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DESMOND SEWARD was born in Paris and educated at Ampleforth and Cambridge. Fascinated by the Wars of the Roses since he was a boy, he has always taken a keen interest in everything that survived from the period – whether castles, churches, battlefields, weapons, illuminated manuscripts or brasses – acquiring the knowledge which has made possible his book’s striking and often unfamiliar illustrations. Other books written by him are Sussex (Pimlico), a history of the county where he lives, and The Monks of War (The Folio Society) – the first general history of the military religious orders, from their foundation until the present day, to appear since the eighteenth century.
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‘People of the Middle Ages existed under mental, moral and physical circumstances so different from our own as to constitute almost a foreign civilization. As a result, qualities of conduct that we recognize as familiar amid these alien surroundings are revealed as permanent in human nature.’


Barbara W. Tuchman,
A Distant Mirror
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CHRONOLOGY






	c. 1420


	 


	birth of John Morton







	c. 1430


	 


	birth of William Hastings







	1443


	May


	birth of Margaret Beaufort







	1447


	 


	birth of John de Vere, future Earl of Oxford







	1450


	May


	murder of the Duke of Suffolk







	 


	June–July


	Jack Cade occupies London birth of Jane Shore (christened Elizabeth Lambert)







	1452


	 


	rebellion by the Duke of York







	1453


	August


	Henry VI goes insane







	 


	October


	birth of Henry VI’s son, Edward of Lancaster







	1454


	April


	Duke of York appointed Lord Protector of England







	 


	Christmas


	Henry VI regains his sanity







	1455


	February


	Duke of York ceases to be Protector







	 


	May


	first Battle of St Albans won by Duke of York







	 


	November


	Duke of York appointed Protector again







	1456


	February


	end of York’s second protectorate







	1458


	March


	‘loveday’ at St Paul’s







	 


	November


	attempt to murder the Earl of Warwick







	1459


	September


	inconclusive Battle of Blore Heath







	 


	October


	rout of Ludford: the Duke of York and the Earls of March, Salisbury and Warwick flee from England







	 


	November


	Parliament of Devils outlaws the Yorkists







	1460


	June


	Yorkist leaders land in Kent







	 


	July


	Yorkist victory at Northampton







	 


	October


	Parliament recognizes York as heir to the throne







	 


	December


	York defeated and killed at Wakefield







	1461


	February


	Yorkist victory at Mortimer’s Cross Lancastrian victory at second battle of St Albans







	 


	March


	Edward IV proclaimed King in London







	 


	 


	Yorkist victory at Towton







	1462


	 


	execution of the Earl of Oxford and his son







	 


	 


	Margaret of Anjou lands in Northumberland







	 


	December


	Lancastrian garrisons surrender in Northumberland







	1464


	 


	the Duke of Somerset rebels against Edward IV







	 


	May


	Edward IV marries Elizabeth Woodville in secret







	 


	 


	defeat of last Lancastrian army at Hexham







	1465


	July


	capture of Henry VI in Lancashire







	1468


	 


	Lancastrian plots – arrest of Earl of Oxford







	1469


	June


	Robin of Redesdale rebels







	 


	July


	the Duke of Clarence marries Warwick’s daughter Yorkist defeat at Edgecote







	 


	August


	Edward IV confined at Middleham







	 


	September


	Edward IV regains his freedom







	1470


	March


	Sir Robert Welles’s rising in Lincolnshire rebels defeated by Edward IV at Losecote Field







	 


	April


	Warwick and Clarence flee to France







	 


	July


	Margaret of Anjou and Warwick are reconciled







	 


	September


	Warwick invades the West Country Edward IV flees to Burgundy







	1471


	March


	Edward IV lands in Yorkshire







	 


	April


	Yorkist victory at Barnet – death of Warwick







	 


	May


	Yorkist victory at Tewkesbury the Bastard of Fauconberg besieges London murder of Henry VI







	1473


	September


	the Earl of Oxford occupies St Michael’s Mount







	1474


	February


	the Earl of Oxford surrenders







	1475


	July


	Edward IV invades France







	 


	August


	Edward IV makes peace with Louis XI at Picquigny







	1478


	February


	death of the Duke of Clarence







	1483


	April


	death of Edward IV Richard, Duke of Gloucester’s first coup







	 


	June


	Gloucester’s second coup – death of Lord Hastings







	 


	 


	Gloucester proclaimed King coronation of Richard III







	 


	July?


	murder of Edward V and the Duke of York







	 


	October


	the Duke of Buckingham’s rebellion







	1485


	August


	Henry Tudor lands at Milford Haven defeat and death of Richard III at Bosworth







	1487


	June


	defeat of the last Yorkist army at Stoke







	1489


	April


	rebellion in Yorkshire







	 


	December


	the Abbot of Abingdon’s conspiracy







	1491


	autumn


	Perkin Warbeck starts career as ‘Richard IV’







	1492


	spring


	Warbeck received in France by Charles VIII







	 


	November


	Warbeck received in Burgundy by Margaret of York







	1493


	November


	Warbeck received in Austria by Maximilian I







	1495


	February


	Sir William Stanley executed for conspiracy







	 


	July


	Warbeck lands in Kent and Waterford







	 


	November


	Warbeck received in Scotland by James IV







	1496


	September


	Warbeck and the Scots invade Northumberland







	1497


	June


	Cornish rebellion and Battle of Blackheath







	 


	September


	Warbeck lands in Cornwall to start a rising







	 


	October


	Warbeck surrenders in return for a pardon







	1499


	March


	Ralph Wulford’s ‘conspiracy’







	 


	November


	Warbeck and the Earl of Warwick executed







	1500


	September


	death of Cardinal Morton







	1509


	April


	death of King Henry VII







	 


	June


	death of Lady Margaret Beaufort







	1513


	March


	death of the Earl of Oxford







	1527?


	 


	death of Jane Shore











‘WHO’S WHO’ – PERSONS IN THE
TEXT BESIDES THE FIVE


Beaumont, Viscount: William Beaumont (d. 1508), whose father John, Viscount Beaumont, was killed at Northampton in 1460. He fought at Towton, after which his estates were confiscated and given to Lord Hastings. He fought at Barnet in 1471 and occupied St Michael’s Mount with Lord Oxford in 1473. Restored to his estates in 1485, he went mad two years later, spending the rest of his life as Oxford’s guest. His widow (born Elizabeth Scrope) married Oxford as his second wife.


Bourchier, Cardinal Thomas (1404?–86): Archbishop of Canterbury 1454; Lord Chancellor 1455–56; officiated at the coronations of Edward IV, Richard III and Henry VII.


Buckingham, 1st Duke of, Humphrey Stafford (1402–60): created duke 1444; Lancastrian peacemaker; m. Anne Nevill, sister-in-law of the Duke of York; fought at the first Battle of St Albans and killed at the Battle of Northampton in 1460.


Buckingham, 2nd Duke of, Henry Stafford (1454?–83): grandson of above; Yorkist rebel; m. Catherine Woodville, sister of Queen Elizabeth Woodville; supported usurpation of Richard III, but turned against him and was executed in 1483.


Catesby, William (1450–85): of Ashby St Ledgers, lawyer and member of Lord Hastings’ council; secret agent of the Protector during coup of June 1483; Chancellor of the Exchequer and Esquire of the Body to Richard III, 1483; MP for Northampton and Speaker of the House of Commons in the parliament of 1484; fought at the Battle of Bosworth, being captured and executed.


Charles VII, King of France 1422–61: potential ally of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou – hoped to recover Calais.


Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy 1467–77: pro-Lancastrian since his aunt had married Henry VI’s uncle, the Duke of Bedford, but married Edward IV’s sister Margaret of York and sheltered and aided Edward 1470–71; killed in battle against the Swiss.


Chastellain, Georges (1404–75): Burgundian chronicler and herald; member of Charles the Bold’s council; killed in battle against the Swiss at the siege of Neuss.


Clarence, Duke of, George Plantagenet (1449–78): third son of the Duke of York; m. Isabel Nevill, daughter of the Earl of Warwick; plotted with Warwick against his brother, Edward IV, in 1469–70; rejoined Edward in 1471, fighting by his side at Barnet and Tewkesbury; plotted against Edward again during the mid-1470s; condemned to death and murdered.


Clifford, 13th Baron, John de Clifford (1435?–61): Lancastrian commander, whose father had been killed at the first Battle of St Albans; fought at Wakefield in 1460 and, according to tradition, butchered York’s second son, the Earl of Rutland; killed at Ferrybridge in a skirmish before the Battle of Towton.


Commynes, Philippe de (1447?–1511): Burgundian statesman and chronicler; chamberlain to Charles the Bold but entered the service of Louis XI of France in 1472, working closely with the King; although surprisingly modern and invaluable for glimpses of Edward IV and Hastings, his memoirs are biased in favour of King Louis – he believed that the Wars of the Roses were divine retribution for the miseries inflicted by the English on the French during the Hundred Years’ War.


Cook, Sir Thomas (d. 1478): victim of the Woodvilles; warden of the Drapers’ Company, 1439; MP for London 1460–61 and 1470–71, Mayor, 1462; in 1468, although a staunch Yorkist, he was wrongfully accused of treason and despite his eventual acquittal his goods were seized by the Queen’s father, Lord Rivers, while he was unjustly fined by Queen Elizabeth herself; in 1470 he turned Lancastrian, supporting the restored Henry VI.


Donne, Sir John (c. 1430–1503): Yorkist civil servant and diplomat. The son of a Welsh adventurer but born in France, he married Hastings’ sister Anne. Fought at Tewkesbury, being knighted on the field of battle. He is best known as the patron of the Flemish painter Hans Memling.


Dorset, Marquess of, Thomas Grey (1451–1501): son of Queen Elizabeth Woodville by her first marriage; fought for his stepfather, Edward IV, at Tewkesbury and was created Earl of Huntingdon in 1471; Marquess of Dorset and Knight of the Garter, 1475; m. Cecily Harington, stepdaughter of his enemy, Lord Hastings – his rival in many love affairs, notably with Jane Shore. Fled from Richard III to join Henry Tudor in France but later intrigued with King Richard. Under suspicion of plotting with Yorkists in 1487.


Edward IV (1442–83): Earl of March, eldest son of the Duke of York and Cecily Nevill, Warwick’s aunt. King of England 1461–70 and 1470–83.


Edward of Lancaster, Prince of Wales (1453–71): only son of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou, he married Warwick’s elder daughter and was killed at the Battle of Tewkesbury.


Egremont, Lord, Thomas Percy (1422–60): younger son of 2nd Earl of Northumberland, created Lord Egremont, 1445. A Lancastrian thug, killed at the Battle of Northampton.


Elizabeth of York (1466–1503): eldest daughter of Edward IV and Yorkist heir to the throne after the disappearance of the Princes in the Tower. Wooed by her uncle, Richard III, she married Henry VII in 1486.


Essex, 1st Earl of, Henry Bourchier (1404?–83): the son of a granddaughter of Edward III, he married the Duke of York’s sister Isabel, while his brother was Cardinal Bourchier. A veteran of the French wars, where he had served under York as Lieutenant-general of France, he was appointed Lord Treasurer of England by Henry VI in 1455 but was dismissed the following year and fought on the Yorkist side at Northampton. He was created Earl of Essex in 1461 and again served as Treasurer from 1473–83, dying just before Edward IV.


Exeter, 3rd Duke of, Henry Holland (d. 1475): descended from John of Gaunt in the female line, he was Henry VI’s closest legitimate cousin and married the Duke of York’s eldest daughter, Anne – who later deserted him – but became an irreconcilable Lancastrian. Cruel and violent, he fought at Blore Heath, Wakefield, second St Albans, and Towton, then in the Welsh mountains. He became a beggar in Flanders, returning to fight at Barnet where he was severely wounded. After spending four years as a prisoner in the Tower, he was murdered.


Fabyan, Robert (1455–1513): draper and former apprentice to Sir Thomas Cook, he compiled The New Chronicle of France and England (1504) and The Great Chronicle of London (1511).


Fauconberg, Lord, William Nevill (d. 1463): a younger son of Ralph, 8th Earl of Westmorland, he became Baron Fauconberg in right of his wife Joan Fauconberg (an ‘idiot from birth’). A veteran of the French wars, nicknamed ‘Little Fauconberg’, he commanded the Yorkist vanguard at Northampton and Towton.


Fauconberg, Bastard of, Thomas Nevill (d. 1471): son of the above. A ‘rover’ (pirate), in 1471 he raised the Kentishmen in Henry VI’s name and attacked London. Surrendering in return for a pardon in May, he was hanged, drawn and quartered in September.


Fisher, Cardinal John (1461–1535): friend and confessor of Margaret Beaufort, Bishop of Rochester, 1504. A supporter of the Pope, he was beheaded in 1535 – and canonized in 1933.


FitzGerald, Sir Thomas, of Lackagh (d. 1487): Chancellor of Ireland and younger brother of the Earl of Kildare, Lord Deputy, he was killed at Stoke fighting for Lambert Simnel.


Fogge, Sir John, of Ashford in Kent (1425–90): MP for Kentish constituencies; Treasurer of the Household and Keeper of the Wardrobe 1461–68; m. Alice Haute, first cousin of Queen Elizabeth Woodville, and as a Woodville supporter took sanctuary in 1483. Pardoned by King Richard, he joined Buckingham’s rebellion, but was pardoned again in 1484.


Fortescue, Sir John (1394?–1476): Lord Chief Justice of the King’s Bench, 1442. Helped to draft the attainders at the Parliament of Devils in 1459. Fled to Scotland and then Lorraine with the Lancastrian court; returning to England in 1470, he was captured at Tewkesbury but pardoned by Edward IV, who made him a member of the council. Author of De Laudibus Legum Angliae and On the Governance of the Kingdom of England.


Gregory, William (d. 1467): a rich citizen and merchant of London, a member of the Skinners’ Company and Mayor 1451–67, he was probably – though not definitely – the author of the chronicle generally known as Gregory’s Chronicle.


Gruuthuse, Seigneur de, Louis de Bruges (1427–92): a Burgundian nobleman and diplomat, he was the governor of Holland who in 1470 sheltered the exiled Edward IV. Made a Knight of the Golden Fleece in 1461 by Philip of Burgundy, he was created Earl of Winchester in 1472 by King Edward.


Hall, Edward (d. 1547): author of The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Houses of Lancaster and York (1548). Although this Tudor chronicler largely depends on Vergil and More, he gives details found nowhere else and had access to sources since lost.


Hastings, Sir Ralph (1440–95): younger brother of Lord Hastings. Esquire and then Knight of the Body to Edward IV, Richard III and Henry VII; Keeper of the King’s Lions and Lionesses 1461–63; fought at Barnet and Tewkesbury, being knighted on the battlefield; Captain of Guisnes 1474–83 and 1484–85.


Hastings, Sir Richard (d. 1503): another younger brother of Lord Hastings. Knighted on the field at Tewkesbury; summoned to Parliament as Lord Welles in 1482, having m. Joan, daughter and heiress of Richard, Lord Welles, but later styled Lord Willoughby.


Henry VI: King of England 1422–61 and again 1470–71. Son of Henry V and head of the House of Lancaster; m. Margaret of Anjou, 1445; murdered at the Tower of London.


Henry VII: King of England 1485–1509. Son of Edmund Tudor, Earl of Richmond, and Lady Margaret Beaufort; m. Elizabeth of York, daughter of Edward IV.


Howard, Lord, John Howard (1430?–85): served in France; MP for Norfolk, 1455; fought for Yorkists at Towton and knighted, 1461; Lord Howard, 1469?; Duke of Norfolk and Earl Marshal, 1483. Richard III’s most loyal supporter, he was killed at Bosworth.


Howard, Sir Thomas (d. 1524): son of the above, fought at Barnet and knighted, 1478; key man in Gloucester’s coup against Lord Hastings; Earl of Surrey, 1483; fought at Bosworth and subsequently imprisoned; defeated Scots at Flodden, 1513, and made Duke of Norfolk; ‘Guardian of the Kingdom’, 1520.


King, Dr Oliver: King’s Secretary to Edward IV 1480–83, to Edward V, 1483, and to Henry VII 1487–95; Bishop of Exeter, 1492, and Bishop of Bath and Wells, 1495. Accompanied John Morton to Rome in 1484–85.


Lincoln, Earl of, John de la Pole (1464–87): son of John de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, and of Elizabeth Plantagenet, sister of Edward IV; President of the Council of the North, 1483; Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland and heir to the throne, 1484. The man behind Lambert Simnel’s conspiracy, he was killed at Stoke.


Louis XI: King of France 1461–83, the ‘Spider King’. Aided Lancastrians in order to weaken England; bought off Edward IV with a pension when he invaded France; outwitted Edward at the Treaty of Arras in 1482, allying with Maximilian of Austria, husband of the Duchess of Burgundy.


Lovell, 1st Viscount, Francis, 9th Baron Lovell (144?–87): one of Richard III’s foremost servants, created Viscount, Lord Chamberlain and KG, 1483; fought at Bosworth but escaped; tried but failed to start a rebellion in Yorkshire against Henry VII in 1486; fought for Lambert Simnel at Stoke and disappeared, either drowned trying to ford the River Trent or starved to death in a cellar beneath his house, Minster Lovell.


Mancini, Domenico (1434?–1500): Roman scholar. A visitor to England from late 1482 or early 1483 to just before Richard III’s coronation, he wrote an account in Latin of King Richard’s usurpation which only became known to English historians when it was published in 1936.


March, Earl of – see Edward IV.


Margaret of Anjou, Queen of England: daughter of Réné, King of Naples and Duke of Bar; m. Henry VI, 1445; gave birth to Edward of Lancaster, Prince of Wales, in 1453, and became the real leader of the Lancastrian party in exile in Scotland, Flanders and Lorraine 1461–70; returned to England and captured at Tewkesbury, 1471; imprisoned in the Tower till 1475; lived in Anjou until her death in 1482.


Margaret of York, Duchess of Burgundy (1446–1503): sister of Edward IV and Richard III; m. Charles the Bold of Burgundy, 1467, widowed, 1477; after Richard III’s death financed Yorkish intrigues against Henry VII for the rest of her life.


Montagu, Marquess, John Nevill (d. 1471): brother of Earl of Warwick, fought at Blore Heath, captured at second Battle of St Albans, destroyed the last Lancastrian army at Hexham in 1464; Lord Montagu, 1461, KG, 1462, Earl of Northumberland 1464–69 and Marquess Montagu, 1470. Abandoned Edward IV in favour of Henry VI and killed at Barnet.


More, Sir Thomas (1478–1535): statesman, scholar, author and martyr. In Archbishop Morton’s household 1491–92. Speaker of the House of Commons, 1523, Lord Chancellor 1529–32, imprisoned in Tower, 1534, and beheaded, 1535. Canonized by Catholic Church in 1933. His history of Richard III, probably written at various times between 1518 and the early 1530s, is sometimes claimed as the first English biography and provided the portrait for Shakespeare’s Richard. Although often inventive and fanciful, it is basically accurate and contains details known from no other source.


Morton, Dr Robert: succeeded his uncle, John Morton, as Master of the Rolls, 1479; relieved of office by Richard III in 1483; accompanied his uncle to Rome 1484–85; Master of the Rolls again, 1485; Bishop of Worcester, 1487.


Norfolk, 3rd Duke of, John Mowbray (1415–61): nephew of Duke of York, fought for Yorkists at second St Albans and Towton – his troops’ arrival won the battle.


Norfolk, 4th Duke of, John Mowbray (1444–76): the last Mowbray duke, his heir male was his first cousin, Lord Howard, but the title and estates went with his daughter when – aged five – she married the five-year-old Duke of York, Edward IV’s son.


Northumberland, 2nd Earl of, Henry Percy (d. 1455): killed by Yorkists at first Battle of St Albans.


Northumberland, 3rd Earl of, Henry Percy (d. 1461): Lancastrian leader, fought at Wakefield and at second Battle of St Albans, killed at Towton.


Northumberland, 4th Earl of, Henry Percy (d. 1489): attainted and imprisoned in the Tower, 1461; released and restored to the earldom, 1469; did not fight at Barnet or Tewkesbury; brought troops to Bosworth but took no part in battle; imprisoned, 1485; Warden of the East March and Middlemarch, 1486; murdered by a Yorkshire mob when explaining need for new taxes, 1489.


Oxford, 12th Earl of, John de Vere (1408?–62): veteran of French wars and Lancastrian, arrived a day too late for first Battle of St Albans; plotted against Edward IV in 1462 and beheaded.


Paston, Sir John (1442–79): Norfolk gentleman, courtier and letter writer; served under Hastings in Northumberland, 1462; knighted, 1463; fought for Warwick – probably under Oxford – at Barnet where he was wounded; employed at Calais by Hastings.


Paston, John: brother of the above though with the same Christian name; country gentleman and letter writer; often in contact with Lord Oxford after 1485; in Henry VII’s army on Stoke campaign of 1487 and knighted after the battle.


Pembroke, Earl of, Jasper Tudor (1431–95): son of Owen Tudor and Catherine of France, widow of King Henry V; created Earl of Pembroke, 1452; fought at first St Albans, Mortimer’s Cross and Towton; tried to relieve Harlech, 1468; fled to Brittany with his nephew, Henry Tudor, in 1471; probably landed with Henry at Milford Haven in 1485 and fought at Bosworth; Duke of Bedford, 1485; m. Catherine Woodville, widow of Henry, Duke of Buckingham.


Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy 1419–67: cautious supporter of his nephew, Henry VI.


Richard III: King of England 1483–85; Duke of Gloucester and youngest son of Richard, Duke of York, and Cecily Nevill; fought at Barnet and Towton; m. Anne, younger daughter of the Earl of Warwick; defeated the Scots and occupied Edinburgh, 1482; Lord Protector, April–June 1483; usurped the throne, June 1483; defeated and killed at Bosworth.


Richmond, Earl of, Edmund Tudor (1430–56): son of Owen Tudor and Catherine of France, widow of Henry V; created Earl of Richmond, 1452; m. Margaret Beaufort, 1455, and father of Henry Tudor; died of the plague.


Rivers, 1st Earl, Richard Woodville (d. 1469): father of Queen Elizabeth Woodville; courtier son of a squire; made his fortune by marrying Jacquetta, widow of the Duke of Bedford; created Lord Rivers, 1448; fought on Lancastrian side at Towton; appointed Lord Treasurer and promoted to earl, 1466; captured by Warwick at Battle of Edgecote and beheaded 1469.


Rivers, 2nd Earl, Anthony (1442–83): eldest son of above; Lord Scales, 1460, in right of his wife; fought at Barnet and Tewkesbury; ‘governor’ of Edward, Prince of Wales, the future Edward V; seized by the Duke of Gloucester in coup, April 1483, and beheaded in June.


Rotherham, Dr Thomas (1423–1500): keeper of Privy Seal, 1463; Bishop of Ely, 1468; Bishop of Lincoln, 1471; Archbishop of York, 1480; Lord Chancellor 1474–83.


Russell, Dr John (d. 1494): churchman, statesman and probable author of the ‘second continuation’ of the Croyland Chronicle. Keeper of the Privy Seal 1474–83, Bishop of Rochester, 1476, Bishop of Lincoln, 1480, Lord Chancellor 1483–85, and Chancellor of Oxford University 1485–94.


Salisbury, Earl of, Richard Nevill (1400–60): son of Ralph, Earl of Westmorland, and father of the Earl of Warwick; m. heiress of the last Montagu Earl of Salisbury; Earl of Salisbury, 1429, in right of his wife; Lord Chancellor 1453–55; fled from Ludlow to Calais with Warwick and March, 1459; defeated at Wakefield and murdered next day. Simnel, Lambert (d. 1525): son of an Oxford organ-builder; impersonated Earl of Warwick 1486–87 and proclaimed ‘Edward VI’ at Dublin; captured after his followers were defeated at Stoke in 1487; pardoned, employed as scullion in the royal kitchens and then as a falconer.


Somerset, 1st Duke of, John Beaufort (1403–44): elder brother of 2nd Duke and father of Margaret Beaufort, his only child and heiress; Captain-General of France and Guyenne, he led a disastrous campaign through Maine and Brittany in 1443; suspected of committing suicide in the following year.


Somerset, 2nd Duke of, Edmund Beaufort (d. 1455): Lieutenant-General of France, 1447; favourite of Henry VI and leader of court party, rival of the Duke of York; killed at the first Battle of St Albans.


Somerset, 3rd Duke of, Henry Beaufort (1436–64): eldest son of above, favourite of Margaret of Anjou and Lancastrian leader; wounded at first St Albans; fought in Battles of Blore Heath, Wakefield, second St Albans and Towton; attainted, 1461; surrendered at Bamborough, 1462; pardoned, 1463, but rebelled; defeated and killed at Hexham, 1464.


Somerset, 4th Duke of – de jure – Edmund Beaufort (1438–71): returned from exile, 1471; defeated at Tewkesbury and beheaded the day after the battle.


Stafford, Sir Henry (d. 1471): younger son of 1st Duke of Buckingham and third husband of Margaret Beaufort; fought on Lancastrian side at Towton but pardoned by Edward IV; fought for Yorkists at Barnet and wounded – probably dying from his wounds.


Stanley, 2nd Lord, Thomas Stanley (1435–1504): magnate in north-western Midlands and fourth husband of Margaret Beaufort. An opportunist, who usually avoided taking sides; one of the four pillars of Richard III’s régime, he intervened and destroyed him at Bosworth; created Earl of Derby, 1485.


Stanley, Sir William (d. 1495): younger brother of above and ‘the richest commoner in England’; went over to Henry Tudor before Bosworth and led the Stanley affinity’s charge to rescue him; plotted to put ‘Richard IV’ (Perkin Warbeck) on the throne and attainted, 1495 – leaving £9,062 in cash and jewels alone. Beheaded.


Suffolk, 1st Duke of, William de la Pole (1396–1450): fought in France, later unpopular favourite and chief minister of Henry VI; impeached, 1450, and beheaded at sea.


Suffolk, 2nd Duke of, John de la Pole (1442–91): son of above; first husband of Margaret Beaufort and father of John, Earl of Lincoln; m. Elizabeth Plantagenet, sister of Edward IV; fought on Yorkist side at second St Albans but not in other battles.


Trollope, Sir Andrew (d. 1461): Master Porter of Calais and a famous veteran of the French wars; Yorkist turned Lancastrian; tricked the Duke of York and the Earl of Salisbury at Wakefield; fought at second St Albans; killed at Towton.


Urswick, Dr Christopher (1448–1522): secret agent, diplomat and churchman; confessor to Margaret Beaufort and Henry VII; Master, King’s Hall, Cambridge 1485–88; Dean of Windsor 1495–1522.


Vere, Sir Aubrey de (d. 1462): elder brother of Lord Oxford; favourite of Queen Margaret of Anjou; plotted to restore Henry VI in 1462 – hanged, drawn and quartered.


Vergil, Polydore (1470–1555?): churchman, papal official and historian. Born in Urbino, he began his career as secretary to the Duke of Urbino. First came to England in 1502 and three years later was invited by Henry VII to write a history of the English, which he published in Latin in Basle in 1534. Archdeacon of Wells 1508–54, naturalized, 1510, but spent long periods abroad, eventually returning to Italy.


Warbeck, Perkin (1474–99): son of a bourgeois of Tournai; impersonated the younger of the Princes in the Tower and accepted as nephew by Margaret of York, 1492; recognized as ‘Richard IV’ by Emperor Maximilian, 1493; welcomed to Scotland by James IV, 1495; accompanied Scots raid on Northumberland, 1496, when he was proclaimed ‘Richard IV’; landed in Cornwall, failed to take Exeter and captured, 1497; imprisoned in the Tower – hanged, but spared drawing and quartering, 1499.


Warkworth, Dr John (d. 1500): academic and chronicler; a Northumbrian from his name, he was a fellow of Merton College, Oxford, but moved to Cambridge where he became Master of Peterhouse in 1473.


Warwick, Earl of, Richard Nevill (1428–71): the ‘kingmaker’; son of the Earl of Salisbury and nephew of the Duke of York; Earl of Warwick, 1449, in right of his wife; fought at first St Albans and Captain of Calais, 1455; retired to Calais after attempt to murder him, 1458; fled from Ludlow to Calais with his father and the Earl of March, 1459; victorious at Northampton, 1460; defeated at second St Albans and fought at Towton, 1461; confirmed in all his offices, 1461; withdrew from court, 1467; defeated Edward IV’s troops at Edgecote, imprisoning but then releasing him, 1469; deposed Edward IV and restored Henry VI, 1470; killed at Barnet.


Warwick, Earl of, Edward Plantagenet (1475–99): only son of George, Duke of Clarence, ultimate Yorkist heir to the throne and last male Plantagenet; imprisoned in the Tower for life, 1485; tricked into plotting against Henry VII – beheaded.


Waurin, Sieur de, Jean, Bastard de Waurin, Sieur de Forestal (d. 1474): Burgundian soldier and chronicler.


Wenlock, Lord (c. 1400–41): veteran of French wars; chamberlain to Queen Margaret of Anjou; Speaker of the House of Commons, 1456; fought for Yorkists at Mortimer’s Cross and Towton; Lord Wenlock and KG, 1461; Lieutenant of Calais; supports Warwick, 1470 – killed at Tewkesbury.


Woodville, Elizabeth (1437–92): daughter of the Lancastrian Richard, 1st Earl Rivers, and widow of the Lancastrian Sir John Grey of Groby – mortally wounded at the second Battle of St Albans – she married Edward IV secretly in 1464. Despite intriguing with Henry Tudor after the disappearance of her sons in the Tower, she was formally reconciled to their murderer, Richard III, in 1484. Suspected of intriguing with the Yorkists in 1487, she spent what was left of her life in Bermondsey Abbey. A cold, grasping woman, her attempts to promote the Woodville family fatally undermined the Yorkist dynasty.


Worcester, Earl of, John Tiptoft (d. 1470): the Yorkist ‘Butcher’, Constable of England 1462–67 and 1470 – beheaded 1470.
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INTRODUCTION


During the last years of the fifteenth century, on a morning in late summer, a small man stood alone by himself in a meadow in the English Midlands. His horse had become bogged down in some marshy ground so that he had been forced to dismount. All around him lay his dead or dying supporters, while others could be seen fleeing for their lives. In steel from head to foot, with a jewelled coronet on his helmet, he grasped a steel-handled battle-hammer. Although his sharp face was hidden by the helmet, he could nonetheless be heard shouting ‘Treason! Treason!’, over and over again. A growing mob of enemy soldiers was running towards him but, declining to mount a horse brought by a last faithful squire, he refused to leave the battlefield and waited grimly. He meant to fight to the death. Rank-and-file, men-at-arms, billmen or bowmen, they swarmed about him like so many hounds with a fox. Swinging that murderous little hammer to the very end, still screaming ‘Treason!’, finally he was mortally wounded by a Welshman’s halberd and went down into the mud.1 They ripped off the dead man’s armour and felt under-clothing, kicking the body as it rolled in the dirt. At last his corpse, naked as the day he was born, smeared with mud and blood, a halter tied round its neck, was slung over a horse behind his pursuivant Blanc Sanglier, who was made to carry his banner of the White Boar in derision. When the two rode into Leicester, his dangling head smashed into a stone bridge, bruising the face still further. As he passed, men yelled insults and curses at what was left of Richard III.


According to tradition, Reginald Bray, an official in the household of Henry Tudor’s mother, found the dead monarch’s coronet in a hawthorn bush and at once took it to Lord Stanley, Henry’s stepfather. Stanley, who had betrayed Richard by taking his troops over to the other side, placed the diadem on his stepson’s head, shouting ‘King Henry! King Henry!’, a cry which was taken up joyfully by everyone present.


The Tudor Age had begun. In retrospect, the Battle of Bosworth would be seen as decisive, settling the fate of the English crown. It was almost – though not quite – the end of those thirty years of bloodshed known to history as ‘The Wars of the Roses’.


The Wars of the Roses, that amazing fifteenth-century blood-bath in which partisans of the rival dynasties of York and Lancaster slaughtered each other for over three decades, are part of the English National Myth. However, they do not fill so honoured a place in it as the Hundred Years’ War, when Englishmen fought Frenchmen at Crécy and Agincourt. Battles that cost the lives of so many fellow countrymen are as much cause for mourning as rejoicing. Some historians claim that the Wars of the Roses cannot stir the imagination like the Civil Wars of the seventeenth century between Royalists and Parliamentarians. Yet they certainly stirred Shakespeare’s, prompting him to write his plays Henry VI and Richard III. Admittedly, visits to the National Theatre may not leave anyone much wiser about what really took place, since the Bard turned the conflict into a single bloodstained drama.


Plenty of academic ink has been spilt on showing that no contemporary would have recognized the term ‘Wars of the Roses’. If York bore a white rose among its badges, and was sometimes styled the ‘House of the White Rose’, a red rose was never used by Lancaster. Only under Henry VII did the red rose become the Lancastrian badge, retrospectively; to facilitate the pretty conceit of the Tudor Rose – part red, part white, symbolizing the merciful union between the two dynasties which had brought peace to a distracted land. Nor do we know when the term came into fashion. David Hume is sometimes said to have been the first to use it, in his History of England (1762), though his actual words are ‘the quarrel between the two roses’. It has also been suggested that Sir Walter Scott coined it, in his novel Anne of Geierstein (1829), but in fact he refers to ‘the wars of the White and Red Roses’.


Nevertheless, although the term would not be immediately recognizable to men and women who lived through the Wars, the idea behind it must have been familiar enough to them. The late Professor Charles Ross quoted a line of verse in the Croyland Chronicle, written in 1486 and referring to Richard III’s murder of the Princes in the Tower: ‘And, to avenge the White, the Red Rose bloomed.’ As Ross commented, only pedants could reject a name that has been in use for centuries.


Not only have there been many studies of the Wars, but they have inspired a flood of romantic novels. Most of the novelists subscribe to the strange cult of King Richard’s innocence, which has mushroomed during recent years. (The Richard III Society numbers thousands and even has Japanese members.) Yet his short reign is only one episode towards the close of a very long story.


The Wars of the Roses lasted from the first Battle of St Albans in 1455 to the Battle of Stoke in 1487, and were fought to decide which branch of the English royal family should reign – Lancaster or York. Descended from a count of Anjou who had married William the Conqueror’s granddaughter (and taking their name from the ‘plant-genet’ or sprig of broom he wore in his helmet) the Plantagenets had ruled England since 1154. The dispute between the family’s two branches stemmed from Henry IV’s usurpation of the throne at the end of the fourteenth century, when he deposed and murdered Richard II to become the first Lancastrian sovereign. He was the son of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, who had been the third son of the great Edward III. For a long time Henry’s Lancastrian dynasty seemed firmly established; his son Henry V ruled England from 1413 to 1422 and, as we know, led further spectacularly successful invasions of France. When he died young, his one-year-old son, another Henry, became king with general acceptance. Although a cousin, Richard, Duke of York (born in 1411), possessed a claim to the throne which was arguably superior – he descended from Edward III’s fourth son in the male line but from his second son in the female line – no one challenged the Lancastrian succession.


The wars would never have broken out had it not been for Henry VI, who reached his majority in 1436 at the age of fifteen. Even his appearance failed to inspire respect. The only surviving portraits show a pitifully weak and worried face, while he was notorious for his drab clothes and clumsy shoes. As for his character, Pope Pius II described him as ‘a man more timorous than a woman, utterly devoid of wit or spirit’. The son of the hero of Agincourt was the only monarch since the Norman Conquest to be incapable of leading an army in battle. He was easily dominated by his wife and his favourites, with disastrous consequences. Moreover, in his early thirties he began to suffer from fits of insanity.


During Henry’s minority England had been governed by a council with considerable efficiency. The council had included the King’s uncle, Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester and his great-uncle Henry Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester – a bastard but legitimized son of John of Gaunt. Across the Channel a third of all France, including Paris, was ruled by another uncle, the Duke of Bedford. For Henry was King of France as well as of England, being crowned in Paris in 1430, even if the vast majority of Frenchmen supported the Valois king. Everything changed for the worse when he began to govern in person.


In 1445 he married the fifteen-year-old Margaret of Anjou, a Valois princess, and adopted a policy of peace. At the start of 1449 the English still held Normandy and Gascony, but by August 1450 they did not hold a foot of Norman soil and by August 1451 not a foot of Gascon; an attempt to recover Bordeaux ended in disaster. England had finally lost the Hundred Years’ War.


Much of the blame for the loss of English France lay with Henry’s kinsman Edmund Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, who had replaced the Duke of York as the English commander. A ‘dove’, unlike York who was very much a ‘hawk’, Somerset was a spectacularly incompetent soldier. The explosive rivalry between Somerset and York – made Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland to keep him out of the way – began in France. In any case York felt increasingly threatened by the Duke of Somerset, who was bent on extracting as many lucrative offices as possible from the King.


There was trouble at home too. Looking back from the 1460s, an anonymous chronicler wrote of Henry VI’s reign:


The realm of England was out of all good governance, as it had been many days before, for the king was simple and led by covetous counsel and owed more than he was worth. His debts increased daily but payment was there none; all the possessions and lordships that pertained to the crown the king had given away, some to lords and some to other lesser persons, so that he had almost nothing left to own. And such impositions as were put on the people, as taxes and taillages, all that came from them was spent in vain, for he had no [great] household nor maintained any wars . . .


The legal system began to break down. Frequently judge and jury were intimidated by archers lounging menacingly at the back of a courtroom. Gang warfare erupted over law suits – generally about land or disputed wills – sometimes escalating into pitched battles, as magnates vied for supremacy. Banditry thrived. A poem from this time laments the premature death of Henry V, who had ‘kept the law and peace’ throughout England, ensuring good justice. Nowadays, people put on armour instead of going to the courts:


In every shire with jacks and sallets clean
Misrule does rise, and makes the neighbours war,
The weaker goes beneath, as oft is seen.


The king’s lavish patronage of the Duke of Suffolk and other favourites created a greedy court party which battened on him. By 1450 the crown owed £400,000 and was still borrowing, £24,000 being spent on the royal household – out of a total revenue of £24,000.


Popular exasperation came to a head over the loss of France. In January 1450 William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, King Henry’s avaricious first minister, was impeached by Parliament. Sent into exile in May by the King in order to save his life, he was waylaid at sea and executed with a rusty sword – news greeted with applause throughout England.


Jack Cade’s rising during the summer of 1450 was no peasant’s revolt, but an expression of widespread discontent. The rebels demanded that the King dismiss his favourites because ‘his lords are lost, his merchandise is lost, his commons destroyed, the sea is lost, France is lost . . .’ They urged him to govern with the advice of princes of the royal blood – notably the Duke of York.


However, Cade’s rising was crushed, while Suffolk’s place was taken by the Duke of Somerset – York’s rival. There was little doubt that the years ahead would be troubled. Even so, no one can have anticipated civil war.


A brief résumé of the events of the next three decades is needed here, since the immediate aims of the combatants were constantly changing. When the first blood was shed in 1455 the issue was who should dominate Henry VI, though both sides were more than ready for violence. On one side was what would become known as the Yorkist party; Richard, Duke of York with his brother-in-law Richard Nevill, Earl of Salisbury, and the latter’s son, Richard Nevill, Earl of Warwick. On the other side, the Lancastrian, were the ferocious French queen, Margaret of Anjou, and Somerset, with a strong court party. It was vital for York and for Somerset to control the royal purse strings; although the greatest landowner in England, the Duke of York faced ruin if he were not repaid the sums he had spent in France as lieutenant-general and in Ireland as lord-lieutenant – by contrast the Duke of Somerset, under-endowed with estates, depended largely on revenue from royal offices. As for the Nevills, father and son were old rivals of the Percy earls of Northumberland who supported the court, while Warwick was in dispute with Somerset over the rich lordship of Glamorgan.


The conflict was transformed into irreconcilable vendetta in 1455 when, after eleven years of childless marriage, Queen Margaret bore Henry a son and York ceased to be heir to the throne. The queen’s troops forced York and the Nevills to flee abroad in 1459. They returned the following year, defeating the Lancastrian army at Northampton after which, driven by a mixture of ambition and self-preservation, the Duke of York browbeat a reluctant House of Lords into recognizing him as Henry VI’s heir – and into disinheriting the infant Prince of Wales. In response Queen Margaret raised an army in the north of England, which defeated and killed York at Wakefield in December 1460.


York’s son, the eighteen-year-old Earl of March, retaliated by occupying London and proclaiming himself King Edward IV early in 1461, after which he marched north to confront and annihilate the Lancastrians at Towton in the most terrible battle of the entire Wars. The new Yorkist king spent the next few years mopping up surviving pockets of Lancastrian resistance, crushing small risings in Yorkshire and Northumberland, a task which he had completed by 1464 with the total rout of the last tiny Lancastrian army at Hexham and the execution of its leaders.


But the Yorkists quarrelled with each other. Partly from resentment at the King’s marriage to Elizabeth Woodville, an arrogant lady with greedy kindred, the Earl of Warwick – ‘the Kingmaker’ – plotted implacably to replace him. Outmanoeuvred, Edward fled to Burgundy in 1470 and Warwick brought back Henry VI, who had been a prisoner in the Tower of London.


Henry’s second reign lasted only a few months. Edward IV returned with an army so small that a contemporary called his invasion ‘coming in by the windows’, yet, in two swift, savage campaigns, within a month he had destroyed the Earl of Warwick at Barnet and then the remaining Lancastrians at Tewkesbury; both Warwick and the Lancastrian Prince of Wales fell in battle, while the wretched Henry VI was murdered discreetly in the Tower. The prosperous years that followed were the Yorkist golden age.


When King Edward died unexpectedly in 1483, his brother the Duke of Gloucester seized power in two ruthless coups d’état. Swiftly deposing Edward’s young son Edward V, who disappeared, he ascended the throne as Richard III. The new king was soon opposed by an alliance of outraged Yorkists and Lancastrian diehards, who found a rival candidate for the throne in Henry Tudor – through his Beaufort mother, the last heir of the Lancastrian dynasty. After an unsuccessful rebellion during the autumn of 1483, and much plotting, they succeeded in defeating and killing Richard at Bosworth Field in August 1485.


Two years later Henry Tudor, now King Henry VII, managed to beat off a final Yorkist challenge at Stoke in another fiercely fought engagement. It was the last real battle of the Wars of the Roses, although there would be Yorkish pretenders and plots until well into the next century.


* * *


This synopsis gives little idea of the appalling slaughter involved. In his memoirs Philippe de Commynes – a Burgundian statesman who served Louis XI of France and who had watched from across the Channel – writes of the Wars that ‘there have been seven or eight memorable battles in England, and sixty or eighty princes and lords of the blood royal have died violently’. There were of course other less memorable battles while Commynes exaggerates only a little about the casualties if peers are included in his figures. Three kings, a Prince of Wales and eight royal (or semi-royal) dukes died by battle, murder or sudden death. Edward IV would order his troops to spare common soldiers but to ‘kill the gentles’ – there was no mercy for defeated leaders or their staffs. During the campaigns of 1460–61 alone twelve noblemen were killed and six beheaded – over a third of the English peerage. Entire noble families were exterminated; one Duke of Somerset fell in battle, two were beheaded, and their heir fell at Tewkesbury. The gentry suffered proportionately, though no exact figures are available; sixty knights and gentlemen (including twenty-five MPs) were attainted after Towton – one chronicler records the beheading of forty-two Lancastrian knights who had been taken prisoner during the battle.


The rest of Europe watched in amazement, even if the English were then regarded as the most violent and ferocious race in Christendom. ‘Men of a haughty disposition, hot tempered and quickly moved to anger, difficult to pacify and bring to reason’ was how the French chronicler Froissart had described the English at the beginning of the fifteenth century. ‘They take delight in battles and slaughters.’ Commynes too thought the English exceptionally ‘choleric’ (savage-tempered), especially those who had never been out of England.


Sudden death was not confined to the battlefield. A courtier could all too easily find himself on the scaffold. In a now-unfashionable book, The Waning of the Middle Ages, 2 the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga writes of ‘that hell of hatred and persecution which was the English court’. He quotes the Flemish herald and chronicler Georges Chastellain, who had visited the English court and may well have had it in mind when telling his readers that ‘princes are men, and their affairs are high and perilous, and their natures are subject to many passions, such as hatred and envy’. In a will made a few days after the battle of Bosworth, the Yorkist Lord Mountjoy warned his sons ‘to live right wisely and never to take the state of baron upon them if they may lay it from them, nor to desire to be about princes, for it is dangerous’.3


Commynes says with justice that ‘the calamities and misfortunes of war fell only upon the soldiers, and especially upon the nobility’. The latter faced not just death in battle but, if they were on the losing side, the possibility of attainder. An attainder was an Act of Parliament, which only needed token approval by the House of Commons and the King’s acceptance; the victim was condemned to be hanged, drawn and quartered while all his goods were confiscated and his heirs disinherited in perpetuity. It has been described as the legal death of a family.


Again and again, magnates and gentry were forced to choose sides – a nightmarish choice with very high stakes indeed. The former could not avoid taking part. They were too prominent politically and socially, while their ‘affinities’ or retinues amounted to private armies which were needed desperately by both sides. Out of 70 adult peers during this period, over 50 are known to have fought in battles they had to win if they wanted to stay alive. Holding office in a magnate’s household or dependent on his influence, few English gentlemen had any option other than to fight for him.


The Wars shocked the gentry at the time, and not merely in retrospect. They saw them as a calamity that affected all their class. An unidentified government spokesman told the House of Commons in 1475 that ‘none [of us] hath escaped’, and clearly he was expressing a general opinion. The Duke of Buckingham claimed in a speech of 1483 that war was never ‘in none earthly nation so deadly and so pestilent as when it happeneth among us . . . nor so cruel and so deadly foughten’. The Duke added that during Edward IV’s reign alone ‘the getting of the garland, keeping it, losing and winning again, it hath cost more English blood than hath twice the winning of France’. In other words, more Englishmen had been killed during Edward’s struggle for the Crown than during the entire Hundred Years’ War.


In many English churches one still finds brasses of long-haired knights and squires in fluted plate armour, with those of wasp-waisted wives in butterfly hats. Brief inscriptions, asking us to pray for their souls, tell us that they lived during these years but not much else. We know that they inhabited an England that was often a place of great beauty as well as cruelty, full of brilliant colour, that of Malory’s Morte d’Arthur and the ‘Ballad of the Nut Brown Maid’, of fan-vaulted cathedrals and the polyphony of composers like John Dunstable. Yet, as we can see from the Morte d’Arthur, its inhabitants’ mentality was immeasurably remote from our own, with fantastic values derived from chivalry and a ritualized code of courtly love. For us, Malory’s knight errants, magicians and hermits, his enchantresses and damsels, come from an alien world – for the subjects of Edward IV or Richard III it was the ideal dream world, in which they felt completely at home. No doubt the Nut Brown Maid had a lyrical approach to love between the sexes:


For I must to the greenwood go,


Alone a banished man . . .


Make you ready, for so am I,


Although it were anon,


For in my mind of all mankind


I love but you alone.


But cheerful romanticism of this sort was a rare enough phenomenon in the fifteenth century.


If we knew more about the men and women of Lancastrian or Yorkist England, we should think them rather gloomy people. Melancholy was much in fashion. ‘I, man of sadness, born in an eclipse of darkness amid fogs of lamentation’, wrote Chastellain, emphasizing their pessimism. They were obsessed by death and the fleeting quality of life, an obsession to some extent understandable in a world frequently afflicted by plague or famine, where banditry, armed robbery, housebreaking and murder were commonplace, in which old age began at fifty. The memento mori, the reminder of death, was very popular. At Arundel the tomb of the seventh Earl of Arundel (who fell in battle against the French in 1435) has two effigies; above, he is in full armour with his helmet; below, he is a skeleton in a shroud.


The population numbered no more than three million at most. At the top of the social pile were a group of between fifty and sixty magnates, the peers or lords of Parliament, great landowners whose incomes might be in excess of £1,000 a year – a vast fortune. Below them came the richer knights, about 200 men with incomes of more than £100; then perhaps as many as a thousand lesser knights with over £40; and then at least 1,200 squires with over £20. Another 2,000 gentlemen had rather less.4 According to Chief Justice Fortescue, thousands of yeomen (the more prosperous smallholders and tenant-farmers) lived well on £5 a year. While it is impossible to estimate the number of merchants, we know that a few were wealthier than the richest knights, who nonetheless looked down on them as tradesmen.


Since the population was so much smaller, the landscape was very different from today’s, with much more forest, moor and heath – together with abandoned villages, especially in the Midlands, a legacy of the Black Death. In some areas, however, land was farmed very carefully. In 1466 a Bohemian party travelling through the south-east noted that ‘peasants dig ditches round their fields and so fence them in that no one can pass on foot or on horseback except by the main roads’.5 Towns were surrounded by small farms and allotments reaching to the town walls. There were comparatively few manor houses – in certain regions, such as the West Midlands, barely one village in ten had a resident squire. Frequently manors were moated, as were many farms, to protect livestock, and had ponds which provided fresh fish during Lent – a welcome alternative to salt-herring. Great houses often possessed deer parks to ensure a reliable supply of venison.


Towns and villages alike swarmed with beggars. Their numbers were swollen by refugees from Normandy and Maine after the fall of English France, former settlers who included churchmen, gentlemen and soldiers. Still more were on the road because of ‘enclosures’, which increased during the 1450s; landowners were converting arable ploughland into pasture for sheep, callously evicting villagers and pulling down their cottages: ‘They must needs depart away, poor, silly, wretched souls, men, women, husbands, wives, fatherless children, widows, woeful mothers with their young babes, and their whole household small in substance and much in number’ is Sir Thomas More’s pitiful description in Utopia. ‘Away they trudge, I say, out of their known and accustomed houses, finding no place to rest in.’


Corpses were a common enough sight by the roadside. A wet summer meant a bad harvest, with famine and starvation during the next year. Epidemics followed – bubonic or pneumonic plague. There were serious visitations in 1464, 1471, 1479 and 1485, with minor outbreaks in other years. The ‘sweating sickness’ was particularly vicious, sometimes killing its victims within two hours; its drenching sweat was accompanied by high fever, stomach pains, savage headache and dizziness, with occasionally a rash of black spots – and always a feeling of foreboding.


‘The population of this island does not appear to me to bear any relation to her fertility and riches’, commented a Venetian at the end of the century. He says there was no English innkeeper, however humble, who did not lay his table with silver dishes and drinking cups, that English abbeys were more like baronial palaces than monasteries. He thought the people strikingly handsome, both men and women, and extremely polite. ‘In addition to their civil speeches, they have the incredible courtesy of remaining with their heads uncovered, with an admirable grace, whilst they talk to each other.’ (Commynes records that when Edward IV met Louis XI in 1475 the English king ‘raised his hat and bowed to within six inches of the ground’.) Even so, the Venetian did not care for his hosts, whom he found extraordinarily cold. He never observed any one of them, ‘either at court or among the lower orders’, to be in love. He also remarked on their suspicion of foreigners, while ‘neither have they any sincere and solid friendship amongst themselves, insomuch that they do not trust each other to discuss either public or private affairs.’


Another fifteenth-century Italian visitor, Domenico Mancini from Rome, commented on the Englishmen’s powerful physique – ‘their bodies are stronger than other peoples’, for they seem to have hands and arms of iron.’


The Venetian was horrified by the lawlessness. He thought there was no country in the world with so many thieves and robbers as England – ‘few venture to go alone in the countryside except in the middle of the day, and fewer still in the towns at night and least of all in London.’6 He adds that ‘people are taken up every day by dozens like birds in a covey, and especially in London, yet for all this they never cease to rob and murder in the streets.’ This was written in the 1490s.


Life had been still more hazardous during Henry VI’s reign and the early years of Edward IV’s. In 1458 Margaret Paston wrote to her husband from Norfolk asking him to buy crossbows to protect their house whose windows were too low for longbow shooting; she also suggested buying poleaxes. The two heiresses of Wakehurst Place in Sussex omitted to take Mrs Paston’s precautions and one day in 1463 two fortune hunters, the brothers Nicholas and Richard Culpeper, arrived at their house ‘with force and arms, riotously against the king’s peace, arrayed in manner of war’ – in full armour. They abducted the girls, dragging them off to London where they married them, despite ‘the said Margaret and Elizabeth at the time of their taking away making great and piteous lamentation and weeping’.7


For the workers in the fields who made up the bulk of the population – labourers, ploughmen, oxmen and shepherds, toiling for £3 a year if they were lucky – it was a time of mixed fortunes. Recurrent outbreaks of plague in the previous century had reduced the labour force, raising wages, but though serfdom was disappearing landowners were charging high rents for even the smallest farm. Much to Commynes’ surprise, humble folk were left in peace by the Wars. ‘England enjoyed this peculiar mercy above all other kingdoms, that neither the country nor the people, nor the houses, were wasted or destroyed’, he comments. One reason was that hostilities amounted to a mere thirteen weeks of localized campaigning over a period of more than thirty years.


Cities and towns were almost unaffected by the Wars. There were no sieges, though more than once London was threatened by an army at its gates. Some citizens fought in the battles as men-at-arms or archers, while in London the richer lent money to both sides and aldermen squabbled over whom to support – since the greater London merchants were very close to the throne.


This book is an attempt to evoke the world of the Wars of the Roses, showing how they affected those who lived through them. I have built the book around the careers of men and women whose lives they spanned. Two at least saw the court of Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou, and survived to see that of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon. I have used contemporary sources as much as possible, particularly the ‘histories’ by Domenico Mancini, Polydore Vergil and Sir Thomas More – they had all spoken with men who actually fought in the Wars of the Roses, and who remembered vividly the Lancastrian and Yorkist kings. To a certain extent the structure of my book has been inspired by Barbara Tuchman’s A Distant Mirror, but instead of a single shadowy figure I have used five reasonably well-documented personalities.
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THE FIVE


WILLIAM HASTINGS • JOHN DE VERE, EARL OF OXFORD MARGARET BEAUFORT • DR JOHN MORTON JANE SHORE


This chapter introduces the five, explaining who they were and why I have chosen them. They consist of a squire and a nobleman (both of whom fought in decisive battles), a great lady, a priest and a ‘harlot’. I would have liked to have included someone from ‘the wrong side of the tracks’, but sadly the period has left too little documentation about common folk, so I have had to make do with the harlot.


The choice is far from arbitrary. All five of them were united in opposing Richard III and, as will be seen, the most dramatic events in each of their careers – in one case fatal – resulted from their opposition to him. All come most sharply into focus during his reign; at one stage or another King Richard publicly accused each of the five of plotting against him, while at least three played key roles in initiating the expedition that finally defeated and killed him at Bosworth. At the same time, however, these are also people who can only be understood within the wider context of the Wars of the Roses as a whole, the upheaval that shaped their lives.


If ever the Yorkists produced a hero, it was William Hastings (c. 1430–83). He began his career as a mere squire and a ‘household man’ of the Duke of York, but after Edward IV’s triumphant seizure of the throne in 1461 he was swiftly transformed into a peer, a great landowner and Lord Chamberlain.


As King Edward’s best friend, this brave and charming courtier-soldier soon became the most influential man in England, building up an enormous personal following. In his History of King Richard the Third, the Tudor statesman and saint Sir Thomas More gives us a portrait of William Hastings which resembles some knight errant out of the pages of the Morte d’Arthur – honourable and chivalrous, deeply admired by everyone who knew him, despite a private life verging on the dissolute. He had a notably distinguished military record. In 1461 his timely arrival with reinforcements ensured that the Battle of Mortimer’s Cross was a Yorkist victory, while he was knighted on the field at Towton for his conduct; in 1471 he commanded the Yorkists’ left wing at the Battle of Barnet and then their right wing at the Battle of Tewkesbury.


Hastings was the one man who might have saved the young Edward V in 1483 from the ambitions of his uncle Richard, Duke of Gloucester. Realizing that Hastings was incorruptible, Richard mounted a coup and ordered his immediate execution. He had been one of the most colourful figures to emerge during the entire Wars of the Roses.


His brother-in-law John de Vere, Earl of Oxford (1443–1513), was as unshakeably Lancastrian as Hastings was Yorkist. He was the head of England’s most ancient noble family, a rare example of a great family that stayed loyal to the House of Lancaster throughout the Wars. He too was something of a hero, a fine soldier with a shrewd grasp of strategy and tactics.


Determined to avenge the deaths of his father and elder brother, who had been executed for plotting against the Yorkist regime, in 1469 Lord Oxford joined the Earl of Warwick’s rebellion against Edward IV. Two years later, when commanding the Lancastrian right wing at Barnet, he routed Hastings, but as his men were returning from the pursuit their own side fired on them by mistake – an error that lost the battle. Fleeing abroad, Oxford turned pirate, and then in 1473 occupied St Michael’s Mount on the Cornish coast. Surrendering, he was imprisoned for the next ten years at the Castle of Hammes near Calais; on one occasion he jumped from the battlements, trying to escape or to kill himself. During his imprisonment his wife had to support herself by sewing, while Gloucester bullied his aged mother into handing over everything she possessed.


Eventually Oxford succeeded in breaking free and was able to fight for Henry Tudor at Bosworth in 1485, where his tactics helped to defeat Richard III. Two years later, he commanded Henry VII’s victorious army at Stoke, the final battle of the Wars. As Bacon puts it, the Earl of Oxford always remained the new Tudor king’s ‘principal servant for both war and peace’.


Save for the period’s prejudice against women rulers, Lady Margaret Beaufort (1443–1509), half mystic and half dynast, might well have become Queen of England in her own right, as the last member of the Beaufort family (the bastard but legitimized branch of the House of Lancaster) with a claim to the throne which she passed on to her son Henry Tudor.


Marrying Edmund Tudor, Earl of Richmond, at the age of twelve, Margaret was still only thirteen when she gave birth to the future Henry VII. It was she who, with the aid of Dr Morton, forged the vital alliance between Lancastrians and Yorkists that eventually toppled Richard III. She helped to finance her son’s invasions in 1483–85, while her fourth husband, Lord Stanley, betrayed Richard decisively at Bosworth. She then became the richest woman in England.


Most ladies were unable to play anything other than a passive role during the Wars of the Roses. Margaret Beaufort was one of the two magnificent exceptions – the other being Margaret of Anjou, Henry VI’s tigress of a queen.


Although very few of the higher clergy were caught up in the Wars, generally prefering to stay prudently aloof, Dr John Morton (c. 1420–1500), the son of a Dorset squire, was a rare example of a political ecclesiastic – a loyal Lancastrian who turned loyal Yorkist. Ironically, the success of his clerical career owed a good deal to his secular activities.


As one of Henry VI’s lawyer-bureaucrats, Morton was among those responsible for the murderous legislation at the Parliament of Devils in 1459 – designed to exterminate the Duke of York and his party. Captured by the Yorkists after the Battle of Towton, he was imprisoned in the Tower of London, but escaped to Flanders. Besieged in a Northumbrian clifftop castle in 1462, he survived to live as a penniless exile at Queen Margaret’s little Lancastrian court in Lorraine. Returning to England in 1470, he was again taken prisoner by the Yorkists after Tewkesbury.


When it seemed that the Lancastrian cause was dead, Dr Morton transferred his allegiance to the Yorkists. He served Edward IV faithfully. Once more imprisoned in the Tower after Richard of Gloucester’s coup, he was placed in the Duke of Buckingham’s custody but persuaded the Duke to rebel against King Richard. When Buckingham’s rebellion failed, Dr Morton hid in the Fens before escaping to Flanders, from where he was somehow able to warn Henry Tudor that the Bretons were planning to sell him to King Richard.


John Morton ended his long life as a cardinal, Archbishop of Canterbury, Chancellor of Oxford University and Henry VII’s Lord Chancellor of England. In the writings of Thomas More, who was clearly devoted to the old man’s memory, he is portrayed as an extremely formidable yet very likeable elder statesman.


Jane Shore (c. 1450–c. 1527), whose real name was Elizabeth Lambert,*1 is the first ordinary Englishwoman recognizable as a human being from contemporary sources, from More’s King Richard. (Sir Thomas knew her well by sight when she was an old woman and he may have spoken with her at length.) Since she does not come on to the scene until fairly late in the Wars, I have included the story of her father, John Lambert, a London alderman who was a staunch Yorkist and lent money to King Edward. Politically he was active enough for his brother-in-law to accuse him of having been seriously disloyal to Henry VI.


Although Richard III made Jane do public penance as a harlot and go barefoot through the City of London in her shift, for most of her life she was a thoroughly respectable married woman. However, as the mistress of Edward IV, then of his friend Hastings and then of his stepson the Marquess of Dorset, she knew intimately some of the most powerful men in England – at the cost of her reputation and of two spells in prison.


Ironically, she regained respectability by taking King Richard’s solicitor Thomas Lynom for her second husband.


 


* Contemporaries refer merely to ‘Shore’s wife’ or ‘Mrs Shore’, while the first mention of her as ‘Jane’ dates only from 1599. Yet it is by no means impossible that she used the name in preference to Elizabeth, so I have called her ‘Jane’ throughout – that is how she has gone down in history. I have also called her ‘Mrs Shore’ instead of ‘Mistress’ – just as I have used ‘Mr’ instead of ‘Master’ throughout – so as to avoid giving too archaic an impression.





THE WAY TO WAR,
1450–60
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JACK CADE’S REVOLT, 1450


JOHN LAMBERT (JANE SHORE’S FATHER)


Probably during the calamitous year of 1450 a baby girl was born in the City of London and christened ‘Elizabeth’. Later she would be known as ‘Jane’ – perhaps a pet name or a name taken when beginning a new life. The birth must have been in some black-and-white timbered house, its eaves projecting over a narrow street not far from the Mercery in West Cheap. The Mercery was a long stone arcade divided into shops where her father plied his trade. Although the house was in no sense a shop, goods were stored in it and his apprentices ate and slept there. As he was a rich man, the house was furnished with what for the time was comfort, not to say luxury. London merchants and their wives drank from silver cups and had tall silver-salts standing on their tables, together with great pewter chargers and ewers; there were fine displays on their ‘cup boards’. Jane is unlikely to have been born in a four-poster bed, since these were still rare, but it would have had a canopy with hangings of painted cloth.


Jane’s father, Mr John Lambert, was a liveryman (or full member) of the Mercers’ Company, one of the rich merchant companies that controlled the City. When he went out on business or to church – the nearest being St Mary le Bow – he wore an expensive ‘livery’ or uniform, a costly, gold-braided blue robe and hood, lined and edged with fur. He had become a man of standing in London, entitled to style himself ‘Esquire’, and one of the elite who elected the mercers’ governing body, the wardens. Soon he himself would be one of the four wardens, who met at the Hospital of St Thomas of Acre to see that the company’s statutes were observed. The wealthiest of all the ‘mysteries’ (companies), the mercers dominated not only the cloth trade but the merchant adventurers.


Formerly mercers had specialized in woollens. Nowadays, while still dealing in worsteds, they preferred imported textiles, rare and luxurious fabrics that were not yet manufactured in England, such as silks and velvets, though they might also deal in any commodity from wine to precious metals. No one could become a mercer without serving a long apprenticeship, which required an expensive premium, and then showing that he had a proper stock of goods. In 1503 the mercers would demand stock worth at least £100, though John Lambert may have begun with much less than this, perhaps worth as little as £40. He was also a merchant adventurer, with many contacts in the Netherlands.
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