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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over twenty years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.







CHAPTER 1



Government and administration: changes in governance at the centre





Good governance was dependent on a sound working relationship between the crown, church and parliament. The wealthiest and most powerful nobles and gentry sought to become members of the court and household which enhanced the power and authority of the crown. The crown’s relationship with parliament was also significant since the institution represented the views and opinions of a cross-section of the kingdom’s landowning elite. Statutes from parliament, along with royal proclamations, rebalanced the relationship between the monarch and parliament and altered the nature of the relationship between the church and state. These issues are examined as five themes:





•  The monarchy and government



•  Central government



•  Crown, court and household



•  Church and state



•  Crown and parliament
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Key dates






	1526

	Eltham Ordinances






	1529–36

	Reformation Parliament






	1532/3

	Cromwell emerged as the king’s chief minister






	1535

	Cromwell appointed vicegerent in spirituals






	1536

	Act for the Dissolution of the Smaller Monasteries






	 

	Ten Articles






	 

	First Act of Union






	1537

	Council of the North re-established






	1539

	Act for the Dissolution of the Larger Monasteries






	 

	Six Articles






	1540

	First minutes recorded of Privy Council meeting by specially appointed clerks






	 

	Thomas Cromwell executed






	1543

	Second Act of Union






	1549

	Cranmer’s First Book of Common Prayer






	1552

	Cranmer’s Second Book of Common Prayer






	1553

	Forty-Two Articles






	1558

	Sir William Cecil became principal secretary and chief minister






	1559

	Act of Supremacy, Religious Settlement






	1585

	Office of lord lieutenant became permanent
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1 The monarchy and government




How significant was the monarchy’s role in government and administration in the period between 1485 and 1603?





The nature, power and limits of monarchy


To appreciate the way in which the government and administration operated and changed in this period, it is important to gain an understanding of the nature of the authority wielded by the monarch. Equally important is an understanding of how personal, political, diplomatic, religious and financial factors affected both the growth and the practical limits of royal power in the period between 1485 and 1603.


Divine right monarchy


English monarchs claimed to rule dei gratia or by the will of God. This belief in divine right, that, as a person apart, the monarch was regarded as God’s instrument on earth, was supported by the church. Parish priests would regularly remind their parishioners of the terrible torments of hell that awaited those who dared rebel against the crown. In practical terms, this meant that any rebellion against the monarch was regarded as being the same as a rebellion against God. This is why the charge of treason, to betray one’s king or queen and country, was regarded as a serious crime. This is why the rebellions that plagued the Tudors were doomed to failure. Unless the rebels aimed to remove and replace the monarch they could not succeed.


The powers of monarchy


The monarch was expected to act as the protector and enforcer of the laws of the kingdom. The old Latin maxim Rex is Lex and Lex is Rex (the king is the law and the law is the king) demonstrates the extent to which English monarchs had come to identify with the processes of law-making. Although they came to hold a highly privileged position within the legal structure of the kingdom, they could not ignore or break the law but were expected to set a good example by acting within the accepted structure.


This does not mean that English monarchs were weak or had little power; on the contrary, their powers were extensive, but there were limits to their authority. For example, the monarch alone could:





•  raise troops



•  wage war



•  conclude peace



•  conduct foreign affairs



•  summon and dissolve parliament



•  pardon offenders



•  manage the coinage



•  arrange the marriages of members of the royal family.





These political, military and economic powers constituted what became known as the royal prerogative.


The limits of monarchy


On the other hand, the monarch could not:





•  levy taxes



•  make laws at will



•  set aside the rights of the subject



•  behave as a tyrant, especially as the church had long taught that it was lawful to kill a tyrant.





In short, the monarch had a duty to respect the notion that all who lived within the kingdom, from the lowliest peasant to the mightiest noble, were bound by the common ‘weal’ or good.


Even a king as powerful as Henry VIII recognised the need to give legal basis to his break from Rome by seeking the consent of his people, via parliament, and by framing the schism in English statute law. The fact that he may have bullied and harried his subjects into consenting to the break with Rome did not alter the fact that he had to be seen to be seeking their support. This balance of rights and duties between monarch and subject allowed for cooperation, compromise and even partnership.


The monarchy in government


The Tudor monarchy was one in which the ruler was directly responsible for policy and closely involved in the business of government. An agenda for the monarch’s attention might require his or her signature on state papers several times a day. Because monarchy was personal, everything depended on the monarch’s willingness to devote themselves to business.


Henry VII and Elizabeth had been models in this respect; they were focused and hard working. However, Henry VIII frequently behaved as though he wanted government to take care of itself. Henry did almost all his work by word of mouth, so that state papers had to be either read to him or summarised for him. Nor was Henry willing to delegate his authority on a consistent basis. He always reserved for himself the freedom to intervene as and when he wanted.


In contrast, his daughter Mary found the business of government a burden for which she had had little training or preparation. Nevertheless, from the beginning of her reign, she indicated that she would take an active part in governance. This she did throughout her short reign, working long hours in trying to solve problems that would have tested the limits of her father’s abilities. Since Mary was the first woman to rule Tudor England in her own right, issues of gender complicated the early days of her reign. On the other hand, Elizabeth used her femininity as an additional weapon in her ruling armoury. She could charm her male companions while they sought to outdo each other in flattering her.
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William Cecil, Lord Burghley






	1520

	Born in Bourne, Lincolnshire, the son of Richard Cecil and grandson of Dafydd ap Seisyll (anglicised to David Cecil) of Allt-yr-Ynys. Attended St John’s College, Cambridge






	1547

	Served in the household of Lord Protector Somerset






	1550

	Appointed secretary of state and privy councillor under the Duke of Northumberland






	1551

	Knighted






	1553

	Retired from public life in the reign of Mary I






	1558

	Appointed secretary of state by Elizabeth






	1571

	Raised to the peerage as Baron Burghley






	1572

	Succeeded the Marquis of Winchester as lord treasurer






	1587

	Involved in the trial and execution of Mary, Queen of Scots






	1598

	Died and is buried in Stamford Baron







Sir William Cecil was an academic and skilled administrator who first came to prominence in the reign of Edward VI. He served the Duke of Somerset and survived his patron’s fall from power in 1549 to serve in the administration of the Duke of Northumberland. As a Protestant he declined to serve in the government of Mary I but he remained on good terms with the Marian regime. He rose to prominence again in 1558 with the accession of Elizabeth I, who relied on him as her chief adviser. Cecil’s power was such that he was effectively the queen’s chief minister who ran her government, presided over the Privy Council, managed the kingdom’s finances and oversaw the business of parliament.
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The most successful ministers were those who were flexible enough to accommodate the different brands of personal monarchy. Among the most flexible was Sir William Paget (1505–63), a particularly able minister who served four monarchs during a long and successful career: Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary and Elizabeth. Sir William Cecil was another flexible friend of monarchy, having served both Somerset and Northumberland in the reign of Edward VI before re-emerging from retirement during Mary’s reign to become, arguably, the most powerful and influential chief minister of the sixteenth century.
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SOURCE A


Adapted from Sir Thomas Smith’s De Republica Anglorum, 1583. Smith was a university-trained scholar and political thinker who served as a member of parliament in five parliaments between 1547 and 1572. He served as an envoy on five foreign embassies between 1548 and 1571 and was appointed to the Privy Council in 1572. His book, the political treatise De Republica Anglorum (The English Republic), was completed in 1565 but not published until after his death.


The monarch of England, king or queen, has absolute in his power the authority of war and peace, to defy what prince it shall please him, and to bid him war, and again to reconcile himself and enter into league or truce with him at his pleasure or the advice only of his Privy Council. His privy council be chosen also at the prince’s pleasure out of the nobility and of the knights, and esquires, such and so many as he shall think good, who does consult daily, or when need is of the weighty matters of the realm, to give therein to their prince the best advice they can.


The prince is the life, the head, and the authority of all things that be done in the realm of England. And to no prince is done more honour and reverence than to the king and queen of England, no man speaks to the prince nor serves at the table but in adoration and kneeling, all persons of the realm be bareheaded before him: insomuch that in the chamber of presence where the cloth of estate is set, no man dare walk, yea though the prince be not there, no man dare be there but bareheaded.
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[image: ] Study Source A. Why might readers of Smith’s book conclude that England was governed by a royal dictatorship?
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Summary diagram: The monarchy and government
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2 Central government




How far did the character of government change in the period between 1485 and 1603?





The king’s council


Medieval English government revolved around the king himself and the men he chose to sit on his council. The functions of the council were three-fold:





•  to advise the king over matters of state



•  to draft, pass and enforce laws



•  to raise and administer the kingdom’s finances.





During Henry’s reign there was a total of 227 councillors, most of whom rarely attended meetings. When all the active members were present the council numbered about 40. The difficulty in controlling this large council led Henry to rely on a small, core group of councillors who met with the king regularly. This elite group included the chief officers of state, the lord chancellor, John Morton, the lord privy seal, Richard Fox, the lord treasurer, John, Lord Dynham, and a handful of others. These men gave stability to the new regime because Henry kept them in office for so long. For example, Morton served as lord chancellor for fourteen years until his death in 1501, while Fox served as lord privy seal for 22 years until the king’s death in 1509.


Elizabeth, too, followed this principle of continuity in employment by relying on an elite group of trusted councillors, such as William Cecil, Lord Burghley; Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester; Sir Francis Walsingham and Sir Christopher Hatton. Cecil served as Elizabeth’s chief minister for 40 years (1558–98), holding the posts of secretary of state (1558–72) and lord treasurer (1572–98). Leicester too served on her Privy Council for 26 years (1562–88).


However, Henry VIII’s council was anything but stable. He hired and fired ministers at will, which served to undermine the continuity and efficiency of his councils. Able men like Cardinal Thomas Wolsey (1514–29), Thomas Cromwell (1532–40) and Sir Thomas More (1530–2) served the king in turn as his chief minister but were sacrificed when the king did not get his way. Only Wolsey enjoyed anything like a long and stable relationship with the king but when he failed to deliver the divorce demanded by the king he was sacked and died prior to his trial for treason.
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SOURCE B
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A portrait of Thomas Cromwell painted in 1532/3 by Hans Holbein, court painter to Henry VIII.
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[image: ] Study Source B. What significance can you attach to the fact that Cromwell was painted by the king’s personal portrait painter?
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SOURCE C


Adapted from Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (The History of England), 1513 (available at www.philological.bham.ac.uk/polverg/).


Henry VII established a Council in his household by whose opinion all things should be justly and rightly governed and causes brought to it to be decided without the bitterness of lawsuits. And for this Council, he chose men renowned for their shrewdness, loyalty and reliability, John, Earl of Oxford; Jasper, Duke of Bedford; Thomas Stanley, Earl of Derby; John Morton, Bishop of Ely; Richard Fox, Edward Poynings. And he chose other wise men to council for specific business among whom were Rhys ap Thomas, a Welshman; Thomas Grey, Marquis of Dorset, a good and prudent man; George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, wise and moderate in all things; Thomas, Earl of Ormond, an Irishman; William Say, a prominent knight; Thomas, Earl of Surrey, a man of great wisdom, reliability and loyalty.
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[image: ] Study Source C. Why did Henry VII think it was important to rely on such a small group of councillors?
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A ‘revolution’ in government and the development of the Privy Council


The most significant reform of the council is said to have occurred in the latter half of the reign of Henry VIII. In the opinion of Geoffrey Elton (writing in 1953), a ‘Tudor revolution in government’ took place in the 1530s in which the king’s chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, attempted to modernise and reform the government.


Elton’s main contention was that during the period 1532–40 a series of changes were made that collectively marked a transition from medieval household to modern bureaucratic forms of government.


Elton’s theory can be broken down into four component parts:





•  The structure and organisation of central government. The ‘administrative revolution’ was responsible for a radical change in the structure and organisation of central government. The major part of this recasting of central administration revolved around the reorganisation of the financial departments and the creation of the Privy Council. The result was that government by the king was replaced by government under the king.



•  The role of parliament and the scope and authority of statute law. The essential ingredient of the Tudor revolution was the concept of national sovereignty and the creation of a sovereign law-making parliament. In using parliament to enforce the Reformation, the crown was emphasising that nothing lay outside the competence of parliamentary statute. The result was that king and parliament had been replaced by king-in-parliament.



•  The relationship between church and state. By bringing the church firmly under the control of the king, the royal supremacy had initiated a ‘jurisdictional revolution’ in the relationship between church and state. The independence of the church had been quashed and the balance of power between church and state had tipped firmly in favour of the latter. The result was that church and state had been replaced by church in state.



•  The extension of royal authority in the regions. By bringing the outlying regions of the kingdom under the control of the central government, Cromwell was aiming to create a nation that was a jurisdictional entity. He gave more authority and purpose to the Council of the North and reformed the government of Wales by empowering the Council of Wales and the Marches. Although short lived, he also set up a Council of the West. The result was that a fragmented polity was replaced by a unitary state.





Elton argued that, as these developments were one of the major turning points in the history of British politics and government, they well deserved the title of revolution.


Defining medieval and modern government


Elton’s argument turned on his definition of medieval and modern forms of government and his assessment of what happened in the 1530s. In his book, The Tudor Revolution in Government (1953), Elton argued that modern forms of government were very different from medieval methods of administration. Medieval systems of government were based on royal officers working within the household and accountable only to the king. In contrast, modern systems of government were bureaucratic, being based on departments of state staffed by professional salaried officials who worked according to agreed procedures. In this way, the bureaucratic departments could function efficiently without the constant supervision of the monarch, who might be lazy, weak or, in the case of Edward VI, a child. Therefore, the ‘system’ was paramount. Elton concluded that because of the nature and scale of the changes that took place in the structure of government in the 1530s, the English administrative system crossed the line that divides the medieval from the modern. He identified two changes as being of particular importance.


The replacement of a household system of finance by a bureaucratic system





•  In the medieval system, most of the king’s income was received by individual officers whose conduct was not properly regulated and whose accounts were not regularly audited. These officials worked within the royal household. Many of these officials were appointed to the offices because of their family connections and patronage and not on merit or administrative ability.



•  Under Cromwell’s new system, legally constituted and properly regulated departments received and paid out money and were efficiently audited. They were staffed for the most part by professionally trained administrators who owed their promotion to merit and ability rather than patronage. The most important of these new departments were the Court of First Fruits and Tenths and the Court of Augmentation. They were tasked with administering the king’s income and assets from the church.





The establishment of the Privy Council


Elton argued that at some time in the 1530s (probably in 1536 to deal with the Pilgrimage of Grace, see page 76), the informal medieval system of a large council, with between 70 and 90 members, was replaced by a more formal Privy Council system in which an elite group of about twenty trusted permanent councillors assumed responsibility for running the government. Elton summarised his argument by claiming that ‘when an administration relying on the household was replaced by one based exclusively on bureaucratic departments and officers of state, a revolution took place in government’.


According to Elton, the Privy Council’s small size and the eminence and competence of its members enabled it to function effectively during periods of crisis such as the rebellion known as the Pilgrimage of Grace and even during the royal minority of Edward VI (see pages 91–2). The creation and importance of the Privy Council by 1540 is not in doubt, but some historians have rejected Cromwell’s part in its creation. Responding to criticism from historians who claim that the Privy Council was structured along lines prefigured by Wolsey in his Eltham Ordinances of 1526 (see page 13), Elton pointed out that the Cardinal’s chief adviser at the time was none other than Thomas Cromwell. Cromwell’s death in July 1540 did not witness the end of the Privy Council, which continued to evolve after his death.


The reform of the Privy Council after Cromwell and the notion of collective responsibility


It was only after Cromwell’s execution in 1540 that the Privy Council emerged to become a distinct institution at the heart of Tudor government. For example, the earliest surviving registers containing the minutes of Privy Council meetings date from 1540. One of the key features of the Privy Council after 1540 was the notion of collective responsibility. The councillors appointed by the king had equal status regardless of their titles so that no one individual could dominate the government as Wolsey and Cromwell had done.


The Duke of Northumberland governed the country in the absence of an adult monarch (see page 102). Tellingly, Northumberland took the title lord president of the council. Under him, the Privy Council evolved into an effective, professional, bureaucratic institution that developed an expertise in law, finance and administration. It was recognised by Philip of Spain, who encouraged his wife, Mary, to adopt a system whereby a small inner council of trusted ministers was appointed to offer the queen advice.


During the reign of Elizabeth, the Privy Council developed to become an integral and indispensable part of central government. The queen quickly recognised, no doubt encouraged by Cecil, the benefits of having a professional group of administrators to help govern the country. The Elizabethan Privy Council consisted of some twenty councillors (the membership fluctuated during her reign), most of whom were either the holders of great offices of state or who served the queen in her household. For example, the Earl of Leicester held the household post of master of the horse while Sir William Paulet, Marquis of Winchester, occupied the office of lord treasurer.


The changing role of the principal secretary


The monarch had long been attended by personal secretaries who dealt with his or her correspondence and general paperwork. These secretaries were part of the monarch’s household staff, which gave them access to the royal person on a daily basis. Chief among them was the principal secretary who took charge of the monarch’s secretariat or secretarial office.


In the hands of an ambitious and talented politician like Thomas Cromwell, the post of principal secretary became more significant. Unlike his predecessor, Bishop Stephen Gardiner, Cromwell turned the office into a political position with the power to run the government. For example, the highest political office in the government was that of lord chancellor, a post held by both Cardinal Wolsey and Sir Thomas More, but never conferred on Cromwell. Despite this, it was Cromwell rather than the lord chancellor, Sir Thomas Audley, who ran the government between 1534 and 1540. Cromwell’s influence with the king ensured that Audley and the other ministers took their instructions from the principal secretary.


Cromwell used his position to chair Council meetings, control access to the king, monitor his correspondence and take charge of the royal seal, which was needed to authenticate documents and thus make legal the crown’s policies and decisions.


Dividing the secretaryship


Following Cromwell’s execution in 1540, the post of principal secretary was split between two men, Sir Thomas Wriothesley and Sir Ralph Sadler. This change was probably made in response to the increased workload facing the king’s secretariat as government became larger and more complex. Neither man sought to replicate Cromwell’s power, which led to a decline in the political authority of the principal secretaryship from the 1540s.



Cecil and the Elizabethan secretaryship


It was not until the reign of Elizabeth that the post of secretary again became important. Elizabeth’s appointment of Sir William Cecil as her principal secretary (he outranked the second secretary) transformed the post. Cecil was a professional bureaucrat who had served in government in the reign of Edward VI. Cecil served as the young king’s principal secretary for three years (1550–3), so he was well placed to assume and develop the office when appointed by Elizabeth a mere five days after her accession to the throne.


From principal secretary to secretary of state


Cecil’s administrative experience, allied to Elizabeth’s trust in him, enabled Cecil to explore the powers and limits of the secretaryship. Under Elizabeth, the role of principal secretary evolved into the office of secretary of state, which brought with it membership of the Privy Council and responsibility for the day-to-day running of the government. The secretary also controlled all written communication to and from the queen, which gave the post holder enormous power. Cecil was the nearest thing in Elizabethan government to a chief minister.


Cecil held the post for fourteen years (1558–72), during which time it had become a permanent and influential part of government. His successor, Sir Francis Walsingham, held the post for seventeen years (1573–90). In fact, the business of government had become so great that in 1577 a second secretary of state, Sir Thomas Wilson (1577–81), was appointed to assist Walsingham. Following Wilson’s death, after four years into his office, the queen did not appoint a successor. Following Walsingham’s death, Elizabeth left the post vacant but the burden of the office fell on Cecil’s shoulders once again. Assisted by his son Robert, Cecil was able to persuade the queen to formally appoint Robert as secretary of state in 1596. Sir Robert Cecil held the post for the remainder of her reign.
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Summary diagram: Central government
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3 Crown, court and household




Why was the court and royal household so important?





The court


Physically, the court consisted of a great hall and attached rooms which catered for government business, public meetings and entertainment. Between the court and the privy chamber stood the presence chamber or throne room in which the monarch would dine and meet people in a more intimate setting. However, the court was more than simply a place; it was a magnet to the ambitious and power-hungry nobility and gentry. The Tudors had succeeded in making a place at court not only desirable but essential if the ambitious were to make their political and economic fortune. Becoming a courtier became a mark of status and a means to enjoy the patronage dispensed by the monarch. As historian David Loades has observed (1986), ‘One of the most striking political successes of the Tudors was the extent to which they succeeded in making their Court the centre of the aristocratic world.’


Some courtiers, such as Thomas Cromwell, also became members of the royal household. Being in the presence of the monarch on a daily basis was an advantage in the cut-throat rivalry for royal patronage, which often led to the formation of political factions. Whereas a strong monarch could control these factions, a weak ruler might not.


The royal household


The royal household was where the monarchs lived and it was responsible for their domestic needs. It existed on two levels – below and above stairs. Below stairs, the servants were employed to serve the royal family in the kitchens, laundries and gardens. Above stairs, the royal family lived in the privy chamber, a series of private apartments which was attached to the royal court. The household above stairs was staffed by members of the nobility and gentry. The privy chamber lay at the heart of the household and during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI it became the focus of political influence and power. The structure and function of the household had remained fairly constant for more than three centuries but this changed with the advent of the Tudors, who were keen to reform the institution in line with the evolution in government.


Wolsey and the Eltham Ordinances


The first serious attempt to reform the household was undertaken by Henry VIII’s chief minister, Cardinal Wolsey:





•  In 1526, Wolsey drew up the Eltham Ordinances, which proposed to downsize the household because it had grown too large and expensive.



•  It also proposed a council of twenty ministers who would advise the king on matters ranging from the household to the government of the kingdom.



•  Its proposals were not implemented until after Wolsey’s death.





During Henry VIII’s reign, the household became an important part of the political system because many of its members – the king’s friends and servants – were appointed to positions of power in the central government. The link between the royal household and the government of the kingdom became ever closer.


The household in the reign of Edward


The household underwent some change during the reign of Edward VI because it was dominated by the nobility. The Dukes of Somerset and Northumberland governed the kingdom on behalf of the boy-king and they filled the household with their supporters in order to influence Edward and control royal patronage. One of the most powerful members of the Edwardian household was Sir John Gates, who held the office of groom of the stool. The groom of the stool was responsible for the monarch’s most personal needs such as accompanying him to the privy or lavatory. Gates and Sir Anthony Denny had served as Henry VIII’s groom and by doing so accumulated significant power and influence because they were able to control access to the king.


After Denny’s death in 1549, Gates dominated Edward VI’s privy chamber and controlled the household. He became a trusted ally of Northumberland whom he supported in the coup to oust Somerset from power in the autumn of 1549. Following Edward VI’s death, Gates supported Northumberland’s attempt to place Lady Jane Grey on the throne in place of Mary Tudor. In 1553, Gates suffered the same fate as his ally, Northumberland, when both were executed for treason by Mary.




[image: ]


SOURCE D


Adapted from a contemporary description of the execution of Sir John Gates by an anonymous French observer, 1553, quoted in N.P. Sil, Tudor Placemen and Statesmen: Select Case Histories, Rosemont Publishing, 2001.


From fear of exciting jealousy should it be known how much he [Northumberland] interfered in everything, he caused all affairs in which he would not be seen to meddle to be set going by one Gates, a chamberlain, who also brought him information of all conversations which passed about the King. For this Gates was always in the royal chamber, and was believed to be one of those who mainly instigated the King to make a will against his sister [Mary].
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