set of rumours was sweeping Europe. King Henry VII was believed to have set his heart on a triple marriage to link his own family to the imperial house of Habsburg. Princess Mary would be betrothed to Charles, the heir to the Habsburgs and to Castile. King Henry himself would wed Charles’s twice-widowed aunt, the Archduchess Margaret. And Henry Prince of Wales would be espoused to Charles’s sister, Eleanor of Austria, the seven-year-old niece of that nineteen-year-old princess who had hitherto fondly imagined him to be her destined husband.


Under the circumstances, King Henry instigated a ploy which would free his son – if necessary. On 27 June 1505, the day before his fourteenth birthday at which he reached the official age of consent, Henry Prince of Wales formally repudiated his betrothal to Catherine Dowager Princess of Wales and Princess of Spain. Even before this blow fell Catherine’s state had become increasingly wretched. Nor had the betrothal two years earlier substantially affected her welfare as might have been hoped: on the contrary it made the pointed requests of King Henry – where was the rest of her dowry? – all the more exigent. Such demands were accompanied by polite but firm refusals to provide anything but minimal maintenance for her himself.


Unhappy households do not run smoothly. For most of the time, the princess was cooped up with Doña Elvira and the rest of her Spanish attendants in Durham House in the Strand, the mediaeval town house of the Bishops of Durham. At least it had agreeable long gardens down to the river; but these were no compensation for the kind of seclusion which Doña Elvira thought appropriate. A series of unpleasant incidents marked the years of Catherine’s widowhood, punctuated by a series of departures, which although in some cases relieving the tension, also served to increase her feeling of isolation.


After five years in England, Catherine told her father that she still scarcely spoke English at all.28 But how was she to learn, guarded by Doña Elvira, ignored or harassed by King Henry? The odd visit to court, the occasional hunting expedition in Windsor Forest was scarcely enough. The first departure was that of Father Alessandro Geraldini, the humanist scholar who had been her tutor in happier days in Spain. He had accompanied her to England as her confessor and principal chaplain. But Father Alessandro was believed to have spread rumours to the effect that Catherine had become pregnant by Prince Arthur: this was to Catherine both at the time and years later quite unforgivable. An indignant Doña Elvira secured Father Alessandro’s recall before the end of 1502.


Quite soon the ladies of Catherine’s household would have been glad to depart too. They neither enjoyed the restricted life of Durham House, nor relished Catherine’s inability to provide them with the kind of dowries a lady-in-waiting to a royal princess could expect. Catherine herself could not think about this failure on her part ‘without pangs of conscience’.29 Yet her father, enmeshed in his own problems in Spain, steadily failed to send her even her own portion, let alone something to distribute. Soon all luxuries, all extras were out of the question. By the spring of 1504 Catherine reported that she did not even have enough money to buy food for herself and her household.


Doña Elvira’s departure was not however voluntary. It was the result of a plot which backfired. Doña Elvira’s brother, Don Juan Manuel, was a Castilian diplomat in Flanders who was anxious to secure an alliance between the English King and the new rulers of Castile which would effectively draw Henry VII away from the side of Aragon. At the same time, one of the people who could at least in theory ameliorate Catherine’s poverty-stricken condition was her elder sister Juana, as heiress to their mother. Catherine was induced to write to her sister, asking Juana to request a meeting at Saint-Omer with Henry VII: that in turn would involve him crossing to Calais, with Catherine as part of his train. Queen Juana would then, remarking her sister’s destitution, either remedy it herself or cause the English King to do so.


It was the despised Dr de Puebla who put an end to this plot by appealing passionately to Catherine’s first loyalty – which must surely be to her father. Catherine was angry: but she did abandon the project. Doña Elvira was expelled to Flanders, taking with her, incidentally, the Spanish chaplain who had served the princess in the confessional since the departure of Father Alessandro. For the next two years, Catherine would not even have the comfort of being able to make her confession in her own language. Yet increasingly religion, of an austere and self-mortifying nature, was becoming her solace. We know this from a letter sent by the Pope to Henry Prince of Wales dated 20 October 1505, empowering him as her husband (sic) to cause her to desist from her vow of rigorous prayer and fasting, abstinence and pilgrimage.30 Such zeal might detract her from the true purpose of marriage: to wit, the procreation of children. The irony of this letter at this time is obvious; and yet, as with any negotiation where Henry VII was concerned, nothing was plain sailing, not even the prince’s repudiation of his bride.


An unscheduled visit to England by Juana and Philip the Handsome – now Queen and King of Castile – took place in January 1506. It brought with it, however, none of the relief that Doña Elvira had predicted would flow from one sister to another. The royal armada, on its way from the Netherlands to Spain, was blown off course by a mighty gale and came to rest at Weymouth. King Philip came to Windsor and was entertained by the court. For a moment, publicly, Catherine of Aragon was able to recapture her Spanish youth: she wore jewels in her hair, and danced with two of her ladies the graceful Castilian dances she had first displayed at Dogmersfield. But the Treaty of Windsor, which followed on 31 January between King Henry and King Philip, was a blatant threat to her future.


England was now ranged with the Habsburg Empire against Aragon. Henry VII even went so far as to hint at assisting Philip against Ferdinand – if Philip had to take possession of Castile by force. In return King Henry was to marry the Archduchess Margaret, and the first stages of the much-desired betrothal of Charles of Austria to Princess Mary were reached. (The princess sang Spanish songs, taught to her by Catherine, at the court entertainment.) Would Prince Henry complete the picture by his betrothal to Charles’s sister Eleanor?


Furthermore the sisterly rapport for which Catherine must have hoped never took place. Queen Juana was enchanting to look at (the loveliest of all Isabella’s daughters); nevertheless she was both melancholy and hysterical, obsessed at all times with jealousy for her dashing husband and his relationships with other women. For some reason, possibly due to one of her erratic moods, Queen Juana was only brought to Windsor some time after her husband, and Catherine left the court the next day.


The princess’s anxiety sharpened. Not only present poverty but ultimate rejection seemed to threaten her. In April 1506 she told her father that she was ‘herself all but naked’ and that she had asked King Henry ‘with tears’ for money for food – but without success. And yet the situation was not at all clear cut: King Henry deliberately maintained an ambivalent attitude to the ‘betrothal’ he had caused his son to repudiate. At the very same time as Catherine’s lamentations to Aragon, the young Prince Henry, undoubtedly on his father’s orders, was still referring to her (to her brother-in-law King Philip) as ‘my most dear and well-beloved consort, the princess my wife’.31


Prince Henry’s language was reminiscent of Prince Arthur’s formal schoolboy missives to his ‘dearest spouse’ nearly ten years earlier. But there was a difference. Prince Henry actually knew his wife, his ‘well-beloved consort’, having met her when she first came to England. Furthermore the departure of Doña Elvira together with the King’s reluctance to pay for Durham House meant that Catherine spent more time either at court, or shuttled about among the King’s other minor palaces. In either situation, she might encounter the royal children. In short, over a number of years Prince Henry (and Princess Mary) had been thrown together with Catherine.


This proximity was not brought about deliberately. It was simply the unwitting consequence of Henry VII’s parsimony, and the persistent way he tried to keep up the pressure on Ferdinand to provide the money by in effect persecuting his daughter. The King understood his control over his son to be total. Observers were indeed struck by how Prince Henry existed entirely under the thumb of his father, living in virtual seclusion; the King, either out of fear for his son’s safety or from a testy habit of domination, arranged every detail of his life. The following year Catherine was to issue a touching complaint to her father: she had not even been allowed to see ‘the Prince her husband’ for four months although they were living in the same palace.32fn3


To Henry VII the brusque removal of Catherine from his son’s company was one more manoeuvre (just as King Ferdinand had cynically supported the myth of the consummation of Catherine’s marriage). But a relationship based on propinquity had been casually allowed to develop between the handsome boy now rapidly growing into manhood – Prince Henry was sixteen in 1507 – and the unfortunate little princess, an object of sympathy, surely, to any romantic heart. It was to have important consequences.


As for Catherine, it was at about this time that she told Henry VII to his face with a courage that did her credit, that she regarded her marriage to Prince Henry as ‘irrevocable’. Of course, duty, religious conviction and training were all on her side – as well as her father’s instructions from afar. Yet the fact that the husband under consideration was ‘most comely of stature’ must surely also somewhere have played its part. ‘There is no finer youth in the world than the Prince of Wales’, Dr de Puebla told the King of Aragon in October 1507. Prince Henry’s startling looks, including his strong athletic limbs ‘of a gigantic size’ as de Puebla put it, were already beginning to arouse the admiration of those cynically unused to such perfection in princes.33


Queen Juana’s obsession with her living husband had only a short while more to run. She replaced it with an obsession with his corpse. After Philip died in October 1506, Juana’s fragile reason began to collapse; she travelled distractedly from castle to castle, with her husband’s unburied body in its coffin as part of her train. Oddly enough, one side effect of her visit to England had been to impress Henry VII with her beauty. She was sole monarch of Castile and without a husband. Was he not after all still an eligible bachelor? (The marriage to the Archduchess Margaret never took place; instead she found her true destiny ruling the Netherlands as a sage and respected regent.)


Under the circumstances, there is something pathetic about the English King’s efforts to convince himself that the stories of Juana’s madness were a Spanish trick to withhold her rights from her. On the other hand Dr de Puebla’s hearty endorsement of the same marriage smacks of farce: he took the line that even if the Queen of Castile was mad, it would not matter much among the English, given that she had already given birth and would presumably do so again.


Once more the situation was not simple. The question of marriage to Ferdinand’s daughter Juana put Henry VII back in possible need of Aragonese help. Even that celebrated matrimonial prize, the Emperor’s grandson and heir, Charles of Austria, was equally grandson and heir to Ferdinand. The King of Aragon had it in his power to either support or try to subvert his match with Princess Mary. King Henry also allowed himself to listen to other siren voices telling of bewitching brides with Aragonese connections. There was Ferdinand’s niece, Queen Joanna of Naples, for example, a young widow and a celebrated beauty. Although King Henry loved what he heard about her, he took nothing on trust. Further enquiries must be made: did she paint? Was there hair on her upper lip? He had heard that her breasts were rather big and full and ‘trussed somewhat high’. Was her breath sweet? The ambassadors should not trust to the report of others but should get near enough to test the matter for themselves.34


None of this relieved the dour atmosphere at the English court. Exotic entertainments were a thing of the past. The marriage celebrations of Catherine and Arthur had proved to be the last – as well as greatest – spectacle of the reign. For all his fantasies of beautiful young brides, the King’s real pleasure these days consisted of gambling compulsively at cards or dice with his male courtiers. Money, in one form or another, remained the true mainspring of his actions. When King Ferdinand, his finances improved, did manage to send some of Catherine’s missing dowry in July 1507, King Henry responded by rounding on the princess and accusing her of breaking unlawfully into the original portion. His argument went as follows: the jewels and plate she had brought for Prince Arthur had belonged to him and had thus passed to his father on his death; Catherine herself had no right to touch them.


Catherine’s stream of letters to her father continued to make pitiful reading.fn4 Food and clothing were the recurring themes. Catherine had only managed to buy two dresses – of plain black velvet – since she came to England from Spain six years earlier, and she had had to sell her bracelets to pay for them. Her officers were in rags. As for food, the situation had only worsened, and there was no way of paying for it except by selling her plate. Surely it was her father’s duty ‘to succour a young princess who is living in a foreign land without protection’.


Under the circumstances it was hardly surprising that her health gave way, and she suffered persistent attacks of ‘low fever’ – once again this is as likely to be a form of depression as any other feverish ailment – for which the contemporary remedy of bleeding the patient can only have lowered her resistance still further. In the spring of 1507 she told her sister Queen Juana that she had recovered, and was bearing her adversity with fortitude. But by August, Catherine burst out to her father that ‘no woman of whatever station in life’ could ever have suffered more. Put against this, King Henry’s protestations a month later that he had just sent her £200, so that her servants must have stolen it, and that he loved her so much that he could not bear the idea of her ‘being in poverty’ have at the very least a hollow ring.36


The unrest in the poverty-stricken household continued. The arrival at last of a Spanish confessor should have made things easier. He came at Catherine’s urgent request, due to the difficulty of her making her confession in English. The new arrival was a Franciscan Observant friar, as Queen Isabella’s confessor had been; while the Franciscan Observant friary next to the palace at Greenwich also supplied the English royal family with chaplains. Catherine was immediately delighted with him. Unfortunately her circumstances had not combined to make her a good judge of people. Her acute need for support in her intimate circle, if she was to survive at all, inclined her to equate any outspoken loyalty to her interests – as she perceived it – with decency and goodness.


Sometimes this worked well. A new lady-in-waiting, Maria de Salinas, arrived from Spain at some point during this dreadful period. Described by Catherine later as having ever comforted her ‘in the hour of trial’, Maria de Salinas would prove to be one of Catherine’s most devoted friends and servants.37
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