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  INTRODUCTION




  A portrait that hangs in the Frick Collection in New York has attracted more attention in recent years than ever before. Painted by the celebrated Tudor master, Hans Holbein, it depicts a man who has divided historians as much as he did contemporaries. Reviled by many as a Machiavellian schemer who destroyed England’s monasteries, ousted one queen and had another executed, and stopped at nothing in his quest for power, he has recently enjoyed a rehabilitation as an enlightened, pious and dedicated royal servant whose intelligence, wit and hospitality endeared him to friends and enemies alike. His name is Thomas Cromwell.




  The publication of Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall in 2009 and its sequel Bring up the Bodies three years later took the world by storm. They inspired a sell-out season of plays by the Royal Shakespeare Company, a major television dramatisation and two Booker Prizes for the author. Mantel’s achievement has been to create a sympathetic and utterly compelling character out of one of history’s most unlikely heroes. Her novels give us the private man behind the often notorious public façade. But how much can we really know about Cromwell? The accepted wisdom of historians has for many years been that his voluminous correspondence provides an appraisal only of the public man. Evidence of his private life, character, beliefs and outlook is at best fragmentary. As I discovered when researching my biography of Cromwell, this is a view at once misleading and inaccurate. By piecing together details found in the many letters, notes and accounts that were seized upon his arrest, a fascinating and very personal portrayal emerges of Henry VIII’s chief minister.




  It is a portrayal that was only partially captured by Holbein. By the time he painted Cromwell around 1532, the artist had won justifiable renown for his skill at bringing out the character of the sitter, not just their status. Among his most celebrated works was a full-length portrait of King Henry VIII. But his portrait of Cromwell was altogether different. It is one of the most extraordinarily revealing portraits of the Tudor age. Far from flattering the sitter, it offers a brutally honest appraisal. The first impression is of a pensive and rather grumpy bureaucrat. Cromwell has a bulky frame and appears to be of middling height, although as he is seated this is difficult to judge. Turned a little to the right, his small, prying grey eyes stare intently at something in the middle distance. His eyebrows are slightly raised in a questioning, vaguely cynical stance, and his long, thin lips are pressed together in a line. The large, bulbous nose and double chin hint at the sitter’s age, as well as his portliness.




  Although finely made of high-quality fabrics, Cromwell’s cap and gown are hardly the attire of a fashionable courtier. Both are in sombre black, with a brown fur collar. This may have reflected Cromwell’s distaste for ostentation, or it may have been a pragmatic choice. Henry VIII had laid down a strict set of guidelines to regulate dressing for court, all of which were closely tied to a person’s status. The royal family alone could wear purple; dukes and marquesses could fashion the sleeves of their cloaks from gold silks; earls could wear sables; barons were entitled to a mantle of fine cloth from the Netherlands trimmed with crimson or blue velvet; and knights were permitted a shirt of damask and a collar of golden tissue. No matter how high he had risen at court by this time, Cromwell was still a man of lowly birth with none of these titles, so he was denied the privilege of wearing the rich colours and fabrics that accompanied them. He need not have chosen such plain clothes as he commonly wore, but evidence of his no-nonsense character suggests that he preferred them.




  Holbein’s portrait presents a compelling testament to Cromwell’s brilliant mind and enormous capacity for hard work. It is as if the painter has happened upon him in his study, deep in thought on some weighty matter, his expression determined. He sits on a long panelled bench or chair, behind which is a richly decorated wall. A finely bound book sits on the desk in front of him, flanked by a cluster of letters and a quill. In his left hand, which bears two large rings, he holds another letter. The scene suggests that the minister has just received a dispatch, the contents of which have required careful thought before he decided upon the appropriate response. This is no unworldly academic, but a man of action, a shrewd and decisive pragmatist driven by a desire to succeed in all things.




  If Holbein achieved a convincing, albeit unforgiving portrait of an extraordinarily active and ambitious courtier, he gives little sense of Cromwell’s more endearing characteristics. His ready wit, brilliant conversation, irreverence and warmth are left to his own letters and the accounts of others to portray. According to Eustace Chapuys, ambassador of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, whose sprawling territories included Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and parts of Italy, Cromwell’s awkward gait and dull air would suddenly be transformed when he was engaged in a conversation that interested him. His face would light up and take on a range of expressions – from intelligent and amused to cunning and thoughtful. On such occasions, he was at his most charming, entertaining everyone present with his quick wit and warm good humour. When Cromwell made a cutting or irreverent remark, the ambassador noted that he would give a roguish sideways glance to those with whom he conversed. With chameleon-like ability, he would adapt himself to his audience and his surroundings, at turns flattering or destroying his companions with a well-directed compliment or an acerbic put-down. The sixteenth-century historian John Foxe claimed that he had ‘suche a dexteritie of wytt as England shal skarsly have agayne’.1 Even Cromwell’s enemies conceded that his social skills, charm and hospitality were second to none. Chapuys describes how the most seasoned courtiers could be completely disarmed by his pleasing manner, and lulled into saying things that they later regretted.




  Neglecting Cromwell’s personal qualities was no oversight on Holbein’s part. It was as the public statesman, not the private man, that Cromwell would have wished to be remembered for posterity, and it is easy to imagine his instructing Holbein to ensure that the portrait reflected this. His practical, businesslike nature had been evident on numerous occasions by the time Holbein began his study. Cromwell’s contemptuous description of how he had ‘indured’ his first parliament of 1523, with its long and rambling debates, only to be ‘lefte wher we begann’ by the end of it, is an early example of this.2 Another is a conversation he was recorded as having with Cardinal Pole at Wolsey’s house on the subject of how best to serve a prince. Pole launched into a lengthy monologue about the most effective way to enhance the honour of one’s master when he was rudely interrupted by Cromwell. The latter told him to set aside the academic tomes he had been reading and take instruction from a practical new book: Machiavelli’s The Prince – the most notorious work of political pragmatism in history, from which the phrase ‘the end justifies the means’ is often (mistakenly) quoted. Cromwell explained that the single most useful art of the politician was to see through the disguise that sovereigns tend to throw over their true desires, and to devise the best way to satisfy these desires without upsetting morality or religion. This was rather ironic, given the extent to which Cromwell would ‘upset’ the moral and religious life of England in his quest for power.




  Cromwell’s pragmatism enabled him to keep emotion out of his political and business affairs. His emotions were apparently strictly reserved for his personal relationships. Time and again, his actions would testify to his measured, expedient and occasionally ruthless nature. He did not flinch from sending men (and women) to their deaths if it was a matter of political necessity. Neither, it seems, did he have any qualms about determining the outcome of a trial before it had taken place. Thus, he drafted a memorandum with instructions for ‘the Abbott of Redyng to be Sent Down to be tryed & excecutyd’.3 In stark contrast to his adversary, the Duke of Norfolk, who once lost his temper and threatened to beat the king’s elder daughter Mary, Cromwell never struck out in anger or passion, but in a considered way, planned and timed to perfection. As Roger Merriman, the nineteenth-century editor of his correspondence observed: ‘He kept his eyes steadily fixed upon the goal; the smoothness or roughness of the road to it was of no consequence in his eyes.’4 The recorded instances of his displaying any emotion are rare. The tears he shed upon learning of the fall of Cardinal Wolsey, chief minister of Henry VIII, were, arguably, as much for himself as for his beleaguered master.




  In his personal life Cromwell was altogether different. The records provide a glimpse of a loving husband and father, a devoted friend and a tireless helper of the poor, widows and others in distress who appealed for his assistance. He was also intensely loyal to those whom he served, from his first master in Italy, Francesco Frescobaldi, to the man who launched his political career, Cardinal Wolsey, and – above all – his royal master.




  But to separate Cromwell’s personal and public relationships is to view the Tudor court through modern eyes. It is neither instructive nor authentic. Henry conducted as much business in the privy chamber as he did in the Privy Council. The otherwise distasteful job of groom of the stool was one of the most sought-after positions at court because of the privileged access it afforded to the king. The same blurring of domestic and official functions was evident in Cromwell’s household. Service to his royal master was not something he retired from at the end of the day. His house at Austin Friars was filled with secretaries, clerks and messengers, as well as his family and domestic staff. He regularly hosted Privy Council meetings, and would discuss diplomatic affairs with the Imperial ambassador while watching his hawks circle above his back garden. The only surviving letter from Cromwell to his wife is at least as much about business as about personal concerns. Far from being problematic, this intermingling of the private and public lives of Henry VIII’s chief minister is the key to understanding his character.




  CHAPTER 1




  ‘A great traveller in the world’




  THE MAN WHO would one day become the most powerful in England was of such humble origins that nobody can be sure when or where he was born. In his famous account of sixteenth-century martyrs, John Foxe described Thomas Cromwell as ‘a man but of a base stock and house’.1 The likeliest date for his birth is 1485, which, if true, would be satisfyingly appropriate for it was in this year that the Tudors came to power. Henry Tudor’s victory over Richard III at Bosworth Field has been hailed ever since as one of the momentous dates in history. It brought to an end the Wars of the Roses, the conflict between the rival branches of the royal House of Plantagenet (York and Lancaster), which had torn England apart for more than three decades. But, at the time, nobody could have predicted that this obscure Welshman, a Lancastrian with a dubious claim to the throne, would establish a dynasty that would dominate English and European politics, religion and society for more than a century.




  Significant though it was, the dawn of a new dynasty, which took place on a remote Leicestershire field in August 1485, must have seemed a world away to the inhabitants of Putney, where Thomas Cromwell’s family lived and worked. It was probably either in this small village to the west of London or in nearby Wimbledon that Cromwell was born. John Foxe noted that Cromwell was born ‘of a simple Parentage, and a House obscure … at Putney or thereabouts’.2 Tradition has it that his birthplace was at the top of Putney Hill, on the edge of Putney Heath – a notorious haunt of highwaymen.3




  The Cromwells were not originally from this corner of south-west London, but from Norwell in Nottinghamshire. They were then a family of wealth and status, and John Cromwell (Thomas’s grandfather) was both well-known and highly respected. By 1461, he had moved with his family and brother-in-law, William Smith, to Wimbledon, where he was granted the lease of a fulling-mill and house by the Archbishop of Canterbury.4 His eldest son, John, moved to Lambeth and became a prosperous brewer, later securing the position of cook to the archbishop.5 His second son, Walter, meanwhile, remained in Wimbledon and was probably apprenticed to his uncle because he took the name Smith.




  The records suggest that Thomas was the youngest of three children, and the only boy, born to Walter Cromwell and his wife Katherine née Meverell. He may have been an unexpected child since he was considerably younger than his sisters. In the only recorded reference to his mother, Thomas made the unlikely claim that she was fifty-two when she bore him.6 The only details that can be found about Katherine in the contemporary records were that she was the aunt of Nicholas Glossop of Wirksworth in Derbyshire, and that she was living in the house of a Putney attorney, John Welbeck, at the time of her marriage around 1474. The fact that Nicholas was more than thirty years older than his cousin adds weight to the theory that Thomas was the youngest of Katherine’s children.




  Walter Cromwell, meanwhile, was an enterprising man with a number of different but presumably complementary professions, as a blacksmith, brewer and fuller (cloth dresser). According to contemporary sources, Walter had served as a farrier in Henry Tudor’s contingent at the Battle of Bosworth. As such, he would hardly have been in the thick of the battle, but the fact that he chose, or was chosen, to serve the invading army, rather than the superior force of the reigning king, Richard III, is interesting. That the Cromwells should be in the Tudors’ service as soon as they landed on English soil seems very apt given the career of Walter’s son.




  The Cromwell family had owned a fulling mill at Putney for fifty years. Walter also owned a hostelry, called the Anchor, and a brewery, along with two virgates (sixty acres) of land. In the Close Rolls of Henry VII’s reign, he is listed as a ‘bere-bruer’.7 His success as a local tradesman was recognised by regular calls to serve as a juryman, and then his appointment as constable of Putney in 1495. He also rapidly acquired new land, and by 1500 he owned eight virgates (an amount of land that could be ploughed by two oxen). The family home and brewery were opposite the top of the appropriately named Brewhouse Lane, which today still runs the short distance from Putney Bridge Road to the River Thames. At the river’s edge was a landing site for river-borne craft, and this was a common stopping place for people on their way from London to the towns and villages of west Surrey and the counties beyond. A house by the river in modern-day Putney would demand a premium, but the area was a good deal less salubrious in the sixteenth century. A fishery stood at the other end of Brewhouse Lane, so the Cromwells’ home would have been constantly assaulted by the pungent smells emanating from it.




  There is no record of what the house was like, but given Walter’s status in the local community and his various business interests, he could probably have afforded a home with rather more comforts than most other residents of Putney. The majority of houses were built with timber and wattle and daub, rather than bricks. The timber frames were often coated with black tar to prevent them from rotting, and the walls in between were whitewashed. The predominance of wood made these houses susceptible to fire, and if Walter Cromwell’s smithy was close to the family home, theirs would have been at greater risk than most. It was common for ordinary houses to have just one room, which would serve as a kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and living room. Some of the larger houses, such as the Cromwells may have owned, would have had one or two partitions to separate these functions, and an outdoor privy was usual for most dwellings. The Tudor period saw the widespread introduction of fireplaces and accompanying chimneys in more affluent households, replacing the open hearths in the centre of the room that were normally found in medieval and poorer dwellings. Even so, houses of both classes were generally cold and draughty, and many people brought their animals inside to help generate warmth in the winter months. Furniture would be sparse and simple, such as benches, stools, tables and chests. People slept on mattresses stuffed with straw and ridden with vermin of all kinds. Carpets were the luxury of the rich, and ordinary people strewed the floor of their home with rushes, reeds and sweet-smelling herbs. The herbs were required to cover a variety of unpleasant aromas, including the tallow candles and rush lights that were made from animal fat, not to mention the smell of the infrequently washed occupants.




  The London that Thomas Cromwell would have known as a youth was described by Andreas Franciscius, an Italian visitor, in November 1497: ‘Its position is so pleasant and delightful that it would be hard to find one more convenient and attractive,’ he wrote. ‘It stands on the banks of the river Thames, the biggest river in the whole island, which divides the town into two parts.’ Franciscius estimated that the city itself was no more than three miles in circumference, but added: ‘Its suburbs are so large that they greatly increase its circuit.’ He went on to describe some of the more notable landmarks:




  It is defended by handsome walls, especially on the northern side, where they have recently been rebuilt. Within these stands a very strongly defended castle on the banks of the river [the Tower of London], where the King of England and his Queen sometimes have their residence. There are also other great buildings, and especially a beautiful and convenient bridge over the Thames, of many marble arches, which has on it many shops built of stone and mansions and even a church of considerable size. Nowhere have I seen a finer or more richly built bridge.




  Unencumbered by modern flood barriers, the daily coming in of the tide was a spectacular event: ‘The ocean is sixty miles from the city, but notwithstanding this, its high tide is so strong and flows up the Thames with such power that it not only stops the river’s current, but even pushes it back and forces it to return upstream, which is a wonderful sight.’




  Franciscius went on to describe the ‘many workshops of craftsmen in all sorts of mechanical arts’, including blacksmiths, like Cromwell’s father. Even the food met with the visitor’s approval.




  They delight in banquets and variety of meat and food, and they excel everyone in preparing them with excessive abundance. They eat very frequently, at times more than is suitable, and are particularly fond of young swans, rabbits, deer and sea birds. They often eat mutton and beef, which is generally considered to be better here than anywhere else in the world. This is due to the excellence of their pastures. They have all kinds of fish in plenty and great quantities of oysters which come from the sea-shore. The majority, not to say everyone, drink that beverage I have spoken of before [ale], and prepare it in various ways. For wine is very expensive, as the vine does not grow in this island.8




  Not everything was to Franciscius’s liking, however.




  All the streets are so badly paved that they get wet at the slightest quantity of water, and this happens very frequently owing to the large numbers of cattle carrying water, as well as on account of the rain, of which there is a great deal in this island. Then a vast amount of evil-smelling mud is formed, which does not disappear quickly but lasts a long time, in fact nearly the whole year round. The citizens, therefore, in order to remove this mud and filth from their boots, are accustomed to spread fresh rushes on the floors of all houses, on which they clean the soles of their shoes when they come in.




  He was also shocked by the ‘fierce tempers and wicked dispositions’ of the Londoners, and abhorred the contempt and neglect they showed to their children.




  Walter Cromwell seemed to conform to this stereotype, particularly in his relationship with his son Thomas. He did at least secure good marriages for his daughters, although this may have been more to consolidate his own social standing than out of concern for their happiness. The elder, Katherine, married an aspiring Welsh lawyer named Morgan Williams, whose family had moved to Putney from Glamorganshire. Morgan’s brother was an important man in Putney, being the steward to John, Lord Scales of Nayland. Katherine’s younger sister Elizabeth married a sheep farmer, William Wellyfed, who later joined his business to that of his father-in-law.




  Despite being a man of some standing in the local community, Walter was often in trouble with the law. He was fined six pence by the manor court on no fewer than forty-eight occasions between 1475 and 1501 for ‘breaches of the assizes of ale’, which meant that he had been watering down the beer he sold.9 Such offences had become increasingly common as the fifteenth century progressed, which prompted the Brewers’ Company to issue a set of stringent ordinances to ensure that all those ‘occupying the craft of brewing’ should make ‘good and hable ale, according in strength and fineness to the price of malt’. Official tasters were appointed to carry out random checks on the city’s brewers, so Walter’s attempts to increase his profits in this way were soon discovered.10 It is possible that he had been assisted in this business by his wife: brewing was one of the few professions in which wives were actively encouraged to participate. The poet John Skelton created a satirical portrait of a harridan ale-wife, whose drunken antics won such women notoriety – often ill-deserved. Although there were local entrepreneurs like Walter and his wife, it was England’s monastic communities that were the real centre of brewing excellence. It is ironic that the son of a brewing family would orchestrate their downfall, which in turn had a devastating impact upon the country’s brewing industry.




  Brewing was not the only activity that landed Walter Cromwell in trouble with the law. He was frequently reprimanded for allowing his cattle to graze too freely on public land. His most serious conviction came in 1477 when he was found guilty of assault. He had ‘drawn blood’ from a man named William Michell and was fined twenty pence. Walter and his father John were also regularly brought before the local court on charges of ‘overburthening’ the public land in Putney with their cattle, and cutting more than their share of the furze and thorns there.11 Increasingly unpopular with the local community, Walter was finally evicted from his manorial tenancy in 1514, after ‘falsely and fraudulently’ altering documents concerning his tenure.12 All his lands were forfeited, and the fact that he is mentioned no more in the records suggests that he may have died shortly afterwards.




  An intriguing remark made by Walter’s son Thomas many years later hints that he had inherited some of his father’s less admirable traits. He would confide to Archbishop Thomas Cranmer what a ‘ruffian he was in his young days’.13 The Imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, claimed that ‘Cromwell was illbehaved when young, and after an imprisonment was forced to leave the country.’14 Although there is no other evidence to corroborate this, it was possible for a father to have his son imprisoned without legal process in this period.




  There are no other details of Thomas’s childhood and education. Given Walter’s standing in the community, and his various sources of income, it might be reasonable to assume that he had invested in some schooling for his son. But according to an account of Cromwell’s life published in 1715, ‘this Great Man’s Father, being of so low a Vocation, was not in a Capacity to bestow much on his Son’s Education.’ That Cromwell was self-taught is also suggested by the Elizabethan chronicler Ralph Holinshed, who claimed that he had a ‘bely of knowledge, gathered by painefull trauaile’. It was common for children to leave the family home between the ages of seven and nine in order to enter ‘hard service in the houses of other people’. These apprenticeships would generally last for a further seven or nine years, ‘and during that time they perform all the most menial of offices’. There is no record of Cromwell having been an apprentice, but Holinshed records that ‘few are born who are exempted from this fate.’15




  The records hint at a difficult relationship between the two male members of the Cromwell household. If Thomas was a chip off the old block, this apparently did little to endear him to his father, and it may have been a row between them that prompted his decision to leave Putney around 1503. The contemporary Italian novelist Matteo Bandello claims that Cromwell was fleeing from his father.16 John Foxe paints a rather rosier picture, claiming that ‘in his growing years, as he shot up in age and ripeness, a great delight came into his mind to stray into forreign Countries to see the World abroad, and to learn experience.’17




  Not content with simply escaping the family home, Thomas left England altogether. In an age when people rarely ventured beyond the boundaries of their immediate locality, and those from other counties were viewed as ‘foreigners’, this was an extraordinarily daring and adventurous enterprise, especially for one of his lowly status. A play written about his life and published in 1602 has the young Cromwell already dreaming of making his fortune, and telling his father: ‘The time will come when I shall hold gold as trash … Why should my birth keep down my mounting spirit?’18 This image of youthful ambition is seductive. It is possible that Cromwell had already secured employment abroad before he left London. The capital was full of merchants from overseas, as Franciscius describes:




  not only Venice but also Florence and Lucca, and many from Genoa and Pisa, from Spain, Germany, the Rhine valley and other countries meet here to handle business with utmost keenness, having come from the different parts of the world. But the chief exports from the island are wool and fabrics, considered the best in the world, and white lead, for the island is more freely endowed with these commodities than any other country. By sea and the Thames goods of all kinds can be brought into London and taken from the city to other destinations.19




  Cromwell may have made contact with one of these merchants through his father’s businesses.




  It is not clear how he raised the money for the voyage: the notion of him as a penniless young stowaway is appealing, but he might equally have taken a job on the ship. A large vessel, such as Henry VIII’s ill-fated flagship, the Mary Rose, could have a crew of up to 400 men. This included servants, cooks, pursers and surgeons, as well as the sailors and officers. Cromwell could have secured one of the lowlier positions. As Foxe later observed: ‘Nothing was so hard which with wit and industry he could not compass.’20




  Cromwell went first to the Netherlands, and travelled from there to France. The records provide little clue as to where precisely he lived, or how he earned money enough to survive. The first recorded mention of him is in late autumn 1503, when he joined an expedition to Italy as part of the French army. It is not clear how long he had served by this time. The fact that he would later demonstrate an unusually detailed knowledge of the French military system suggests that he may already have gained some experience by the time that he embarked for Italy. According to his future adversary, Cardinal Reginald Pole, Cromwell served as a ‘gregarium militem’ or ‘common soldier’. Although Scottish soldiers often fought for France, it was very unusual for English ones to do so in this period. Cromwell may have been inspired by examples from the fourteenth century, when English mercenaries made their fortunes fighting in Italy. If he thought service with the French was a path to riches and glory, however, he was to be disappointed.




  Since the late fifteenth century, the Italian states had been the focus of a bitter power struggle between France and Spain. The latest set of wars had begun four years earlier when the French king, Louis XII, had pressed his claim to the duchy of Milan and Naples. Until then, the French and Spanish forces had been allied in their campaign to take the latter city, but they had argued over its partition and war had broken out. The Spanish had won a crushing victory over the French at Cerignola in April 1503. Undeterred, in mid-November the French army gathered at the mouth of the Garigliano River, some sixty kilometres north of Naples. The Spanish made several attempts to cross the river, and finally succeeded during the night of 28–29 December, taking the French by surprise. Camped in marshy and unhealthy conditions, the French army was depleted by sickness and no match for the pikemen, swordsmen and arquebusiers of the Spanish infantry. Despite the heroic defence of the bridge over the Garigliano by the celebrated French knight, the Chevalier de Bayard, the French were pushed back into Gaeta and surrendered.




  The defeat, and the miserable conditions that the French had endured during the weeks leading up to it, may have convinced Cromwell to abandon the military life as quickly as possible. He deserted his post soon afterwards but decided to stay in Italy, rather than return – defeated – to England. That he was living in Italy during one of the most culturally vibrant periods of its history would have a profound impact on his character, beliefs and interests. This was the age when Raphael, Bellini and Titian were crafting their masterpieces in Florence and Venice, when the Borgias were dominating the political and religious life of the Papal States, and Niccolò Machiavelli was beginning to exert his influence in the government of Florence. The Italy of the High Renaissance still retained its individualism and its society was devoted more to aesthetics than to morals. But the glories of its artistic and intellectual achievements starkly contrasted with the violence and bloodshed that the climate and native temperament made common. The beautiful piazzas to which the cultural and political elite flocked in the daytime were the scenes of brawls, stabbings and murders at night. For the young Cromwell, it would be a training-ground as brutal as it was enlightened.




  Cromwell is next recorded in Florence, which was the birthplace of the Renaissance, an explosion of cultural and intellectual ideas that drew upon classical influences and transformed art, literature, philosophy, politics and religion across Europe. Such was its influence that the Renaissance is commonly viewed as the bridge between the medieval and modern world. One of its central ideas was the search for realism and human emotion in art, and the highly stylised paintings and sculptures of the medieval period were replaced by works of startlingly precise detail that brought subjects vividly to life.




  Thanks in no small part to the patronage of the powerful Medici family, de facto rulers of the republic, Florence had become the most vibrant of all the Italian Renaissance cities, boasting such masters as Giotto, Fra Angelico and Botticelli. Adorned with exquisite paintings, frescos, sculptures and buildings, it was a city of incomparable beauty, famous throughout the world. The precise date of Cromwell’s arrival there is not known but it would have been some time before June 1504, by which time he had entered the household of the powerful Florentine merchant banker, Francesco Frescobaldi. The Frescobaldis had been renowned financiers since the twelfth century. As well as becoming prominent in the public affairs of Florence, they had established an extremely profitable business in England, and by the end of the thirteenth century they had risen to the position of royal bankers, financing the wars of Edward I and II. Described as ‘a very loyal and honourable merchant’, Francesco was ‘very rich’ and ‘carried on a great business’ in trade across Europe. He lived mostly in London, although Cromwell encountered him on one of his returns to Florence. The contemporary novelist Bandello tells of how the merchant saw Cromwell (‘a poor youth’) begging for alms in the streets. When he stopped to speak to him, Cromwell pleaded ‘for the love of God’ for him to help. Observing that he was ‘ill accoutred’ but showed ‘signs of gentle breeding in his countenance’, Frescobaldi took pity on him. When he learned that the youth was from England, a country he knew and loved well, he asked who he was. ‘I am called Thomas Cromwell,’ he replied, ‘the son of a poor clothdresser.’21 He went on to recount how he had escaped from the Battle of Garigliano. The wealthy merchant apparently needed no further persuasion: he took Cromwell into his household, where he gave him food, clothes and shelter.




  Although unauthenticated, the account is credible. Bandello’s stories were based upon real-life events, and Cromwell’s later history would prove his remarkable ability to win favour with members of the elite. It is corroborated by the accounts of Chapuys and Reginald Pole, both of whom knew Cromwell personally. The only inconsistency was that Bandello has Cromwell stating that his father was a shearman (a shearer of wool), rather than a blacksmith or one of his other professions. This confusion could have arisen from the fact that after Walter’s death Cromwell’s mother had married a wool shearer.22




  Cromwell evidently justified Frescobaldi’s faith in him and served him loyally and ably. Bandello describes him as ‘a youth of exceeding high spirit, quick-witted and prompt of resolution, knowing excellent well to accommodate himself to the wishes of others, and could, whenas himseemed to the purpose, dissemble his passions better than any man in the world.’23 These character traits, honed during his time in Italy, would serve Cromwell extremely well upon his return to England. He would also gain invaluable experience and knowledge while serving Frescobaldi. Florence was at that time a republic, and the politician, diplomat and humanist scholar Niccolò Machiavelli was an active member of its government. Credibility might just be stretched far enough to say that Cromwell learned of, and possibly admired, his methods, but the two would almost certainly never have met: Cromwell was far too lowly a resident of the republic to cross paths with such a distinguished leader.




  Frescobaldi was renowned for his ‘great hospitality’ and lived ‘very splendidly’, so Cromwell enjoyed a very comfortable life in his household. It may also have inspired the future hospitality for which he himself became famous. As one of the richest and most prominent members of the Florentine nobility, Francesco employed the finest cooks, musicians and players to feed and entertain his guests. Among the family’s most profitable businesses was the production of Tuscan wine, at which they had been expert since the early fourteenth century. They would later supply the court of Henry VIII himself. Frescobaldi was a great lover of art and had established a mutually beneficial arrangement with the celebrated Michelangelo, whereby he traded wine for paintings. Cromwell would therefore have been surrounded by some of the finest works of the Renaissance. Little wonder that he became such a lover of art from that time onward.




  The merchant took his English protégé with him when he travelled on business in Italy, and on the last occasion he left him in the service of a Venetian merchant. There was no hint of a disagreement, however, for Frescobaldi gave Cromwell a handsome parting gift of sixteen gold ducats and a strong horse. Cardinal Pole confirms that Cromwell was subsequently employed as an accountant to a Venetian trader whom Pole knew well.24




  Cromwell’s movements after that time are not certain, but it is likely that he soon left Italy and spent some time travelling in other parts of Europe. He was certainly in the Netherlands for a time, where he worked as a cloth merchant. There were strong trading links between Venice and Antwerp, so it is possible that these prompted his travels. There could have been no better training-ground for a future English statesman than the greatest commercial capital in the world. Antwerp was a vibrant and cosmopolitan city, with thousands of businessmen from all the trading nations of Europe. Half of all the English wool and cloth exports passed through the city, and Cromwell would have experienced first-hand the economic struggle as the Merchant Adventurers, a company of London’s leading overseas merchants, tried to convert these raw exports into the finished article, thus deriving the maximum possible profit. After a time, Cromwell entered the service of some merchants of the English House, and he subsequently established himself as a trader in his own right.




  Many years later, a merchant named George Elyot would recall that he had enjoyed Cromwell’s ‘love & trew hartt … sensse [since] the syngsson Martt at medelborow in anno 1512’.25 The city of Middelburg was in the south-western Netherlands and had become a powerful trading centre in the commerce between England and Flanders during the Middle Ages. The importance of English trade to the city makes it entirely plausible that Cromwell had secured employment there. His time spent in the household of one of Italy’s most powerful mercantile families would have further recommended him. Cromwell may also have gained experience in the law during this time. Although untrained, he must have had a natural aptitude for this profession because he would soon become famed for his knowledge and skill in legal matters.




  Cromwell probably returned to England in the late summer or early autumn of 1512. Within two years, by which time he was in his late twenties, he had become firmly established in London mercantile and legal circles. A chance reference in the official papers of Henry VIII suggests that he had almost immediately started work as a lawyer. Cromwell’s signature is found on a document of around November 1512, concerning the ownership of a manor and associated lands in Great and Little Kimble, Buckinghamshire.26 Conveyancing would be a specialism of Cromwell throughout his legal career, and during these early years many of his clients were drawn from his mercantile contacts.




  But Cromwell’s travelling days were not yet over. In 1514 he returned to the Netherlands and journeyed to some key centres of trade, notably Bruges and Antwerp, where he is found dealing on his own behalf that year. As well as building up experience of commerce, he also developed an important network of contacts that would prove useful in the years to come. At the same time, he gained an excellent grounding in European economic and political affairs. He learned several languages, becoming fluent in French and Italian, and competent in Spanish and possibly also German. His love of Italian would stay with him for life, and many of the letters he received from abroad were in this language. The Imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, who was grudging in his praise, would later admit: ‘Cromwell is eloquent in his own language, and, besides, speaks Latin, French and Italian tolerably well.’27 Cromwell had also become well versed in the classics and was proficient in Latin and Greek – the latter being a highly unusual accomplishment. Stephen Gardiner, who would become his mortal enemy, admitted that Cromwell was often ‘very stout’ towards him ‘for that conceat he had, what so ever he talked with me, he knewe ever as much as I, Greke or Laten and all’.28




  Although the contemporary sources offer only the patchiest of details for this period of Cromwell’s life, it seems that he also returned to Italy in 1514. The records of the English Hospice of the Most Holy Trinity and St Thomas in Rome show that he stayed there in June that year. Founded in 1362 with the stated aim of caring for ‘poor, infirm, needy and wretched persons from England’, by the time Cromwell was a guest the hospice had grown into the major centre for English visitors to Rome. It received many thousands of pilgrims each year, but Cromwell’s visit was more likely to have been motivated by mercantile rather than spiritual matters. Documents from the archives of the Vatican City suggest that by now Cromwell was an agent for Cardinal Reginald Bainbridge and handled English ecclesiastical issues before the Papal Rota, the highest ecclesiastical court constituted by the Holy See.




  Cromwell was back in England by the summer of 1514. A signature on a document dated 26 August is thought to be his. It is regarding the archbishopric of York, and is endorsed with what the editor of the volume describes as ‘some lines, apparently intended as an exercise of penmanship’.29 This offers a beguiling (though unauthenticated) image of a young Cromwell practising his signature so that it appears suitably elegant and learned. If it was indeed his penmanship, however, it presents a conundrum. How could this newly returned adventurer, virtually unknown in his native country, be involving himself in the affairs of one of the foremost ecclesiastics in the land? It suggests that Cromwell had a greater network of contacts than are revealed in the contemporary sources.




  Certainly, Cromwell’s years on the Continent had transformed him from a poorly educated, if precocious and streetwise ‘ruffian’, to a cultured, well-connected and successful merchant. It was with some justification that he later described himself as ‘a great Traveller in this World’.30 His natural intelligence had served him well, as Foxe observed: ‘Neither was his capacity so good but his memory was as great in retaining whatsoever he had attained.’31 Holinshed likewise described him as being ‘of such an incomparable memorie, so bold of stomach and hardie, and could doo so well with his pen … that being conversant in the sight of men, he could not long continue unespied.’32 He had experienced active military service, worked in some of the greatest trading centres in the world, witnessed first-hand the extraordinary flowering of culture and ideas during the Italian Renaissance, and had absorbed some of the radical religious ideas that were starting to take hold in northern Europe. It had been an extraordinary training-ground.




  Cromwell’s experience in Italy had had the most profound impact. It had fostered in him a love of art, literature, music and fine objects that would last a lifetime. His passion for the country was infectious. Many years later, Edmund Bonner, Cardinal Wolsey’s chaplain, wrote to him: ‘As you wished to make me a good Italian some time since, by promising to lend me the “Triumphs of Petrarch,” I beg you to send it by Mr. Augustine’s servant, and specially if you have it, the Cortigiano in Italian.’33 One Italian author who has been credited with particular influence over Cromwell was Niccolò Machiavelli. It is possible that Cromwell acquired an early manuscript copy of his most famous work, Il Principe (The Prince). This book, which was eventually published in 1532, made Machiavelli’s name synonymous with ruthless, unprincipled statecraft.34




  Cromwell’s love of all things Italian was highly unusual for a Londoner. Andreas Franciscius had been aghast to discover on his visit to the capital that its inhabitants ‘not only despise the way in which Italians live, but actually curse them with uncontrolled hatred’.35 This was corroborated by another Italian visitor of the period: ‘The English are great lovers of themselves, and of everything belonging to them; they think that there are no other men than themselves, and no other world than England; and whenever they see a handsome foreigner they say that “he looks like an Englishman” … They have a great antipathy to foreigners, and imagine that they never come into their island, but to make themselves master of it, and to usurp their goods.’36 How much more broad-minded was Cromwell, whose travels had given him an altogether more cultured, inquisitive and enlightened outlook than the vast majority of his countrymen. He was a true Renaissance man, in all respects.




  Cromwell’s years abroad had been a far cry from the apprenticeship that he would have received at his father’s brewery in Putney. Armed with a knowledge of places, people and affairs that precious few monarchs, let alone ministers, would have gained in a lifetime, Cromwell was free from the usual preconceptions and prejudices of his fellow countrymen. His travels had expanded both his mind and his ambition. He had learned to question everything, defy convention and seek new ways of doing things. His experiences had taught him to trust slowly (if at all), but he had also developed a genuine interest in other people and an accessibility that few men of his profession could boast. That he had clawed his way out of obscurity and stood on the cusp of a brilliant career was entirely thanks to his own merits, as the Elizabethan chronicler Holinshed later observed. ‘Notwithstanding, the basenesse of his birth and lacke of maintenance [which proved] a great hinderance for vertue to shew hir selfe … yet through a singular excellencie of wit joined with an industrious diligence of mind … hee grewe to suche a sufficient ripenesse of understanding and skill, in ordering of weightie affaires, that hee was thought apt and fitte to anye roomth or office whereunto hee should be admitted.’ Holinshed was in no doubt that Cromwell’s travels had been a great benefit to his future career, for he had observed ‘the courses of states and gouernements as wel of his natiue countrey at home, as in foraine parties abroade’.37




  Soon after his return to England in 1514, Cromwell married Elizabeth Williams, née Wykys. It was a sign of how far he had come that he was able to make such a good match. Elizabeth was the widow of Thomas Williams, a yeoman of the guard. Her father, Henry Wykys, was of the same profession as Cromwell’s stepfather, being a shearman in Putney, and it may have been the two men who arranged the marriage – or at least introduced the couple. Henry Wykys had formerly served as a gentleman usher to Henry VII, which gave Thomas a tenuous but valuable link to the court. His father-in-law also helped him to obtain a foothold in the English cloth trade. The records suggest that Elizabeth was a woman of wealth and property, and this could have been Cromwell’s chief motivation in marrying her. Certainly, his own wealth increased rapidly in the early years of their marriage – more so than it would have done as a result of his own enterprises.




  Ever the polymath, as well as serving in his father-in-law’s house as a wool and cloth merchant, Cromwell also established himself as a business agent, an undefined role that apparently required no formal training and may have comprised several different facets, such as money-lending. It also introduced him into English legal circles. He made the most of this entrée to pursue law as his main career. That he should so quickly prove a success at it is remarkable, given that any experience he had gained so far had been in countries with a very different legal system than England. Rather than studying at university, Cromwell may have gained his knowledge from the printed law books that were available in London, or learned from men who are not mentioned in the contemporary sources. Together with his European connections and training, he was perfectly poised for a flourishing career.




  Thomas and Elizabeth had at least three children: two daughters, Anne and Grace, and a son, Gregory.38 Their dates of birth are not recorded, but as is common throughout much of history, there is more evidence relating to the son’s age than those of the daughters. He is believed to have been born around 1520.39 The fact that Anne tends to be mentioned first in the contemporary records may suggest that she was the elder of the daughters.




  The family lived in Fenchurch, on the eastern side of the City of London, and may have leased a house near the small parish church of St Gabriel. This area was frequented by numerous merchants – close by were the Clothworkers, Pewterers and Ironmongers Halls – so Cromwell would have had easy access to many of his business clients.




  Although he rapidly became established back in England, Cromwell was soon on his travels again. In 1517 he received a request for assistance from an acquaintance, John Robinson, alderman of Boston in Lincolnshire. The two men may have met through Cromwell’s activities in trade, Boston being part of the Hanseatic League, a powerful conglomeration of merchants that dominated trade in northern Europe. Robinson’s fellow townsman, Geoffrey Chambers, was due to travel to Rome on behalf of Boston’s Guild of Our Lady in St Botolph’s Church (affectionately referred to by locals today as the ‘Boston Stump’) in order to obtain permission from the Pope to sell indulgences. This had become a lucrative business for the town, so its leaders were anxious to ensure its continuation. Robinson asked if Cromwell would accompany Chambers. The fact that Cromwell had ‘no sound taste or judgement of religion’ with which to impress the Pope was less of a consideration than that he was an experienced traveller who was well versed in the affairs and language of Italy.40 Cromwell, perhaps restless for adventure, readily acquiesced. He met Chambers in Antwerp and the two men travelled to Rome together.41 They evidently did so in some style, since the whole expedition cost a staggering £1,200 – more than £450,000 in today’s money.




  The Vatican City was at the height of its beauty when Cromwell and his companion visited it in 1517. Michelangelo had finished painting the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel five years earlier – a masterpiece that would have a profound impact on the progress of Western art. Another great Renaissance master, Raphael, had begun the task of decorating Pope Julius II’s apartments in 1508. This lavish series of frescos adorned four reception rooms in the papal palace and was so exquisite that Julius’s successor, Leo X, retained the artist and his team to complete the work when he became Pope in 1513. Work would still have been under way when Cromwell and Robertson arrived in Rome, but it is possible that they saw some of the completed frescos when they paid court to Leo.




  Cromwell hatched a plan to bypass the usual long and tedious wait for an audience with the Pope. When they arrived in Rome, he found out that the pontiff was due to go on a hunting expedition, so he lay in wait for his return and surprised him with a performance of an English ‘three man’s song’. Knowing the Pope’s weakness for ‘new fangled strange delicates and dainty dishes’, he then presented him with a selection of English sweetmeats and jellies ‘such as Kings and Princes only, said he, in the Realm of England use to feed upon’.42 The Pope was so impressed that he immediately granted all the guild’s requests. A bull dated 24 February 1518 gave the Boston guild permission to continue its profitable sale of indulgences. Although the details of this tale are provided by John Foxe some fifty years after the event, it is certain that Cromwell worked to secure the grant and was ultimately successful. This would be the first indication of his skill and audacity in dealing with the most exalted members of society. His experience had given him a confidence that belied his humble origins, but there must have been a natural irreverence – a swagger, almost – that persuaded powerful men to do his bidding.




  This episode may have had a still more significant impact. By demonstrating the ease with which the Pope could be charmed into acquiescing, Cromwell may have developed a contempt for the papacy and religious orders which would deepen into a profound antipathy during his later career. He would, as the chronicler Hall famously put it, come to harbour an intense hatred of ‘the snoffyng pride of some prelates’.43 Moreover, Foxe claims that Cromwell eased the tedium of the long journey home by learning by heart the Latin translation of the New Testament that had been recently published by Erasmus. Certainly, from that time onwards Cromwell knew the Bible exceptionally well and would retain the knowledge for the rest of his days. Becoming so intimately acquainted with the teachings of the New Testament may also have sown the seeds of Cromwell’s later evangelical beliefs. This is somewhat ironic, given that it occurred during a visit to the heart of Roman Catholicism to secure a grant for the sale of indulgences – a practice that the reformists found particularly objectionable.




  But for now, the story of what passed in Rome considerably enhanced Cromwell’s credentials when he and Chambers returned to England in triumph. Foxe recounts that Cromwell was ‘a great doer … in publishing and setting forth the pardons of Boston everywhere’.44 He was determined to spread the word about his success in order to establish a reputation for dealing effectively with the mightiest potentates of the age. If the Pope could be manipulated so effectively, then so might the King of England.




  CHAPTER 2




  The Cardinal




  CROMWELL’S VISIT TO Rome in 1517 would be his last recorded overseas journey. From that time onwards, he focused all his efforts on advancing his career in England. According to one contemporary source, he exploited his family connections as much as his business ones. His cousin Robert, son of Walter Cromwell’s brother John, had become vicar of Battersea, which was under the authority of Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, Archbishop of York, Lord Chancellor of England and Henry VIII’s closest adviser.




  Like Cromwell, Wolsey was the son of a tavern-keeper. He was some fifteen years Cromwell’s senior, having been born in Ipswich in 1470 or 1471. His father became a butcher soon afterwards, and it was this profession that inspired the jibes that the younger Wolsey would suffer in later years. No matter how high he might rise at court, he would always be derided as the ‘butcher’s son’ by his noble adversaries.




  Despite his humble origins, Wolsey was exceptionally well-educated, possibly thanks to the patronage of a rich uncle. A naturally gifted scholar, he graduated from Oxford at the age of just fifteen, earning himself the nickname of the ‘boy batchelor’. He went on to study for a degree in theology at Magdalen College, which was perhaps a surprising choice for someone with ambitions in the political sphere. But for Wolsey, religion and politics were always intermingled – both in his conscience and his career. His first major breakthrough came in 1507, when he was appointed a royal chaplain. He was quick to capitalise upon his position by aligning himself with the men at court ‘whome he thought to bere most rewle in the Councell and to be most in favour with the kyng’.1 It was a lesson that Cromwell would soon exploit to the full.




  Wolsey rapidly proved himself a true polymath. Far from restricting his activities to the religious sphere, he put himself at Henry VII’s disposal for various diplomatic missions. He later boasted to his biographer, George Cavendish, that he had amazed the king by completing a visit to the Emperor Maximilian in Flanders in just three and a half days. Described by William Tyndale, an influential scholar and reformer, as ‘a man of lust and courage and bodily strength’, Wolsey had a staggering capacity for hard work.2 His rise to power was accelerated by the accession of Henry VIII in 1509.




  ‘For the future, the whole world will talk of him,’ remarked the Venetian ambassador with remarkable foresight when Henry came to the throne at the age of just seventeen. Everyone was full of praise for this ebullient, charismatic, intelligent and handsome new king – a true Renaissance prince. ‘If you could see how here all the world is rejoicing in the possession of so great a prince, how his life is all their desire, you could not contain your tears for sheer joy,’ enthused the courtier Lord Mountjoy. ‘The heavens laugh, the earth exults … Avarice is expelled from the country, extortion is put down, liberality scatters riches with a bountiful hand. Yet our King does not desire gold, gems or precious metals, but virtue, glory, immortality.’3




  The new king literally stood head and shoulders above most of his court. At six feet two inches tall, Henry was an imposing figure – and also (until his later years) an athletic one. He excelled at sports and delighted in showing off his prowess in the jousting arena. Having inherited the good looks of his grandfather, Edward IV, he was described as ‘the handsomest prince ever seen’ and an ‘Adonis, of fresh colour’. A Venetian diplomat who visited the English court in 1515 wrote a glowing report of the young king, whom he described as: ‘the handsomest potentate I ever set eyes on; above the usual height, with an extremely fine calf to his leg, his complexion very fair and bright, with auburn hair combed straight and short, in the French fashion, and a round face so very beautiful, that it would become a pretty woman’. Thomas More was no less complimentary: ‘Among a thousand noble companions, the King stands out the tallest, and his strength fits his majestic body. There is fiery power in his eyes, beauty in his face, and the colour of twin roses in his cheeks.’4




  Henry’s personality was equally attractive. The direct opposite to his dour, mean-spirited father in almost every way, he had inherited the charm and charisma of his mother’s family, the House of York. Affable, quick-witted, idealistic and hugely generous, he was ‘the man most full of heart’ according to Erasmus. Thomas More agreed: ‘The King has a way of making every man feel that he is enjoying his special favour.’ The Venetian ambassador concluded that he was ‘prudent, sage and free from every vice’.5 This was not strictly true. Although at his best Henry was irresistibly charismatic, his personality had an altogether darker side. Highly strung, self-indulgent and vain, he had a terrifying and unpredictable temper which could send courtiers scattering in all directions. He was also impulsive and had a tendency suddenly to promote or demote an attendant as his fancy dictated. As yet there was no sign of the suspicious, ruthless and brutal nature that would mark his later years, but those who served him still had to beware how swiftly his favour could be lost.




  The other shortcoming that would have a major impact on Henry’s reign was his over-fondness for sports. He loved hunting with a passion and would regularly spend entire days out riding, setting off before dawn and returning well into the evening. This continued for many years, until the king lost his youthful vigour and was obliged to indulge in less energetic pursuits. As late as 1526 the chronicler Edward Hall wryly observed: ‘Because all this Sommer the Kyng tooke his pastyme in huntyng … nothyng happened worthye to bee written of.’6 Even on the days when Henry was not inclined for the chase or (more likely) the weather was not favourable, he would usually only concentrate on business matters while he heard mass in the middle of the morning, and again in the evening after supper. He had no patience for lengthy dispatches or accounts, and he himself once admitted that writing was ‘to me … somewhat tedious and painful’.7 The business of government would have ground to a halt had it not been for the veritable army of secretaries, attendants and councillors who carried out the minutiae of royal policy, finance and administration.




  Henry’s naturally pleasure-loving personality presented skilful courtiers with an opportunity, and it was one that Wolsey was quick to grasp. Perceiving the young king’s proclivity for more leisurely pastimes than the affairs of state, he was said to have assured ‘the kyng in Comfort that he shall not nede to spare any tyme of his pleasure for any busynes that shold necessary happen in the Councell as long as he beyng there’.8 He used the king strategically, bringing him into play at the most advantageous moment, as the seventeenth-century Church historian John Strype observed: ‘Wolsey, though he knew how to indulge the King in his pleasures, yet he reminded him sometimes of business too.’9 The cardinal proved himself highly capable in all matters of state. The influential humanist scholar Polydore Vergil asserted that ‘Wolsey, with his arrogance and ambition … claimed he could undertake himself almost all public duties.’ As a result, he secured more and more of the king’s trust and was able to assume extraordinary levels of autonomy. ‘It came to such a pass,’ observed an aghast contemporary, ‘that the King intervened in nothing, and this Cardinal did everything.’10




  Wolsey’s favour rested upon more than his capacity for lightening the burdens of state, however. An extremely shrewd judge of character, he very quickly perceived Henry’s need for unquestioning loyalty and devotion from those who surrounded him. He also knew that his route to power lay in making himself as useful as possible to his royal master. According to Cavendish, ‘all his endevour was oonly to satisfie the kynges mynd knowyng rightwell that it was the very vayn and right Cours to bryng hyme to highe promocion.’ Wolsey therefore ‘daily attended upon the king in the Court being in his special grace and favour’. As a result, ‘the king conceived such a loving fancy especially for that he was most earnest and readiest among all the council to advance the king’s only will and pleasure without any respect to the case. The King therefore perceived him to be a mete instrument for the accomplishment of his devised will and pleasure [and] called him more near unto him and esteemed him so highly that his estimation and favour put all other councillors out of ther accustumed favour that they were in before.’ Although no admirer of Wolsey, William Tyndale admitted that he was ‘obsequious and serviceable and in all games and sports the first and next at hand’.11




  It was a master-class in how to secure the king’s favour, and one that Cromwell would learn from – with dazzling results. Wolsey’s own rapid rise to power was signalled by a number of key ecclesiastical appointments, culminating in his election to the archbishopric of York in August 1514. A year later, he was made a cardinal, and it was rumoured that he had ambitions to be Pope. Contemporaries were quick to recognise where the real source of power at court lay. Erasmus, who spent some considerable time at Henry’s court, described Wolsey as governing ‘more really than the king himself’. The Venetian ambassador Giustiniani described Wolsey as ‘the right reverend Cardinal, in all whom the whole power of the State is really lodged’, and as the man ‘who, for authority, may in point of fact be styled ipse rex’. Henry VIII himself reinforced this impression. In 1515 he instructed Pope Leo X to ‘pay the same regard to what Wolsey shall say as if it proceeded from the lips of the King himself’.12 By now, Wolsey’s position as chief among Henry’s councillors was fully consolidated.




  Wolsey’s promotion was so rapid that, for a while, his household failed to keep pace. He was therefore obliged to acquire trustworthy new servants quickly. There was no shortage of ambitious men willing to fill the places on offer, and he soon had upwards of 400 staff. At the same time, he embarked upon a series of staggeringly ambitious building projects, rivalled only by the king’s. His most impressive palace was Hampton Court, an architectural masterpiece that he stuffed full of priceless works of art. Little wonder that envious courtiers began to whisper that Wolsey’s magnificence was beginning to eclipse his royal master’s. ‘Acquiring so many offices at almost the same time, he became so proud that he began to regard himself as the equal of kings,’ observed one hostile contemporary.




  Soon he began to use a golden seat, a golden cushion, a golden cloth on his table, and when he went on foot, he had his hat – the symbol of his cardinal’s rank – carried before him by a servant, and raised aloft like a holy idol, and he had it put upon the very altar in the king’s chapel during divine service. Thus Wolsey, with his arrogance and ambition aroused against himself the hatred of the whole country, and by his hostility towards the nobility and the common people, caused them the greatest irritation through his vainglory. He was, indeed, detested by everyone, because he assumed that he could undertake nearly all the offices of state by himself.




  Erasmus concurred that he was ‘feared by all and loved by few if any’.13




  For now, there was no check to Wolsey’s authority, and at the end of 1515 Henry confirmed his favour towards the cardinal by appointing him Lord Chancellor. It was a move that greatly angered his fellow ministers, who resented the increasing concentration of power in the hands of this ‘butcher’s son’. In May 1516 Thomas Alen reported ‘great snarling’ to his patron the Earl of Shrewsbury.14 The new Lord Chancellor did little to ingratiate himself with his colleagues. Rather than consulting with his fellow councillors, Wolsey sought only the king’s approval. His strategy was to ‘first make the kyng privye of all suche matters (as shold passe thoroughe ther handes) byfore he wold procede to the fynyssheng or determynyng of the same whos mynd & pleasure he wold fullfyll & folowe to the uttermost wherwith the kyng was wonderly pleased’.15 Dazzlingly successful in the short term, it was a strategy that would prove dangerously destructive as time went by.




  The date at which Cromwell entered Wolsey’s service is subject to a degree of conjecture, with some historians placing it as early as 1514 and others as late as 1525. There is however a general consensus that the two men had become acquainted by 1516.16 Robert Cromwell may have helped his cousin to the stewardship of the archiepiscopal estate of York Place, Wolsey’s magnificent London residence. But it was not until Cromwell returned from Rome in 1518 that he rose to prominence as a protégé of the cardinal. By 1519 he was a member of Wolsey’s council – a move that dramatically raised his standing in society. From that time, he wore the black and tawny velvet livery that marked him out as one of the hundreds of men in the cardinal’s service.




  According to Eustace Chapuys, Wolsey was quick to spot Cromwell’s potential. ‘The Cardinal of York, seeing Cromwell’s vigilance and diligence, his ability and promptitude, both in evil and good, took him into his service and employed him principally in demolishing five or six monasteries.’17 The first part of that statement may be true, but in the second Chapuys conflated events: Cromwell did help Wolsey to dissolve certain religious houses, but not until several years after he first entered his service. That Chapuys should imply that this had been Cromwell’s first task was a means of drawing attention to what he considered to be his greatest crime. John Foxe provided a more positive view of Cromwell’s early service to Wolsey: ‘He was fyrst brought vp in the Cardinals court, where as he did beare seueral offices, wherein he shewed suche tokens, and likelyhode of excellent wyt and fydelitie, that in short space he semed more mete for the kyng then for the Cardinall.’18




  It is easy to see why Cromwell and Wolsey so quickly established a close confederacy. They were like two peas in a pod. Both of humble origins, they were self-made men who had used their natural wit, intelligence, shrewdness and industriousness to take the world by storm. Of course, by the time they became acquainted, Wolsey was several leagues ahead of Cromwell. But the latter saw his chance: if he could make himself indispensable to the king’s chief minister, the prospect of even greater advancement lay within his grasp.




  Meanwhile, Cromwell’s burgeoning legal career was also drawing him ever closer to court circles. He began to act for clients in several important legal suits, and one of his first significant cases was an appeal from the Prerogative Court of Canterbury to the papal curia in October 1520. A copy of the papers was sent to Wolsey, and it included ‘other information by the letters of Thomas Cromwell’, in which the latter summarised the key points of the case and recommended the best way of handling it.19 Cromwell evidently performed well, for the following year he was appointed to act for Charles Knyvett, former surveyor to Edward Stafford, third Duke of Buckingham. Knyvett had resigned from Buckingham’s service shortly before the duke’s execution on 17 May 1521, and proceeded to give evidence against him. He sought redress for the offices he had lost following his resignation, as well as release from bonds valued at £3,100 (equivalent to more than £1.1 million in modern money), which he had been obliged to undertake on his master’s behalf.




  Securing compensation for the servant of a convicted traitor was a risky commission, and one that most lawyers would have refused to touch. But Cromwell knew that the case would enable him to make connections in the highest echelons of the court, and so he accepted it with alacrity. With meticulous care, he prepared and corrected numerous petitions on behalf of his client, some of which were delivered to the king and some to Cardinal Wolsey. Although Cromwell failed to win the case for Knyvett, he achieved his objective of making a name for himself at court.




  There is no record of when Cromwell first secured an audience with the king, but a description by a Venetian diplomat visiting court for the first time in 1515 gives an impression of what such an audience might have been like:




  We were conducted to the prescence [chamber], through sundry chambers all hung with most beautiful tapestry, figured in gold and silver, and in silk, passing down the ranks of the body-guard, which consists of three hundred halbediers in silver breast-plates and pikes in their hands; and, by God, they were all as big as giants, so that the display was very grand. We at length reached the King, who was under a canopy of cloth of gold, embroidered at Florence, the most costly thing I ever witnessed: he was leaning against his gilt throne, on which was a large gold brocade cushion, where the long gold sword of state lay.




  Henry was lavishly dressed in white and crimson satin, and around his neck he wore a ‘gold collar, from where there hung a round cut diamond, the size of the largest walnut I ever saw, and to this was suspended a most beautiful and very large round pearl … His fingers were one mass of jewelled rings.’ To the king’s right were ‘eight noblemen, dressed like himself’, and ‘there were six men with six gold sceptres, besides ten heralds with their tabards of cloth of gold, wrought with the arms of England, and moreover a crowd of nobility, all arrayed in cloth of gold and silk.’20 It must have been an awe-inspiring sight, even to a seasoned diplomat. Although, thanks to his travels, Cromwell was no stranger to magnificent courts, he could not fail to be impressed – and perhaps, despite his natural irreverence, a little intimidated – when he first entered the royal presence. But according to the novelist Bandello, he instantly made a good impression: ‘It befell that oftentimes he [Wolsey] sent Cromwell to speak with the king of affairs of the utmost moment and the young man knew so well to ingratiate himself with the latter that he began to show him a good countenance, himseeming he was a man apt to the manage of whatsoever most important business.’21




  After the Knyvett case, Cromwell’s legal career continued to blossom. No doubt thanks to Wolsey’s influence, his assignments increasingly brought him into contact with the court. Early in 1522 he represented a litigant from Bristol in a case heard by the Council in Star Chamber. Various other references to him among the official court papers suggest that his reputation as a lawyer of considerable skill and ability was growing rapidly. One of his other commissions was to act on behalf of Richard Chawfer against William Blount, Lord Mountjoy (a favourite with the king), in a case to be heard by the Bishop of London. In a letter to Cromwell written on 15 August 1522, Chawfer explained that the bishop had instructed both parties to appoint ‘an indifferent person having knowledge in such reckoning’, and added: ‘I have chosen you, and wish to know when you will be in the city, that I may instruct you further.’22 Neither had Cromwell neglected his business as a wool and cloth merchant, according to his correspondence from this time.23 His English clients included goldsmiths, grocers, tailors, drapers, fishmongers and aldermen, and his contacts abroad stretched from Paris and Normandy to Augsburg and Florence. By the middle of 1522, when Cromwell had known Wolsey for about six years, he had risen in wealth and status sufficiently to be described as ‘gentleman’ in a power of attorney granted by the German Hanseatic League.




  It was around this time that Cromwell employed an apprentice, a shrewd and enterprising young man named Ralph Sadler. Sadler had entered Cromwell’s service by 1521, aged thirteen or fourteen, but it is possible that he had been raised in his household since 1514. He had probably been brought to Cromwell’s notice by his father, Henry Sadler, who was a steward for Thomas Grey, second Marquess of Dorset. Cromwell was Dorset’s attorney by 1522 (in itself quite a coup, given that the Greys were closely related to the king), but was apparently already acquainted with Henry Sadler by then. He was quick to spot Ralph’s potential and ensured that the boy received an excellent education, which included Latin, Greek and French, as well as legal training. Ralph soon proved equal to the task, and Cromwell began to entrust him with ever greater responsibility. From the age of about nineteen, he served as secretary to his master, which gave him an invaluable grounding in all aspects of law, administration, finance and – above all – politics. Such was the trust that Cromwell placed in him that Ralph started to draft much of his voluminous correspondence. He therefore gained first-hand experience of state business and came to understand its many nuances almost as intricately as did his master. It was a position of enormous trust, and Sadler proved completely worthy of it. Before long, he was known to be so intimate with Cromwell that people began to petition him for favour.




  Sadler served Cromwell with complete integrity and devotion, not only keeping pace with, but matching his ceaseless energy and industriousness. His tendency to date his letters not only by the day, but by the hour provides a fascinating insight into his gruelling work schedule, often rising by 4 a.m. and rarely retiring before midnight. It is safe to assume that his master did the same. Cromwell once complained that he had been ‘so much engaged with other business that … he had scarcely time to take his daily meals’.24




  A high point of Cromwell’s rapid rise in society came in 1523, when he entered the House of Commons for the first time.25 By then, parliament had evolved from an assembly of prominent subjects summoned by the king so that he could communicate his will, to an active body that could make laws, grant taxation and even – on occasion – oppose royal will. Parliament was divided between the Lords – the foremost peers of the realm who attended by personal writ from the monarch – and the Commons, whose members gained a seat in parliament through local election.




  Parliament was very much an occasional institution. Although it met irregularly, often with long gaps in between, during the Tudor period it grew considerably in significance. During his twenty-four-year reign Henry VII had summoned seven parliaments, which had sat for a total of just twenty-five weeks. By contrast, nine parliaments met during his son’s thirty-seven-year reign, making a total of 183 weeks, the majority of which were concentrated in Cromwell’s decade of ascendancy from 1529. Parliament became Cromwell’s favourite arena for exerting his influence and that of the crown. It played to his strengths as both an orator and a lawyer.




  The parliament of 1523 – the first since December 1515 – had been called to supply the money needed for Wolsey’s aggressive foreign policy. Thanks to the assiduity of one of Cromwell’s clerks, we have a transcript of a speech he gave, which provides a rare glimpse into the debates that raged in Henry’s parliaments. Apparently unfazed by his first parliamentary appearance, Cromwell gave a memorable performance. Employing his exceptional powers of oratory, which had made him such a success as a lawyer, he ventured to cast grave doubt upon the king’s long-cherished desire to assert his ancient claim to the kingdom of France. This was an extraordinarily bold move, given how fond Henry was of acting the part of the great warrior king. It also flew in the face of his new patron’s strategy. But, as Cromwell reasoned, England could ill afford the huge expenditure that war with France would bring. His long speech was a masterly blend of deference and reason. Realising that, as a low-born newcomer, his opinion might be disregarded by his mighty peers, he professed: ‘I reckyn myselff of all other the most unworthy to have in the awdience of so many sauge and notable persons, any manner saiyngges, especially in this weighty mattier whiche makyth me to tremble, for fere, whan I thyncke upon hyt.’ He also pretended to defer to those who had ‘far more assuryd Wysdom, Lernyng and experience then I’.




  The arguments that Cromwell subsequently put forward drew upon his own experience of serving in the French army because he was able to give an up-to-date appraisal of the country’s military strength. This dampened the dangerously nostalgic view conjured up by the frequent references to the great English victories of Crécy and Agincourt. Cromwell concluded that the king would be better advised to concentrate on the threat posed by the Scots on England’s northern border. In short, he should put his own house in order before getting carried away by delusions of grandeur overseas. He ended, as he had begun, with a show of humility: ‘Thus have I here uttred my pore and symple mynde.’ The real masterstroke of the speech, though, was that Cromwell had made sure to profess throughout his steadfast, passionate loyalty to the king. It was above all an intense fear for Henry’s safety, he claimed, that had driven him to object to Wolsey’s scheme. This was pure statecraft. Cromwell knew that every word spoken in the parliament would be meticulously recorded and presented to the king. He had therefore appreciated, and exploited to the full, his first real opportunity to flatter and impress his sovereign.26




  This extraordinary speech was an early indication of the cautious approach to diplomacy that would be the mainstay of Cromwell’s foreign policy in the years to come. Tempting though it is to ascribe his aversion to war with France to the time he had spent in that country as a youth, Cromwell was a deeply pragmatic man with a shrewd, penetrating mind. Although capable of intense loyalty to his closest associates, he never allowed personal prejudices to govern his execution of business. Besides, he would in time consistently support alliance with the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V over one with France.




  It is interesting to consider whether in speaking out against the war with France, Cromwell was betraying his new master. Wolsey favoured a belligerent foreign policy, and may therefore have been aggrieved that his protégé had argued so convincingly against it. It has been suggested, though, that the ever wily cardinal put him up to it as a way of preparing the ground for a change in policy. Nonetheless, however much Wolsey believed in Cromwell’s abilities, it seems unlikely that he would have risked giving such an important task to a newcomer. Besides, the tone of Cromwell’s speech implies that he was sincere in his attempt to put a stop to what he felt strongly – and knew from experience – was a mistaken policy.




  Despite Cromwell’s persuasive arguments, the issue was not easily resolved and parliament dragged on for seventeen long weeks – almost twice the average session. Shortly after its conclusion, he complained to his friend, John Creke:




  I amongst other have endured a parliament which continued by the space of seventeen whole weeks where we communed of war, peace, strife, contention, debate, murmur, grudge, riches, poverty, penury, truth, falshood, justice, equity, deceit, oppression, magnanimity, acuity, force, moderation, treason, murder, felony, conciliation and also how a commonwealth might be edified and also continued within our Realm. Howbeit in conclusion we have done as our predecessors have been wont to do, that is to say, as well we might and left where we began.27




  This is the earliest of Cromwell’s letters to survive. Far from being intimidated by his brush with this august body of men, Cromwell was already poking fun at its shortcomings. It was a natural irreverence which was one of the hallmarks of his character. And it would win him friends and enemies in equal measure.




  That Cromwell should so quickly grasp the workings of parliament is an indication both of the quickness of his mind and his suitability for a career in politics. Wolsey once told him: ‘Ye [are too] depe of understanding.’28 The Imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, concurred: ‘Cromwell is a man of wit, well versed in Government affairs, and reasonable enough to judge correctly of them.’29




  Cromwell’s letter to Creke also demonstrates his enormous capacity for friendship. This is not a quality commonly associated with the cunning lawyer, but the evidence is compelling. John Creke, who travelled widely on the Continent and kept Cromwell informed of affairs there, was devoted to his friend, and in July of the previous year he had sent him an extraordinarily effusive and affectionate letter. ‘My love toward you resteth in no less vigour than it did at our last being together. My [hear]t mourneth for your company and Mr. Wodal’s as ever it did for men … I never had so faithful affection to men of so short acquaintance in my life; the which affection increaseth as fire daily. God knoweth what pain I receive in departing, when I remember our gosly walking in your garden; it make me desperate to contemplate. I would write larger; my heart will not let me.’ Creke ended the letter: ‘To your good wife have [me] heartily commanded.’30




  For his part, Cromwell was a faithful correspondent and showed none of the reserve that might have been expected of someone who was privy to so much confidential information. He assured Creke while the latter was resident at Bilbao that he would tell him all the latest happenings from home, ‘for it is said that news refreshes the spirit of life’. He did, though, take the precaution of using coded references in some of his replies. ‘All your frendes to my knowlage be in good helth and specially thay that ye wott of: ye know what I meane,’ he reported in one. ‘I think it best to wryt in parables because I am in dowt.’31




  Cromwell and Creke had a number of friends in common. ‘Mr Wodal’ was probably John Woodall (or Uvedale), a clerk in the Signet Office and the Exchequer. Three years Cromwell’s senior, he was, like him, carving out a career in government and would soon come to the notice of Cardinal Wolsey. There was a jovial camaraderie between the three men, and in one dispatch Cromwell told Creke that ‘Maister Woodall is merye withowt a wyffe and commendyth hym to yow.’32




  Another friend whom Cromwell and Creke shared was Stephen Vaughan, an English merchant and royal diplomat. He may have become acquainted with Cromwell during his time in the Netherlands and was a frequent visitor there. Vaughan hailed from a mercantile family and carried on the tradition, becoming an active member of the Merchant Adventurers. A man of similar industriousness to Cromwell, his business obliged him to be constantly on the move between the markets of the Low Countries. ‘I am never at rest,’ he once complained to a correspondent. ‘I am now at Barrugh [Bergen op Zoom], now at Bruce [Bruges], now at Gamut [Ghent], now here now there, so that not without exceeding trouble can I satisfy to all those to whom I minister … as to please all if it were possible.’33 Cromwell would have recognised and respected his dedication to his career. It paid off, for Vaughan rose rapidly through the mercantile ranks. No matter how many other demands there were upon his time, Vaughan always seemed to prioritise the requests that came from his friend in England. ‘You see that I answer your instructions with all possible speed,’ he once assured Cromwell, ‘though it is difficult so to do, being a minister and common servant to a multitude.’34




  Their correspondence suggests that Vaughan had known Cromwell since his youth, for most of his letters end with a wish to be remembered to Cromwell’s mother.35 Cromwell trusted Vaughan implicitly, and the two men rapidly developed a close, enduring and mutually supportive friendship. Cromwell had appointed Vaughan as his agent in the Netherlands by March 1524. He was the first of an ever widening network of contacts, agents and friends abroad who provided Cromwell with invaluable information on both foreign and domestic affairs. Vaughan, and the others in Cromwell’s network, were in effect his personal spies, keeping him abreast of rumours and intelligence on economic and political events. This was a service for which Cromwell was obliged to pay significant sums, as Vaughan admitted in one dispatch: ‘To know secret affairs here, one must use familiarity with those from whom they can be learnt, – which is costly, and beyond my powers.’36 In return for his services, Cromwell helped Vaughan to secure a commission from Wolsey to ‘write the evidence’ for his college at Oxford in 1526.37




  Their association extended well beyond business affairs, however. Vaughan enjoyed his patron’s hospitality and the wide circle of acquaintance to whom he was introduced. Recognising him as a loyal friend, Cromwell entrusted Vaughan with the upbringing of his young servant, Thomas Avery, who was evidently a favourite with his master. Shortly before Avery’s departure for the Netherlands in 1529, Cromwell had provided a generous bequest of six pounds, thirteen shillings and four pence for the young man. He asked Vaughan to ensure that Avery was ‘taught and brought up in the knowledge of things meet for his age’. His friend proved an ideal guardian and sent frequent updates on the boy’s progress.38




  Vaughan and Cromwell also shared a love of learning. The former had probably been educated at the prestigious St Paul’s School in London. Aware of his friend’s literary interests, Vaughan would go to great lengths to secure books for him that were not available in England. They included the Nuremberg Chronicle, an illustrated world history first published in 1493. A rueful Vaughan wrote to Cromwell in June 1530, having heard that his friend was impatient to receive the latest book and had offered to send him money in order to speed up the delivery: ‘I say unto you, from the bottom of my heart, if you desired my coat you should have it, and also my cloak. Money I lack none to do my friend good. Less lack I for him whom above all friends I esteem.’39 Vaughan also sent Cromwell a globe, which he assured him was ‘a singular good piece of work’.40




  The merchant was always assiduous for his friend’s welfare. In March 1528, on one of his visits to London, he wrote in some alarm to notify Cromwell of a violent robbery that had taken place close to his house:




  On Thursday last, between 6 and 7 p.m., five thieves knocked at the door of Roderego, the Spaniard which dwelleth next the goldsmith against your door. Being asked who was there, they answered, ‘One from the Court to speak with Roderego.’ When the door was opened, three of them rushed in, and found the said Roderego sitting by the fire, accompanied with a poor woman dwelling next to Mrs. Wynsor. The other two tarried, and kept the door, and strangled the woman that she should not cry. They then took Roderego’s purse, and killed him by stabbing him in the belly.




  Even though the men had swiftly been arrested, Vaughan took the precaution of ordering a strong chain for Cromwell’s gate so that ‘no man not well known may enter’.41 Cromwell felt just as protective towards Vaughan. The latter once thanked him for his ‘friendly and rather fatherly writing’.42




  Cromwell’s other friends came from an array of different places. Some were part of his family or that of his wife, Elizabeth. Others were drawn from the more intellectual circles in which Cromwell increasingly moved. His interest in the arts and humanities, fostered during his years in Italy, led him to forge acquaintances with some of the foremost artists, writers and intellectuals of the Henrician age. They included the poet Sir Thomas Wyatt, who would later gain notoriety for his relationship with Anne Boleyn. He was said to be ‘devoted’ to Cromwell.43 The leading historian and lawyer Edward Hall also became a close friend. Although they probably met in legal circles, Cromwell had a passion for history and would build up an impressive library of historical works, which included copies of ancient chronicles and charters. Edmund Bonner, Bishop of London – referred to by Foxe as ‘the moste earnest champion and mainteyner of the Romyshe [Roman – i.e. papal] decrees’ – set aside his distaste for Cromwell’s reformist principles and raided his extensive collection of books when the opportunity arose.44 The celebrated court painter Hans Holbein also became well acquainted with Cromwell. It was at least partly thanks to the latter’s patronage that the artist gained such renown.




  Cromwell’s travels in Italy had coincided with the flourishing of humanism, an intellectual movement that aimed to revive classical learning. A key premise of humanist teachings was the study and translation of original texts – a principle that would gain significance for Cromwell in his later career. The movement’s chief proponent was Desiderius Erasmus, whose works became widely available thanks to the advent of the printing press in 1517. As a result, they rapidly spread to England and gained currency among some of the leading members of Henry VIII’s court. A particularly active proponent was Thomas Elyot, whose friendship with Cromwell began around 1519. Elyot had served his father as a clerk to the Court of Assize in its western circuit, so he had legal as well as intellectual interests in common with Cromwell. The pair may have met when Elyot came to the notice of Wolsey, who had him appointed clerk to the Privy Council. Although he and Cromwell differed in their religious beliefs, and would have several clashes in the years ahead, their friendship would endure for the rest of Cromwell’s life.




  One of Cromwell’s closest friends was Antonio Bonvisi, a successful Genoese merchant living in London. He acted as banker for the government, transmitting money and letters to ambassadors across Europe. Thanks to his connections, he was extremely well-informed and often heard news of foreign events before it reached the court. As such, he was enormously useful to Cromwell, but their friendship went beyond a mere business connection. Bonvisi was drawn to learned men, especially those who – like Cromwell – had spent time in his native Italy. The fact that Cromwell could also speak Italian must have been a boost to their friendship. The two men lived close to each other in what is now the heart of London’s financial district.




  Interestingly, Bonvisi was also close friends with the man who in the future would become one of Cromwell’s deadliest enemies: Thomas More. The sainted More of legend inspired eulogies and praise among Europe’s elite scholars and intellectuals. He was ‘a manne of singular virtue and of a cleere unspotted conscience, as witnessethe Erasmus, more pure and white than the whitest snowe, and of suche an Angelicall wytte as Englande, he sayethe, never had the lyke before nor never shall agayne.’45 Seven years Cromwell’s senior, More was trained in the law and had been admitted to Lincoln’s Inn at the age of just eighteen. Like Cromwell, he was renowned for his ready wit, engaging conversation and exceptional intellect. He was also a leading proponent of humanism. As such, he came into close contact with some of the leading European intellectuals of the day, including Desiderius Erasmus, John Colet, Thomas Linacre and William Grocyn. In 1516 More published Utopia, an influential humanist tract that rapidly became a sensation, running into several editions. The work satirised European society for its short-sighted love of gain, and its lack of true Christian piety and charity. In so doing, it demonstrated More’s own intense piety, which led him to eschew the trappings of wealth. Although a man of considerable means, he was indifferent to fine food, preferred water to wine, and was careless about his dress. This set him apart from most other members of the court, but, like Cromwell, his prowess in legal matters, coupled with his engaging personality, ensured that he rapidly rose to prominence.
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