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Introduction


Down the centuries, Henry VIII has aroused powerful passions. Cardinal Reginald Pole, the exile who fought tooth and nail to defend Holy Mother Church, told him: ‘Your butcheries and horrible executions have made England the slaughterhouse of innocence.’ As Henry had massacred his kith and kin, one can sympathise.


In the eighteenth century, the Anglo-Irish satirist Jonathan Swift scribbled his thoughts about the old ogre in the margin of one of his books: ‘I wish he had been flayed, his skin stuffed and hanged upon a gibbet. His bulky guts and flesh left to be devoured by birds and beasts for a warning to his successors for ever. Amen.’ Hardly appropriate sentiments for the Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin.


More than a century later, Charles Dickens, in his Child’s History of England, described Henry ‘as the most intolerable ruffian … with blood on his hands, a disgrace to human nature and a blot of blood and grease’ on the fair face of his realm.


In our own time, the king has been defined more by his six marriages and by sometimes trite television dramas, rather than by who he truly was. Much of the drama and intrigue of Henry’s last years has been lost sight of, as well as his achievements and painful failures. You will discover that historical truth is stranger than any fiction – and just as gripping.


Because of the Tudor dynasty’s insecurity, Henry was obsessive about his health. His sweeping reforms of the medical profession outlawed quacks and superstition, removed it from religious oversight and placed it firmly in the realms of science. His regulatory regime laid the foundations of the modern health care system across the world. Remember him when you next visit your family doctor or local hospital.


He established the Royal Navy and his diplomacy placed his dominions firmly at the centre of European politics, instead of being regarded as a remote group of rain-swept islands at the edge of the known world.


The king’s break with Rome created the Church of England. Henry was a rampant egomaniac, so when he prayed, God listened. After all, he was God’s own deputy on earth. I once joked with the then Archbishop of Canterbury at the Hay Festival that ‘without my man, you would be out of a job!’ Henry, however, would not recognise the modern Anglican Church and would be less than enamoured by its active role as the social conscience of British governments.


One of his measures continues in force to this day. The last remnant of his autocratic rule by proclamation – the so-called ‘Henry VIII clauses’ – is an administrative instrument sometimes used by British governments to implement decisions or policy changes, without the tiresome inconvenience of parliamentary debate.


He may be England’s most famous king, but he was also a totalitarian tyrant, reigning over subjects living in mortal fear of his retribution, as well as a court locked in febrile, dark conspiracy by those jockeying for influence or power.


Henry saw everything in stark black and white terms. You were either for him, or against him, with no ‘ifs’ or ‘buts’ in between. Those subjects who did not show absolute fidelity must therefore be treated as enemies. Treason was extended to punish those uttering disloyal words, or failing to support the king’s predilections in religious liturgy or beliefs, his choice of wives, their status, or that of any royal offspring. Many would die horribly as a result.


It is time to examine what drove the king in his religious, domestic and diplomatic policies. They included what we would recognise as the genocide he brutally exacted upon the inhabitants of Scotland and northern France, the bare-faced fraud of his ‘Great Debasement’ of England’s currency and the reckless borrowing that swept his kingdom down the perilous path to bankruptcy – all pursued in a relentless quest for military glory. There were also the assassins he hired to murder the reviled traitors who had fled abroad, like the elegant but utterly ruthless Italian gangster Ludovico da l’Armi.


Henry also allegedly plotted to kidnap a king together with various troublesome papal emissaries and funded the assassination of Scotland’s Cardinal David Beaton, although he was careful to ensure that his own role in the conspiracy was well-hidden. Such business, he declared with breathless hypocrisy, was ‘not meet for kings’.


Since I published The Last Days of Henry VIII in 2005, there has been remarkable progress in understanding afresh the ageing despot. With the benefit of new research, both historical and medical, I hope this book will demonstrate for the first time that his complex psychology and his litany of physical ailments and disorders were major contributory factors in shaping his decisions and actions. Much of its content comes from contemporary documents, with the words spoken or written by the protagonists, revealing the astonishing workings of a meticulous Tudor bureaucracy.


This is an account of the epic tragedy of Henry’s last seven turbulent years, as the vultures of disease roosted around him and he fought and lost his final frustrating battle against geriatric decay, becoming ever more irrational, mercurial and unpredictable.


The athletic Renaissance prince had long since withered away, leaving a paranoid and psychotic monarch with a dangerous hair-trigger temper, suspicious of everyone, including those close to him. You could smell the putrid stench of his suppurating legs from three rooms away.


The book begins in 1539 for two compelling reasons. Europe was ganging up on the blustering Henry, with the Vatican plotting a three-pronged attack on England, from Scotland, France and Spain, to finally destroy this ‘schismatic and heretical’ king. Foreign invasion became a more dangerous threat to his throne than the northern rebellions of 1536–7.


Out of this crisis was born a grand strategy. First, fight a war with France and recover the tribute owed him, with the chance to fulfil the ancient claim of English monarchs to the French crown. Second, neutralise Scotland, by making his son king consort to the infant Mary Queen of Scots. After declaring himself king of Ireland, Henry came close to creating the United Kingdom, more than 250 years before the Act of Union was passed.


By 1539, the effects of Henry’s insidious disease were also becoming more telling. Here is a new, unfamiliar Henry VIII; a vulnerable, frightened and lonely old man, for whom time was rapidly running out, with none of his childhood dreams of battlefield victory and personal glory achieved.


Obsessed by the need to continue the Tudor dynasty, he was determined to pass on a secure realm to his precious sole male heir, the precocious nine-year-old Prince Edward, no matter at what cost to those who might stand in his way.


Despite his reputation, foul deeds and cruel sense of humour, after reading this book, you might even feel a scintilla of sympathy in your heart for Henry VIII, England’s most feared and ruthless king.




1


Royal Obsessions


William Shakespeare’s epigrammatic line ‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown’1 vividly describes the precarious reigns of the Tudor monarchy, constantly plagued by fears of losing the English throne. Henry VIII lived in the uneasy knowledge that his imperious rule rested on a tenuous, if not legally fragile, claim. This depended on the descent of his grandmother Margaret Beaufort from Edward III’s third surviving son John of Gaunt and Katherine Swynford, his mistress of twenty-five years and later third wife. Their four bastard children were legitimised by Richard II and Pope Boniface IX in 1396 but were barred from inheriting the crown by Henry IV a decade later.


His father, Henry VII, tacitly acknowledged the innate weaknesses of the Tudor entitlement to the crown when he addressed his first Parliament in early November 1485. His right to be sovereign came not only through lawful inheritance, but also by the dreadful judgement of God.2 This had been bloodily delivered on the battlefield three months earlier when Richard III had been butchered, the last of fourteen Plantagenet kings who had ruled England since 1154. The victor of Bosworth’s confident words hid dark foreboding about the survival both of his fledgling kingship and the glorious Tudor dynasty he intended to establish.


His uneasiness stemmed from the threat of overthrow by those waiting in the wings, armed with robust claims to the monarchy. A string of insurrections or invasions followed in support of Yorkist pretenders to the throne, every one ruthlessly suppressed. Six-year-old Prince Henry and his mother sampled the sour stench of revolt in June 1497, when they were forced to shelter inside the Tower of London after 15,000 Cornish rebels encamped south of the River Thames, spreading panic through the City of London.


Henry VIII never forgot that hard lesson in kingship, nor the necessity to employ merciless cruelty to destroy any opposition to the House of Tudor. During his own reign, those suspected of ambitions to occupy the throne continued to be brutally eliminated, culminating in 1538, with the slaughter or imprisonment of the noble Montagu, Courtenay and Neville families.


The other troubling facet of Tudor insecurity was their chronic lack of male heirs. A plentiful supply of lusty sons was vital to guarantee their grip on the monarchy and unfortunately, during the last half of the 118-year-long dynasty, the Tudors were denied male heirs of the Blood Royal, let alone the comfortable insurance of ‘spare heirs’.


Henry was the second of three sons with four sisters,3 of which three siblings died in infancy.4 His eldest brother, fifteen-year-old Arthur, died in April 1502 after marrying a Spanish princess, Katherine of Aragon. Edmund was born in February 1499, but died eighteen months later. In just over a thousand days, Death had snatched two of the three Tudor princes and the dynasty’s continuance rested solely on Henry’s survival.


As duke of York, he was never intended for the trials of kingship. His formative years were spent in a cosy feminine world at his mother’s knee, thoroughly spoilt and tenderly protected from the knocks and bruises of childhood. Did this cosseted early life, far from male influence, forge a deep psychological flaw within him that later spawned some of his marriage problems? Some psychiatrists believe he possessed an unconscious craving for an incestuous union, perhaps even an Oedipus complex, about his gentle, blonde-haired mother, Elizabeth of York.5


After Arthur’s death, Henry was forced to live within the cocoon of his father’s stifling protection from all possible dangers to his life and limb. The prince spent much time alone in 1508, forbidden to leave the palace precincts at Richmond or Greenwich, except for exercise, and was closely guarded by carefully chosen companions. No one else, ‘on his life, dared approach him’, according to the Spanish ambassador of the time.6 He was also forbidden from jousting, being restricted to tilting with his lance at a metal ring, suspended from a swivel beam on a post.7 This might be excellent training for horse and rider but, compared to the excitement of the tournament, hardly enthralling.


The prince suffered a stormy relationship with his father. Long afterwards, Henry Pole, Lord Montagu, claimed that the king ‘had no affection nor fancy’ for his surviving heir. There were even unsubstantiated diplomatic reports that Henry VII had tried to kill his son during a violent quarrel.8


Following his accession to the throne in 1509, the frustrations of this cloistered upbringing ensured that the king rarely accepted denial of his wishes and frequently displayed wanton wilfulness, backed by an infamous temper. Not a monarch to argue with or test. The Imperial ambassador Eustace Chapuys believed the king had ‘no respect or fear of anyone in the world’.9 His French counterpart, Louis de Perreau, observed: ‘I have to deal with the most dangerous and cruel man in the world, for [when] he is in a fury, he has neither reason nor understanding left.’10


In his youth, the king was vain and jealous of his looks, stature and fitness. In 1515, Henry asked the Venetian Lorenzo Pasqualigo to compare his physique with that of King Francis I of France: ‘“Is [he] as tall as I am?” I told him there was little difference. “Is he as stout?” I told him he was not. “What sort of leg has he?” I replied: “Spare”. Whereupon, he opened the front of his doublet and placing his hand on his thigh, said: “Look here. I have a good calf to my leg.”’11


Henry’s self-obsessive behaviour comfortably fits into the classic profile of an individual suffering from ‘narcissistic behaviour disorder’, a condition that normally develops in early adulthood. This is characterised by exaggerated feelings of self-importance, an excessive need for admiration and a chronic lack of empathy towards others. The king could never be wrong and when boxed into a corner, would lash out violently.12 You may well recognise that some of today’s political leaders could be suffering from this disorder. In the king’s case, the sure conviction that he ruled, not by the will of man, but with God’s divine approval, intensified the symptoms immeasurably.


He had other dominant character traits. Like many of his subjects, Henry possessed an utter dislike and distrust of foreigners – particularly the Scots or French. This galloping xenophobia was exemplified by his draconian policies. In 1530, legislation was passed to deport ‘certain outlandish people called Egyptians’13 or Romanies. Seven years later, the authorities in the Welsh Marches were ordered to banish gypsies from the nearest port, the ship to sail ‘on the first wind’.14 Others were forcibly sent packing to Norway and Calais in 1544.


Then there were the Jews, expelled from England by Edward I in 1290. In late 1541, the king ordered the imprisonment of the ‘New Christians’ who had arrived from Portugal. These were Jews who, despite their conversion to Christianity, had been thrown out of Spain. Henry considered them ‘crypto-Jews’ and, casting rapacious eyes on their wealth, confiscated their money and possessions as the price of freedom.15 In January 1542, Chapuys cynically reported that ‘however well they may sing, they will not escape their cages without leaving their feathers behind’.16


Playing the xenophobic card brought political benefits for Henry. Fears about immigration into England are nothing new. In 1540, an Act ‘concerning strangers’ was passed, assuaging popular concerns about ‘the infinite number of strangers and aliens … which daily increase and multiply in excessive numbers to the great detriment, hindrance, loss and impoverishment of the subjects … of this realm’.17 The legislation banned aliens from trading, assembling together or the employment of more than four foreigners at any one time.


These were superstitious times and the king shared the prevalent fears about black magic and the power of demons. When the fires of love and lust for his second wife Anne Boleyn were extinguished, Henry claimed that he had been ‘seduced and forced’ into the marriage by her ‘[sorcery] and charms’ and regarded their union nullified.18 The Witchcraft Act of March 1542 was the first legislation to make practising magic a felony, punishable by death and forefeiture of the accused’s property. It prohibited the invocation or conjuring of ‘spirits, enchantments or sorceries with the intent to find money or treasure, or to waste, consume or destroy any person in his body members, or to provoke any person to unlawful love’.19
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Henry VIII’s preoccupation about the Tudor succession would have a cataclysmic impact on English society and political life during the sixteenth century.


Henry’s first wife was Katherine of Aragon and the torment of their lack of a living son ran like a thin line of poison through nearly three decades of his reign. She suffered a tragic natal record of six pregnancies during 1510–18, resulting in the miscarriages of two girls, one stillborn boy and three live births – Prince Henry on 1 January 1511 (who lived for just fifty-three days), another boy in September 1513, who died hours later20 and Princess Mary, born in February 1516, who survived.


The king discarded Katherine because he believed their lack of sons was God’s judgement on him for marrying Arthur’s widow. More despondency followed when his second wife Anne Boleyn gave birth to Elizabeth in September 1533. Anne suffered one probable phantom pregnancy the following year and miscarried a fifteen-week-old male foetus in 1536.21


Recently, there has been speculation about the king’s ability to sire children, but this is something of a red herring. Such conjecture ignores the fact that Henry impregnated four women, producing at least ten pregnancies. Aside from the two princesses, he sired the bastard Henry Fitzroy by his first mistress, the eighteen-year-old blonde Elizabeth (‘Bessie’) Blount, in 1519. He finally obtained the longed-for heir Prince Edward on 12 October 1537 by his third wife Jane Seymour, who died twelve days after the birth by Caesarean section22 probably from puerperal sepsis, or a pulmonary embolism, or perhaps food poisoning.


It is also plausible that he fathered Catherine (born about 1524) and Henry (born two years later), the children of Anne Boleyn’s elder sister (and another royal mistress) Mary, after her marriage to William Carey, an Esquire of the Body in his Privy Chamber, in February 1520.23 Salacious gossip about Henry’s affair with the elder Boleyn girl was probably common in the 1530s: John Hale, elderly vicar of Isleworth, Middlesex, recalled having ‘young Master Carey’ pointed out to him as ‘the king’s son by … the queen’s sister, whom the queen may not suffer to be at court’.24


The popular view is that Henry contracted syphilis, causing Katherine’s terrible obstetric history, and we will investigate this hoary fallacy later in this book. Others believe that Henry possessed a translocation of his chromosomes which meant that his sperm cells had extra or missing genetic material that caused miscarriages. About one person in 500 has a chromosome translocation but this does not necessarily cause a miscarriage, or mean that healthy children cannot be produced.25


Another theory claimed he was afflicted with Kell blood antigenicity, causing impaired fertility (inherited from his maternal great-grandmother, Jacquetta Woodville), coupled with McLeod’s Syndrome.26 Henry displayed no symptoms of McLeod’s Syndrome and Katherine of Aragon’s initial miscarriages and perinatal deaths are not typical of Kell antigen sensitivity.


We must consider the stark facts of life in Tudor England. Soap was a luxury used by the few and most laundry was undertaken using an effusion of cow-dung, hemlock and nettles. The rich, possessing several houses, moved when one became so malodorous that it had to be ‘sweetened’ by sweeping out the accumulation of rotting plant material covering the floors and fresh herbs such as sweet woodruff laid down to counter the stench.27


Given the unhealthy nature of Tudor diet and poor hygiene, it is more likely that Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn suffered nutritional imbalances or common infections like listeriosis, which can trigger spontaneous abortion or stillbirth. This also manifests itself as meningitis or pneumonia in new-borns. The two boys that Katherine safely delivered in 1511 and 1513 died soon after birth, their deaths possibly caused by these two medical conditions.


This then was a very dangerous world and even after the happy birth of Prince Edward, there was no spare heir to allow the king to sleep easier at night. Understandably, he was anxious about the threat of disease to his young son.
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Henry VIII’s own health dictated the stability of the realm, as well as physically symbolising England’s majesty and might.


He had good reason to be fearful. The relentless risk of disease, misadventure and other forms of sudden death meant that life expectancy was far lower than in the twenty-first century. Only ten per cent of Tudor citizens lived beyond their fortieth birthday and the average life expectancy of males was just thirty-seven. No wonder Henry became obsessed with his medical care and displayed all the symptoms of a rampant hypochondriac.


The king was terrified of bubonic plague, introducing the first quarantine laws to counter the disease in 1518. The epidemic of 1499–1500 had killed 30,000 people in England (equivalent to half London’s population then)28 and further outbreaks occurred in 1509–10, 1516–17, 1523, 1527–30, 1532, 1540 and 1544–6. The poor were worst afflicted because of their insanitary living conditions: two-thirds of England’s urban population in the 1520s lived below or very near the poverty line.29 The bacterial strain Yersinia pestis infiltrated the human lymphatic system, causing painful swellings – called buboes – in the armpits, groin and neck. Early symptoms resembled influenza: high fever, muscle cramps and headaches, but then blood was vomited, together with gangrene on the fingers, nose and toes. Death could follow within twenty-four hours after the first symptoms, especially if the lungs were primarily infected.


Confronted by such a virulent and deadly disease, Henry ordered that when the royal court embarked on summer progresses in the Thames Valley or elsewhere, harbingers should investigate whether the destination, or towns en route, were infected. At Calais in 1532 and at Windsor in 1540,30 the sick were dragged out of their homes, carted outside each town’s precincts and left to die in the fields to reduce the danger to the court. Henry at least paid for the cost of expelling them at Windsor.


In July 1543, a proclamation forbade Londoners ‘entering the gates of any house where the king or queen lay’ and banned servants from going to the infected city and then returning to court.31 Another ordered that crosses be daubed on every house inhabited by plague victims. The burning of straw mattresses and refuse was imposed as a rudimentary means of disinfection and those in contact with the disease were forced to carry white rods as warnings to passers-by.32


Another silent killer was the ‘English Sweating Sickness’ or sudor anglicus, probably introduced by the 3,000 French mercenaries with Henry VII when his small army splashed ashore near Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire, in 1485. After Bosworth, his troops were ravaged by the disease and his coronation postponed. Two lord mayors of London died from it within a week.33


The name was derived from the erroneous belief that it struck only at Englishmen. There were major epidemics in England in 1485, 1507–8, 1517, 1528 and 1551 and the disease was probably a form of viral pneumonia.34 The physician John Caius noted that the Sweating Sickness ‘immediately killed some in opening their windows, some in playing with their children at their street doors. As it found them, it took them, some in sleep, some [awake], some in mirth, some in care, some fasting, some full, some busy and some idle … In one house, sometimes three, sometimes five, sometimes all [died]. If the half in every town escaped, it was thought a great favour.’35


Victims became leaden-limbed and drowsy. Delirium and vomiting were followed by heart palpitations. Death could strike within twelve to twenty-four hours. The disease claimed a high proportion of victims among young, wealthy urban males. Around 40,000 people were infected in London during the 1528 epidemic, of whom fifty died daily, including Thomas Cromwell’s wife Elizabeth and probably their two daughters, Anne and ‘little Grace’,36 together with Mary Boleyn’s accommodating husband, William Carey.37


After some pages in his bedchamber died, Henry fled London and frequently moved residences, sometimes almost every night.


One preventative measure, claiming to be ‘a very true medicine’, combined prayer with the superstitious power of the number seven and the Biblical promise of fulfilment of a divine mandate.38 Those wishing to avoid infection should say seven paternosters (‘Our Fathers …’) and seven Ave Marias (‘Hail Marys’), every time making the Sign of the Cross with the thumb on seven parts of the body – under the ears, armpits and thighs and lastly at the heart. If these were said daily, ‘with the grace of God, there is no manner [to] dread [it].’ Reassuringly, the advice concluded: Quod pro certo probatum est cotidie – ‘It has daily been proven for sure.’39


There were many other Tudor mortal diseases. Pulmonary tuberculosis killed Henry VII, probably Prince Arthur and Henry VIII’s illegitimate son Henry Fitzroy, duke of Richmond.40 Edward VI also fell victim in 1553, coupled with measles and administrations of noxious stimulants. Henry VIII contracted a severe dose of smallpox in December 1513 and survived. Anne of Cleves was also a victim, as was Elizabeth I in 1562, when she nearly died from the disease.41 Typhus or ‘gaol fever’42 ‘killed many honest persons … throughout the realm’ in 1540.43 Dysentery, or ‘the bloody flux’, sometimes called ‘laskes’ or ‘lax’, was caused by contaminated water or poor hygiene in food preparation. Malaria, or ‘tertiary fever’, spread by mosquitoes became endemic after the 1520s in marshy areas. The first catastrophic epidemic of influenza occurred in England in 1510.44 Scurvy afflicted wealthy households, as the occupants did not eat fresh fruit or vegetables as sources of vitamin C.
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Medicine fascinated the king. In 1546, he questioned William Foxley, potmaker at the mint in the Tower of London, who had slept continuously for fourteen days and fifteen nights, despite rather uncaring attempts to wake him up by ‘pricking, cramping or burning’ his slumbering body. The cause of his prolonged sleep remained a mystery. Foxley ‘was found at his wakening to be as if he had slept but one night’.45


Henry experimented with his own cures for a variety of diseases, producing a ‘plaster’ for his fourth wife Anne of Cleves, before she was discarded.46 The British Library retains a book47 which contains 114 recipes, thirty-two devised by the monarch himself, for a range of balms and poultices, including ‘The King’s Own Grey Plaster’ ‘to take away inflammation, cease pain and heal ulcers’. Its ingredients included roots, buds, raisins, linseed, vinegar, rosewater, long garden worms, ivory scrapings, powdered pearls, (poisonous) red lead, suet of hens and fat from the thighbone of calves.


He also developed his own cure for bubonic plague, sending it to his secretary Sir Brian Tuke in 1518. History does not record whether it was efficacious, although significantly, divine intervention was essential.


Henry also tried to rationalise medical science and structure the profession by passing seven separate parliamentary Acts during his reign. He established the Royal College of Physicians in 1518 to ‘withstand the attempts … of those wicked men who profess medicine more for … their avarice than assurance of any good conscience’. These wicked persons included ‘common artificers [such] as smiths, weavers and women who boldly take upon themselves great cures … They use sorcery and apply medicines very noxious to the displeasure of God … and grievous hurt to the king’s people … who cannot discern the cunning from the uncunning.’48


To achieve this, Parliament had to override the bishop of London’s traditional right to grant licences to practise medicine in the city. Henry’s royal charter was confirmed by parliamentary Act in 1523, which extended the college’s jurisdiction to the whole of England.


In 1540, Henry granted a royal charter to the ‘United Company of Barber Surgeons’ uniting two city companies, the Mystery of Barbers and the Company of Pure Surgeons, which placed physicians firmly at the top of the profession. Surgeons were now prohibited from applying ‘outward remedies’ especially for sciatica, ulcers or any kind of wound, but could undertake blood-letting and cutting into a patient’s body. At the bottom, barbers were limited to shaving and pulling teeth.
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Much of the king’s gamecock bravado was deflated by a rapid decline in his health at the end of the 1530s.


Major forensic obstacles have to be overcome when investigating Henry VIII’s poor health. Medical science was manifestly less advanced than today, so the royal doctors had imperfect diagnostic skills – except for bubonic plague, smallpox, syphilis or Sweating Sickness, which were all too familiar. There are few surviving letters by his physicians because possessing information about the royal medical condition was dangerous. Finally, we only have evidence supplied by his courtiers or gossipy foreign ambassadors who were hardly expert clinicians.


Yet after nearly five hundred years, we can build a reasonably accurate picture of Henry’s medical history.


He contracted smallpox in 1513, when his physicians ‘were afraid of his life’ – but he rose from his bed, ‘fierce against France’.49 He suffered from malaria in 1521, 1528, 1540 and 1541.50


In March 1524, Henry sustained his first jousting injury, recklessly riding with his helmet visor raised, against his friend Charles Brandon, first duke of Suffolk, whose blunted lance caught his forehead. He was lucky not to break his neck or fracture his skull, but was badly bruised. With characteristic swagger, Henry ran six more courses but suffered headaches or ‘rheums’ afterwards.51 These may have been caused by bouts of catarrh and coughs, as in July 1528, when the king complained of headaches and was not disposed to write, in ‘consequence of his head’.52 He was also prone to sore throats and hoarseness, as in March 1545, all of which suggest a case of sinusitis.


In 1525, he almost drowned while vaulting over a water-filled ditch while hawking near Hitchin, Hertfordshire. The pole he was using suddenly snapped ‘so that if Edmond Moody, a footman, had not leapt into the water and lifted up his head which was fast in the clay, he [would] have drowned’; the king was safely pulled out, feet first.53 Two years on, Henry strained his foot playing tennis at Whitehall. He was forced to wear a loose black velvet slipper to ease the pain while walking, because of a weak ankle tendon. It prompted a new fashion in footwear as his courtiers sycophantically wore the same slipper. Two years later, he wrenched his foot again during another tennis match.54


In 1527–8, Henry was confined to bed at Canterbury with a ‘sore leg’ by a deep vein thrombosis or varicose ulcer on the left leg,55 caused by the constrictive garter he wore beneath the knee, or possibly an injury sustained during jousting.


The king was hurt again during jousting on 24 January 1536 at Greenwich. His one-ton charger fell on him as both contestants closed in the lists at a combined closing speed of forty miles (64km) per hour. There were reports that the king lay ‘for two hours without speech’ probably through severe concussion, rather than bruising of his cerebral cortex, as symptoms of this would have lasted much longer.56


His most painful affliction was the purulent and weeping ulcers on one or both legs. The first contemporary reference comes in March 1537 and, a few weeks later, it was reported that Henry ‘seldom goes [abroad] because his leg is something sore’.57 In June that year he wrote to the duke of Norfolk: ‘To be frank with you, which you must keep to yourself, a humour has fallen into Our legs and Our physicians advise us not to go far in the heat of the year.’58


These ulcers were almost certainly recurring chronic osteomyelitis, which can develop in the long bones of the leg following an injury, or afflicts those suffering from conditions that affect blood supply, such as diabetes.59 Symptoms include bone pain, fevers, fatigue, pus draining from the sinus tract and local swelling. Today, this is treated by antibiotics and ‘debridement’ – cutting away the diseased bone and draining the pus – but these methods were unavailable in the sixteenth century.


The following May a fistula in one leg closed up: ‘For ten or twelve days, the humours which had no outlet were like to stifle him so that he was some time without speaking, black in the face and in great danger.’ In today’s medical terms, Henry was probably suffering from a thrombosed vein in his leg and dangerously, a clot may have become detached. Being ‘black in the face’ was possibly caused by a lung infection or a pulmonary embolism. He was very fortunate to survive.60


The king suffered from other kinds of discomfort as well. In September 1539, Henry complained of acute constipation, doubtless because of his substantial consumption of red meat and lack of roughage.


There were more severe infections caused by the fistulas – tube-like ulcers – on his legs suddenly closing up, as in February 1541 when his life seemed threatened. He sank initially into a deep melancholy and then flew into a prolonged violent rage.


The king could never be said to be weak or cowardly and he tried hard to maintain the pretence of regal normality. Despite his legs being regularly cauterised by hot irons by his doctors, Henry insisted on creeping (on his knees) to the cross of the Chapel Royal at Easter 1539 as part of the pre-Reformation liturgy. He served at the altar throughout Mass, piously kneeling.61


By 1540, the king was walking with a staff. Sir John Wallop, his ambassador to France, reported that the French king was limping after being ‘pricked in the leg [by a] sword, lacking a scabbard’. He added: ‘I wished to myself that I had one of your highness’ staves to have presented to him in your name. If it shall please your majesty to send him one … he would take it very gratefully.’62


The agonising ulcers on his legs were to curse Henry until the end of his days but another, more insidious, medical problem began to consume him by the end of the 1530s; a condition that radically changed his personality and endangered all those around him, as a dark veil of paranoia and suspicion shrouded the monarch and he grew ever more irascible and unpredictable.
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Safeguarding the Realm


During early 1539, Henry VIII faced an international crisis that en-dangered his crown, religious supremacy and dominions. More than two years before, he had survived uprisings in northern England against the dissolution of the monasteries only by bluffing and lying to the insurgents’ representatives. Afterwards, 216 abbots, priors, monks and rebels were executed, as the king demanded ever more bloody vengeance on his disaffected subjects. ‘You shall cause dreadful execution … upon the inhabitants of every town, village and hamlet that have offended in this rebellion,’ he ordered Norfolk, ‘by hanging them up on trees and setting their heads and quarters [up] in every town … [to] be a fearful spectacle to all.’1


The king’s subsequent voracious destruction of saints’ shrines – particularly Archbishop Thomas Becket’s at Canterbury in 1538 – and his dialogues with the German Lutheran Protestants to create an alliance against the Vatican, were the last straw for Pope Paul III. He sought assistance from the Catholic monarchs in Europe to destroy this ‘most cruel and abominable tyrant’ and return England to the spiritual leadership of Rome. Cardinal Alexander Farnese reported in January 1539: ‘The new and great impieties and heinous offences of the king of England have disgusted the Christian princes … so that his Holiness hopes that God will work … for the reduction of that realm.’2


Paul prepared to promulgate the three-year-old Papal Bull ex-communicating Henry as a schismatic heretic and releasing his subjects from any allegiance to him or to his evil laws. The king’s chief minister Thomas Cromwell, that ‘limb of Satan’, was to be cast out into utter damnation and Hell’s all-consuming fires.3


The pope also created the Scottish abbot David Beaton a cardinal and commissioned him to cajole James V of Scotland into attacking England from the north. Charles V, king of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, and his neighbour Francis I of France had agreed a ten-year truce in June 1538 under papal sponsorship. Their signing of the Treaty of Toledo the following January (which ruled out any diplomatic agreements with the English king) sparked rumours of impending war, fanned by whispers that the Imperial and French ambassadors would be recalled from Henry’s court as a curtain-raiser to hostilities.


Meanwhile, Paul III secretly dispatched Henry’s bête noire, the exiled Cardinal Reginald Pole, to Spain and France to rally them to the papal colours, but ill-health prevented him travelling to the Imperial court at Toledo and he only arrived in February 1539.


Pole’s mission demonstrated his fortitude and determination in advancing his unfaltering faith. Three years before, he had enraged Henry by writing Pro unitate ecclesiæ (‘For Church Unity’),4 an eloquent and violent attack on the king’s supremacy over the English Church. Like a cardinal’s red rag to an angry Tudor bull, he had been sent to France in 1537 to stir up support for the ‘Pilgrimage of Grace’ rebels in England, armed with letters of papal credit to raise cash for their revolt and instructions to encourage further uprisings.


Henry had required Pole’s extradition as a traitor, but Francis I, who found himself in the painful position of alienating either his brother king or the pope, took the easy way out and merely banished Pole. The cardinal sought refuge at Liège in the Spanish Low Countries, but Henry demanded revenge on this turbulent priest. He instructed his ambassadors in France to ‘secretly appoint some fellows’ to kidnap him, adding: ‘We would be very glad to have Pole trussed up and conveyed to Calais,’5 the English stronghold on the European mainland. Cromwell, who contemptuously derided Pole as ‘brainsick’, also launched a covert operation, sending Sir Thomas Palmer, Knight-Porter of Calais, and four accomplices into Flanders to assassinate him.


The cardinal repeatedly escaped Henry’s grasp, despite the generous reward of 100,000 gold crowns (£15.3 million at current prices) for the delivery of Pole ‘alive or dead’. He defiantly branded Henry and his Privy Council ‘enemies of the whole human race’. His mission might have proved unsuccessful but at least he had survived.


His kith and kin back in England had not. In November 1538, Cromwell arrested Pole’s sixty-five-year-old mother, Margaret, countess of Salisbury,6 his eldest brother Henry, Lord Montagu, Henry Courtenay, marquess of Exeter and Sir Edward Neville. The three men were beheaded on Tower Hill that December for treason and, for that most damning of all crimes, conspiring with Pole. Margaret was attainted by Act of Parliament in 1539 and imprisoned in the Tower of London, as was Montagu’s eighteen-year-old heir Henry, who mysteriously disappeared within that forbidding fortress some time after September 1542, and Exeter’s twelve-year-old son Edward, who was not freed until 1553.


Henry may jubilantly have destroyed the last survivors of the Yorkist ‘White Rose’ faction of the bitter civil wars of the previous century, but he now faced a more immediate and tangible threat than any latent Plantagenet claimant to his crown.


In Spain, William Ostrych, leader of the English merchants in Andalusia, had intelligence from Charles V’s court in January that confirmed the triple alliance of France, Scotland and Spain against England. Henry and his subjects would be ‘proclaimed heretics and schismatics, to be treated as Jews and infidels whenever taken’. The emperor ‘will have war with the king next March and the Spanish army in Flanders will go against England’.7


Thomas Wriothesley, ambassador to Queen Mary of Hungary, Regent of the Spanish Netherlands, warned London of an invasion planned for the summer of 1539 and added dejectedly: ‘England is but a morsel amongst these choppers.’8 A French spy warned in March of ‘great preparations being made secretly … You must fortify your places and harbours’. Lapsing into the vernacular, he cautioned that Francis ‘intends to do you a bad turn’. Another French agent reported the concentration of ‘great numbers of troops between Orleans and Paris … [who] are going into Normandy to sail for Scotland’.9


Panic gripped England. This intensified in April 1539 with reports of 8,000 mercenaries mustering in the Low Countries and then a threatening fleet of sixty-eight ships was spotted off Margate on the Kent coast. Troops were mobilised at Ashford in the same county and at Hayling Island, Hampshire, but both incidents were false alarms. The ships sailed on to Spain to join Charles V’s campaign against the Turks and the mercenaries ended up in the Baltic region.10


A group of religious reformers in London wrote to their Protestant friends in Germany: ‘We are to have war with the French, Italians, Spaniards and Scots [all] at once. When the secret machinations … were reported to the king, he said he should not sleep at all the worse for it … [and would] now promote the Word of God more than he had ever done before … We have a king of noble spirit.’11


Despite Henry’s bullish confidence, an unprecedented emergency faced his Tudor dynasty. A holy crusade against him seemed under way and he could face simultaneous attack on at least two fronts against his largely undefended realm, dividing his forces. After the northern rebellions, he was wary about the loyalty of many subjects who still hankered after the certainties of the old religion. Popular discontent was also fuelled by rumours of new taxes – an issue that had sparked the earlier uprisings.12


The king launched an emergency programme to defend his coasts and the Scottish border, trusting that Cromwell’s omnipresent network of informers would detect and crush domestic treason. How much time did he have before the first invasion ships appeared on the horizon?


The ‘King’s Device’ was an ambitious plan for a chain of artillery fortifications, greater in both cost and extent than those built against invasion by the French three centuries later.13 Money and resources, at a time of such national danger, were not considerations although Henry was delighted that proceeds from the monastic suppressions would pay for many forts and some would be built with materials recycled from demolished religious houses.


During March and April 1539, military preparations galvanised England. Stone-built defences would take too long to complete, so turf-faced bulwarks and dry moats were hastily thrown up and excavated, protected by earth and gravel-filled ‘gabions’ – tall wickerwork baskets that absorbed cannon shot. One of Cromwell’s aides-memoires listed twenty vulnerable locations where fortifications were essential – potential landing beaches, anchorages and the approaches to ports, as well as bolstering existing defences of the northern borders.14


Undaunted by the enormous scale of the task, the minister organised a legion of labourers not only to construct the earthworks but also dig ditches and erect barricades to delay invaders once landed. Lord Chancellor Thomas Audley reported that at Harwich, Essex, ‘The people have been most willing and earnest, making both trenches and bulwarks before we came. You should have seen the women and children work with shovels in the … bulwarks there,’ he noted approvingly.15 On the exposed Isle of Wight, the gentry were determined ‘to defend their country and daily make themselves more ready, saying they will stake their coasts [with wooden obstacles] and [dig] their ditches … towards low water mark, that when enemies land it shall be dangerous to them. They also make their bulwarks stronger.’16


Beacons were set up along the south and east coasts of England, to warn of enemy approach or invasion. Foreign ships were impounded in London and Southampton (under pain of death if they sailed), for naval service. Weapons and armour were bought from merchants in Antwerp and Hamburg and German mercenaries hired to stiffen the ranks of the untrained and ill-equipped county militias, now augmented by conscripted men aged seventeen and over. Garrisons on the Scottish border were reinforced.
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Equally important was the battle for the hearts and minds of Henry’s subjects. The Tudors invented propaganda in its modern sense, skilfully harnessing the power of the printing press with that of the visual impact of drama, pageantry and spectacle to raise morale and convince everyone of the absolute justice of the king’s cause.


Cromwell’s polemicist Richard Morison published An Exhortation to styre all Englishe men to the defence of their countreye that March, combining reassurance that England would defeat her enemies with strident appeals that the population’s duty lay in supporting their king against the Catholic powers. ‘Is it possible that any [of] his grace’s subjects can refuse pain, when his highness rides about from haven to haven, from castle to castle [spending] days and nights devising all the ways that wit can invent for our assurance …? What a realm will England be, when his grace has set walls [and] ditches that run round about us! England will be much [more] like a castle than a realm … [When] his highness diligently watches [so] that we may safely sleep [and] spends his treasure … were it not [to] our great shame to suffer him to travail [labour] alone?’17


Morison evoked memories of famous English victories to fire his readers’ patriotism: ‘We may forget the battle of Agincourt but they [the French] will remember and are like never to forget with how small an army … King Henry V vanquished that huge host of Frenchmen … Let us fight this one field with English hands and English hearts. Perpetual peace, victory, honour, wealth, all is ours.’ God was with those who defended their true faith and also with Henry, ‘whom God had advanced to the throne as the scourge of superstition’.18 Cromwell paid the author £20 (£13,000 at today’s prices) in April 1539, probably for penning the Exhortation.19


On Thursday, 8 May, a morale-boosting parade of citizens in full military array was staged in London, mustering in the fields between Whitechapel and Mile End before six in the morning in three great battalions, each led by four field guns, followed by troops carrying morris pikes,20 bills21 and bows and arrows. Among them were a 1,000-strong contingent, whose equipment cost Cromwell the princely sum of £117 16s 3d, more than £75,000 in 2019 money.


The London recruits, led by their drum and fife bands, proved a brave and stirring sight. Dressed in white coats and feathered caps, the sun glinting on a forest of weapons, they marched behind their fluttering banners bearing the blood-red cross of England, the City of London’s arms and the Tudor colours of green and white. The chronicler Charles Wriothesley saw them tramp through the streets ‘to the number of 16,500 and more, [although] a man would have thought they had been above 30,000, they were so long passing by … There was never a goodlier sight in London’.22 Another eyewitness, John Husee, thought they numbered between 20,000 and 25,000 and was convinced that foreigners who saw the spectacle ‘did little rejoice’ at this valiant show of strength.23


The long column wound through the city and on to Westminster, where Henry and his Privy Councillors watched as each battalion fired salutes with their field- and hand-guns, the noise judged ‘very terrible’. Then it was once around St James’s Park, before again parading past the king, now standing atop the Holbein gateway of Whitehall Palace, before dispersing at five o’clock. Henry ‘rejoiced’ at the muster, although someone with his military acumen would have noticed a worrying dearth of hand-guns among the troops.24 However, as we shall see, behind that smile of delight creasing the king’s bloated face lay secret knowledge that made the day still more gratifying.


The propaganda war against the Holy See continued. On 17 June, Cromwell staged a rumbustious ‘triumph’ on the River Thames by Whitehall Palace. This spectacle involved two large barges, armed with guns firing darts, or flechettes, made of harmless reeds. One boat’s crew wore the colourful robes of the pope and his cardinals, complete with tall mitres; the other represented Henry and his sober-sided council. They were to stage a sham fight to delight the Londoners and Henry himself, viewing from a prominent vantage point above the river entrance to Whitehall, decorated with green boughs and roses. Two other vessels, flying banners and pennons bearing St George’s cross, carried an orchestra to provide a suitably stirring musical accompaniment. Beneath the laughter and mirth lay a hard-nosed political message: the power of the king’s supremacy.


Three times the barges laboriously rowed up and down the river, exchanging volleys of darts. The outcome was, of course, carefully choreographed. At the fourth pass, the papal party were ignominiously thrown into the river. No one drowned, as those taking part were hand-picked beforehand as good swimmers. Cromwell, with a concern for health and safety centuries ahead of his time, had also stationed one of the royal barges nearby to pluck the vanquished ‘papacy’ out of the water. It was, as a watching Charles Wriothesley pointed out, ‘a goodly pastime’.25
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Quite suddenly, the crisis faded away. Cardinal Pole failed to convince Charles V of Spain to join the holy league against Henry as he had quite enough on his hands fighting the infidel Turks in the Mediterranean and grappling with Lutheran Protestants in Germany. The emperor was already championing the True Religion by tackling these twin evils, at no small cost to his exchequer.26 Charles promised, however, that when Francis ‘who was not so hampered as he, found some plan, they could deliberate more maturely what to do’.


Pole was discouraged by Charles’s rebuff but continued to press for French assistance. Henry, he said, was a ‘cruel wolf who seeks only to devour the flock of God’ … ‘The whole hope of remedying the evils of England and delivering the Church from oppression rests in the king of France who, in this, it is hoped, will imitate his glorious ancestors’ in the defence of Catholicism.27


Despite the immediacy of his appeals, Pole postponed visiting Francis I and withdrew to Carpentras in south-east France to await papal instructions. He explained to Cardinal Farnese: ‘I did not wish in so important a matter to go too far and did not see what more could result, except that I might compromise again my own life and the honour of the Apostolic See, as I did when I went to Flanders.’ He had learnt ‘from those who know the king of England’s practices in France, with how many means he procures my death and chiefly in that kingdom where he has more ways and methods on account of its nearness to [England]’.28


Francis initially seemed willing to join the enterprise against England, but then doubts drained his resolve. He was ready to do his duty in supporting the Church, but only when Charles would act in unison. Furthermore, it was inadvisable for Pole to visit him, as this would only arouse suspicion. Then in March, the French king unexpectedly sent Charles de Marillac to London as ambassador, following this up on 18 April, with a private letter to Henry assuring him that his war preparations were aimed at the Spanish in Flanders, not against England at all.


According to Marillac, this letter ‘dispelled all remains of distrust from the king and his council’ who seemed ‘quite delighted’. The king, recovering his old sangfroid, graciously informed Marillac that his defence preparations had been spurred by Charles V’s military activities in Flanders and were nothing whatsoever to do with France. He merely ‘wished to be on his guard and to see what forces he could muster, if attacked’.29


This was the secret knowledge that so cheered Henry as he watched the Londoners marching past in all their martial splendour. There was no threat from France and with luck, no covert French interference in Scotland. The perils of having to fight on two fronts had disappeared like battlefield smoke in a breeze.


By August, Pope Paul had grudgingly abandoned his great crusade and urged Pole to return to Rome and safety.30 Papal face was saved by Paul’s somewhat limp assertion that all he ever intended was to impose French and Spanish trade sanctions that would goad the English into settling their own destiny by fighting a civil war.


The crisis was over, but it had been a testing time. Three years later, Henry confided to Marillac that ‘it was true that when the [French] king and the emperor were on terms of agreement … they had pushed him into a narrow corner but, thank God, he was still alive and not so little a king as had been supposed’.31
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Henry always proudly maintained that he had far greater expertise in foreign relations than any of his ministers and council – Cardinal Thomas Wolsey and Cromwell included – and had a consistent record of happily ignoring their advice because he knew better. In diplomacy, the king was unpredictable, revelling in his unorthodoxy, a veritable enfant terrible of European politics. Francis I once commented miserably on his dealings with Henry: ‘Sometimes he treats me like a subject … He is the strangest man in the world and I fear I can do no good with him. But I must put up with him, as it is no time to lose friends.’32


The running sore of the break with Rome, the execution of those who opposed his royal supremacy and the dissolution of the monasteries left Henry a pariah in Catholic Europe. John Dymock, his commissary in the Low Countries, was assailed by vehement criticism of the king in Dordrecht in 1546. He was deeply shocked when an official told him ‘what the king has done will give him a warm arse one day’ and could only lamely reply that he would be judged by God.33


Diplomatic embarrassment is one thing; the agony of torture quite another. The unfortunate Thomas Perry, an English merchant in Seville, found himself in the remorseless hands of the Spanish Inquisition in 1539 because of Henry’s religious policies. The judge, Pedro Diez, asked Perry repeatedly whether he believed that his king was a good Christian, given his ‘putting down of the monasteries, taking away the [church] bells and that he is pope within his realm’. The merchant answered stoutly that he believed ‘his grace was a good Christian and the rest I believe well done’. No surprise then that Perry was thrown into the Inquisition’s jail in the Castillo de San Jorge in Triana34 – notorious as the ‘Prison of Torments’.


Perry recounted his ordeal: ‘Then came the judge and his notary and he set himself down in a chair, [with] a cushion of tapestry work under his feet. Then I knelt down, desiring him to be good to me and do me justice. Diez said: “Confess now the truth and we ask no more”.’ Then ‘the porter and another took me by the arms and … set me down upon the burrito [wooden donkey] and brought one of my arms over the other and cast a rope five times about them and so drew the rope with all their might.


‘I thought they would pluck the flesh from the bones and cried to the judge to show me mercy, saying this is a house of justice but it is more like a house of murder … He said he would give me good advice … “Your king … now is the greatest heretic in the world and if we had him here, we would burn him. All the world should not save him.”’35


Perry was forced to take part in the Inquisition’s auto-de-fé, an act of public penance. Wearing a yellow habit adorned with red crosses and carrying a candle, he staggered through the crowded Seville streets to the church of St Anna where he heard Mass. Then he was sent to the ‘Prison of Perpetuity’ where he was told his possessions had been confiscated, half going to the Inquisition and half to Charles V. There he remained ‘abiding the mercy of the Lord and [I] might die for [lack] of comfort’.


In July 1540, twenty-five English merchants in Spain, headed by their governor, William Ostrych (whom we met earlier), wrote to Roger Basing, in Henry’s household, complaining of their treatment by the Inquisition. ‘Other merchants, prisoners with Perry, were present when he was tormented. Four or five Englishmen remain in prison. The Inquisition have searched Seville, Pérez, Sanlúcar and elsewhere for English merchants.’36


The following month, Basing was in Seville, ostensibly investigating the fate of these unfortunate victims, but, in reality, tasked with a more mundane mission. He promised to send the emperor’s response to complaints about the persecution, but happily, Perry ‘with all such Englishmen as were in prison here … for the bishop of Rome’s matters, were [freed] on 9 August’.


Then on to the real reason he was in Spain; he had £450 in his bulging purse to purchase bloodstock horses from the Imperial stud for Henry. ‘I have bought six horses and four mares of the best and largest I can find which I sent to England from Seville on 26 July,’ he reported. He could not leave yet because, ironically, he had been accused of heresy by a Frenchman from Bordeaux. ‘He alleges … that I am a Lutheran, because the king has granted me the lease of an abbey … Notwithstanding, I trust to God to ride hence within these ten days.’37


His trust in providence was misplaced. Basing was thrown into jail for owing a debt of 1,400 gold ducats. The wheels of Tudor government sometimes revolved slowly and it was not until that November that the Privy Council summoned the Imperial ambassador to complain. They described ‘soberly and modestly’ how badly the king’s subjects were treated in his country and that he should immediately request Charles V to grant them redress and protection from the Inquisition’s attentions.


This appeal proved fruitless, so Sir John Mason, reputedly on good terms with the emperor, was sent to Seville in December 1540. If Basing, the king’s servant, could not be liberated without money changing hands, Mason was authorised to spend £40 ‘or under, rather than leave him in prison’.


Henry was more concerned about his horses which ‘are to be at once sent hither’.38 The ‘jennets’ and mares eventually arrived in England, but in February 1541 the issue was still taxing the Privy Council. In case Basing ‘cannot shortly come home himself’ he should report on what had happened to the king’s cash ‘delivered at his going out and also about the £60 paid out for bringing the horses over’.39 In the event, the unfortunate Basing seems to have returned to England safely and rehabilitated in Henry’s favour, as in December 1542, a man of that name was appointed ‘vice-admiral of his majesty’s navy’.40
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The problems of his subjects abroad were the least of Henry’s worries about international relations. While he always tried to punch above his weight, the king was painfully aware that England, then with a population of just under three million, was a second-rate power that could never match the military, industrial or financial clout of Spain and France.


Henry had three inviolate diplomatic imperatives. The first was at all costs to prevent military alliances between France and Spain; indeed, if possible, to set them at each other’s throats. The king once frankly told a Spanish envoy that ‘he had no fear of being annoyed or troubled by anyone in the world, so long as a perfect amity did not exist’ between these countries.41 The second was to weaken or destroy the centuries-old Franco-Scottish ‘Auld Alliance’ and stymie French adventures north of the English border. Finally, Calais and its immediate hinterland had to be retained and protected at all costs because of the Pale’s importance to the wool trade with Flanders and its symbolism as the last English toehold on the continent of Europe.


There were also the ‘nice to have’ rewards from diplomatic endeavour such as the advantageous marriages of his offspring with the royal families of Europe, never for love, but solely for political advantage. This was always possible, although he was constrained by only having to offer as prospective spouses young Edward and his two daughters Mary and Elizabeth, both of whom had unfortunately been declared illegitimate by statute.42 Finally, the arrest or repatriation of a handful of English traitors exiled in Europe – first and foremost Cardinal Pole – would always gladden Henry’s cankered old heart. Where diplomacy or the protocols laid down by international treaties failed him on this score, the king would hire his own assassins, as we shall see later.


No doubt these all were matters which Henry, as God’s deputy on earth, discussed regularly with the almighty during his prayers, soliciting divine intervention on his and England’s part. Henry, in his sublime arrogance, naturally believed that when he spoke during his pious devotions on his knees, God listened attentively.
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Age and ill-health was also wearying the king and, always a pragmatist, he was only too well aware that time was running out for him to achieve all he wanted before handing over a safe and secure realm to his cherished son and heir. So in the aftermath of the 1539 crisis there was a growing determination to settle scores and realise outstanding ambitions of military glory. Out of this was born an audacious plan to exert Henry’s suzerainty over what he saw as the vassal kingdom of Scotland – or at least to neutralise it as a threat – tame his unruly dominion of Ireland and, best of all, to assert the English monarchy’s ancient right as kings of France.


The huge construction programme of defences around England’s east and south coasts, the Scottish borders and in the Pale of Calais was broadened and accelerated and the Navy Royal’s strength was increased by purchase or lease of Hanseatic merchant vessels, domestic shipbuilding and modernising existing warships. England had to be transformed into a secure fortress before Henry could embark on the fulfilment of his grand strategy.


The defences eventually consisted of seventy-three castles, forts, towers, bastions and bulwarks in England, Jersey in the Channel Islands and in the Pale of Calais, built between 1539 and 1547. Total expenditure on this project was £376,500 or £231 million at today’s prices, with the costs met by the new courts of First Fruits and Tenths (set up in 1540 to collect monies from clerical benefices previously sent to Rome) and Augmentations, the bureaucracy that oversaw the legalised pillage of the religious houses.


Some fortifications were paid for by loyal subjects or local corporations. In Hampshire, Sir William Paulet, Lord St John, built, at Henry’s personal request, a rectangular stone tower with two bastions at Netley to defend Southampton Water in 1542–5. Due to Tudor bureaucratic processes worthy of some ridicule, he had to be pardoned in 1547 for building it without possessing a licence to crenellate, or fortify a structure.43


Despite the disposals of monastic property, it was thought prudent to appeal to Parliament in 1540 to grant a subsidy, or tax, to pay for the ‘great charges for the preparation of an army by the sea … [and] his majesty’s navy for the defence of his loving subjects and realm against enemies [in] the pretended invasion’. There had also been the ‘extreme costs and charges’ for the new fortresses. Parliament of its ‘own free will, liberality and assent, like true natural, faithful and most loving subjects’, agreed to grant payments equal to four-fifteenths and tenths of all ‘moveable goods, cattle and other things’ payable over the next four years.44


Huge teams of construction workers were recruited for this monumental project. For several years, it was impossible to contract a mason to build your family monument in your local church, as all were working on the so-called ‘Device Forts’. Everyone was paid their five or six pence a day – plus travel expenses – although there were two strikes for higher wages at Guisnes45 in the Calais Pale in 1541 and at Deal in Kent two years earlier, when nine troublemakers in this ‘mutiny’ were imprisoned in Canterbury Castle and at Sandwich Gaol.46 At Guisnes, the Welsh ringleader, Morris ap Powell, appeared before a special commission of Oyer and Terminer47 in the market place and, within hours, was hanged outside the town. His body was left on the gallows as a grisly warning. ‘Since then the labourers have been doing their job more quietly,’ Sir John Wallop tersely reported.48


The Thames Estuary forts controlling the river approaches to London were completed in March 1540, the blockhouses at East and West Cowes on the Isle of Wight that summer and by the autumn, building work had finished on the circular artillery forts in ‘The Downs’ (the strategic anchorage off the Kent coast) and at Calshot at the entrance to Southampton Water. Construction on the castles at St Mawes and Pendennis guarding the port of Falmouth, Cornwall, had begun in April and October.49 Later, stone structures replaced some of Cromwell’s hastily erected earth bulwarks of 1539, because many had decayed beyond any defensive usefulness.


‘Ship-killing’ artillery defences had been around for some time, as at Dartmouth Castle in Devon, designed in the late fifteenth century. Henry’s larger fortresses sprang phoenix-like from the dying embers of the medieval castle. These were a group of rounded bastions surrounding a central tower, allowing artillery to cover a wide arc of firepower on all sides from three to five tiers of embrasures. Some were designed to operate independently; others could provide crossfire for mutual defence. At Sandgate in Kent there were more than sixty gun ports and another sixty-five loopholes for hand-guns.50


The coastal fortifications were designed to deter a landing but if this failed, to delay the progress of an invasion to allow time for defending forces to concentrate and hurl the enemy back into the sea.


Later modifications to the ‘Device Forts’ included the latest military innovations, based on Italian experience, such as flanker bastions and the first arrowhead bastion at Yarmouth Castle on the Isle of Wight that would pour enfilading fire on attackers trying to force an entrance at the main gate.51


Sandgate and Camber in Sussex, together with the earth bulwarks linking the castles protecting The Downs off the Kent coast, were apparently the brainchild of the surveyor and architect Stefan von Haschenperg, a ‘gentleman of Moravia’.52 By July 1541, he was building an artillery platform on top of the keep at Carlisle Castle and a new semicircular stone bastion. A year later, he was in disgrace for having ‘behaved lewdly and spent great treasure to no purpose’ and had to provide surety for his performance. He was suspended in May 1543 and in August 1545 complained of having received no pay ‘these two years’.53


Giovanni (or John) Portinari, an Italian engineer, was recruited to take charge of building operations at Sandown Castle, Isle of Wight.54 Portinari was a man of many talents; he was paid £25 for building scenery for one of Henry’s grand court masques in 1538 and worked on the king’s tomb at Westminster in the late 1540s. At Sandown in 1545, he was ‘captain’ of 284 labourers on four shillings a day and plainly operated in some splendour as he employed a standard bearer at twelve pence a day and his fifes and drums were paid eight pence each.55


Across the English Channel, the frontline defences of the Calais Pale were not forgotten. The Beauchamp tower on the north-east corner of the walls of Calais was rebuilt in 1540–1 with two bastions, and a massive trefoil bulwark erected on the south. When Henry’s commissioners saw the work there in May 1541, they noted approvingly that ‘not a cat could stir’ without detection within range of its guns.56 At the Rysbank fort, two new towers were constructed, one facing seaward and the other, D-shaped, protected Calais harbour. Henry had ordered that the latter be built further west but this would incur ‘great expense in removing the sandhill where the tower should stand and its removal would endanger the haven’.57 So the location was shifted and by August 1542, the work was completed and ordnance installed.
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Henry had a deep fascination with military and naval science, whether it be new fashions or developments in the design of fortifications, warships or artillery, and he delighted in showing off his knowledge and expertise.


Rather like some twentieth-century politicians who had been serving officers in their youth, he had no hesitation in sending meddlesome advice to his military commanders in the field about how they should conduct operations. During the siege of the French town of Landrecy by English and Imperial troops in late 1543, he had carefully studied a map of the town (probably the one still held by the British Library)58 and sent instructions to build two huge earth mounds from which guns could ‘beat the houses and scour the streets’.59 Sir John Wallop, his general on the spot, showed the royal advice to his allies and, with predictable sycophancy, announced ‘both of them liked your grace’s opinion marvellously and had already minded the same’.


Wallop also reported a new and alarming weapon being used by the besieging Imperial forces: a giant mortar firing ‘artificial’ shells with forty or fifty bullets ‘every one able to kill a man’ – patently an early form of shrapnel. A few days later he graphically described its terrifying effects: ‘It was a strange and dreadful sight to see the bullet fly into the air, spouting fire on every side. At [its] fall … [it] leaped from place to place, casting out fire and within a while, burst forth and shot off guns out of [it] – an hundred shot, as loud as a hackbut. What hurt it has done I know not yet.’60


Wallop believed this ‘fantasy’ would intrigue his master and asked if the inventor could work for Henry.61 The king was indeed fascinated by this sixteenth-century weapon of mass destruction. Wallop reported that Charles V was happy that the inventor could work for Henry for twenty days, generously charging his brother king for only five or six for his services.62


In April 1541, a venerable Italian, ‘aged about seventy years’, demonstrated another new invention to Henry – a device, probably an early telescope, that enabled ships to be observed from great distances.63 The French ambassador thought it was a mirror which, if placed on the highest tower of Dover Castle, could allow an observer to see ‘all ships that leave Dieppe. Although it seems incredible, he has persuaded this king to provide money to make it and left yesterday for Dover to fulfil his promise.’64 Sadly, history is silent as to whether he succeeded.
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The other major plank in England’s defences was Henry’s Navy Royal. He had inherited seven warships from his father and had added twenty-four more by 1514.65 In 1536, the Mary Rose and the Peter Pomegranate were rebuilt, followed by the Great Bark, the flagship Henry Grace à Dieu and several smaller warships.66 Their firepower was increased by adding ‘great guns’ and both cannon and ammunition were manufactured by the Sussex Weald iron foundries which started production in 1543.


His warships had become floating artillery platforms, grouped in ‘battles’, with each ship tasked with crippling or destroying an adversary at close quarters. English captains were ordered to sail between enemy vessels to enable broadsides to be fired by both port and starboard batteries and to aim their shots low to hole below the waterline, rather than damaging masts and rigging.67


Henry also built the 300-ton Galley Subtle in 1544, its banks of oars manned by slaves. A proclamation announced that convicted felons should suffer such dangerous hardship for their crimes and, at one point, the idea of using Scots prisoners of war for this purpose was also considered. In the event, the oarsmen were free men, not for humanitarian reasons, but probably because they were stronger and better fed than the dregs of the prisons.


Other new-builds included carracks, the 450-ton Pansy in 1543, Anne Gallant and Grand Mistress, two galleasses of the same displacement with a single bank of oars, and the 300-ton Greyhound, all in service by 1545. The Antelope, built in 1546, was operational right through to the Armada campaign in 1588 before being rebuilt in 1618. She was eventually blown up by Parliamentary dry forces off the Netherlands in 1649.


The king also acquired three ships, captured in action: the 300-ton Salamander and the 240-ton Unicorn, seized as prizes from the Scots at Leith in 1544 and the Galley Blanchard, taken from the French two years later. The carrack Matthew Gonson was purchased (doubtless at a cheap price) in 1545 from the family of William Gonson, paymaster of the navy, who committed suicide the year before.68 Henry also hired large merchant vessels from the Hanseatic League in 1544 to convert into warships – Jesus of Lubeck, Christopher of Bremen, Mary of Hamburg, and Struse of Danzig. These were purchased the following year, together with the Morion of Danzig and the Great Christopher of Danzig, the latter bought for £550.


He may well have designed the thirteen ‘row barges’ – undecked oared vessels of twenty tons, armed with seven guns and designed to harry attacking enemy warships, as well as scouting, or interdicting small pirate vessels. These entered service in 1546 and had names taken from elements of the Tudor royal heraldry such as Portcullis, Three Ostrich Feathers, and Double Rose. The king’s enthusiasm for his row barges foundered on their poor sea-keeping and endurance; most were decommissioned within a year of his death and sold off.


Finally, the administration of the navy underwent a major reorganisation in 1545. The ‘Council of the Marine’ or the ‘Chief Officers of the Admiralty’ was created, the forerunner of the Navy Board that exists today. Truly, Henry VIII was the father of the Royal Navy.


The clarion call of patriotism was always an effective distraction from the problems of internal dissent. By 1542, Henry was happy to be persuaded by a war party within his court that this was the right time for a foreign conflict which, like a ‘potion of rhubarb’, could cleanse ‘choler from the body of the realm’.


With England now a safe base, protected by its navy and those expensive fortifications, plans were now being made for an overseas military adventure bringing glory, honour and lustre to Henry VIII’s reputation as a warrior king.




3


Death of a ‘Most False and Corrupt Traitor’


Early on the morning of Wednesday, 28 July 1540, a brooding Thomas Cromwell, until recently Henry VIII’s chief minister, ate a frugal last breakfast in the Tower of London. His restless wait was soon over. A sharp rap on the door announced the arrival of Sir William Laxton and Martin Bowes, two Sheriffs of the City of London, come to escort him to his execution on Tower Hill.1


The prisoner had been warned that he was to die that morning.2 However, by the king’s special grace, he would be beheaded rather than hanged, drawn and quartered – the barbarous penalty for traitors that turned the scaffold into a bloody abattoir. The former Lord Privy Seal was doubtless grateful for this minor act of royal clemency.


He also learnt that he would not be alone in sampling the sharp taste of Henry’s justice on this bright summer day. Accompanying him to the scaffold would be Walter, baron Hungerford, a former beneficiary of Cromwell’s patronage. He had been condemned for treason – having paid magicians and the witch ‘Mother Roche’ to predict the king’s death – and his chaplain, William Bird,3 sympathised with the rebels who had threatened Henry three years before.4 Hungerford was also found guilty of sodomy with ‘William Maister, Thomas Smith and some of his other servants’5 and raping his daughter Eleanor (or even more appallingly, possibly her eleven-year-old half-sister Mary).6


This was a terrible litany of ignominy and shame, but you can only execute a miscreant once. Although the main charge against him was high treason, Hungerford would also become the first to die under legislation drawn up seven years before by Cromwell that outlawed ‘the detestable and abominable vice of buggery, committed with mankind or beast’.7


Thomas Howard, third duke of Norfolk, the most malevolent of the minister’s many enemies at court, had earlier bragged to his cronies that Cromwell’s death ‘would be the most ignominious in the country’. Hungerford’s appearance on the scaffold that morning was a callous attempt to humiliate Cromwell in his last hour by associating him with a felon guilty of the most scandalous of crimes.
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The minister’s downfall had occurred almost seven weeks earlier. Norfolk had ordered Sir Anthony Wingfield, Captain of the King’s Guard, to come with his halberdiers to the Palace of Whitehall on Saturday, 10 June, to arrest Cromwell during a Privy Council meeting. The officer was stunned by the news of his mission, but the duke told him peremptorily: ‘You need not be surprised. The king orders it.’8


The Lord Privy Seal had arrived late and was startled to find his usual chair at the head of the table occupied. As he sat down, Norfolk snapped: ‘That is no place for you. Traitors do not sit amongst gentlemen.’


The palpable contempt and hatred in his words hung menacingly in the tense, crowded room. Right on cue, Wingfield and his six men burst into the room and the captain seized the minister’s arm.


Astonished, Cromwell hurled his cap on to the floor and cried out: ‘This, then, is all the reward for all my services?’ His embittered, uncomprehending question was followed by a hapless plea to his fellow councillors: ‘On your consciences, I ask you, am I a traitor?’ Their answer came swift and brutal. Some shouted ‘Yes, yes!’ Others pounded their fists on the council table and, in time with the reverberating thumps, chanted: ‘Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!’ Like predatory animals, they scented Cromwell’s blood, knowing that the imminent river journey to the Tower was a sure sign of his demise.


Norfolk stepped forward. ‘Stop, captain!’ he barked. ‘Traitors must not wear the Garter.’ The duke ripped off the silver-gilt St George chain, with its enamelled white and red Tudor roses, from around the minister’s neck, while angrily accusing him of many ‘villainies’. Sir William Fitzwilliam, earl of Southampton, ripped the jewelled Garter from around his former friend’s leg. Cromwell was pulled about like a rag doll, as the symbols of power and authority were torn from him. As the councillors stepped back, panting from their exertions, he was bundled out, still yelling protests, and taken to the river stairs and the waiting wherry.9
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Within the hour, Charles de Marillac, the French ambassador to London, had learnt of Cromwell’s downfall and the king sent ‘a gentleman of the court’ to the envoy to explain what had happened. Henry had ‘wished by all means to lead back religion to the way of truth’ but Cromwell, who supported the German Lutheran Protestants, had ‘always favoured the doctors who preached such erroneous opinions’. The minister planned to suppress the old religious beliefs and ‘the affair would soon be brought to such a pass’ that Henry ‘with all his power could not prevent it’. Cromwell’s faction would become so strong ‘that he would make the king descend to the new doctrines, even if he had to take arms against him’. Marillac was unconvinced that this was the entire truth and in his dispatch to Paris, posed the question: ‘How great was Cromwell’s crime that he had so long been able to conceal it?’10


Henry wasted no time in appropriating his fallen minister’s wealth. Two hours after the arrest, Sir Thomas Cheney, Treasurer of the Royal Household, was sent, with an escort of fifty archers, to Cromwell’s palatial home at Austin Friars in the north-west quarter of the City of London.11 A large rowdy crowd outside cheered as treasure to the value of £7,000 (more than £4 million in today’s money) – coin, gold and silver plate, crosses, chalices and other loot from monastic churches – was carted away to the secret royal jewel house, pursued by a jeering rabble.12 Low-value items were given to his now unemployed servants, who were ordered to stop wearing his livery badge.13


The king must have inspected this booty, as eleven of Cromwell’s possessions appear in an inventory of royal goods compiled after Henry’s death in 1547. Three – a pair of large glass gilded flagons; a pair of chased silver-gilt pots weighing 206oz (5.8kg) and a needlework cushion with the initials ‘T.C.’ – must have been recently acquired by a preening Cromwell, as they bore his arms as earl of Essex, the title bestowed upon him in April 1540.14 Seldom has egotism taken such a swift and dramatic tumble.


None of Cromwell’s friends lifted a finger to help or defend him, with the exception of Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury. He wrote bravely to Henry saying that the minister had been a ‘servant … in wisdom, diligence, faithfulness and experience, as no prince in this realm ever had’. Cranmer added: ‘Now, if he be a traitor, I am sorry that I ever trusted him and am very glad that his treason is discovered in time … [but] to whom shall your grace trust hereafter, if you might not trust him?’15


That night, the citizens of London lit huge bonfires in the streets to celebrate Cromwell’s fall. From his window in the Tower, he must have seen the red glow of the fires flickering on the church towers and steeples above the dark streets and heard the jubilant shouts of the mob exalting his fate. Edward Hall, the partisan chronicler, recorded that among those rejoicing were the monks turned out of their monasteries who ‘banqueted and triumphed together that night’ – although some, fearing his escape, ‘could not be merry’. The clergy had detested him, as he could ‘not abide the snuffling pride of some prelates … [but] others, who knew nothing but truth by him, both lamented him and heartily prayed for him’.16
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Letters were conveniently discovered in Austin Friars that allegedly had been sent by German Lutherans to Cromwell. Their content triggered one of Henry’s notorious tantrums. ‘The king was so exasperated against [Cromwell] that he could no longer hear him spoken of, but rather desired to abolish all memory of him as the greatest wretch ever born in England,’ reported Marillac. Henry ‘proclaimed that none should call him by any other title but only Thomas Cromwell, shearman’ – a deliberately wounding reference to his humble origins.17


Southampton replaced him as Lord Privy Seal and Sir John Russell became Lord High Admiral. Lord Chancellor Thomas Audley took charge of judicial affairs, even though he did not understand the legal languages of French or Latin. Audley also bore the unenviable reputation of ‘being a good seller of justice whenever he can find a buyer’. The bishop of Winchester, Stephen Gardiner, an arch-enemy of Cromwell, was recalled to the Privy Council.


Henry’s brother monarchs in Europe were elated at the downfall of a minister who had frustrated their diplomatic designs. Charles V of Spain sank to his knees, offering up prayers of gratitude to the Almighty. Francis I of France shouted gleefully at the arrest, and instructed his ambassador in London: ‘Tell [Henry] from me that he has occasion to thank God for having let him know the faults and malversations [corruption] of such an unhappy person as Cromwell, who alone has been the cause of all the suspicions against not only his friends, but his best servants … Getting rid of this wicked and unhappy person will tranquilise his kingdom, to the common welfare of church, nobles and people.’18
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Cromwell had known full well that he would survive and prosper if he always gave his monarch everything he wanted, when he wanted it. For once, he had failed in that mission and had become scapegoat for the king’s disastrous marriage to his fourth wife, Anne of Cleves. Furthermore, he had trespassed into areas that impinged heavily on royal pride and vanity and committed the unpardonable sin of making the sovereign look ridiculous. He would therefore lose his head.


The minister had good cause to complain that fate had dealt him an unlucky hand of cards. After all, everything had looked so promising.


Henry had willingly acquiesced in the quest for a new bride after the death of his beloved third queen, Jane Seymour, in October 1537. He may now have ‘God’s Imp’, his longed-for son Edward by Jane, but in the uncertainties of the Tudor world with its political dangers and sudden epidemics, a ‘spare heir’ – a duke of York – was needed to safeguard his dynasty. After much toing and froing around Europe for a suitable bedfellow, Anne of Cleves emerged as the front-runner in the royal marriage stakes.


She was the twenty-four-year-old sister of Duke William who ruled a group of duchies on the Lower Rhine, today part of Holland and Germany. Although the ducal family were not Lutheran, they shunned papal authority.19 As Cromwell must have pointed out, such a union had considerable diplomatic advantages in the dangerous cockpit of European politics.


Hans Holbein the younger, the king’s painter, was packed off to Düren20 in 1539 to paint a likeness of the princess to help Henry judge her fitness as his bride. Holbein’s painting, now in the Musée du Louvre, Paris, shows a demure and shy young lady, her hands clasped at the waist, with a high forehead and heavily lidded eyes cast modestly downwards. Despite her rather bulbous nose, the king was delighted by this portrayal and by early October, the marriage treaty was concluded.


Looks are not everything. Unfortunately, Anne was uninterested in Henry’s favourite pursuits – gambling and hunting – and spoke only a guttural Low German that the English found nasal and unappealing to the ear.


She eventually departed Calais on the noon tide on 27 December 1539. Despite the icy weather, her ladies worried that she would become unfashionably sunburnt during the hazardous five-hour voyage to England.


Travelling at a sedate pace, Anne arrived at Rochester, in Kent, four days later to rest before the journey to London to meet her bridegroom. Henry, both impetuous and careless of protocol, donned a disguise of a multicoloured hooded cloak and rode helter-skelter with five cronies from court for an early glimpse of his latest wife-to-be. His intention, he had told Cromwell, was to ‘nourish love’.21 This madcap journey epitomised romantic chivalry and as the party clattered, laughing, down the twenty-five miles (40km) of frozen roads from Greenwich Palace, the years seemed to roll back for the king. Henry may have imagined that he was once again a passionate, virile young lover, rather than a portly forty-eight-year-old, growing increasingly infirm with ulcerated legs.


His bride was languidly passing the time chatting with her ladies in the bishop’s palace at Rochester, overlooking the River Medway. On the afternoon of New Year’s Day, she sat at the window watching the sport of bear baiting in the courtyard below.22 Amid the roar of the crowd and the barking of the hounds harrying the brown bear, she was startled by the sudden appearance in her apartment of a clean-shaven man with a thin face and arched eyebrows. By his clothes and deportment, he was a gentleman.


Her surprise visitor was Sir Anthony Browne, Henry’s Master of the Horse, and one of the king’s merry companions on that reckless ride from Greenwich, who had come to announce his sovereign’s imminent arrival. Bowing low, he glanced up at her, sitting sedately amid her German ladies, all prattling in their grating dialect at this stranger’s sudden interruption.


What he saw cut him to the quick.


‘I was never more dismayed in all my life [and] lamented in my heart … to see the lady so far and unlike that was reported,’ he observed later. In that instant, he realised ‘the king’s majesty should not content himself with her’. Recovering quickly, he politely explained his mission and received Anne’s permission to usher in her bridegroom. He returned to the eager Henry waiting impatiently outside, but ‘dared not’ reveal his impressions of the new queen of England.23


Bursting with romantic bravado, Henry, with Sir Anthony and another courtier, entered the room. When the king ‘tried to embrace her and kiss her’, Browne ‘saw and noted’ in Henry’s face ‘such a discontentment and misliking of her person as he was very sorry of’.


Romance took flight and swiftly flew the room.


Henry was aghast, if not mortified. What had happened to the stunning beauty of Holbein’s portrait? Anne looked older than her years. Her complexion was sallow and her face disfigured by pitted smallpox scars. She looked bored and worse still, frumpish and dowdy. For someone with an ego the size of Henry’s, it was galling that Anne shyly ‘regarded him little but always looked out of the window at the bear baiting’.24 His face betrayed that he was ‘marvellously astonished and abashed’.25


The king ‘tarried not to speak with her twenty words’ and grumpily stumped out, taking with him gifts of a partlet26 of richly decorated sable skins and a new bonnet. He left behind a perplexed German princess, wondering whether this was some arcane English courtship ritual that nobody had warned her about. The next morning, a bashful Browne delivered Henry’s presents, together ‘with a cold and single message as might be’ from her deflated and discontented bridegroom.27


As far as Henry was concerned, she had become the ‘Flanders Mare’, that mean epithet that poor Anne of Cleves has been saddled with down the centuries.28 Back in London, he told Cromwell with some asperity that if he had known how his bride looked, she would never have come to England. ‘What remedy now?’ he demanded. His sheepish minister knew of none and was very sorry. ‘I think she has a queenly manner,’ he added feebly.29
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